
AVELLINO FARMS / FIELD GUIDE NO. 018

FEWER TICKS.
NO YARD SPRAY.
A practical guide to reducing tick habitat, encounters, and risk without treating the whole
yard.

Habitat, native planting, birds, rodent predators, biological controls, topicals - and a layered plan
that does not require sterilizing the landscape.

BE KIND. GROW YOUR OWN FOOD.
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01 Start with exposure, not extermination
A safer yard does not have to be a sterile yard.

The goal is fewer encounters
Ticks are part of a larger food web. The practical goal is to make the places where people and pets spend
time less favorable to ticks, reduce host traffic through those spaces, and layer personal protection on top of
the landscape work.

- Measure success by fewer tick encounters in high-use areas, not by whether the woods still contain ticks.

- Use several modest layers instead of expecting one product, animal, or landscape trick to solve the whole
problem.

- Do not confuse natural with proven. Some low-impact tools are useful; some are mostly good marketing.

Know the three levers: moisture, cover, hosts
Blacklegged ticks lose water easily, so shaded leaf litter, dense brush, humid groundcover, and protected
edges help them survive. They also need animal hosts for blood meals. That makes the damp lawn-to-woods
edge, the leaf-packed fence line, and the narrow brushy path more important than an open sunny patch.

- Ticks do not jump or fly; they wait on low vegetation or litter and grab a passing host.

- Exposure can happen in your own yard, not only in forests or tall grass.

- No single control method eliminates exposure. Integrated management is the useful frame.

THE PRINCIPLE

REDUCE RISK WITHOUT ERASING HABITAT
Keep the living landscape. Make the places people use every day drier, clearer, sunnier, and harder for ticks
to move through.
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02 Map the yard, then build the boundaries
Treat the property like zones instead of one giant tick problem.

Map the contact points
Walk every route your household actually uses. Mark patios, play areas, vegetable beds, dog routes, chicken
chores, compost paths, gates, woodpiles, and the edges you brush against on a normal day.

- High-use zone: where people and pets spend time.

- Transition zone: lawn-to-woods edges, fence lines, hedges, path shoulders, shrub borders.

- Habitat zone: woodland, native thickets, logs, leaf habitat, brush and wildlife areas.

Build dry, visible transitions
CDC and Extension guidance commonly recommend a roughly 3-foot wood-chip, mulch, stone, or gravel
border between high-use lawn and wooded or brushy habitat. The border is not a force field. It creates
separation, dryness, and a visual cue that keeps feet, chairs, toys, and mowing patterns away from the humid
edge.

- Keep frequently used paths wide enough that legs and arms do not brush vegetation on both sides.

- Move seating and play equipment away from dense edges when possible.

- Prune selectively for sunlight and air movement in transition zones.

Leave the leaves - strategically
Leaf litter is valuable habitat and soil-building material. It is also excellent moisture cover for ticks. Move deep
leaf accumulation out of daily corridors and into deliberate habitat zones, woodland interiors, fenced pollinator
areas, or compost systems. Placement is the compromise.

FIELD RULE

KEEP THE HABITAT. MOVE THE CONTACT.
A living yard can have leaves, stems, logs, and insects. Put the mess where it functions as habitat instead of
where it functions as a tick waiting room.
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03 Remove the thickets that manufacture
humidity

Invasive removal and native planting work best when the design is intentional.

Start with invasive shrub pressure
Japanese barberry is one of the clearest examples. Research has linked dense barberry stands with higher
blacklegged tick abundance and found that controlling barberry changes the ground-level microclimate and
can reduce tick abundance. The broader lesson is to scrutinize dense, humid thickets beside high-use areas.

- Prioritize invasive shrub removal near paths, play spaces, patios, doors, and garden entrances.

- Follow up after removal; disturbed soil can invite the same invasive plants right back.

- Do not assume every nonnative plant causes ticks. Focus on structure, humidity, and host shelter.

Plant native - without creating a tunnel
Native plants support insects, birds, and a more complete food web. That is worth doing on its own. But
dense, damp vegetation can still be good tick habitat. The better design is zoned biodiversity: richer habitat
farther from constant human contact with readable, open transitions around paths and gathering spaces.

- Favor plant diversity over single-species thickets.

- Keep dense shrubs away from doors, swings, dog runs, and narrow walkways.

- Use native groundcovers where they fit, but keep high-use edges passable and visible.

