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MANAGING EQUINE HERPES

From July to December is the period
that we have to be extremely aware of our

 horses suffering virus outbreaks:
Equine Herpes Virus.

Over the last five years I have become aware of an 
increase in the number of horses shedding these 
viruses earlier each year. Equine herpes virus is 
highly contagious and spreads from horse to horse 
rapidly through inhalation of respiratory secretions, 
as well as direct contact. If strict quarantine is not 
followed, it can be carried on a person from one 
horse to another. The incubation period for the virus 

depends on the subtype affecting the horse, but it is 
generally 4 to 10 days, after which the symptoms may 
be seen. [1]

Scientific opinion is that in Australia most coughs 
and colds seen in young stock such as weanlings 
in paddocks, yearlings at the breakers and young 
horses in training or competing at shows are caused 
by Equine Herpes Virus. While many horses 
recover uneventfully some individuals, particularly 
under stress may have considerable difficulties 
in recovering from the infection and its ongoing 
complications.



There are nine types of Herpes virus, listed are the four 
most known:

EHV-1 has three strains, the first although uncommon 
being abortion (Equine Viral Abortion) may occur usually 
in the late gestation (after 7 months, occasionally as early as 
4 months). Usually there are no warning signs of impending 
abortion. The second being contagious respiratory disease - 
spiking temperatures, running nose, coughs, swollen lymph 
glands, noisy breathing and decreased fitness performance. 
The third being Neurologic disease - issues may occur, 
such as paralysis or uncoordinated body movements 
(ataxia), even seizures, the inability to stand up, and death. 
Neurologic signs may be preceded by fever and respiratory 
signs. [1]

EHV-1 respiratory infection is associated with the serious 
complications of abortion and Myeloencephalitis. EHV-1 
Myeloencephalitis results from widespread vascular injury 
after damage to the vascular endothelium of the blood brain 
barrier. Herpes Virus Myeloencephalitis cases occur singly 
or as outbreaks affecting 20-50% of the population.  They 
may or may not be associated with a previous or ongoing 
EHV1 respiratory disease outbreak. [2]

EHV-2 is a very common infection of horses, often 
asymptomatic but also associated with a variety of signs 
including pharyngitis, malaise and coughing. Formerly 
called equine cytomegalovirus or slowly growing equine 
herpes virus, but now known to be a gamma herpes virus 2 
genus. 

EHV-3 (Equine Coital Exanthema) is a mild venereal 
disease that can be transmitted to horses not related to 
EHV-1, causes ulcerative sores on the vulva and vagina 
of mares and the penis of stallions, being spread during 
mating. Pain may prevent mating but recovery is usually 
complete within 2 weeks. [3]

EHV-4 is a virus of the family Herpes viridae that cause 
Rhino Pneumonitis in horses. It is the most important 
viral cause of respiratory infection in foals. [4] The Rhino 
Pneumonitis is manifested by a cough, serous nasal 
discharge, mild conjunctivitis and fever. Abortion, when it 
occurs, does so in the last few months of pregnancy and the 
mare is not systemically ill at that time. Once infected the 
host never eliminates the virus - outbreaks of the clinical 
illness follow reinfection with large quantities of infective 
virus particles such as from a coughing horse or an aborted 
foetus and/or “recrudescence” of the latent or sleeping virus 
in the host in times of stress or immune suppression e.g. 
Antibiotics, Penicillin and Phenylbutazone (Bute).

The equine herpes viruses (EHV) is a large family of the 
alpha herpes viruses that infects all species of equines, 
including horses, asses, and zebras. There are two that 
are considered of economic significance in domesticated 

equines: Equine Herpes Virus type 1 and type 4 (EHV1/4). 
EHV-1 and EHV-4 are common worldwide causes of fever 
and respiratory infections in horses. 

Most horses are infected sooner or later with Equine Herpes 
Virus, throughout this cycle horses are bombarded with 
Antibiotics, Penicillin and Phenylbutazone, putting their 
systems under extreme pressure resulting in post viral 
sickness - including ongoing gut problems, ulcers, and poor 
digestion.

This treatment also destroys good bacteria in the small 
intestine resulting in a very low immune system, other 
problems resulting from this treatment cycle are:

  Poor liver function
  SAD (Small Airway Disease)
  Laminitis
  Bleeding during competition
  Colic
  Slow injury recovery
  Nervousness
  Lowered lung function

Through my experience over many years dealing with 
sickness, I have found by keeping as natural as possible is 
extremely beneficial. My experience from working with 
horse owners, trainers and professionals in America who 
have been through what Australia is experiencing now with 
sickness approximately fifteen years ago made me realise 
that there was better way of managing things naturally. I 
was quite amazed there were so many people with horses 
who had and still manage most things this way. 

After returning to Australia I was determined to work 
on my own range of natural product - the first being 
for sickness to avoid ongoing problems. Working with 
colleagues in America a program was developed to manage 
sickness and maintain health.

My natural sickness program has now been used by many 
stables of all disciplines for years with great success, 
consisting of ACS Virus Management Powder (Tumeric, 
L-Glutamine, Vitamin C, Vitamin E, Selenium and Alpha 
Lipioc Acid) and Plus 4 Oral Liquid (N-Acetyl-L-Cysteine, 
Vitamin C, Fenugreek, Echinacea and Astragalus Root).

This treatment boosts the immune system, raises red 
blood cells and keeps the liver functioning at a high level 
also clearing mucus from the respiratory tract. It is also 
recommended to incorporate 50ml of Organic Apple Cider 
Vinegar and Garlic granules into the horses’ diet daily. 

“Apple Cider Vinegar” - the acetic acid in the apple cider 
vinegar fights off aggressive bacteria and microorganisms, 
while the malic acid improves digestion and stimulates 
appetite by managing PH levels. In addition the apple cider 
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vinegar targets infections by purifying the blood which 
allows the immune system to fight more effectively. Natural 
electrolytes are provided by apple cider vinegar.

“Garlic” - is a natural antibiotic and is rich 
in natural sulphur which is a major blood 
cleanser and antiseptic with beneficial 
effects on digestion and skin. Garlic 
is especially ideal for most respiratory 
problems and can help to reduce the 
mucus in the lungs and any infection that 
is present. [5]

A horse needs clean water to maintain 
optimum health. David Marshall, a Delaware 
Equine Extension Veterinarian, states “If it is not
clean enough for you to drink out of, you 
really need to wonder if it’s clean 
enough for your horse.”

Not only will horses often refuse 
to drink dirty water, sometimes 
dirty water contains bacteria that 
is harmful to equine health. Water 
buckets are exposed to the elements 
making contamination from insects and 
rodents possible, and they are prone to algae 
buildup. To keep drinking water safe, water buckets
should be cleaned every one to two days. 

Horse tack and rugs should also be cleaned regularly 
with anti-bacterial washes to ensure that all traces 

of infection are removed from the gear and rugs 
so that cross or re-contamination risks are 

absolutely minimised.

It is also beneficial to feed horses as 
low and close to the ground as possible 
allowing the horse to digest feed more 
effectively aiding the immune system. 
Also check and record your horse’s 

temperature and manage spikes quickly.

Clients using the ACS Equine Management 
Program are achieving great results Australia 

wide in all Equine disciplines from the paddock to the 
competition ring to the racecourses through this season 

simply by keeping their horses’ clean, healthy and 
chemical free whilst others seem to 

struggle with poor performance, stress 
and slow recovery.
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