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First COVID-19, now mosquitoes: 
Bracing for bug-borne ills

Associated Press
Sophia Garabedian had 

been dealing with a persis-
tent fever and painful head-
ache when her parents found 
her unresponsive in her bed 
one morning last fall.

Doctors ultimately diag-
nosed the then-5-year-old 
Sudbury, Massachusetts, 
resident with eastern equine 
encephalitis, a rare but se-
vere mosquito-borne virus 
that causes brain swelling.

Garabedian survived the 
potentially fatal virus after 
about a month in Boston 
hospitals, but her parents 
say her ordeal and ongoing 
recovery should be a warn-
ing as people take advantage 
of the outdoors this summer.

“It’s been a rough year,” 
said David Garabedian, her 
father. “With any brain in-
jury, it’s hard to tell. The 
damage is there. How she 
works through it is anyone’s 
guess.”

As the coronavirus pan-
demic subsides for now 
in the hard-hit Northeast, 
public health officials in the 
region are warning about 
another potentially bad 
summer for EEE and other 
insect-borne illnesses.

EEE saw an unexpected 
resurgence last summer 
across 10 states: Alabama, 
Connecticut, Georgia, Indi-
ana, Massachusetts, Michi-
gan, New Jersey, North 
Carolina, Rhode Island and 
Tennessee.

There were 38 human 
cases and 15 deaths from 
the virus, with many of the 
cases in Massachusetts and 
Michigan, according to the 
Centers for Disease Control 
and Prevention. Most years, 
the country sees just half a 
dozen cases of the virus in 
humans, the agency said.

In Massachusetts and New 
Jersey, officials have already 
detected EEE in mosquitoes 
this year, the earliest on re-
cord in those states. There 
have been no human or ani-
mal cases yet.

“It’s unnerving,” said 
Scott Crans, who heads up 
mosquito control efforts for 
the New Jersey Department 
of Environmental Protec-
tion. “It could signal a busy 
year.”

Crans and other state 
health officials say EEE, 
which has no cure in hu-
mans, tends to come in two- 
to three-year cycles, but 
they also stress that mosqui-
to borne-diseases are notori-
ously tricky to predict.

A relatively mild winter 
may have benefited mosqui-
to populations, but below-
average rainfall could have 
also provided a welcome 
counterweight, he said.

Local health officials are 
also warning about the risk 
of contracting other insect-
borne illnesses as more 
people are spending a lon-
ger time outdoors amid the 

Sophia Garabedian, 6, of Sudbury, Mass., who contract-
ed Eastern Equine Encephalitis in 2019, stands for a pho-
tograph on a playground, Wednesday, July 8, 2020, in 
Sudbury. As the coronavirus pandemic subsides for now 
in the hard hit Northeast, public health officials in the 
region are bracing for another mysterious virus: Eastern 
Equine Encephalitis, or EEE, a rare but severe mosqui-
to-borne virus.              (AP Photo/Steven Senne)

Chris Gagnon, field operations manager for the East 
Middlesex Mosquito Control Project, points out a paint 
marker to identify that a storm drain has been treated 
for mosquito control on Wednesday, July 8, 2020, prior 
to driving through a neighborhood in Burlington, Mass. 
Officials are preparing for another summer with a high 
number of cases of eastern equine encephalitis, a rare 
but severe neurological illness transmitted by mosquitoes 
that hit the state particularly hard last summer.
           (AP Photo/Charles Krupa)

A crew from the East Middlesex Mosquito Control Proj-
ect spray to control mosquitos from a pick-up truck on 
Wednesday, July 8, 2020, while driving through a neigh-
borhood in Burlington, Mass. Officials are preparing for 
another summer with a high number of cases of eastern 
equine encephalitis, a rare but severe neurological illness 
transmitted by mosquitoes that hit the state particularly 
hard last summer.          (AP Photo/Charles Krupa)

coronavirus pandemic.
In Michigan, an invasive 

mosquito known to trans-
mit dengue, Zika and other 
tropical viruses has already 
been detected for the first 
time this season, said Mary 
Grace Stobierski, the state’s 
public health veterinarian.

The state also had its first 
case of West Nile virus this 
season. A more common but 
less severe mosquito-borne 
disease than EEE, it can 
cause fevers, headaches, 
body pain and other symp-
toms. The infection was 
found in a captive hawk in 
early June.

Ticks are also expected to 

be out earlier and in larger 
numbers this season because 
of the relatively mild winter, 
warned Aaron Bernstein, a 
pediatrician at Boston Chil-
dren’s Hospital and a direc-
tor at Harvard’s School of 
Public Health.

That could mean more 
cases of debilitating Lyme 
disease and other tick-relat-
ed illnesses for local health 
care systems already feeling 
the pressure of responding 
to the coronavirus, he said.

“Some of the people go-
ing into the woods more 
now might not be experi-
enced with how to protect 
themselves in the forest, and 

that’s a concern,” he said.
Officials say people should 

avoid the evening and early 
morning hours when mos-
quitoes are most active, use 
bug spray and wear long 
clothing where possible 
when outdoors.

The CDC has offered 
states additional help with 
mosquito testing this season 
as the coronavirus pandemic 
has overwhelmed state pub-
lic health offices, said Can-
dice Hoffmann, an agency 
spokeswoman.

Officials in eight states 
and the District of Columbia 
have so far taken up the of-
fer: Maryland, Ohio, North 
Carolina, South Carolina, 
Vermont, Maine, Florida 
and Arizona.

