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orally, and are practical for field use. 
“Effective treatment of equine pain is 

what every equine practitioner strives to 
achieve,” she stated. “However, the pro-
fession is still a long way from the ulti-
mate goal, and much research and infor-
mation are still needed.”

Kester Disease/Disease Prevention Topics

Dr. Bonnie R. Rush, professor of equine internal medi-
cine at Kansas State University, was one of the presenters in 
the Kester News Hour session, discussed also in the March 
20 issue of The Blood-Horse. Following are the disease and 
disease-prevention topics she summarized from the previ-
ous year of equine research at various institutions.

Bacteremia in foals—In a Journal of the American Vet-
erinary Medical Association study, scientists evaluated the 
records of 423 foals presented to the University of Florida 
with bacteremia, or bacteria present in the bloodstream, 
over a 25-year period. Researchers reported that Escheri-
chia coli was the most frequently identified pathogen and 
that surprisingly, susceptibility of the bacteria to common 
antibiotics did not decrease over time (except for rarely 
used enrofloxacin).

Factors that improved survival rate were the year (better 
treatment success rates as time went on), diarrhea, lower 
body temperature, higher neutrophil count (a type of immune 
cell), and higher arterial blood pH (lower acidity in the blood). 
Younger age, septic arthritis, higher band neutrophil count, and 
higher serum creatinine levels generally worsened the outcome.

Rush reported that surviving foals were just as likely to start—
and to have the same number of starts—as unaffected maternal 
siblings. However, they had fewer wins and less total earnings 
($3,967 vs. $12,931).

Rhodococcus equi transmission—These bacteria, which can 
cause a virulent pneumonia in foals, have previously been 
thought to be spread by exposure to contaminated manure (pos-
sibly via inhaling contaminated manure dust). A study published 
in the Journal of Clinical Microbiology found that “the concentra-
tion of virulent R. equi organisms in exhaled air from foals was 
five to 12 times higher than that in environmental air,” reported 
Rush. “Rhodococcal pneumonia has classically been categorized 
as an opportunistic infection; this study indicates R. equi may be 
a contagious pathogen.

“There were no significant differences in the median concen-
trations of virulent R. equi bacteria exhaled by clinically healthy 
or diseased foals; foals on endemic farms may be challenged and 
have subclinical infections,” she continued. “The high concentra-
tions of virulent R. equi bacteria in exhaled air suggested that 
aerosol transmission between foals is possible and may have a 
significant impact on the prevalence of R. equi pneumonia on 
farms. There may be less contact time required for a foal to get an 
infectious dose of R. equi from exhaled air compared to environ-
mental contamination. Both sources may contribute to clinical 
disease.”

Piroplasmosis—Rush reported that in 2008 there were just over 
20 cases of equine piroplasmosis in Florida, and the outbreak ap-
peared to be spread by blood doping/contaminated needles. Previ-
ously, the United States had been free of piroplasmosis since 1988.

“In June of this year (2009), there were seven cases in Kansas 
and Missouri, and it looked like blood doping was the transmis-
sion method again,” she said. “But in October a 7-year-old Quarter 
Horse got the disease, and now there are 334 cases in 12 states 
(most are in Texas). All of them have previously lived on the index 
(initially affected) premises, and now we’re worried about other 
modes of transmission, such as natural spread of disease. The tick 
population may be contaminated; this will really be something to 
watch out for this (upcoming) year.” 

Foals surviving bacterial infections of the bloodstream were just as likely to 
start racing as were their unaffected maternal siblings


