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A t home, your horse lives in an 
environment that you or barn 
staff strive to keep “biosecure”— 

well-defended against infectious disease 
with sound management practices and vig-
ilance. But when you and your horse head 
off to a show, race, or trail ride, you’re tak-
ing him out of that controlled environment 
and exposing him to unfamiliar horses.

“Anytime we commingle horses,” says 
Josie Traub-Dargatz, DVM, MS, Dipl. 
ACVIM, professor of equine medicine at 
Colorado State University, “we introduce 
some risk for transmission of contagious 
diseases.” Yet commingle them we do—
with little apprehension—because, con-
sciously or not, horse people expect their 
destination facility or event to follow sani-

tation protocols that (along with vaccina-
tions and other preventive care methods) 
reduce disease risk.

But not all places have such infection-
control practices in place. So Traub-
Dargatz recommends owners develop 
their own biosecurity practices for travel. 
“Think practical: What are the areas where 
your horse could be exposed, and what 
can—and will—you do every day about 
them? You want a daily protocol that you 
can work toward making routine. When it 
becomes routine, you reduce the risk that 
you’ll forget to do it,” she explains.

smart Preparations: Veterinary … 
If your horse travels across state lines 

and/or to competitions, the regulations 
you must comply with give you a boost to-
ward establishing your own protocol; be-
fore you load him on the trailer and take 
off, you have to secure his “health papers.” 
And that requires a veterinarian’s visit. 

As Scott Leibsle, DVM, Dipl. ABVP, 
deputy administrator/veterinarian medi-
cal officer for the Idaho State Department 
of Agriculture, explains, paperwork re-
quirements vary from state to state, and 
disease outbreaks can mean changes in 
the required certifications and how long 
they’re valid. For example, Idaho officials 
require every horse crossing state lines to 
have a negative Coggins test and a current  
Certificate of Veterinary Inspection (CVI), 
which an accredited, licensed veterinarian 
issues after inspecting the animal and find-
ing no evidence of disease. “Some states 
want a new Coggins every six months, 
some every 12,” he says. “Your veterinar-
ian can tell you what’s required where 
you’re  traveling.”

Most states don’t require horses to have 
a CVI for intrastate travel, Leibsle says, 
“but the facility you’re going to may re-
quire one. A lot of event managers want 
current CVIs for all horses. Typically, a cer-
tificate is good for 30 days, but that can be 

tightened—as it was when EHV-1 (equine 
herpesvirus) hit Ogden, Utah, (in May 
2011): Certificates went from being good 
for 30 days to being good for five days.”

Of course, paperwork alone can’t pro-
tect an animal’s health. Leibsle empha-
sizes that in addition to the innate risks 
of exposing your horse to a population of 
unfamiliar horses and whatever patho-
gens they might be harboring, “transport-
ing horses is the most stressful thing you 
can do to them, making them especially 
vulnerable for contracting disease from 
other horses. If a stressed horse encoun-
ters another horse that is carrying equine 
herpesvirus, for example, the stressed ani-
mal’s immune system is less likely to suc-
cessfully fend off the infection.” 

Good management and husbandry are 
key to preventing illness in the face of 
stress, Leibsle says. Before you transport 
your horse, check that he’s in good health, 
is eating well, and is current on his vac-
cinations. If he isn’t, don’t wait until the 
last minute to bring him up-to-date. “A 
lot of people load all their horses, trailer 
them to the vet for inspection and vacci-
nations, and then head right out to a race 
or a show,” Leibsle says. “But a vaccine’s 
protective ability can take days to weeks 
to develop in the horse’s body, so this is not 
the best choice.”

… and horse Keeping
For general biosecurity-on-the-farm 

guidelines that you can easily adapt to on-
the-road situations, check out the USDA’s 
“Biosecurity—The Key to Keeping Your 
Horses Healthy” brochure (www.aphis.
usda.gov/publications). Or take Guelph 
University’s online “Biosecurity Risk Cal-
culator” questionnaire for a report that 
grades your management practices (go to 
www.EquineGuelph.ca and click on “Bio-
security Risk Calculator”). 

As for meeting travel’s special biosecuri-
ty challenges, one key requirement is that 

Develop a management routine that reduces your horse’s  
potential exposure to infectious diseases while traveling

Biosecurity on the road
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When you head to a show or trail ride, you’re 
taking your horse out of a controlled environment 
and into contact with unfamiliar horses that 
could be harboring contagious disease.
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you pack your own equipment for every 
need on the road and at your destination: 
water buckets and feed tubs, grooming 
tools, blankets, tack, and anything else that 
your horse is going to touch or that’s going 
to touch him. Include an extra bucket or 
two, a scrub brush, soap, and disinfectant 
in case you need to clean his assigned sta-
bling before you move him in. Mark every 
item clearly so you (and others) can iden-
tify your equipment. 

