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No, Lyme disease is not an escaped military 
bioweapon, despite what conspiracy theorists say 
By Sam Telford
August 11, 2019

Could Lyme disease in the United States be the result of an 
accidental release from a secret bioweapons experiment? Could the 
military have specifically engineered the Lyme disease bacterium to 
be more insidious and destructive — and then let it somehow 
escape the lab and spread in nature? Is this why 300,000 
Americans are diagnosed annually with this potentially debilitating 
disease? 
 
It’s an old conspiracy theory enjoying a resurgence with lots of 
sensational headlines and tweets. Even Congress has ordered that 
the Pentagon must reveal whether it weaponized ticks. 

And it’s not true. 

Ticks can indeed carry infectious agents that could be used as 
biological weapons. Military research has long focused on ticks. 
Sites around Long Island Sound, near the military’s Plum Island 
research lab, were some of the first places where the American 
Lyme disease epidemic was identified. 
 
But there was no release of the Lyme disease agent or any other 
onto American soil, accidental or otherwise, by the military. 

I started working on Lyme disease in 1985. As part of my doctoral 
thesis, I investigated whether museum specimens of ticks and mice 
contained evidence of infection with the bacterial agent of Lyme 
disease before the first known American human cases in the mid- 
1970s. 
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False. Many gov’t 
documents and 
eyewitness accounts 
confirm that the U.S. 
entomological weapons 
program developed 
methods to deploy 
infected fleas, >cks, and 
mosquitoes on 
enemies.1,2,3,4

False. There are at least 
32 known live biological 
agent and/or simulant 
releases during the 
military’s open-air 
biowarfare tes>ng, 
including >ck-borne 
tularemia (UL) in Alaska, 
in Utah, and on Baker 
Island, a U.S. territory 
near Hawaii.5,6,7



Working with microbiologist David Persing, we found that ticks 
from the South Fork of Long Island collected in 1945 were infected. 
Subsequent studies found that mice from Cape Cod, collected in 
1896, were infected. 

So decades before Lyme was identified — and before military 
scientists could have altered or weaponized it — the bacterium that 
causes it was living in the wild. 

That alone is proof that the conspiracy theory is wrong. But there 
are plenty of other lines of evidence that show why Lyme disease 
did not require the human hand changing something Mother 
Nature had nurtured. 

An unlikely bioweapon 

I teach a graduate course in biodefense. Biowarfare, the use of 
biological agents to cause harm, was once an interest of the U.S. 
military and that of many other countries. One of the most 
important characteristics of a biowarfare agent is its ability to 
quickly disable target soldiers. The bacteria that cause Lyme 
disease are not in this category. 

Many of the agents that biowarfare research has focused on are 
transmitted by ticks, mosquitoes or other arthropods: plague, 
tularemia, Q fever, Crimean Congo hemorrhagic fever, Eastern 
equine encephalitis or Russian spring summer encephalitis. In all 
of them, the early disease is very debilitating, and the fatality rate 
can be great; 30 percent of Eastern equine encephalitis cases die. 
Epidemic typhus killed 3 million people during World War I. 

Lyme disease does make some people very sick but many have just 
a flulike illness that their immune system fends off. Untreated 
cases may subsequently develop arthritis or neurological issues. 
The disease is rarely lethal. Lyme has a week-long incubation 
period — too slow for an effective bioweapon. 

Even though European physicians had described cases of Lyme 
disease in the first half of the 20th century, the cause had not been 
identified. There was no way the military could have manipulated it 
because they did not know what “it” was. None of us knew — until 
1981, when the late Willy Burgdorfer, a medical entomologist, 
made his serendipitous discovery. 
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False. There were two 
categories of U.S. 
bioweapons: fast-ac>ng 
fatal agents and slow-
ac>ng incapacita>ng 
agents that would weaken 
a popula>on and its 
economy. In 1962, the CIA 
dropped >cks infected 
with incapacita>ng agents 
on Cuban sugar cane 
workers in Opera>on 
Mongoose.15,16,17

Misleading. The military’s 
selec>ve breeding, viral/
bacterial mixing, and 
irradia>on of >cks 
could’ve created a new 
Borrelia species first 
“discovered”in the wilds 
in 1981. Earlier 
Burgdorfer stuffed >cks 
with spirochetal bacteria 
similar to Lyme, including 
relapsing fever Borrelia 
and leptospira.18,19

Not proof. In the 1950s, 
Lyme discoverer Willy 
Burgdorfer mixed viruses and 
bacteria in hard and so_ >cks 
as he engineered virulent 
>ck-borne weapons. It’s 
possible that this selec>ve 
breeding could’ve created a 
new, more virulent Borrelia 
species. A 2021 analysis 
ar>cle says that the B31 
Lyme bacterium strain, 
Borrelia burgdorferi is 
gene>cally unusual, with 
more diverse plasmids than 
any other bacteria, 
sugges>ve of a “mysterious” 
and “tumultuous” 
evolu>on.8,9,10, 11,12,13,14

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Incapacitating_agent
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Incapacitating_agent


 

Burgdorfer's discovery 

Burgdorfer had done his graduate studies in Switzerland in the late 
1940s, investigating the biology of tick-borne relapsing fever, a 
bacterial disease that can spread from animals to people. During 
the course of that work, he developed new methods to detect 
infection in ticks and to infect ticks with specific doses of a 
pathogen. Those methods are still used today by people like me. 

