
Overview
A vaccine is a medically-

 prepared product intended for 
active protection against dis-
ease.1 The administration of one 
or more vaccines, referred to as 
vaccination, is widely considered 
the most cost-effective method of 
preventing infectious diseases; 
however, vaccines do have limi-
tations. It is important for horse 
owners to recognize that vaccines 
are not 100% effective and will 
not prevent all horses from be-
coming ill should they be exposed 
to a pathogen (a disease-causing 
organism such as bacteria or vi-
ruses). Good management prac-
tices also play an important role in limiting 
the spread of infectious diseases.2,3

It is important to appreciate that vac-
cines do not provide immediate protection 
against a disease; the vaccines (either the 
primary series or subsequent boosters) 
need to be administered prior to patho-
gen exposure. In general, vaccines need 
to be administered to a horse at least two 
to three weeks prior to participating in an 
event, shipping to another location, etc., to 
ensure the horse has enough time to gener-
ate infection-fighting antibodies against the 
pathogens for which he was vaccinated.4 

Which Vaccines?
The American Association of Equine 

Practitioners (AAEP) has created a set of 
guidelines that assists veterinarians in 
selecting the most appropriate vaccine 
schedule. However, it is ultimately the vet-
erinarian’s responsibility to recommend 
the use of one or more vaccines based on a 
valid veterinary-client-patient relationship 
and professional judgment.5,6 Factors that 
influence vaccine schedule development 
include risk of disease, the consequenc-
es of the disease, vaccine  effectiveness, 

 occurrence of adverse reactions to the 
vaccine, and economic factors such as the 
cost of the vaccine versus the cost of the 
disease.2,7

Core vaccines These are vaccines that 
protect horses from diseases that: 
■  Are endemic to a region (i.e., a disease 

that is present at all times in a specific 
geographical area); 

■  Pose a significant public health risk; 
■  Are highly infectious; or
■  Can cause severe disease. 

Vaccines considered to be core vaccines 
in equine medicine include rabies, Eastern 
and Western equine encephalomyelitis, 
West Nile virus, and tetanus.

Risk-based vaccines These are other 
vaccines that horses might be immunized 
with depending on the risk of exposure. 
Anthrax, botulism, equine herpesvirus 
(rhinopneumonitis), equine viral arteri-
tis, equine influenza (flu), Potomac horse 
fever, rotaviral diarrhea, and strangles are 
usually only administered to horses when 
there is a real risk of exposure. The deci-
sion of whether to administer one or more 
of these vaccines should only be made after 
consulting with your veterinarian.

Vaccine Schedules
There is no “vaccine schedule” 

that is appropriate for all horses 
or all farms. Formulating the 
most appropriate vaccine sched-
ule is best achieved on a case-by-
case basis in conjunction with a 
licensed veterinarian who is fa-
miliar with your horses and cir-
cumstances. Once a schedule has 
been devised, it is recommended 
(by the AAEP) that all horses on 
the farm be vaccinated according 
to the schedule. This practice will 
optimize herd immunity by:
■  Facilitating record keeping; 
■  Minimizing replication and 

transmission of infectious 
agents in a herd;

■  Protecting horses in the herd that might 
have responded poorly to vaccination; 
and

■  Ensuring that no horse has been acci-
dentally left unvaccinated.
Examples of vaccine schedules for all 

of the core and risk-based vaccines for 
 different types of horses (i.e., foals and 
weanlings, mature, performance, and 
broodmares) are available on the AAEP 
website www.aaep.org/vaccination_ 
guidelines.htm.

Vaccinating Broodmares
Vaccinating broodmares is different than 

other classes of horses and therefore wor-
thy of special mention. Not only are brood-
mares vaccinated to minimize the chance 
of infection in the adult herd, but also to 
protect their foals against disease. This 
is because the vaccines will stimulate the 
mare’s immune system to make infection-
fighting antibodies (proteins that circulate 
in the blood) that will ultimately be passed 
through her colostrum (first milk) to help 
protect the foal against infectious diseases 
after birth. This is referred to as “passive 
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Vaccination is considered the most cost-effective method of preventing infectious diseases

Vaccinations should be given by a licensed equine practitioner to en-
sure they are handled properly and in case any adverse reactions occur.
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transfer” of immunity, and it is important 
because foals are born with virtually no 
ability to fight off infections. Instead, foals 
obtain antibodies from the dam’s colos-
trum. Colostrum is a special type of milk 
produced and “stockpiled” by the mare 
during the last week or two of gestation 
and available to newborn foals. Most foals 
nurse from their dams and obtain at least 
one liter of good-quality, antibody-rich 
colostrum within the first eight hours of 
life. Foals that do not obtain or absorb ad-
equate amounts of high-quality colostrum 
early in life are at risk for failure of passive 
transfer and the subsequent development 
of serious, life-threatening medical condi-
tions such as pneumonia, diarrhea, and 
joint infections.

Adverse Reactions
Side effects to vaccines are thought to 

be rare in veterinary medicine. The most 
common adverse event following the ad-
ministration of a vaccine intramuscularly 
(the most common route of vaccine admin-
istration) is muscle swelling and soreness 
at the site of injection. Rarely, an abscess 
can develop at the site of injection ( usually 

in the muscle) or clostridial  myositis/myo-
necrosis (muscle inflammation/gas gan-
grene) can occur.4 

Some horses might experience a mild 
and self-limiting fever, anorexia (loss of 
appetite), and lethargy post-vaccination. 
Rarely, horses can suffer more severe sys-
temic reactions, including urticaria (hives) 
or anaphylaxis (a life-threatening allergic 
reaction). On rare occasions horses vac-
cinated against strangles can develop pur-
pura hemorrhagica—when platelets in the 
blood stream are broken down and normal 
blood clotting fails to occur.

The development of adverse events 
following vaccination is unpredictable. 
Therefore, horses should be vaccinated at 
least two to three weeks prior to an event 
such as a show or sale, or shipping. 

Vaccines should always be administered 
by a veterinarian so a professional is on 
hand to monitor and react to any adverse 
events. All adverse events should be re-
ported to your practitioner if they develop 
after he/she leaves the property. In turn, 
veterinarians are encouraged to report all 
reactions to both the vaccine manufac-
turer and the United States  Department of 

 Agriculture Center for Veterinary  Biologics. 
For more information see www.aaep.org/
adverse_reactions.htm.

One way to minimize the chances of 
adverse events is to stagger the adminis-
tration of the vaccines when multiple vac-
cines are included in the horse’s or farm’s 
vaccination schedule. h
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Introducing new Prestige® V + WNV, maximum 
West Nile protection without an extra injection.

Prestige V + WNV
(EWT • EIV • EHV - 1 & 4 • WNV)

 

Available only through licensed veterinarians.
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