If your equine first-aid kit doesn’t al-
ready contain a thermometer, add one 
and check that it’s working before you go. 
Digital thermometers, which produce a 
readout 20 to 30 seconds after insertion, 
are especially handy (and easy to replace). 

As for transport itself, the ideal situa-
tion is to ship only your horses, or at least 
only horses from your “home herd,” on 
the trailer or van, because “with a mixed 
load in a confined environment for hours 
at a time, there can be some social stress,” 

says Traub-Dargatz. “That, plus the fact 
that they’re sharing air space, can have an 
impact on resistance to infections.” 

Cleanliness can also help reduce infec-
tion risks. Prior to shipping your horses, 
sweep out all loose matter (old bedding, 
dead leaves, bits of straw, and so on) from 
the trailer and scrub all surfaces with soap 
and hot water. “That’s going to remove 
probably 90% of any infectious organ-
isms,” says Traub-Dargatz. To get rid of re-
spiratory pathogens, focus on areas where 
horses’ heads are and where their noses 
are likely to touch during travel. Finally, 
wipe the interior of the trailer down with 
disinfectant. (Don’t think you can skip 
soap-and-water scrubbing and just use 
disinfectant. Washing is a very important 
step because it removes organic material 
that can inactivate some disinfectants.) 

In Transit 
Beyond providing good ventilation, nu-

trition, and readily available clean water, 
the best biosecurity practice to follow in 
transit is to check your horse’s temperature 
“at least once a day and preferably twice, 
recording it, and comparing it with what’s 
normal for him and his previous readings 
on this trip,” says Traub-Dargatz. “If it’s el-
evated, have a veterinarian examine him 
as soon as possible. We now have the ca-
pability to do more rapid tests and know 
in a fairly short period what is causing that 
higher temperature. Then we can manage 
his care more accurately and possibly re-
duce other horses’ potential exposure. In 
some instances, we might even booster 
those horses’ immunities specifically for 
what we’ve determined is the cause of the 
first horse’s disease.” 

Continue recording readings through-
out your stay, on the return trip, and for 
about two weeks after arriving home (a 
reasonable incubation period for many in-
fectious diseases to which the horse might 
have been exposed).

At Your Destination
Before you clean your horse’s assigned 

stall at your destination, Traub-Dargatz ad-
vises finding out what’s already been done. 
The most effective time to clean stalls is 
when the barn is empty prior to new 
horses’ arriving. Some facilities power- 
wash stalls between uses; if that’s the case, 
or if stalls routinely get washed with soap 
and water or with a disinfectant that has 
a foaming cleaning action, you can prob-
ably just put down bedding and move your 
horse in. If not, sweep out the stall, then 
scrub down walls and floors with regular 
soap and water, rinse if possible, and wipe 
down with whatever disinfectant the facil-
ity sanctions. (Read the label first so you’ll 
use the appropriate dilation and follow 
recommended precautions for use. Too 
much product can be toxic or damaging 
to surfaces, too little is ineffective, not all 
products work on all surfaces, and some 
lose effectiveness in cold temperatures.) 
Keep in mind that in addition to removing 
disinfectant-hampering organic material, 
soap-and-water scrubbing goes a long way 
toward reducing the number of potential-
ly harmful organisms on surfaces. Your 
horse’s internal defenses might be able to 
resist a low number of those organisms but 
not a high number. If you’re unsure about 
how to best disinfect different surfaces 
(e.g., dirt floors, porous concrete), ask 
your veterinarian for  recommendations.

As you care for your horses at your des-

Sample BioSecurity aGreemeNt
To educate participants and increase compliance with safe practices, show or event managers 

might want to include an agreement similar to this one in a stall applicant packet or in online 
show/event information, requiring a signature on a compliance agreement that is returned with 
each entry form, or they might distribute it to participating veterinarians, owners, and trainers. 
See TheHorse.com/biosecurity to download a sample copy.

Biosecurity Agreement for Participants
To protect the health of all horses entering __________ (event), all persons owning, training, 

riding, and entering the premises with horses must read, agree to, and sign a premises and 
horse biosecurity agreement and follow the sanitation protocols listed here.    

