Hello,

I am hoping you can assist me with my question about Strangles. I recently had a 4 year old have an outbreak. Our vet came out last Sunday and lanced it, on Monday; he drew blood on 4 other horses in the barn (ages, 12, 6 and 17). Aside from the obvious postitive, the other 4 came back "Mildly Postitive." My question is, is there a chance that those other 4 horses (whom have not had contact with the other horse) come back mildly positive due to the immunity built up in their system over the years? They are all show horses, some have been vaccinated over the years, some not, so I am curious to know if their positively is a result of prior strangles encounters. Thanks in advance, Jenny
 

Dear Jenny,

Unfortunately, the answer to your question is not straightforward.  Yes, it is possible that your horses have built up immunity over the years, however, according to the most recent literature, both natural infections and vaccine immunity cause serum titers to be increased for up to six months.  Additionally, blood samples can only diagnose recent but not current Strep. equi infections but results will vary depending on the horse.  A mildly positive result could mean the infection is in the early stages, they have been vaccinated or getting over an infection within the last six months.  Infected horses can spread disease up to six weeks or more after clinical signs have resolved, and carriers can harbor the bacteria in their gutteral pouches but appear asymptomatic for months to years.  These carriers can spread the disease unknowingly via water buckets, tack, feeding equipment, clothes, shoes, etc, thus it is very important to isolate infected and previously infected horses for a long time.  I would recommend you isolate all positive and mildly positive horses and talk with your veterinarian about the best approach for your situation.  Best of luck, Jenny.  Betsy Mikkelsen, DVM.

Dear Dr. Mikkelsen,

Have you ever come across a horse that cocks his front ankle? Right front ankle is not showing any signs of heat or soreness. No lameness, but will drift to right when coming off a fence. Am concerned for family that owns him, as they don't have a lot of money to fork out for x-rays and a work-up of the foot and leg. I'm concerned for the horse as I suspect something is going on and don't want to see the tendons shorting and eventually leading to more serious problems. Can this be attributed to incorrect trimming? Yes, he does have short stubby pasterns. Thank you. Francine Gillam 
 

Dear Francine, 

It is possible that this horse's soreness is attributed to incorrect trimming and possible that his soreness is related to his conformation.  However, without actually watching the horse move, applying hoof testers, performing flexion tests and nerve blocks, it is very difficult to make a diagnosis.  This sounds like it is a chronic problem, and I would recommend that it be seen by a veterinarian.  Since he does ambulate it is less likely that a fracture exists.  It could be a soft tissue problem in which case stall rest and a few days of bute could help but it would be best for the horse to have an expeienced veterinarian at least look at him to determine treatment options and a rehabilitation program.  Sincerely, Betsy Mikkelsen, DVM. 
 

 Dear Dr. Mikkelsen,

Is it ok to feed horses just a flake of alfalfa am/pm with all the coastal they can eat? Thanks, Debbie
 

Dear Debbie,

Equine diets need to be considered on a case by case basis and will vary depending on the horse's use.  Race horses, for example, require a higher energy diet in the form of carbohydrates.  Pasture horses can survive on alfalfa and hay alone, however, it may not be a well-balanced diet.  Because soil throughout the United States contains variable minerals, the nutritional value of hay varies.  A well-balanced diet needs to incorporate the proper amount of fat, fiber, protein, vitamins and minerals in order to provide proper nutrition, and again, these ratios will vary depending on the horse's lifestyle.  Feeding hay and sweet feed alone may not be enough to ensure your horse receives everything he needs.  Incorporating a complete pelleted feed with hay is ideal, and if your horse has additional needs such as maintaining joint health, you may consider adding a joint supplement to the diet.  Talk with your veterinarian about a diet that will best suit your horse's needs.  Betsy Mikkelsen, DVM.   
 

Dear Dr. Mikkelsen, 

My horse has a weird problem mostly on his neck and chest, where he itches his hair off and has bare patches of skin. A vet has seen him and diagnosed it as lice, but we treated him for lice several times, and it didn't work. Then he said it was rain rot, and we've been using anti-fungal cream on it and that isn't working either. It goes away when we put him in a huge green pasture across the road in the summertime, but in the winter he's in a small pasture being exercised at least every other day. Could it be stress? I would send you a picture but my computer won't do it. It basically looks like huge gray patches on his neck. Any advice is great, thank you very much. - DSLEquus
 

Dear DSLEquus, 

Stress is not likely to cause the hair loss you describe.  Rain rot is caused by a bacteria called, Actinomycete, which could explain why the anti-fungal treatment is not working.  Ideally systemic and topical therapies are ideal, but you could try topical chlorohexidine solution to start.  Talk with your veterinarian about performing cytologies, skin scrapings, biopsies, and possibly allergy tests to determine if the cause is fungal, bacterial, parasitic, allergic or a combination. If possible, keep a calendar and record the months and time of day your horse is most affected.  For example, if this is strictly a seasonal problem noticed in the winter, what time of day is he the most itchy?  Does it correspond to feeding or another routine part of his day?  Does it come on suddenly when you change pastures?  Does it occur after a few days of rain?  Have you addressed the possibility of your tack or brushes harboring the problem?  What type of detergent do you use to clean them and does he respond to a different brand?  The answers to these questions will help your veterinarian determine which approaches to take diagnositically.  Best of luck, Betsy Mikkelsen, DVM. 
 

Dear Dr. Mikkelsen, 

Hey. I have a 4-year-old Belgian and he is scratching his neck on everything. He has been de-wormed recently. He has spots of hair rubbed off the sides of his neck about the size of a softball and right down to the skin almost making him bleed. Just wondering if it is dry skin or what? And what can I do for him to make him stop scratching? Thank you, Nicole Ripley
 

Dear Nicole,

It is unlikely that dry skin is causing your horse to itch to the point of hair loss.  Does he scratch all year round or is it seasonal?  Does it occur in the morning, evening, or after he eats?  What type of pasture does he live in and does the itching subside if you put him in a stall?  If he lives in a stall,what type shavings do you use and does he respond to a change in type?  Do you routinely use fly spray?  It would be a good idea to keep a diary of his itching noting the time of year, time of day, and how the itching corresponds to his routine and the weather.  Talk to your veterinarian about performing some dianostic tests such as cytologies, skin scrapings, biopsies, and possibly allergy testing.  This will enable your vet to determine if the cause is parasitic, fungal, bacterial, allergic or a combination in nature and then your vet should be able to prescribe adequate relief for your horse.    Good luck, Betsy Mikkelsen, DVM. 