Biodiversity is a goal, not a guarantee
A more diverse yard may support predators and ecological resilience, but the idea that biodiversity
automatically lowers Lyme risk is too simple. Build habitat because ecosystems need it. Manage exposure
separately with paths, buffers, vegetation structure, and personal protection.
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04 Invite birds - but do it without feeding the
mice

Birds belong in the system. Bird feeders need discipline.

Birds can be part of a healthier yard
Native birds consume insects and other arthropods and contribute to a functioning food web. Birdhouses,
native plants, clean water, and appropriate nesting habitat can increase bird use of a yard. That is good
ecology, but it should not be sold as proven tick population control; birds can also carry ticks.

- Put up species-appropriate birdhouses or nest boxes before spring so cavity-nesting birds can find them
before breeding season.

- Use native plants that provide insects, seeds, berries, cover, and nesting material instead of relying only on
feeders.

- Keep nest boxes out of the busiest human-use corridors and maintain them according to species-specific
guidance.

If you feed birds, manage the seed spill
Cornell IPM and University of Maine guidance both flag bird feeders as potential attractants for mice,
chipmunks, and other tick hosts. Feeders can still be part of the yard, but place and maintain them like a food
source that wildlife will notice.

- Put feeders in open areas away from the house, play spaces, and the busiest garden routes.

- Use low-mess options such as hulled seed or suet where appropriate, and clean spilled seed regularly.

- Store seed in rodent-proof containers.

- If mice and chipmunks are piling up beneath the feeder, remove it or move it.

THE NUANCE

INVITE BIRDS. DO NOT BUILD A RODENT BUFFET.
Nest boxes, native plants, water, and thoughtful feeding can support birds. The goal is more ecological
function without concentrating tick hosts beside the places your family uses most.
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05 Reduce rodent pressure by removing
subsidies and adding predators

Do not eliminate wildlife. Stop accidentally housing and feeding it beside the patio.

Remove the easy food and shelter
Mice and other small mammals are important hosts for immature blacklegged ticks and can be reservoirs for
some tick-borne pathogens. Woodpiles, spilled seed, clutter, brush, accessible compost, and building gaps
can concentrate them near people.

- Stack firewood neatly, dry, and away from the house when practical.

- Keep feeder seed and chicken feed in rodent-proof containers and clean spills.

- Move brush piles and habitat piles away from doors, play areas, and daily paths.

- Seal building entry points and use trapping where needed rather than making anticoagulant rodenticide the
default.

Owl and kestrel boxes can add predation pressure
Barn owls, kestrels, and other raptors consume mice, voles, rats, and other small mammals. Extension
programs use species-appropriate nest boxes to encourage these predators where habitat is suitable. They
can help reduce rodent pressure, but a nest box is not a guarantee and it is not a substitute for removing food
and shelter.

- Install boxes before the local nesting season and use plans designed for the species you are trying to
support.

- Place boxes where flight paths, sun exposure, predators, and human disturbance have been considered.

- Avoid rodenticides that can poison predators through secondary exposure.

- If barn owls are not native or appropriate where you live, use local Extension or NestWatch guidance for the
raptors that are.

PREDATOR LOGIC

DO NOT POISON THE ANIMAL YOU INVITED TO HELP.
If you are building habitat for owls, hawks, foxes, snakes, and other rodent predators, broad rodenticide use
works against the system you are trying to build.
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06 Manage hosts without giving them
superpowers

Deer matter. Poultry can help around the edges. Neither is the master switch.

Deer traffic is one layer
Large hosts help adult blacklegged ticks feed and reproduce. Do not intentionally feed deer near the house or
garden, and avoid routing them through play areas and work zones. Fencing or exclusion can reduce deer
traffic where practical, but small mammals and birds can still move ticks through a property.

Chickens and guinea hens: bonus, not program
Chickens and guinea fowl will eat some ticks while foraging. That does not mean they reliably reduce the tick
stages most associated with human disease risk. Penn State and University of Maine Extension both caution
against treating poultry as an effective tick-control strategy.

- Keep poultry because you want poultry - eggs, manure, behavior, companionship, or because they belong
in your system.

- Any ticks they eat are a bonus, not the foundation of your plan.

- Guinea fowl can themselves host ticks, and research has not shown reliable reduction of nymphal
blacklegged ticks.

