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Quick Recognition of signs, vaccination, helps prevent fatality
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DULUTH, GA. — April 16, 2008 — The 
name is deceiving, but Potomac horse fever 
(PHF) is not just a concern for horses near 
the Potomac River. Cases have been found 
across most of the United States.1 Knowing 
the key signs of PHF and watching carefully 
for them can help alert owners to protect 
other horses at risk for infection.

“Every veterinarian and horse owner 
worries about laminitis and colic. These 
could be classic signs of PHF in the right 
context,” says Frank Hurtig, DVM, MBA, 
Director, Veterinary Services. “Recognizing 
the signs of disease offers a cue for quick 
PHF testing, and examination for other 
disease concerns. Timely vaccination of 
horses in the area can help prevent against 
additional cases of PHF.”

Some of the most commonly occurring 
signs of PHF are:1

1. Fever
2. Colic
3. Diarrhea

 4. Above signs, followed by 
laminitis

5. Abortion in pregnant mares

Up to 30% of PHF-infected horses die,1 
and laminitis may continue even after other 
signs have stopped. If a PHF case is located, 
all the horses in the area may be at risk for 
infection, Dr. Hurtig warns.

PHF commonly occurs near 
bodies of water during mid- to late-
summer.1 However, it has been found in 
nontraditional areas as remote as northern 
Wyoming.2 PHF has a complex life cycle in 
which Neorickettsia risticii infect freshwater 
snails containing fl ukes. Then, N. risticii 
is transferred to aquatic insects such as 
caddisfl ies and mayfl ies. Horses become 
infected after eating grass, feed or water 
containing these insects.1

Draining water and other management 
practices can help reduce the risk of PHF 
transmission.1 To help prevent against the 
most severe complications of the disease, Dr. 
Hurtig recommends vaccination.

“Vaccination seems like a simple 
investment when there is a possibility of 
colic, laminitis or even death,” Dr. Hurtig 
says. “In recent years, PHF cases appeared in 
several nontraditional states. That makes it 
a real concern for horses in all areas of the 
country.”

In an effi cacy trial, POTOMAVAC™ from 
Merial protected 86% of horses from 
clinical disease.3 POTOMAVAC is proven 

safe for horses as young as 3 months and 
is demonstrated safe for pregnant mares. 
Plus, it is available as Equine POTOMAVAC 
+ IMRAB® to help protect against both PHF 
and rabies.

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 5,000 people 
and operates in more than 150 countries 
worldwide. Its 2007 sales were nearly $2.5 
billion. Merial Limited is a joint venture 
between Merck & Co., Inc. and sanofi -aventis. 
For more information, please see www.
merial.com .
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Rain Rot 
       “Rain Rot” or “Rain Scald” is a skin disease 
of horses commonly seen during periods of 
wet, cloudy weather. Many people mistak-
enly think it is a fungus, but it is caused by a 
bacterium called Dermatophilus congolen-
sis. The bacteria enter the skin after it has 
been weakened by frequent wetting, and 
causes exudates (discharge of pus or serum) 
that mat the hairs together. The result is 
areas of crusting over the back and rump, 
and occasionally the legs. The matted crusts 
are often painful if pulled off or if the horse 
is groomed, revealing pus and red, infl amed 
skin beneath the matted hairs.
 While mild cases of rain rot may resolve 
on their own within 2-4 weeks, some infec-
tions become severe. Affected horses should 
be kept dry! Exposure to sunlight is benefi -
cial for many skin problems including rain 
rot. Medicated shampoos can be used once 
or twice weekly, and topical antibacterial 

sprays or ointments can be helpful. Scabs 
should not be picked off, but gentle brush-
ing with a soft brush or fl exible rubber 
curry may help loosen them, if it does not 
cause discomfort to the horse. Systemic 
antibiotics are often needed to cure the 
infection that does not resolve on its own.

Scratches 
      “Scratches,” “dew poisoning,” “mud fever,” 
“cracked heels,” and “grassy heel” are all 
names for the skin condition more correctly 
called pastern dermatitis. Scratches causes 
redness, pain, crusting scabs, and in severe 
cases swelling, lameness and cracking of the 
skin in the heel, pastern and fetlock area of 
the leg. Scratches commonly occurs in wet 
conditions and is more prevalent in horses 
with white leg hair and consequently pink 
skin. Contact irritants and allergens such 
as long or stubbly pasture grass, mud, pol-
len and weeds irritate the skin and cause 

infl ammation. Secondary infections can 
be bacterial, viral, parasitic, and fungal or a 
combination of these.
 The cornerstone of treatment of 
scratches consists of keeping the skin clean 
and dry! Long hair around affected areas 
should be trimmed or clipped. Medicated 
shampoos or soaps (benzoyl peroxide, 
chlorhexidine, providone iodine) can be 
used once or twice weekly. Zinc oxide 
creams (diaper rash creams) can be used as 
a moisture barrier. For more severe cases, 
antibiotic-corticosteroid creams or oint-
ments should be used. Systemic antibiotics, 
anti infl ammatories, and antihistamines 
may be needed, especially for horses that 
experience limb swelling or lameness.
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