
Thisinsect-bornediseaseisalate-summer danger acrossNorthAmerica.
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OON MAY 31, JANE AND PAUL FUCHS OF TARPEN RIDGE, WEST
Virginia, and their 14-year-oldAmericanQuarter Horseteam,
TeeTriaTailwind and Special TeeGabe, set out on awagon
trip that would fol low a historic pioneer trai l made by
Mormonsin 1846 from IllinoistoUtah.

Thecouplehad owned “Tria” and “Gabe” – whohad been
together sincebirth –from when they wereweanlings. The
mareand gelding werebroketorideand toharness, and the
Fuchsesused them to trail rideand to run errandsin town,

wherethefriendly horseswereknown everywhereand often
gaveridesto local children. They alsofrequently participated
inparades, suchastheWheeling (West Virginia)Light Parade,
which attractsmorethan 100,000 spectatorsevery year.

TheFuchses’ journeyacrosstheMormonpioneer trail began
in Nauvoo, Illinois, and was scheduled to end in Council
Bluffs, Iowa, amonth later. Theremainder of thejourney to
Salt LakeCity isscheduled to becompleted during thenext
twoyears.

Limitinggrazingaroundfreshwater sources, such
asstreamsorponds,duringpeakseasonswill limit
ahorse’sriskof contractingPotomachorsefever.
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However, two weeks into their trip, near Murray, Iowa,
Triabegan acting alittledepressed.

“She didn’t seem that sick,” Paul said. “She just seemed
likeshewasalittletired, and weattributed that totheride.”

But then themare, usually an aggressiveeater, began to
pick at her hay. Then sherefused grain.

“That’sthefirst sign wenoticed therewasreally something
wrong,” Paul said.

Shebegan showing signsof mild colic, and when they took
her temperature, she was at a frighteningly high 107
degrees. TheFuchsesbegan emergency treatment tocool her
off and called aveterinarian. Unfortu-
nately, the veterinarian who arrived
wasunabletodefinitively diagnosethe
mare, and sothey left her torest for the
night. The following morning, sti l l
showing signs of il lness, they hauled
her to anearby vet clinic.

The veterinarian there immediately
suspected Potomac horse fever, and
began treating the mare with antibi-
otics. Triaspent fivedaysat theclinic
but began to decline. She soon devel-
oped symptomsof laminitis.

“When she didn’t improve any, we
went back and evaluated her,” Jane
said. “Wetalked to thevet and decided
theonly thing wecould do, for her sake,
wasto put her down.”

Themarehad been exposed toalarge
number of mayflies, aknown vector of Potomachorsefever,
that had hatched in theflood-soaked areasof Iowanear where
the Fuchses were camping. Blood tests run on the mare
confirmed shehad died duetocomplicationsof thebacterial
disease that affects an unknown number of horses across
thecountry.

W h at I s I t ?
POTOMAC HORSE FEVER GAINED NOTORIETY WITH AN OUTBREAK
of cases in the Potomac River region of Maryland in 1979.
Transmitted by an insect vector, PHF results in intestinal
distressthat can lead todeath in up to30 percent of cases. It
has been identified in 43 states, three Canadian provinces,
South Americaand Europe.

It is known under a variety of names, including equine
monocytic ehrlichiosis, equineehrlichial colitisand Shasta
River crud. Thediseaseisvery similar to salmon poisoning
in dogs, a frequently fatal disease in theNorthwest caused
when dogseat raw fish and becomeviolently il l.

PHFiscaused by thebacteriaNeorickettsiaristicci. In the
late1990s, it wasreclassified from thefamily Ehrlichiawhen
researchersestablished that it isonly transferred via insect
vectors, and not arthropodssuch asticks.

Thebacteria’slifecycleisquitecomplex and isstil l being
researched. Researchersthink it istransmitted viaflukes, a
primitiveparasiticcreaturehosted in freshwater snails. These
can be found in water sources such as streams, ponds and
ditches. When the water warms, the flukes hatch into an
immature form, are released by thesnailsand areeaten by
aquatic insects such as caddisflies, mayflies, damselfl ies,
dragonflies and stoneflies. The flies can be found around
water, but can also travel. They are attracted to light and
often are found swarming around lights left on in barnsat

night. If a horse accidentally ingests the flies, he might
becomeinfected.

“Weused tobelievehorsescould drink infested water and
beexposed, but researcheshave found that’sprobably not
how most infections occur,” said Hoyt Cheramie, D.V.M.,
DCVS, the Lexington, Kentucky-based manager of large
animal veterinary servicesfor theAQHA CorporatePartner
Merial. “It isnow believed most infectionsresult from the
ingestion of aquatic insectsthat carry theinfected flukes.”

It wasalso believed that horseshad to bekept near fresh
water, such aspondsor streams, tobecomeinfected, but this

isalso not true.
“Thesefliescan travel quiteadistance

from aquaticenvironments,” Cheramie
said. “Also, if they happen to bebaled
into hay, we believe there’s probably
some potential for transmission there
but it is unknown how long the dead
insectsmay beinfective. And weknow
there’sall kindsof movement of hay –
especially nowadays – and that may
relateto why we’reseeing it more.”

In 2005, six American Quarter Hors-
esattending afive-day show in Winona,
Minnesota, showed signsof PHFwith-
in three weeks of the show, says
“Incrimination of MayfliesasaVector of
PotomacHorseFever in an Outbreak in
Minnesota,” a paper published in the
2006 American Association of Equine

Practitioners yearly proceedings. Researchers were able to
link mayfliesasoneof thewayshorsescontract thedisease,
and concluded an unusually largeoutbreak of thefliescaused
theillness.