MY RULE

KEEP THE CHICKENS. LOSE THE SUPERPOWER CLAIM.
Biological systems are useful without needing every animal to perform a job on command.
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07 Biological controls: useful to understand,
easy to oversell

Nematodes and fungi belong in the evidence-aware part of the toolbox.

Beneficial nematodes
Entomopathogenic nematodes can infect some ticks under laboratory and experimental conditions, but
home-yard evidence for blacklegged tick control remains limited and varies by tick species, life stage,
nematode species, temperature, and moisture.

- Use the correct nematode species for the target organism; beneficial nematodes are not interchangeable.

- Apply to moist soil and protect them from heat, desiccation, and UV according to supplier instructions.

- If you already use nematodes for soil pests, they can fit a low-input system. Treat tick reduction as a
possible supporting benefit, not the main barrier.

Entomopathogenic fungi
Tick-killing fungi such as Metarhizium have shown more promising field results and some products are
registered for tick control. But a biological pesticide is still a pesticide, and a spray or granular application is
still an application. If your goal is no broadcast treatment, this layer is optional.

- Use only products labeled for tick control where you live.

- Follow label timing and target-habitat directions exactly.

- Biological does not automatically mean harmless, nonchemical, or appropriate everywhere.

EVIDENCE CHECK

PROMISING DOES NOT MEAN PROVEN AT YARD SCALE
Design the yard as if the biological control is helping less than you hope. Then any benefit is additive instead
of essential.
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08 Make the places people use less
tick-friendly

You do not need to dry out the woods. Fix the contact points.

Manage moisture where feet actually go
Ticks survive humidity better than desiccation. You can reduce humidity in high-use transition zones without
stripping the habitat zone bare.

- Fix irrigation overspray that keeps path edges and fence lines wet.

- Water garden roots instead of soaking nearby brush.

- Prune selectively for sunlight and airflow beside frequently used routes.

- Do not pile wet mulch against seating areas, doors, or narrow walkways.

Design paths and play spaces like they matter
Wide paths, visible edges, deliberate seating areas, and clear transitions reduce accidental brushing against
tick habitat. This is especially useful for children and dogs, who are not going to remember your ecological risk
map while running through the yard.

- Keep play equipment away from wooded and brushy edges.

- Create clear routes to the compost, coop, garden, shed, and gates.

- Trim vegetation that leans into paths at ankle, knee, and waist height.

- Put benches and gathering areas in sunnier, drier locations when possible.

Monitor instead of assuming
If you want to know whether changes are helping, track tick encounters or use a simple tick drag in the same
locations at similar times of year. The purpose is not a perfect scientific count. It is to learn where the property
keeps producing contact.
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09 Topicals travel with you
Landscape work lowers exposure. Repellents protect the person who leaves the path.

Evidence-based repellent guidance
CDC recommends EPA-registered skin repellents containing ingredients such as DEET, picaridin, IR3535, oil
of lemon eucalyptus/PMD, or 2-undecanone. Registration means the manufacturer submitted safety and
effectiveness information for review when the product is used according to its label.

- Choose a repellent based on activity, exposure time, age, and the current label.

- Do not apply any repellent to a pet unless the label specifically permits use on that animal.

- For children, follow the product label carefully and keep repellent off hands and restricted areas.

- Repellent is a layer, not permission to skip the tick check.

What I use: TickWise by 3 Moms Organics
Disclosure: 3 Moms Organics is a paid partner of Avellino Farms. TickWise is the botanical topical I use in
my own routine for me, the kids, and the dog. I include it because it is genuinely part of the system I use, not
because any topical can guarantee protection.

- The company lists cedarwood, geranium, citronella, peppermint, lemongrass, and rosemary among its
essential-oil ingredients.

- Use it only according to the current label and current age/pet directions.

- For dogs, 3 Moms Organics also advises keeping veterinary tick prevention in the routine rather than using
TickWise as the only protection.

- I still pair topical protection with clothing, yard design, daily checks, and prompt removal.

IMPORTANT

PERSONAL PREFERENCE IS NOT A UNIVERSAL
PRESCRIPTION
For the strongest established public-health evidence, follow current CDC/EPA guidance. A product I use is
still one layer in a prevention system.
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10 Protect bodies, clothing, and pets
The yard plan still ends at the skin.

Clothing and gear
CDC recommends 0.5% permethrin-treated clothing and gear as an option for tick exposure. Permethrin is for
clothing and gear as directed - not for skin. Long pants, closed shoes, light-colored clothing, and tucking pant
legs can make ticks easier to see and harder to reach skin during high-exposure work.

