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Informational Bulletin 
 


 

West Nile Virus and the Drought 
 
You have likely heard much in the news lately about the Governor’s latest decisions regarding water 
conservation and mandatory reductions as a result of the severe drought we are experiencing in 
California.  The Emergency Management Team recently attended a presentation by OC Vector Control 
on West Nile Virus and how the drought can actually make the season for WNV worse, not better.  You 
would think that a virus that spreads through mosquitos which need water to breed would be reduced in 
drought conditions.  The opposite is actually true.  
 
In 2014 cases of West Nile Virus in Orange County were higher than in the 10 prior years combined.  
Experts predict that going forward we will always have cases of West Nile Virus in Orange County.  
Orange County also has the highest number of cases per capita in the nation (12%).  Last year’s records 
temperatures, extreme drought conditions and our high population density in OC are the perfect storm for 
WNV increases.  The only way to reduce our numbers is to limit exposure to mosquitos. 
 
Why does the drought contribute to the increase in WNV cases? 
 
Mosquitos need water to breed. They also like cooler temperatures which is why exposure risk is higher 
at day break and sunset.  With little to no rainfall, there is limited water flow in our storm drains.  There is 
also an accumulation of trash and debris which further limits water flow.  This stagnant water in our storm 
drains combined with the cool, dark environment is the perfect breeding ground for mosquitos.  The 
drought is actually worsening the situation! Mosquitos live in the storm drains and continue to breed and 
thrive in the environment.  They then come out at dawn and dusk looking for blood sources and infect 
birds and humans with the WNV. 
 
During the drought it is more important than ever to make sure there are no stagnant water sources in 
your yard.  Even a capful of water can be dangerous.  Don’t let water sit in pots, fountains that aren’t 
running or pools that aren’t maintained.  West Nile Virus is a very real and devastating disease with no 
cure.  Over 250 cases were reported in Orange County in 2014 with 8 confirmed deaths.  Due to non-
reporting the HCA estimates that actual infections in Orange County could have been closer to 53,000. 
 
Protect yourself and your family 
 
Use bug spray with DEET anytime you will be outside.  This can be applied after applying sunscreen.  
Some alternatives to DEET are Oil of Lemon Eucalyptus or IR3535.  Stay indoors during prime biting 
times (i.e. daybreak and sunset).  Ensure all screens and screen door are completely sealed with no 
holes. Eliminate breeding areas in your yard by ensuring there is no standing water available.  Report 
hazardous water situations to Vector Control. 
 
More information on how to control mosquitos can be found here: http://www.ocvcd.org/mosquitoes4.php 
 
More information from the OC Health Care Agency can be found here: 
http://ochealthinfo.com/phs/about/dcepi/epi/disease/wn  
 
 
If you have any questions please contact Delcie Hynes, delcie.hynes@ssa.ocgov.com or Diana LaRusso, 
diana.larusso@ssa.ocgov.com.   
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