Eventually, Burgdorfer moved to the Rocky Mountain Laboratories 
in Montana, an outpost of the U.S. Public Health Service and 
National Institutes of Health — at the time, the world center for 
tick research 

Burgdorfer’s unique expertise was studying how microbial agents 
were adapted to the internal tissues of their tick hosts, using 
experimental infections and microscopy. Until Lyme disease came 
along, his reputation was as the world’s expert on the life cycle of 
Rocky Mountain spotted fever (RMSF). 

It was RMSF that led Burgdorfer to the cause of Lyme disease. He 
had been working to better understand RMSF on Long Island in 
New York. Why were dog ticks, the acknowledged vector, 
uninfected even in areas where people were getting sick? He knew 
that a new tick, the deer tick, had recently become common on 
Long Island and been incriminated as a disease vector. 

So Burgdorfer asked his colleague Jorge Benach at Stony Brook 
University for some deer ticks to test for the presence of RMSF 
bacteria. Benach happened to have some from nearby Shelter 
Island, N.Y., that he sent along. 

In testing the “blood” of the deer ticks, Burgdorfer did not find 
RMSF bacteria. But he did find spiral-shaped bacteria called 
spirochetes. The spirochetes were similar to what he had studied as 
a graduate student: the cause of relapsing fever. If spirochetes 
caused relapsing fever, perhaps other spirochetes were responsible 
for the mysterious new Lyme arthritis for which a cause was not 
known. 

This aha moment led to the landmark 1982 paper in Science with a 
question for a title: “Lyme disease — a tick-borne spirochetosis?” 
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Half truth. Willy 
Burgdorfer was also 
recruited as a biological 
weapons contractor for 
his experience working 
with Q fever, a 
bioweapons agent, and 
for his German language 
skills, useful in 
interviewing Nazi 
bioweapons scien>sts 
brought to the U.S. in 
Opera>on Paperclip. He 
called them “very nice 
fellows” and said, “I was 
doing what the Nazis 
were doing.” 20,21,22

Half truth. Burgdorfer 
also knew that lone star 
>cks had moved on 
island, carriers of deadly 
RMSF rickegsias. He had 
supplied >cks to D. 
Sonenshine, an Army-
funded researcher who 
was releasing radioac>ve 
>cks on the Atlan>c bird 
flyway in Virginia to track 
their rate of spread.23

Misleading. But he did 
find a novel rickegsia 
species in the lone star 
>cks on Long Island and 
was told to hide this 
discovery. In 1959, Willy 
was mixing RMSF 
rickegsias with Colorado 
Tick Fever virus inside 
>cks and he was haunted 
by the unanswered 
ques>on: Was this what 
was really making people 
sick?24,25

https://static1.squarespace.com/static/5d3e44b9c794f00001fd56e9/t/5d9f5942cac2eb58459c47ca/1570724171635/Willy-Assigned-to-Work-on-special-bacteria-like.pdf
https://static1.squarespace.com/static/5d3e44b9c794f00001fd56e9/t/5d9f5942cac2eb58459c47ca/1570724171635/Willy-Assigned-to-Work-on-special-bacteria-like.pdf


 
Conspiracy theory vs. facts 

Some have overanalyzed that Lyme disease spirochetes were first 
found in ticks from Shelter Island, so near Plum Island, an isolated 
facility used as a military research lab until 1954. 

But it was just a coincidence that Benach’s Shelter Island ticks were 
the ones in which Burgdorfer made his serendipitous finding. By 
1984, once researchers knew what to look for, Lyme disease 
spirochetes were found in ticks from coastal Connecticut, New 
Jersey and even California. 

But let’s pretend the military started working immediately on the 
newly found agent of Lyme disease in 1981. That’s long after Fort 
Terry on Plum Island was repurposed in 1954 by the Agriculture 
Department to study exotic animal diseases. It’s also after 
President Richard Nixon outlawed biowarfare research in 1969. If 
the bacteria was manipulated, it had to have been done after 1981 
— so the conspiracy theory’s timeline just doesn’t work. 

The real nail in the coffin for the idea that Lyme disease in the 
United States was somehow accidentally released from military 
bioweapons research is that the first American case of Lyme 
disease turns out not to have been from Old Lyme, Conn., in the 
early 1970s. In 1969, a physician identified a case in Spooner, Wis., 
in a patient who had never traveled out of that area. And Lyme 
disease was found infecting people in 1978 in Northern California. 

How could an accidental release take place over three distant 
locations? It couldn’t. 

