EQUINE RABIES
By Melinda Roche, DVM

There are very long odds against you or your horse getting rabies.  However, it does happen.  In 2001 there were nearly 7,500 cases of rabies reported to the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention.  Of those cases, 51 were equine and one was human.  Rabies is 100% fatal.  If your horse gets rabies, it will die.  If you are exposed and do not receive immediate treatment before showing any signs of sickness, you will almost certainly die.  Rabies cases in cats and wild animals have increased and therefore the possible exposure to rabies has increased.  In August of 2006 a gelding at the Tennessee Walking Horse National Celebration developed neurologic signs and succumbing to rabies.  The horse appeared healthy upon arrival to the show.  About 150,000 people were attended the show and were at risk.  Due to the risk to human health associated with this disease, the American Association of Equine Practitioners has made rabies a core vaccine.  This means that rabies vaccination is recommended for every horse, every year, regardless of geography or lifestyle.  The current vaccines available are very effective at preventing disease and are very safe.
How do horses get rabies?

Rabies is spread by the saliva of infected animals, such as a raccoon, fox, skunk or bat.  These bites typically occur on the horse’s face and muzzle or lower limbs.  It is easy to mistake a bite as a scratch or not notice it at all.  Horses in barns are just as likely to be exposed to rapid animals as pastured horses are.  Rabid animals can easily find their way into closed barns and enter stalls.  Once bitten, the horse’s peripheral nerves transmit the virus to the brain where it initiates rapidly progressive encephalitis.  The incubation period-the time between the virus’ entry into the body and the onset of clinical signs-averages two to nine weeks, but may be as long as fifteen months.
Clinical signs of disease

Equine rabies can take on many different clinical signs and be confusing.  The most commonly reported clinical signs include colic, lameness, incoordination, paralysis, urinary incontinence, muscle tremors, fever, depression, aggressiveness, hyperesthesia (increased sensitivity to touch or other stimulation) and convulsions.  Some horses exhibit intermittent or continuous signs of aggression, but most horses are depressed or stuporous.  Some may go off feed or refuse to drink, while others continue to eat and drink until shortly before death.  In most horses, the progression of the disease is rapid with death in three to five days following the onset of clinical signs.  Prior to death, most horses will become recumbent with convulsion and/or comatose state and violent thrashing.  Rabies infection in the unvaccinated horse is always fatal.
Diagnosis
There is no test the diagnose rabies in the live animal.  Rabies diagnosis is most often made after death during postmortem testing of the brain.  The only way to rule out rabies is to wait and see.  Rabies generally progresses rapidly, so if undiagnosed neurologic signs have not rapidly progressed within the first five days, rabies is most likely not the cause.  Any suspected case of equine rabies should be handled as if it were positive until proven otherwise, because of the serious threat for human exposure.

Treatment

There is no treatment for rabies and infected horses will die.

Prevention

Since there is no cure, rabies prevention is crucial.  Vaccination of companion animals, including horses, against rabies cannot be overemphasized.  All horses are at risk and should be vaccinated.  The incidence of rabies in both wild and domestic animals is on the rise.  It is not uncommon for horses to be unknowingly exposed to wildlife.  Most exposures aren’t noticed and bites aren’t found.  There is significant and serious potential for human exposure from an infected animal.  Vaccination of horses against rabies is safe, generally highly protective and inexpensive.  Even though the odds are low that your horse will get rabies, it is guaranteed that it will die if it does and has not been vaccinated.
Rabies vaccination in horses is routine in many parts of the United States.  In the West we generally haven’t worried about it.  However, with an increase in wild animal rabies and recent cases in states such as Arizona and Colorado, it is definitely something to consider.  The fact that rabies is a zoonotic disease (a disease that can be spread to humans) makes vaccination important for human health as well.  The vaccines that are available for equine rabies are very safe, very effective and are economical.  It’s really not worth the risk to leave your horse unvaccinated.  Please discuss rabies vaccination with your equine veterinarian.

DID YOU KNOW?

Animal vaccination and human post-exposure treatment have greatly reduced human death from rabies.

Every human who died of rabies in 2002 failed to notice the bites that exposed them or did not think the bites were significant.  Therefore, they missed the opportunity for post-exposure treatment.

The rabies virus is present in saliva, therefore, exposure to saliva can infect you.  An infected horse does not have to bite you, just contact you with it’s saliva.
