POTOMAC
HORSE FEVER

Potomac Horse Fever (PHF), or equine monocytic
ehrlichiosis, is an infectious disease of the horse's
gastrointestinal tract. It was originally reported near
the Potomac River in Maryland and Virginia, but
today PHF can be found in many areas of theUS,, as
well as Europe and Australia.

"PHF is caused by Elrlichia risticii, which is a rick-

ettsial organism. The disease tends to occur in two
different patterns. The first and most common pat-
tern is where PHF occurs in individual horses iso-
lated from other cases. The second pattern occurs on
farms or tracks where horses are concentrated in
large numbers and where outbreaks of PHF occur in
clusters. In areas where PHF has occurred, recur-
rence is likely.

PHF occurs seasonally from late spring to early
fall, with the summer months being most likely.
Sudden hot weather seems to bring on outbreaks of
disease. How PHF is spread is still unknown, but bit-
ing insects (mosquitoes, black flies) or arthropods
(ticks) are suspected. It is known that the causative
agent of PHF is shed in the infected horse's feces, so
ofher horses may become infected by eating or drink-
ing materials that are contaminated with feces that
contain the organism.

Clinical Signs

The clinical signs of PHF vary widely among indi-
vidual cases. Most horses show colic, depression,
appetite loss, and reduced gut sounds. Others may
develop a fever before other signs develop, but the
fever may last only a few hours or may occur in
cycles throughout the day. Thus, the fever is often
missed by observers. Some horses develop diarrhea,
which ranges from mild to severe. Horses with rela-
tively mild signs usually recover spontaneously
within a w * or so. Horses with severe diarrhea

may become dehydrated .
in death. e A :

Laminitis may also develop secondary to severe diar-
thea. Tts severity ranges from mild to life-threatening.
Laminitis may develop early in the disease or at any-
time afterwards, including during recovery.

Diagnosis

Diagnosis is difficult, because signs vary so much
between individuals: However, if typical signs are seen
in horses in an area where PHF is known to occur, PHF
is usually suspected. Blood tests that reveal antibodies
to the PHF organism are not 100% reliable because the
tests may not be accurate. Evenif the results are correct,
the antibodies may be due to a previous infection. The
best approach is to send two blood tests, one taken
immediately after signs begin and one about 2 week
later. If the second test shows higher levels of antibody,
the horse is experiencing an active infection.
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Because the signs and severity of PHF vary
widely, nursing and supportive care must be tai-
lored to the specific signs present. Treatment
against the actual organism includes antibiotics.
Most horses must be given fluids to prevent
dehydration.

Prevention

Vaccination against PHF is recommended in
areas where PHF occurs and if the horse will be
traveling to shows or meets. Frequency of vaccina-
tion may vary, depending upon the horse’s partic-
ular sittation. A veterinatian should be consulted
to determine vaccination recommendations for a
specific horse or area of the country.
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EQUINE VETERINARIAN

" Equine veferinarians understand the special bond of

affection that exists between you and your horse. It is the
same bond of caring that led them to choose the field of

“equine medicine. The professional organization of these

veterinarians is the American Association of Equine

 Practitioners (AAEP), and a vital part of their mission is to

improve the health and welfare of the horse.
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- An equine veterinarian offers the best professional cate of

your horse in the treatment of injury and disease. And, working

- closely with you, an equine veterinarian will provide a

complete program of preventive care tailored to your
horse, taking into account: -+ ¢
* the type and age of your horse

activities of your horse =

» special disease threats in your area
* new diseases which may be emerging.

' An equine veterinarian is your horse's best friend.




