Managing a Disease Outbreak

By Melinda Roche, DVM written for The Progressive Rancher magazine 2008

After treating numerous cases of influenza, Pigeon Fever and a few cases of Strangles in the last few weeks, I thought it might be a good idea to review how to control a disease outbreak.


First, to prevent a disease outbreak make sure your herd is appropriately vaccinated.  The protocol used may depend on whether you have a closed or open herd and whether you have performance, breeding or animals in training.  Vaccinations protocols for your herd and area should be discussed with your veterinarian.  Diseases that are contagious from horse to horse, that are commonly vaccinated for include influenza and equine herpesvirus (rhinopneumonitis), and in some situations, strangles.


Second, when introducing new horses to your herd it is important to institute a quarantine period.  The new horse she be kept separate, preferably at least 100 feet away from all other horses.  This means no nose to nose contact or shared water source, for at least 4 weeks.  This allows time for the new horse to show any signs of illness that it may have been incubating on arrival without exposing the rest of the herd.  It also allows time for the new horse to be adequately dewormed so as not to bring new parasites to burden the property that the other horses are grazing.  If the new horse gets sick during the quarantine period, it should be kept separate at least 4 weeks from when it recovers from it’s illness.

In any given herd of horses, when one develops a fever and nasal discharge, or cough it should be isolated from the others.  It is amazing how quickly you can stop diseases like influenza and strangles from going through a herd by separation at the first sign of fever.  Even though the horse with a fever may be in with 9 other horses, they aren’t already exposed.  Simply by separating horse as soon as fever is detected, you can greatly reduced morbidity rates.


Management of sick horses is very important to preventing the spread of disease.  Once you have separated horses.  Try not to be a carrier between the sick and well population.  Handle and feed well horses first.  Do not share halters or grooming equipment.  Even a hose can be a contaminant.  Many bacteria and virus can survive in the water, therefore if you drop the hose in the sick horses tank to fill it and then drop in the well horses tank you can be spreading infectious agents without realizing it.  Respiratory secretions from horses with influenza and rhinopneumonitis are contagious.  Drainage from abcess from horses with strangles and Pigeon Fever are also contagious so disposing of materials used to treat these is very important.  Cleaning your boots and not tracking drainage into other pens is also important.


The other key is honesty.  None of us wants to deal with a disease situation.  If you have a problem on your farm, let your neighbor know.  Don’t haul your horses anywhere until the situation is under control.  Some of the worst outbreaks I have seen have occurred when one person did not let their neighbor know that had a sick horse so they could move pastures so there was no nose to nose contact.  Most people I know would be glad to get the call, move their horses and then ask if you need help rather than not find out until you’re comparing notes over sick horses and vet bills and they realize that their whole herd got sick 2 weeks after yours did.
