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What is it and what are the symptoms?

· An infection typically characterized by external abscesses in the pectoral or ventral abdomen which resembles a pigeon’s breast.  The presentation is usually swollen areas on the chest/abdomen, fever (not always present) and non-healing wounds.  Abscesses can be anywhere on the body.  The incubation period is 3-4 weeks. 

· Lameness, dermatitis, weight loss, depressed attitude & appetite may also be seen.  

· Some horses develop lymphangitis in the limbs (ulcerative lymphangitis) or internal abscesses but the external abscesses are by far the most common.  

· Abscesses that are not treated will become hard and painful and may contribute to significant lameness.  

· Treatment early on in the disease offers the greatest probability for the shortest recovery period.  

· The longer the disease festers in the horse the longer the recovery and greater risk of internal infection & complications.

What causes it? 

· Caused by a bug called Corynebacterium Pseudotuberculosis that is naturally occurring in the soil and gets into the horse most commonly by an abrasion or cut in the skin or from flies attracted to a wound or perhaps through the mucous membranes via ingestion.  
· A frequent infectious disease in the Southwestern USA, particularly in California & Arizona

· High environmental temperatures and drought conditions often precede an outbreak

· Disease occurrence is seasonal most commonly appearing in dry months. Another name for this disease is Dryland Distemper.
Can my other horses get it too?

· It appears there can be horse to horse transmission by contact, by insects (flies) and by contact with a contaminated environment (feed/water troughs, bedding, stall, wound dressings, bandages & wraps, etc.)

· There is no evidence that indicates other horses in the same area should be quarantined, but strict insect control should be implemented.  Separating a horse with draining wounds from others is prudent to prevent cross contamination of the environment where other horses are living and eating.
Can people get it from the horse?

· It is rare but possible. The bacterium can enter through breaks in skin causing localized infection and very rarely can spread to regional lymph nodes in humans. 

· Always use precautions when dealing with any infectious disease such as gloves when changing any bandages or wraps, practice good hand washing before and after handling an infected animal or potentially contaminated items to reduce spreading the disease anywhere.

Treatment

· Treatment of the horse may include opening and draining abscesses, lavaging abscesses, antibiotic therapy, hydrotherapy, hand walking, wraps and NSAID’s for discomfort as directed by the doctor.  Ultrasound may be used to help identify the location of abscesses and get them draining sooner rather than later.  The quicker these can be located and opened the less damage there is to the surrounding tissues, improving recovery time and reducing the chance for complications.
· There are multiple factors considered before prescribing antibiotics for this condition.  Most horses recover without antibiotics when the external abscesses are open & draining.  Your vet is the best person to assess the entire clinical picture and recommend a treatment plan.
· Keep in mind that historically 92% of the cases studied have external abscesses. Approximately 8% develop internal infections which require more aggressive and longer term treatment.  Antibiotic therapy may be long term up to two to three months depending on the extent of the infection and the horses overall condition.

· As always consult your veterinarian for an assessment of your horse’s condition and the most appropriate, cost effective treatments.  
Environmental Controls

· Environmental controls can include proper sanitation, disposal of contaminated bedding, proper wound care, fly control and disinfection.

· The bacterium principally infects sheep (CLA), goats, but can infect horses, cattle, wild ruminants, camelids, primates, pigs and foul.  

· The bacterium can survive in the soil for over eight months and for up to two months in shavings and bedding.

· We have an easy to use, non-toxic product available in our office to help with disinfection of the stall area called Virkon S.  

Is there a vaccine for Pigeon Fever in horses?

· Not at this time
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