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People and Forest Patches: 

Residential exposure and Lyme disease in Southern New England

Executive Summary
Background: In Southern New England, the risk of Lyme disease has been described as peridomestic because human disease is associated with living near likely tick habitat. Understanding how relationships of land cover and demographic patterns account for the distribution of disease can provide guidance for disease prevention and control policies.
Objectives: To characterize the distribution of Lyme disease across a three-state region and to assess whether the size of the population living near deciduous forest is associated with the town level risk of Lyme disease. 

Methods: A Geographic Information System (GIS) was constructed for Connecticut, Massachusetts and Rhode Island, combining demographic data, a land cover dataset, and reported cases of Lyme disease by town from 1998 – 2002. Stratified tabular analysis, Poisson regression models, and cartographic display were used to compare measures of residential exposure with the distribution of disease. 
Results: An increasing proportion of the population living within 30 meters of deciduous forest was associated with a town level increase in the cumulative incidence of Lyme disease. In addition, stratified analyses suggest that the residential exposure measure is a more fundamental component of risk than the proportion of the town area that is deciduous forest.
Conclusions: Proximity to deciduous forest can be a powerful tool for assessing the risk of Lyme disease at the level of a town and can be constructed over a large multi-state region. The degree of residential exposure to likely tick habitat helps to explain the heightened risk of human disease found in suburban landscapes.