Protect the dog without guessing
Dogs can carry ticks indoors and can develop tick-borne disease themselves. CDC recommends veterinary
tick prevention and daily checks for dogs that go outdoors.

- Check ears, eyelids, collar areas, between toes, under front legs, around the tail, and other hidden areas.

- Never use a dog product on a cat. Cats can be highly sensitive to ingredients tolerated by dogs.

- Keep pet bedding and favorite outdoor resting spots away from brushy edges when possible.

- A short-acting repellent and veterinary prevention are different layers.

Make the check automatic
Check people, clothing, gear, and pets after outdoor time, including time in your own backyard. CDC notes
that showering within two hours can help wash off unattached ticks and creates an easy moment for a body
check.

- Check under arms, behind knees, around the waist, between legs, around ears, and through hair.

- Check children and pets instead of assuming they will notice a tick themselves.

- Put the routine at the door: shoes off, dog checked, kids checked, clothes handled, shower.
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11 If a tick attaches, remove it promptly
Do not wait for a perfect tool or an internet ritual.

Remove with steady pressure
CDC recommends grasping an attached tick as close to the skin surface as possible with clean fine-tipped
tweezers and pulling upward with steady pressure. After removal, clean the bite area and your hands.

- Do not burn the tick off.

- Do not coat it in petroleum jelly, nail polish, or other substances to make it detach.

- Do not delay removal while trying to identify it first.

Know when this stops being a gardening problem
If you develop a rash, fever, unusual fatigue, headache, joint symptoms, or other concerning symptoms after
a tick bite or tick exposure, contact a healthcare professional and mention the exposure. Local public-health
guidance can also help with tick identification and testing resources.

HEALTH NOTE

THIS GUIDE IS PREVENTION, NOT MEDICAL CARE
Tick-borne diseases can be serious. Use current public-health guidance and talk with a clinician about bites,
symptoms, testing, prophylaxis, or treatment.
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12 Fall is a second tick season
The first cool morning does not mean the risk clock stopped.

Keep the routine after summer
Blacklegged ticks can remain active in fall and on mild winter days. Fall planting, leaf moving, firewood
stacking, invasive removal, and brush work all put hands and legs into tick habitat.

- Do not pack away repellents and tick checks on Labor Day.

- Wear protection for leaf work, brush clearing, firewood, fall planting, and woodland cleanup.

- Continue checking dogs and children after yard time.

A seasonal prevention calendar
Late winter / before spring: clean or install species-appropriate birdhouses and raptor nest boxes, repair
paths and dry borders, plan invasive removal, clean feeder areas, and inspect rodent entry points.

Spring: clear high-use edges, keep new growth out of paths, begin topical and tick-check routines, and apply
nematodes only if they are part of a broader soil-management plan.

Summer: maintain paths, keep irrigation off brushy edges, manage seed spills, check pets daily, and keep
play areas dry and open.

Fall: move leaves strategically, stack wood dry, remove invasive thickets, keep checks and topicals active,
and reset bird/rodent management before winter.

SEASONAL REMINDER

FALL IS NOT THE AFTERPARTY. IT IS ANOTHER TICK
SEASON.
Cooler weather changes activity patterns. It does not make the yard automatically safe.
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13 The 30-minute tick-risk yard audit
You can learn more by walking the property than by buying another bottle of something.

Take a notebook and walk every route your household uses in a normal week. Look down at ankle
height, then outward toward the edges.

- Where do paths pinch against brush, tall grass, or groundcover?

- Where does leaf litter collect beside high-use areas?

- Where does irrigation keep edges damp?

- Where are invasive thickets creating humid cover?

- Where do deer enter and exit?

- Where do rodents have food, spilled bird seed, chicken feed, clutter, compost access, or stacked shelter?

- Where could a bird feeder be moved farther from the house or replaced with lower-mess feeding?

- Where could birdhouses or a locally appropriate raptor box be installed before spring?

- Where do the kids and dog spend the most time?

- Which habitat features can be moved 10 or 20 feet away instead of removed entirely?

PUT THIS INTO PRACTICE

FIX THE CONTACT POINTS FIRST
The best first project is usually not the whole yard. It is the five places where your body keeps touching tick
habitat.
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14 Build the layered plan
No single layer has to be perfect.

Layer 1 - design
Wide paths, dry buffers, better placement of play and work areas, and fewer places where skin brushes
vegetation.