During last year’s EEE 
outbreak, the CDC provided 
about $700,000 in emer-
gency funding and tech-
nical assistance to Rhode 
Island, Indiana, Michigan, 
and Massachusetts on top of 
roughly $18 million it pro-
vided to states for annual 
vector-borne disease sur-
veillance, Hoffmann said.

In Michigan, where six 
of that state’s 10 cases of 
EEE last year proved fatal, 
officials this summer have 
launched a pilot program to 
improve the state’s response 
to mosquito-borne illnesses.

Ned Walker, a medical 
entomologist at Michigan 
State University heading up 
the effort, said the goal is to 
create the kind of regular 
mosquito surveillance sys-
tem already in place in Mas-
sachusetts and elsewhere to 
better predict and prepare 
for disease outbreaks.

In Connecticut, officials 
have boosted the number 
of testing sites for mosqui-
toes in its high risk eastern 
portion, according to Philip 
Armstrong, a virologist with 
the state Department of En-
vironmental Sciences.

In Massachusetts, which 
was the hardest hit by EEE 
last year, with 12 cases and 
6 fatalities, officials have 
been testing earlier, more 
often and in a wider range of 
locations this year in order 
to quickly identify infection 
clusters, said State Epide-
miologist Catherine Brown. 
A pilot effort is also testing 
the efficacy of different lar-
vicides to help cull the mos-
quito population at its earli-
est stages, she said.

One troubling develop-
ment: the two earliest cases 
of EEE in mosquitoes this 
year were found in a north-
ern part of the state close to 
New Hampshire, rather than 
the virus’ typical hotspots 
near Cape Cod, where offi-
cials also detected the virus 
in a mosquito sample last 
week.

That, along with last 
year’s widespread cases, 
strongly suggests the terri-
tory of EEE-carrying mos-
quitoes is expanding, ac-
cording to Brown. Climate 
changes that are causing 
warmer summers and alter-
ing bird migration patterns 

and local mosquito popula-
tions could be among the 
drivers, she said.

Meanwhile an environ-
mental group is calling on 
Massachusetts to avoid re-
sorting to widespread aer-
ial spraying of insecticide, 
which took place six times 
last year as cases surged.

Maryland-based Public 
Employees for Environ-
mental Responsibility filed 
a complaint with the Massa-
chusetts Inspector General’s 
office this month, arguing 
that 2019’s aerial spraying 
cost more than $2 million 
but wasn’t effective in re-
ducing EEE-carrying mos-
quitoes.

Brown disputes the 
group’s assertion, but ac-
knowledges the insecticides 
can be toxic to bees and oth-
er species, another concern 
raised by the group. “Last 
year was unprecedented,” 
she said. “No one wants to 
do that again.”

Back in Sudbury, David 
and Kirstin Garabedian 
say they’re optimistic their 
daughter can continue to 
heal from EEE.

Now 6, she was able to re-
turn to kindergarten in Janu-
ary before the coronavirus 
pandemic shuttered schools 
weeks later. But her parents 
say she still regularly goes 
to speech and occupational 
therapy to deal with linger-
ing speech and memory 
problems.

Kirstin Garabedian says 
she understands people 
want to take advantage of 
the outdoors this summer.

“Go outside and enjoy 
yourself, but take the proper 
precautions,” she said. “Just 
be vigilant. Use common 
sense.”

This time of year, the 
water level in the rivers 
are naturally low. Usually, 
the rains are of the thun-
derstorm variety and are 
not long, ongoing, soakers. 
This can make fishing hard-
er but more centralized. Ba-
sically, find the areas that 
produce the most oxygen 
and more fish will congre-
gate there. 

Another benefit of low 
water is that it exposes 
oddities that one normally 
doesn’t see during other 
seasons. Just the other day, 
my wife and I were floating 
the river. No fishing. Just 
floating. Since she has only 
recently been trying this, 

she has discovered sights 
she has never seen. It has 
made me look more intense 
at the things I may have 
overlooked. 

One of the views came 
just the other day. I noticed 
a tree that had succumbed 
to erosion. It had fallen 
and was laying parallel to 
the bank. Not upright. Not 
growing tall. Not reaching 
to the heavens. Nope. Lay-
ing on its side. And yet, 
as I looked closer, I dis-
covered branches with full 
foliage. Yep. Fallen, and 
yet finding a way to keep 
a foothold in its founda-
tion, long enough to pro-
duce a harvest of hope. I 
immediately thought of 
you. You who have fallen. 
You who have lost most of 
your foundation. You who 
are parallel with the grave 
that’s trying to suck you 
in. You who are holding on 
for dear life.

You see, sometimes your 
greatest service to God 
will be when all you have 
is your most basic belief. It 
will be when what you’re 
holding on to is as fragile 
as its ever been. Sometimes 
your greatest ministry will 
be when you have fallen, 
are laying on your side, and 
have only a small spray of 
fruit to show for your faith. 
You see, what brought my 
attention to this tree was 
not its abundance of fruit as 
it stretched its perfect limbs 
toward the heavens, but 
what captured my attention 
was how it was eking out 
fruit while in its most vul-
nerable position. You see, 
it grabs no one’s attention 
when you’re doing things 
as they are supposed to be 
done. But when God brings 
water from rock, or fruit 
from a tree that has been 
cut low, or hope from a man 
that has been leveled by an 
unsuspected blow, an unbe-
lieving world takes notice. 
You see, the mighty oak 
beside this sickly sycamore 
garnered no praise. But this 
one seemingly lifeless and 
battered tree, just might 
bring hope to thousands of 
readers. And that each one 
may be encouraged to real-
ize that as long as there’s 
one root stuck deep in a 
good foundation, God can 
bring about noticeable and 
productive fruit that can 
give hope to everyone who 
floats by.
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