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ON MAY 31, JANE AND PAUL FUCHS OF TARPEN RIDGE, WEST
Virginia and their 14-year-old American Quarter Horseteam,
Tee Tria Talwind and Specid Tee Gabe, st out on awagon
trip that would follow a historic pioneer trail made by
Mormonsin 1846 from Illinoisto Utah.

Thecouplehad owned “Trid’ and “Gabe’ —who had been
together since birth —from when they wereweanlings. The
mareand gelding werebroketorideand to harness, and the
Fuchsesused them totrail rideand to run errandsin town,
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wherethefriendly horseswereknown everywhereand often
gaveridestolocd children. They dsofrequently participaied
in parades such astheWheding (Wes Virginig) Light Parade,
which atractsmorethan 100,000 spectators every year.

TheFuchsss journey acrosstheMormon pioneer tral began
in Nauvoo, Illinois, and was scheduled to end in Council
Bluffs, lowa, amonth later. Theremander of thejourney to
St Leke City isscheduled to be completed during the next
two years

Limiting grazing around freshwater sources, such

asstreans or ponds, during pesk seasonswill limit
ahaorsesrisk of contracting Potomec horse fever.
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However, two weeks into their trip, near Murray, |owa,
Triabegan acting alittle depressed.

“Shedidn't seem that sck,” Paul sad. “She just seemed
likeshewasalittletired, and weattributed that totheride.”

But then the mare, usualy an aggressive edter, began to
pick a her hay. Then sherefusaed grain.

“That’sthefirg 9gn wenaticed therewasredly something
wrong,” Paul sad.

Shebegan showing sgnsof mild calic, and when they took
her temperature, she was a a frighteningly high 107
degrees. The Fuchsesbegan emergency treetment to cool her
off and cdled aveterinarian. Unfortu-
nately, the veterinarian who arrived
wasunabletodefinitively diagnosethe
mare, and sothey | eft her torest for the
night. The following morning, sill
showing signs of illness, they hauled
her to anearby vet dinic.

The veterinarian there immediatey
suspected Potomac horse fever, and
began treating the mare with antibi-
otics. Triagpent five daysa theclinic
but began to decline. She soon devel -
oped symptoms of laminitis.

“When she didn’t improve any, we
went back and evaluated her,” Jane
sad. “Wetdked tothevet and decided
theonly thing wecould do, for her sske,
wasto put her down.”

Themarehad been exposed toalarge
number of mayflies, aknown vector of Potomac horsefever,
that had hatched in theflood-soaked aressof |owanear where
the Fuchses were camping. Blood tests run on the mare
confirmed she had died dueto complicaionsof thebacteria
disease that affects an unknown number of horses across
the country.

W hat Is It?

POTOMAC HORSE FEVER GAINED NOTORIETY WITH AN OUTBREAK
of casss in the Potomac River region of Maryland in 1979.
Transmitted by an insect vector, PHF resultsin intestind
digressthat canlead todesth in up to 30 percent of cases. It
has been identified in 43 gates, three Canadian provinces,
South Americaand Europe.

It is known under avariety of names, including equine
monocytic ehrlichioss equine ehrlichid calitisand Shasta
River crud. Thediseaseisvery smilar to sdmon poisoning
in dogs, afrequently fata diseasein the Northwest caused
when dogs eat raw fish and becomeviolently ill.

PHFiscausad by thebacteriaN eorickettdarigicd. Inthe
late1990s, it wasred assfied from thefamily Ehrlichiawhen
researchers esablished that it isonly transferred viainsect
vectors, and not arthropods such asticks.

Thebacteriaslifecydeisquitecomplexandis<ill being
researched. Researchersthink it istransmitted viaflukes a
primitiveparadtic creaturehoged in freshwater snals These
can be found in water sources such as sreams, ponds and
ditches. When the water warms, the flukes hatch into an
immature form, are released by the snailsand are eaten by
aquatic insects such as caddisflies, mayflies, damsdflies,
dragonflies and stoneflies. The flies can be found around
water, but can dso travel. They are atracted to light and
often are found swarming around lights|eft on in barns a
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night. If a horse accidentaly ingests the flies, he might
become infected.

“Weusad to beievehorsescould drink infested weter and
be exposed, but researches have found that’s probably not
how most infections occur,” said Hoyt Cheramie, D.V.M.,
DCVS the Lexington, Kentucky-based manager of large
animal veterinary servicesfor the AQHA Corporate Partner
Merid. “It isnow believed mogt infectionsresult from the
ingestion of aquaticinsectsthat carry theinfected flukes.”

It was ds0 believed that horses had to be kept near fresh
water, such aspondsor streams, to becomeinfected, but this

isasonot true,

“Thexefliescantrave quiteadisance
from aquatic environments,” Cheramie
sad. “Also, if they hgppen to be bded
into hay, we bedieve there's probably
some potentid for transmisson there
but it is unknown how long the dead
insects may beinfective. And we know
thereésdl kinds of movement of hay —
epecidly nowadays — and that may
relaetowhy we'reseeing it more.”

In 2005, sx American Quarter Hors
esatending afive-day show in Winona,
Minnesota, showed signsof PHF with-
in three weeks of the show, says
“Incrimination of MayfliesasaVector of
Potomac HorseFever in an Outbregk in

p— Minneota,” a paper published in the

2006 American Asociation of Equine

Practitioners yearly proceedings. Researchers were able to

link mayflies as one of the ways horses contract the diseese,

and concdluded an unusudly large outbregk of thefliescaused
theillness.