Individual horse and barn sanitation to reduce transmission of viral and bacterial diseases:
•	 Use	individual	feeding	and	watering	buckets,	grooming	equipment,	and	tack.	Equipment	

or	tack	used	on	one	horse	should	be	washed,	rinsed,	disinfected,	rinsed,	and	then	dried	
before using on another horse—especially if it contacted the horse’s mouth (saliva) or 
nose (nasal discharge).

•	 Do	not	use	communal	waterers	or	water	tanks.
•	 Tie	horses	to	own	trailers	if	possible,	or	a	minimum	10	feet	apart	if	commingling	in	areas.
•	 Monitor	the	health	of	all	horses	housed	on	site	daily.	(Use	horse	health	logs	to	note	ap-

petite/temperatures/behavior.) 
•	 Immediately	report	fever,	runny	nose	not	associated	with	recent	exercise,	cough,	and	

neurologic	signs	to	a	veterinarian.	Isolate	affected	horses	or	remove	from	facility	AND	
arrange	follow-up	exam	with	testing	by	the	owner’s	veterinarian.	

•	 Pressure-wash	walker	hook-ups,	test-barn	stalls,	and	paddock	stalls	every	evening.
•	 Pressure-wash	vacated	stalls.
•	 Keep	horses	returning	from	events	separate	from	resident	horses	for	seven	days	and	

monitor for signs of illness.

Refer	to	the	AAEP	Biosecurity	Guidelines	for	more	recommendations	and	measures	to	mini-
mize	the	spread	of	infectious	equine	diseases:

www.aaep.org/pdfs/control_guidelines/Biosecurity_instructions%201.pdf 

Agreed to by_____________________________________ (signature) on  ________________ (date).

Please	print	name:	____________________________________		Cell	phone: ___________________

Address:  ___________________________________________________________________________

(Sample agreement courtesy of Scott Leibsle, DVM, Dipl. ABVP; adapted from American Association of Equine Practitioners, American 
Veterinary Medical Association, and University of Califnoria, Davis, biosecurity guidelines.)

BioSecurityAgreement.indd   1 2/28/12   10:52:49 AM
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tination, remember you’re not at home. 
“Always use your own water buckets,” 
Traub-Dargatz says. “Also, think whether 
that hose you’ll be using to fill your water 
bucket has been lying on the floor in the 
aisle … and whether dirty hands have been 
grasping it. If so, it could be covered in 
disease-causing pathogens. So never sub-
merge the end of the hose in your bucket.”

Also, think “hand hygiene” when you go 
from one horse to another. If your hands 
have gotten soiled—from contact with 
manure, nasal secretions, or blood, for 
 example—you should wash them thor-
oughly with soap and water, then dry them 

with a clean towel. If you’ve only been 
touching horses’ body surfaces, and if soap 
and water aren’t available, alcohol hand 
sanitizers can do an adequate job. Sanitiz-
ing isn’t absolutely required if you’re mov-
ing between horses that are all healthy and 
that live together normally, Traub-Dargatz 
says. “But if you’re going between your 
horses and someone else’s, using hand 
washing or a hand sanitizer makes sense.”

Another simple disease-prevention step 
is to avoid allowing your horse to have 
nose-to-nose contact with other horses at 
events, be it on a trail ride or while waiting 
your turn at the in-gate to compete. 

raising the Bar
Some horse show facilities now require 

(and the American Association of Equine 
Practitioners recommends) that each  
exhibitor fill out and sign a biosecurity 
contract as part of the show or race entry 
process (see sample contract on page 52). 
“It really helps improve compliance,” Leib-
sle says, “and helps veterinarians identify 
problems quickly.”

Traub-Dargatz adds, “I’ve been im-
pressed that more people at events I’ve 
been to seem very committed to using 
their own water buckets and their own 
equipment, and that at some stables 
there’s observably more concern about 
sanitizing equipment and the stable itself 
when indicated. I think that in the most re-
cent couple of years, people have become 
more aware of and more concerned about 
biosecurity. Each time one of us finds out 
about one new thing we can do to reduce 
infection risk and starts doing it on a regu-
lar basis, we improve the odds a little for 
keeping our horses healthy.” h

At your destination, scrubbing equipment and stalls with soap and water goes a long way to-
ward reducing organisms on surfaces. See TheHorse.com/Video.aspx?vID=488 and TheHorse.
com/Video.aspx?vID=491 for a two-part video series on stall cleaning and disinfection.
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D. J. Carey Lyons is a lifelong resident of Chester County, Pa. 
She also has written for several other equine publications.
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