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PE1662/NN 
Scottish Government submission of 2 June 2020 
 
Thank you for your letter of 27 February 2020 seeking a Scottish Government 
response to concerns raised during the Committee’s consideration of the petition 
PE1662: ‘Improve Treatment for Patients with Lyme Disease and Associated 
Tick-Borne Diseases’. 
 
As set out in our response at an earlier stage of the Committee’s consideration of this 
petition dated 15th October 2019, the Scottish Government takes the issue of Lyme 
disease very seriously, and is committed to working with a range of partners to raise 
awareness of and support those affected by this complex disease and other related 
conditions.  
 
As mentioned in our earlier response, the Scottish Government receives expert advice 
on Lyme disease and tick-borne infections from the multi-disciplinary, multi-agency 
Scottish Health Protection Network (SHPN) Tick Borne Diseases subgroup previously 
known as Lyme Borreliosis group. Membership of this group includes Infectious 
Disease Consultants, Pharmacists, Microbiologists, Veterinary Advisors, Primary Care 
Physicians, Health Protection Teams, Tick Ecologists, Environmental Health, Health 
and Safety Executive, the Forestry Commission, NHS Education for Scotland, NHS24, 
Public Health England, Scottish Government and Health Protection Scotland. The 
group has also recruited a patient representative to attend these meetings.  
 
The focus of the group is on many of the issues rightly highlighted by those who have 
provided input to the Committee’s consideration of the petition, i.e. aiming to reduce 
the burden of Lyme disease through increasing awareness amongst the public and 
health professionals, improving diagnosis and accurate surveillance. Our previous 
response highlighted a number of the resources developed through the group for 
health professionals and for members of the public including advice published on NHS 
Inform  www.nhsinform.scot/bugs-and-germs.   
 
In relation to the points raised about testing, the Scottish Lyme Disease and Tick-
borne Infections Laboratory in Inverness received reference laboratory status in 2018. 
This establishes a Scottish centre for excellence in Lyme disease diagnostic testing 
and research, providing additional funding for research and development into new 
tests for tick borne diseases and will help improve our understanding of this complex 
infection. 
 
The Scottish Lyme Disease and Tick-borne Infections Reference Laboratory tests 
samples from all Health Boards throughout Scotland using an internationally 
recognised 2-tiered testing protocol.   
 
Tests carried out at the reference laboratory detect all five major species of pathogenic 
strains of Borrelia burgdorferi sensu lato: B. afzelii, B. garinii, B. burgdorferi sensu 
stricto, B. bavariensis and B. spielmanii.  In June 2019, the laboratory introduced 
Anaplasma PCR, which is a molecular test which can detect Anaplasma DNA. This is 
used to test whole blood samples within the acute phase of the illness.  The reference 
laboratory has delivered a PCR service for Lyme disease for over 20 years.  As of July 
2019, it has extended the scope to cover a larger range of Borrelia spp. including B. 
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miyamotoi, B. valaisiana and B. lusitaniae.  This service is available to Scottish 
patients.   

The Scottish Lyme Disease and Tick-borne Infections Laboratory will continue to work 
with experts at Public Health England and elsewhere to ensure that patients in 
Scotland have access to the most robust and scientifically justified testing regime 
available. The laboratory is currently working on Northtick, a 3.5 year project which 
commenced in October 2019. This work is co-funded by the Interreg North Sea Region 
programme, involving 10 beneficiaries from within public health, healthcare and 
academia from seven countries across the North Sea region. The project aims to 
develop tools to support the healthcare system in meeting the challenges of tick-borne 
diseases, including risk assessment, prevention methods, diagnostic strategies and 
patient management recommendations. 

At a local level, one of the laboratory’s objectives is to work with GP practices within 
NHS Highland to identify ways that the management of patients with suspected Lyme 
disease can be improved, and determine a more accurate estimate of such 
patients within primary care. This involves facilitating education on Lyme disease in 
primary care and developing a software programme to interrogate GP databases, with 
the aim of rolling out the work to a National level. Additionally, they are also looking to 
develop a diagnostic test that will allow current infections from Lyme disease to be 
distinguished from past infection. 

A number of the recent responses to the Committee raise queries about the use of the 
National Institute for Health and Care Excellence (NICE) guidelines for the diagnosis 
and management of Lyme disease.  These guidelines were published in 2018, based 
on the work of an expert committee, including Scottish representatives, who looked at 
the available evidence on Lyme disease and made a series of recommendations for 
the diagnosis and management of the disease. 
 
It is normal practice when there are no Scottish-specific guidelines for clinicians to use 
those produced by NICE. There are currently no separate guidelines for Scotland 
through the Scottish Intercollegiate Guidance Network (SIGN), though any group or 
individual can propose a guideline topic – details on how to do this can be found on 
their website:  https://www.sign.ac.uk/propose-a-topic.html  
  
The Scottish Government is committed to understanding more about Lyme disease 
and related conditions, and recognises the severe challenges faced by those who 
suffer from them. We appreciate that there remains much to do to improve 
understanding of these conditions, and are committed to working with partners to 
reduce their impact on the lives of people in Scotland.  
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