Layer 2 - habitat management
Invasive shrub removal, strategic leaf placement, trimmed high-use edges, better moisture management, and
less rodent clutter.

Layer 3 - ecology
Native plant diversity, birdhouses, habitat in lower-contact zones, and predator support with realistic
expectations about direct tick control.

Layer 4 - host pressure
Clean feeders, rodent-proof food storage, deer exclusion where practical, owl/kestrel boxes where
appropriate, and no routine rodenticide that undercuts predators.

Layer 5 - biological tools
Nematodes or microbial controls only where they make sense and with evidence-aware expectations.

Layer 6 - personal protection
Topicals, clothing choices, veterinary pet protection, tick checks, and prompt removal.

THE SYSTEM

BUILD FRICTION BETWEEN THE TICK AND THE PERSON.
The more places where that chain can break, the less you need to depend on any single intervention.
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15 What I would not do - and what I would
do first

Fear can make the yard more toxic than the thing you were afraid of.

What I would not do
I would not make broadcast broad-spectrum insecticide the default first move. I would not remove every leaf,
flatten every native bed, or buy poultry because a meme promised tick eradication. I would not assume that a
natural label proves effectiveness.

- Do not confuse a neat yard with a safe yard.

- Do not confuse a wild yard with an automatically low-risk yard.

- Do not confuse natural with harmless or chemical with automatically dangerous.

- Do not let perfect become the enemy of a layered plan you will actually maintain.

If I had one weekend
I would map the high-use zones, widen the worst path, move deep leaf litter away from contact points, clean
up feeder and feed spills, stack wood dry, remove the densest invasive shrub at a daily edge, move seating
away from brush, check irrigation overspray, install or clean appropriate nest boxes before spring, and make
the household tick-check routine automatic.

PRIORITY

CHANGE THE THINGS THAT KEEP WORKING AFTER
YOU WALK AWAY.
A path, a dry edge, a sealed feed bin, a moved woodpile, and a better routine keep reducing risk every day
without another spray.
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16 Quick checklist + sources
A practical tick strategy should be repeatable and evidence-aware.

QUICK CHECKLIST

- Map high-use, transition, and habitat zones.

- Create dry, visible borders at the busiest woodland or brush edges.

- Move deep leaf litter away from daily paths and play areas.

- Remove invasive shrub thickets near high-use zones.

- Keep native biodiversity, but zone dense habitat away from constant contact.

- Invite birds with native plants and nest boxes; manage feeders so they do not become rodent stations.

- Reduce rodent food and shelter; support owls/kestrels where appropriate and avoid predator-poisoning
rodenticides.

- Treat poultry as a bonus layer, not a tick-control program.

- Use nematodes only as a supporting experiment, not the whole plan.

- Use topicals and pet prevention according to current labels and professional guidance.

- Make post-yard tick checks automatic and keep the routine going into fall.

SOURCES & FURTHER READING

CDC. Preventing Tick Bites (2024); Preventing Lyme Disease (updated May 2026). cdc.gov/ticks and cdc.gov/lyme

Cornell Integrated Pest Management. Managing Ticks in the Landscape; Minimize Ticks in Your Yard; Birdseed Pests.
cals.cornell.edu/integrated-pest-management

University of Maine Cooperative Extension Tick Lab. Landscape Management; Biological Control; Tick Surveillance.
extension.umaine.edu/ticks

Penn State Extension. Do Chickens, Guinea Fowl, or Opossums Control Ticks? Updated 2024. extension.psu.edu

Williams SC, Ward JS, et al. Japanese barberry management and blacklegged tick abundance. Environmental Entomology, 2009 and
2010.

UC Agriculture and Natural Resources. Encourage Barn Owls to Provide Rodent Control; Barn Owl Nest Box Networks. ucanr.edu

Oregon State University Extension. Living on the Land: Attracting Birds of Prey for Rodent Control. extension.oregonstate.edu

U.S. EPA. Regulation and safe use of skin-applied insect repellents. epa.gov/insect-repellents

3 Moms Organics. TickWise product information and FAQ. Product-specific claims are the manufacturer's; 3 Moms Organics is a paid
partner of Avellino Farms. 3momsorganics.com

SOURCE NOTE

EVIDENCE CHANGES
Tick management is an active research area. Recheck CDC, EPA, Extension, local public-health guidance,
and current product labels periodically - especially for repellents, pet products, and biological controls.