Thefliesarealsoeaten by birdsand bats(thenatural host
of the flukes) and amphibians. They may be a reservoir or
sourceof thedisease. It issuspected that their droppingscan
reinfect water with flukeeggsand continuethebacteria’slife
cycle. “Thecycleof how it getstothehorseisbecoming more
distinct,” Cheramiesaid. “How it’sshed, how it perpetuates
itself through bats and birds, is where we get into an
uncertain area.”

Onceahorsebecomesinfected, thebacteriagetsinto the
horse’s white blood cel ls and eventual ly makes it to the
intestines. There, i t mult ipl ies and causes inflammation
of thecolon and intestinal l ining. Thedamageto thecolon
causes fever, col ic and diarrhea. I f left untreated, the
damaged intestinescan causeendotoxicity, which can lead
to laminitisand, ultimately, death.

S y m p t o m s
OFTEN THEFIRST INDICATOR A HORSEHASCONTRACTED POTOMAC
horsefever isafever (ranging from 102 to107 degrees) that
comes and goes, depression and refusing to eat. Other
symptomsincludemild colicand profusediarrhea.

Secondary symptomscan bedehydration and swelling of
thebelly, chest and legs.

Astheinfection progresses, thehorsecan develop endotox-
emia, which happenswhen theintestinal lining isdamaged
and toxins usually contained by a mucus membrane are
absorbed into thehorse’sbloodstream. Thehorse’simmune
system reacts, and left untreated theresulting chain reaction
can send thehorseinto shock and ultimately death.

TeeTriaTailwind
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The horse can also develop laminitis, which is the most
common reason PHF-infected horsesareeuthanized.

Pregnant marescan alsoabort their foalsif they’reinfected
with PHF.

When blood work isdone, an affected horsewill show a
low white blood cell count. The most efficient method of
testing for PHF, Cheramiesaid, is to useatest that checks
for thebacteria’sDNA in ahorse’sblood or stool. Called a
polymerase chain reaction (PCR) test, the results can be
available in 24 hours. However, many veterinariansdo not
bother running testson ahorseshowing symptomsof PHF,
so the exact number of horses suffering the disease are
unknown.

T r eat m en t
THE KEY TO STAVING OFF PHF ISEARLY DETECTION.

“Prompt treatment significantly decreasesthemorbidity,
or sickness, and mortality, becausewecan keep them from
getting really sick and limit thesubsequent development of
laminitis,” Cheramiesaid.

Thetreatment of choiceisanantibiotic, suchasdoxycycline
or oxytetracycline.

“If they haveafever and arein asuspected area, we’ll often
start them on thisright away,” Cheramiesaid.

Paincanbemanagedwithnonsteroidal anti-inflammatories,
such asBanamine, and IV fluidsand electrolytereplacements
areoftengiven tostaveoff dehydration. A horsesuffering from
endotoxemiacan be treated with an endotoxin binder, and
onesuffering from theearly stagesof laminitiscan undergo
any of thetreatmentsfor that disease.

P r even t i o n
THE FIRST STEP TO PREVENTING PHF ISLIMITING EXPOSURE.

AnarticlebyNathanSlovisD.V.M.,ACVIM,CHT,published
last year in TheHorsemagazine, recommended keeping stable
lightsoff at night to discouragefliesfrom crowding inside
abarn.

In addition, keeping troughsor bucketsaway from light
sourceswill lower therisk of having fliesfall into them.

Finally, Slovisrecommendsrestricting grazing near low-
lying water sourcesduring thepeak months(July through
September) to lower ahorse’srisk of ingesting insects.

A vaccinefor PHFfirst becameavailablein 1987, and its
use depends on your veterinarian’s recommendation. The
vaccination isisolated from onestrain of PHF, but thereare
actually many different strains. Thevaccinetypically reduces
theseverity of thediseasebut might not prevent thehorse
from getting it.

“Typically, the horses don’t get assick,” Cheramie said.
“They don’t get asseverediarrhea, they may not get laminitis
asoften, and it’sgoing to prevent it in somehorses. Those
arethebenefitswerecognizefrom vaccinating. Wealsoknow
that up to 30 percent of unvaccinated horses that are
exposed aregoing todie, and with vaccination, wecan limit
that significantly.”

T h e v ac c i n e
should be adminis-
tered beforethetyp-
ical mayfly season
begins (typically in
July). Thefirst time
a horse receives the
PH F vacci ne, he
should be given a
booster four to six
weeks l at er wi t h
annual boostersafter
that. Horses living
in high-risk areasare
occasional ly given
thevaccinetwiceper
year prior to the
mayfly season.

• Potomachorsefever iscausedbythebacteriaNeorickettsia
risticci (whichwasformerlyknownasEhrlichiaristicci).

• PHFmost commonlyoccurs inwarmmonths, typically from
JulythroughOctober.

• Horsesbecomeinfectedwhentheyingest insectsthat carry
thebacteria.

• Symptomsincludeacutedepression,feverandlossof appetite.
Horsesusuallydevelopdiarrhea,andcanalsocolicanddevelop
laminitisor edemaonthelegsandbottomof thebelly.

• Treatment includesantibiotic,fluidandelectrolytereplacement
therapyandNSAIDsfor painrelief.

• Avaccineisavailable,but itsuseisrecommendedonacase-by-
casebasis.

• Thegreatest causeof deathassociatedwithPHFissecondary
laminitisandsubsequent complications.

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

Oneof thefirst signsof Potomac
horsefever issymptomsof colic.

FASTFACTS
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