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Vaccination Must Remain a Critical Tool in Protecting the Health of Horses 
 

DULUTH, GA. — December 20, 2010 — With spring just a few months away, horse owners may already 

be thinking about their equine health care protocols for next year – perhaps some are wondering whether 

or not they can afford to vaccinate. When economic times are tough and horse owners are faced with 

decisions about what’s critical to their horses’ care, vaccines may be one of the things they begin to 

question. 

 

―In reality, however, vaccinating a horse now against potentially life-threatening disease is actually more 

cost effective – as the expense of supportive care can add up quickly,‖ says April Knudson, DVM, equine 

specialist for Merial’s Large Animal Veterinary Services. ―Horse owners may very well spend thousands of 

dollars to treat and support an affected horse. For West Nile virus (WNV) alone, supportive care can be 45 

times more expensive than simply vaccinating your horse.1 While there are many steps you can take to 

protect the well being of your horse, vaccination should always be a critical component of your equine 

health care program.‖ 

 

Despite the fact that WNV isn’t making national headlines any more, horses are still at risk for this disease, 

as well as Eastern Equine Encephalomyelitis and rabies. In fact, this year there have been numerous cases 

of EEE reported in Michigan2,3,4, reports of WNV across the country5,6,7,8,9,10 and an increase in rabies cases 

in Colorado11,12,13.  

(more) 
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The American Association of Equine Practitioners (AAEP) recommends all horses in the United States be 

vaccinated against five core diseases: WNV, EEE, Western equine encephalomyelitis (WEE), tetanus and 

rabies.14 Additionally, if a horse owner travels with his/her horse or if there is a disease threat in a specific 

area, then other non-core vaccines that may be necessary to help protect his/her horse’s health. This is the 

case for equine influenza, Potomac horse fever (PHF) and several other diseases.14 

 

―At Merial, we recognize that veterinarians and owners want – and deserve – effective products to protect 

their horses against the diseases that threaten their health and well being. We are committed to providing 

those products, which are backed by a research and development team that ranks among the world’s 

leaders in healthcare innovation,‖ says Dr. Knudson.  

 

―Merial’s RECOMBITEK® Brand Equine Vaccines use recombinant canarypox-vectored vaccine technology 

to stimulate protective immunity against either WNV or equine influenza. Merial also offers a convenient 

combination vaccine that features recombinant WNV with EEE, WEE and tetanus. And helping to round out 

an equine vaccination program are Merial’s IMRAB® rabies vaccine and POTOMAVAC™ vaccine for PHF.‖ 

 

Annual vaccinations – for both core and non-core disease concerns – are the best way to help prevent 

potentially deadly equine diseases and help keep horses healthy. While there is a cost associated with 

vaccination, preventive care is much more cost effective than the care required to treat an affected horse.  

 

Dr. Knudson notes that even with treatment, some horses don’t survive, or their long-term health may be 

significantly impacted by disease. 

 EEE is a viral disease that affects the central nervous system of horses, humans and birds. Once a 

horse becomes infected with the EEE virus and develops neurologic signs, the disease is fatal in 

approximately 90 percent of cases.15 

 The deadly threat of rabies isn’t going away. In fact, the 2008 American Association of Equine 

Practitioners Guidelines for the Vaccination of Horses define rabies as a core vaccination because 

of the potential public health significance of the disease.16 Every case of rabies represents a death 

sentence for the infected horse17 – and a risk of infection for other horses, as well as humans.17  

(more) 
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 In some cases, horses can’t help but be exposed to disease. For example, tetanus is cause by 

bacteria from everyday manure, dirt or rust contaminating a puncture wound, and is fatal in at least 

50 percent of the cases.18 

 WNV is a costly and deadly disease that attacks the central nervous system of infected horses. 

Thanks in part to vaccination, the incidence of WNV has dropped from more than 15,000 equine 

cases in 2002 to 276 reported cases in 2009.19 Despite the decrease in the number of cases, the 

risk for horses throughout the country continues.20  

 

Diseases, such as PHF and equine influenza, should also be considered when making decisions about 

vaccinations. The use of these risk-based vaccines may vary regionally, from population to population 

within an area, or between individual horses within a given population. 

 PHF is a potentially deadly disease that can cause mild depression, anorexia, diarrhea,21 abortion 

in pregnant mares, toxemia and laminitis.22 Any horse that comes in contact with infected 

caddisflies or mayflies can contract PHF.23  

 Equine influenza is transmitted through infected horses, contaminated inanimate objects and 

people (fomites) moving between infected and uninfected horses,24 and is one of the leading 

causes of respiratory disease in horses.25 

 

―Because of the efficacy and widespread availability of equine vaccines, the incidence of many diseases 

has decreased,‖ says Dr. Knudson. ―This decline, however, doesn’t mean we can become complacent 

about vaccination. It’s the exact opposite. We must continue to vaccinate appropriately to help maintain the 

health of our horse population and minimize the spread of disease.  

 

―Veterinarians are the best source for quality vaccines and vaccine information, and checking in a couple of 

times a year helps make sure your horse is healthy year-round,‖ says Dr. Knudson. ―A good rule of thumb 

is to communicate with your veterinarian at least twice a year – usually in the spring and fall – to identify the 

area’s disease threats, assess your horse’s level of risk and discuss potential travel plans – all of which will 

help enable you and your veterinarian develop a vaccination program that specifically addresses the needs of 

your horse.‖ 

(more) 
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About Merial 

Merial is a world-leading, innovation-driven animal health company, providing a comprehensive range of 

products to enhance the health, well-being and performance of a wide range of animals. Merial employs 

approximately 5,700 people and operates in more than 150 countries worldwide. Its 2009 sales were $2.6 

billion. Merial is the Animal Health subsidiary of sanofi-aventis. For more information, please see 

www.merial.com. 
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