Thefliesared o eaten by birdsand bats (thenaturd host
of the flukes) and amphibians. They may be areservoir or
sourceof thediseese. It issuspected that their droppingscan
reinfect water with flukeeggsand continuethebacteriaslife
cyde “Thecydeof howit getstothehorseisbecoming more
diginct,” Cheramiesad. “How it’sshed, how it perpetuates
itsef through bats and birds, is where we get into an
uncertain area.”

Onceahorsebecomesinfected, thebacteriagetsintothe
horse's white blood cells and eventualy makes it to the
intestines. There, it multiplies and causes inflammation
of thecolon and intestina lining. Thedamagetothe colon
causes fever, colic and diarrhea. If left untreated, the
damaged intestines can cause endotoxicity, which can lead
tolaminitisand, ultimately, death.

Symptoms

OFTEN THEHRST INDICATOR A HORE HASCONTRACTED POTOMAC
horsefever isafever (ranging from 102 to 107 degrees) that
comes and goes, depresson and refusng to est. Other
symptomsincludemild colic and profuse diarrhea

Secondary symptoms can be dehydration and swelling of
the belly, chest and legs.

Astheinfection progresses, thehorse can devel op endot ox-
emia, which happenswhen theintestind lining is damaged
and toxins usudly contaned by a mucus membrane are
absorbed into the horsgsbloodstream. The horsgsimmune
system reacts, and left untregied theresulting chain reection
can send the horseinto shock and ultimatdy death.
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Aquatic flies such as mayflies and caddisflies are the vectors that carry Potomec

horse fever. When a horse ingests the small insects, he may become infected.

The horse can dso develop laminitis, which isthe most
common reason PHF-infected horses are euthanized.

Pregnant marescan dso abort their fodsif they'reinfected
with PHE

When blood work is done, an affected horse will show a
low white blood cdl count. The mogt efficient method of
tesing for PHF, Cheramie said, isto useatest that checks
for the bacterids DNA in ahorsgsblood or stool. Cdled a
polymerase chain reaction (PCR) test, the results can be
availablein 24 hours. However, many veterinarians do not
bother running tests on ahorse showing symptoms of PHF,
%0 the exact number of horses suffering the disease are
unknown.

Treatment

THE KEY TO STAVING OFF PHF ISEARLY DETECTION.

“Prompt trestment sgnificantly decreasesthemorbidity,
or sckness, and mortdity, because we can kegp them from
getting redly sick and limit the subsequent devel opment of
laminitis” Cheramiesad.

Thetreatment of choiceisan antibiatic, such asdoxycydine
or oxytetracydine,

“If they haveafever and arein asuspected areq, we'll often
gart them on thisright away,” Cheramie sad.

Pain can bemanaged with nongeroidd anti-inflammatories,
such asBanamine, and |V fluidsand dectrolyte replacements
areoften given togaveoff dehydration. A horse suffering from
endotoxemia can betreated with an endotoxin binder, and
one suffering from the early stagesof laminitiscan undergo
any of thetreatmentsfor that disease
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Prevention

THE FIRST STEP TO PREVENTING PHF ISLIMITING EXPOSURE.

AnatidebyNahan SovisD.V.M., ACVIM, CHT, published
lagt year in TheHaemagazine, recommended keeping sable
lightsoff a night to discourage fliesfrom crowding insde
abarn.

In addition, keeping troughs or buckets away from light
sourceswill lower therisk of having fliesfdl into them.

Finaly, Sovisrecommendsrestricting grazing near |ow-
lying water sources during the pesk months (July through
September) to lower ahorsg'srisk of ingesting insects.

A vaccinefor PHFfirgt becameavailablein 1987, and its
use depends on your veterinarian’s recommendation. The
vaccination isisolated from onestrain of PHF, but thereare
actualy many different strans Thevaccinetypicdly reduces
the severity of the disease but might not prevent the horse
from getting it.

“Typicdly, the horses don't get assck,” Cheramie sad.
“They don't get asseverediarrhes, they may not get laminitis
asoften, and it'sgoing to prevent it in some horses. Those
arethe benefitswerecognizefrom vaccinating. Wea so know
tha up to 30 percent of unvaccinated horses that are
exposed aregoing todie, and with vaccination, wecan limit
that sgnificantly.”

The vaccine
should be adminis
tered beforethetyp-
icd mayfly season
begins (typicdly in
July). Thefirg time
a horse receives the
PHF vaccine, he
should be given a
booster four to six
weeks later with
annua boostersafter
that. Horses living
inhigh-risk aressare
occasonaly given
thevaccinetwiceper
year prior to the
mayfly season.
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» Potomec harsefever is caused by the bacteria Nearickettsia
risticai (whichwes formerly known as Brrlichiaristicd).
PHFnost commonly occurs in warm months, typically from
July through Gctober.

Horses become infected when they ingest insects that carry
the becteria

Snptarsindudeacute depression, fever andloss of appetite.
Horses usudly developdiarrhes, and candso cdicand devdap
laminitis or edema.onthelegs and battoma the belly:

Qe thefirst signs of Potomec
horsefever is synptons of cdlic.

Trestrent indudes antibictic, fluidand electrdytereplacement
thergpy and NSAIDs far painrelief.

Avaccneisavailable, but its useis recommended onacase-by-
casehesis.

The grestest cause of desth assodiated with PHFis secondary
laminitis and subsequent corplications.
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