
Missoula City-County Health Department Disease Fact Sheets

TICK-BORNE RELAPSING FEVER

What is Tick-borne relapsing fever? 
Tick-borne relapsing fever (TBRF) is an infection spread by a louse or tick.

Who gets TBRF?
TBRF can affect people of any age. In the United States, TBRF most often 
occurs after staying in a rustic cabin where rodents have made their nest. 
Ticks can be active any time the temperature is above freezing. 

What causes relapsing fever? 
TBRF is caused by a bite by a tick or louse that is infected with one of two 
similar bacteria in the Borrelia family: Borrelia recurrentis and Borrelia duttoni. 
The ticks are not common types, such as deer or wood ticks. They are 
usually found in rodent or bird nests.

What are the symptoms of tick-borne relapsing fever?
Symptoms include sudden chills followed by fever, headaches, vomiting, 
muscle and joint pain, a rash, jaundice, enlargement of the liver and 
spleen, heart inflammation and heart failure.

How is relapsing fever treated? 
TBRF is treated with medication.

What are the complications?  
Complications include seizures, weakness, and facial droop, meningitis, 
pneumonia, widespread bleeding, and death can occur from TBRF.

What can be done to prevent TBRF? 
When in tick-infested habitats - wooded and grassy areas - take special 
precautions to prevent tick bites, such as wearing light-colored clothing 
for easy tick discovery and tucking pants into socks and shirt into pants. 
Check after every two to three hours of outdoor activity for ticks on 
clothing or skin. Brush off any ticks on clothing before skin attachment 
occurs. Repellents can be effective at reducing bites from ticks that can 
transmit disease. 
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