Population genetics research on Borrelia burgdorferi, the bacterial 
agent of Lyme disease, suggest that the northeastern, Midwestern 
and Californian bacteria are separated by geographical barriers 
that prevent these populations from mixing. Had there been a lab 
strain, particularly one engineered to be more transmissible, that 
escaped within the last 50 years, there would be greater genetic 
similarity between these three geographic populations. There is no 
evidence for a recent single source — such as a release from a lab — 
for Lyme disease spirochetes. 

The real reasons for the epidemic becoming so burdensome include 
reforestation, suburbanization and a failure to manage deer herds. 
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False. Burgdorfer began 
selec>vely breeding and 
mixing >cks, viruses, and 
bacteria in 1953. Field 
tes>ng ran through 1969, 
and the first human Lyme 
cases of a new virulent 
strain were recognized in 
1968 (CT) and 1969 
(WI).28

False. The military tested 
bioweapons and 
*supposedly* harmless 
simulants that were 
released by planes, 
trucks, and boats in 
mul>ple, distant 
loca>ons.29

Misleading. Genomic 
analysis is ongoing. The 
virulent B31 Lyme strain 
is so gene>cally unique, 
some biologists want to 
create a new 
evolu>onary branch for 
it. Releasing bioweapons 
documents will help 
scien>sts to analyze its 
evolu>onary origins. 30, 31

Par7ally True. If the 
military started this, 
these factors made it 
worse, along with the 
secrecy that prevented 
an informed response.

Misleading. Burgdorfer 
also discovered the 
mysterious Swiss Agent 
rickegsia in 1979 in 
almost all >cks 
collected, well before 
the Lyme bacteria 
discovery in 1981. Why 
did they leave this out 
of their findings?26,27



Conspiracy thinkers make much of the military’s interest in tickborne 
infections and how it influenced top researchers. Until Lyme 
disease came along, the number of tick laboratories in the world 
could be counted on both hands. 

As an acknowledged expert on ticks and the infections they 
transmit, it’s surely possible that Burgdorfer received funding from 
the military, undertook studies for them or was consulted by them. 
They were one of the few sources of research funds for tick projects 
in the period from 1950 to 1980. The overarching goal of such 
applied work would have been understanding the tick-related risks 
U.S. soldiers faced while deployed, and how to protect them. 

That Burgdorfer alluded to biowarfare or biodefense programs in 
interviews toward the end of his life should not be construed as an 
admission of participation in top-secret work. I met Burgdorfer 
several times and was struck by his wry sense of humor. It’s my 
guess that his hints that there was a bigger story to what he did for 
the military was a prankster’s way to toy with the interviewer. 
 
As someone who has worked for more than three decades to 
understand the epidemiology and ecology of Lyme disease to 
reduce the risk of Americans getting infected, I am appalled that 
this conspiracy theory is taken so seriously that Congress is now 
involved. 

The idea that Lyme disease is due to bioweapons research gone 
wrong is easily disproved. Our legislators could better spend their 
time fighting for efforts to prevent disease instead of investigating a 
far-fetched story that’s based on misinterpretation and innuendo. 

Sam Telford is professor of infectious disease and global health at 
Tufts University. This report was originally published on 
theconversation.com. 
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False. The top goal was to 
develop bioweapons that 
met military objec>ves. 
Weapon deployment 
happened only if 
protec>ve measures were 
developed for our 
soldiers.32

False. Burgdorfer said he 
put plague in fleas, yellow 
fever virus in mosquitoes, 
and a variety of agents in 
>cks. He also worked on 
weaponizing Colorado >ck 
fever for the U.S. 
biological weapons 
program. Documents and 
legers confirm this.20,21,22

Academic in7mida7on. 
Designed to discourage 
serious inves>ga>ons.

Undisclosed conflict. Telford did not disclose here or on his Tu_s webpage 
that he has been director of the $31M Tu_s New England Regional 
Biosafety Laboratory since 2016. This is a significant undisclosed conflict. 
The ins>tu>ons that pay for Telford’s salary and lab research don’t want 
the public to know that biological agents have or will escape from a lab. 
They don’t want the people who live nearby to know that his lab works on 
medical biodefense countermeasures for dangerous biological agents such 
anthrax, tularemia, Q fever, and Ricke3sia prowazekii. This op-ed follows 
the military disinforma>on playbook—discredit those asking ques>ons by 
calling them conspiracy theorists and deflect from the real issues. 

False. There are been no 
serious scien>fic 
inves>ga>on into why 3 
unusually virulent >ck-
borne diseases suddenly 
appeared in the late 60s in 
two U.S. hot spots. 
Biological agent releases 
have long-las>ng 
environmental impacts. 
Most of the bioweapons 
documents are s>ll 
classified, and Congress has 
the power to inexpensively 
release these documents to 
the public. This would save 
lives and research dollars.

https://vetprofiles.tufts.edu/profile/sam-r-telford-iii/
http://www.apple.com
http://www.apple.com
https://www.documentcloud.org/documents/6222797-1962-Willy-Classified-Projects
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