
If your veterinarian suspects a contagious disease, 
he or she might request a thorough history of the 
sick horse’s recent activities to help to determine 

the source of infection and other horses or farms that might 
have been exposed.

Determine vaccination history of affected and potentially 
exposed horses and provide it to the treating veterinarian.

If the suspected disease is venereal, stop shipping 
biologic products such as semen and embryos 
 immediately.

How To Handle a Disease Outbreak
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Fever, nasal discharge, coughing, diarrhea, depression, anorexia, enlarged lymph nodes, behavior 
changes—even neurologic signs. From the subtle to the severe, these are all indicators that a horse might 
have an infectious disease. If your horse starts exhibiting any of these signs, take the situation very seriously 
and assume whatever he’s come down with is contagious to other horses until proven otherwise.
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Take the sick horse’s temperature, pulse, and respiration 
rate, and relay this information, along with mucous mem-
brane color and any other signs of illness, to your veterinar-

ian immediately. Assume the horse indeed has a contagious disease 
until proven otherwise, and take actions (such as wearing gloves, 
washing hands, etc.) not spread a pathogen to other horses or con-
taminate the environment when doing these procedures.

Your veterinarian might also request that you coordinate a 
meeting with all horse owners, barn staff, or other people 
who access the farm to discuss disease control protocols. 

Your veterinarian, meanwhile, should alert the proper state veterinary 
officials, if necessary, based on the suspected or confirmed disease.

Isolate the horse from other herd members. The 
sooner you respond to a suspected contagious dis-
ease incident, the better you can contain the disease 

and prevent the pathogen from spreading on or between 
farms.
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In the event that your horse 
exhibits clinical signs of 
disease that might be due to 
an infection, here are some 
important steps to follow, 
remembering that response to 
the situation will vary based on 
the disease, facility, and other 
factors:
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Once the disease outbreak has passed and horse move-
ment resumes (based on testing and/or time since the last 
signs of disease), horses and humans can return to their 

daily routines. But first, thoroughly clean and disinfect any housing, 
equipment, or clothing that came into contact with the sick horse(s) 
to prevent a renewed outbreak. Then review your facility’s biosecurity 
measures to see if there are areas where you can improve the farm’s 
infection control practices going forward.

Provide frequent detailed updates on the situation 
to everyone involved with the farm. This helps keep 
people informed, calm, compliant, and less likely 

to rely on rumors.
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■ Anaplasma phagocytophilum (anaplasmosis) 
■ Borrelia burgdorferi (Lyme disease)
■ Eastern/Western/Venezuelan equine 

encephalomyelitis (EEE, WEE, VEE)
■ Equine coronavirus*
■ Equine herpesvirus-1 and -4 (rhino; equine herpesvirus 

myeloencephalopathy, EHM)*
■ Equine infectious anemia (EIA)*
■ Equine influenza*
■ Equine rotavirus*
■ Equine viral arteritis (EVA)*
■ Neorickettsia risticii (Potomac horse fever)
■ Rhabdovirus (rabies)*
■ Rhodococcus equi
■ Salmonella spp (salmonellosis)* 
■ Sarcocystis neurona  

(equine protozoal myeloencephalitis, EPM)
■ Streptococcus equi (strangles)*
■ Tayorella equigenitalis (contagious equine metritis, CEM)*
■ Theileria equi and Babesia caballi (piroplasmosis, EP)
■ Vesicular stomatitis virus (VSV)*
■ West Nile virus (WNV)

* Indicates contagious disease

Important Equine Infectious Diseases

While it’s important to remember these steps in the face of an outbreak, even more critical is preventing disease in the first place. 
Work with your veterinarian to define your biosecurity needs, create an infection control plan, and keep your horses’ vaccina-
tions up-to-date. h

Work with your veterinarian to monitor horses and deter-
mine proper isolation times (typically, at least 30 days af-
ter no new cases are identified, depending on the disease 

 diagnosis).

Take each horse on the property’s temperature 
twice daily, and maintain a record of these, noting 
fevers as well as any additional clinical signs of dis-

ease and date of onset. This helps identify additional sick 
animals as well as infected ones that are on the up-swing. 
If a previously healthy horse develops a fever, call your vet-
erinarian right away.

Designate one person as caretaker of the isolated 
horse(s) only. This individual should take neces-
sary biosecurity precautions to prevent further 

disease agent spread by using disposable gloves when 
handling the sick horse; wearing coveralls stored by the 
isolation stall; and wearing disposable boot/shoe covers or 
rubber boots that can be scrubbed and disinfected.

Also designate equipment for use on sick horses only. This 
includes halters, lead ropes, grooming equipment, buckets, 
and tools such as pitchforks, shovels, wipe rags, and rakes—

all of these could transmit pathogens from the active shedder. It is 
important to keep water hoses off the ground and designate a hose 
for use with the isolated animal only when filling water buckets.
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Designate a spokesperson for your facility if media or other 
entities request information on the situation. Make sure 
that person is communicating clearly and regularly with the 

treating vet.
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Limit farm access to only necessary  individuals—
such as veterinarians, horse owners, and 
 caretakers—if contagious disease is suspected or 

confirmed. To reduce foot traffic on the farm, designate 
an area at the facility’s entry where feed, hay, etc. can be 
delivered.
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