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Why vaccinate 
against influenza? 
Infection is caused by a virus which 
is constantly evolving so, this is why 
flu vaccines are constantly updated to 
include the latest strains of  the virus 
and regular boosters are required to 
maintain immune protection.

Equine flu causes short-term respiratory 
disease, and is highly contagious. 
Clinical signs include coughing, 
nasal discharge, raised temperature, 
depression and poor appetite. 

Disease can spread very quickly 
between unprotected horses as the 
virus can travel long distances in the air.

Due to its contagious nature, all horses 
which compete are required to be 
vaccinated against influenza and it is 
advisable that all horses are vaccinated.

The reason why large epidemics are 
rare in the UK is due to the significant 
percentage of  horses which are 
regularly vaccinated.

Vaccination protocol  
against influenza and tetanus:

Although the primary course 
consists of  three vaccinations, 
horses are considered safe 
to compete seven days after 
the second vaccine dose. It 
is important your horse has 
its annual booster vaccination 
within 365 days of  its previous 
booster otherwise the whole 
course will need to be re-
started.

first vaccination (from five months of  age)

second vaccination 21-92 days later 

third vaccination 150 –215 days after the second vaccination 
(five to seven months)

BHA (racing) rules – annual boosters with last permissible day 
being the same day as previous year

British eventing/show jumping/ endurance – boosters at 
intervals of  not more than one year

FEI rules – last booster within six calendar months +21 days 

of  the day of  FEI event
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Vaccinations protect your horse against life-
threatening diseases such as tetanus, and 
diseases that can severely affect their health 
and performance, such as equine influenza 
(flu).  

Vaccination is the only proven method of 
protecting against these diseases; there is 
no specific cure for them and treatment may 
be not only unsuccessful but also extremely 
expensive.  To ensure that your horse 
is protected from influenza and tetanus 
they will have an initial course of three 
vaccinations followed by annual boosters 
(every six months for FEI events.)

Vaccinations against  
Influenza and Tetanus
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Choke is a relatively common condition seen in horses 
and ponies and is typically caused by obstruction of the 
oesophagus (food pipe) with food; occasionally a foreign 
body can be involved e.g. wood or plastic. Fortunately 
many cases of choke resolve quickly and spontaneously 
and only cases in which the obstruction lasts for longer 
than 30 minutes are likely to require veterinary assistance. 
It is important to note that this is not the same as the 
life-threatening condition in humans, where the term 
“choke” refers to blockage of the windpipe rather than the 
oesophagus. This difference means that unlike humans, 
horses with choke can still breathe.

Choke

KEY POINTS

Don’t panic! Choke is rarely life-threatening and 
many cases will resolve spontaneously. 

Seek veterinary advice if  the choke lasts more than 
30 minutes and while waiting for the vet remove all 
food to prevent your horse eating and worsening 
the obstruction

Following an episode of  choke it is worth monitoring 
your horse’s respiratory rate (normal <16 breaths/
min) and rectal temperature for several days.

Arrange regular dental check-ups for your horse 
to reduce the risk of  choke as a result of  a painful 
mouth.
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Clinical signs:
difficulty/repeated attempts at 
swallowing

stretching/arching of  the neck

coughing

food & saliva discharging from the nose

drooling

disinterest in food

occasionally a lump may be seen or felt 
on the left side of  the neck.

If  you suspect your horse is suffering from 
choke it is important to prevent your horse 
eating as this will make the blockage worse 
and more difficult to clear.

If  the obstruction doesn’t clear quickly of  its 
own accord then veterinary assistance must 
be sought. There are a number of  steps 
your vet can take to help to confirm and treat 
the problem.

Horses and ponies with dental problems 
(that prevent them grinding their food 
properly), individuals that bolt their food too 
quickly and those fed dry pelleted or cubed 
feeds are all at increased risk.
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REGULAR DENTAL EXAMINATIONS AND  
TREATMENT CAN REDUCE THE RISK OF CHOKE
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Why vaccinate  
against tetanus?
All horses should be vaccinated against 
tetanus.  The disease is caused by the organism 
Clostridium tetani which lives in the soil and 
enters through wounds.  Even when the antitoxin 
is given, the disease is usually fatal.  

Clinical signs of  tetanus are usually seen ten 
to fourteen days after the bacteria entered the 
wound. The toxins produced by the bacteria 
cause the horse’s muscles to continually 
contract. Initially the horse will appear to be 
slightly stiff, but it will get more severely affected 
and less able to move. Horses with tetanus also 
appear anxious and are extremely sensitive 
to stimuli such as being touched or sounds. 
Ultimately the horse has trouble eating, standing 
and breathing and will die from respiratory 
failure. 

Even if  aggressive treatment is attempted the 
disease is usually fatal in unprotected horses. 
However, tetanus can be easily avoided by 
vaccinating your horse.  Pregnant mares are 
often given a booster in the later stages of  
pregnancy (usually in the last three months). 
This increases the antibodies available in the 
colostrum (first milk), to help protect the foal for 
the first few weeks. To supplement this, foals 
can be given a tetanus antitoxin soon after birth 
providing temporary cover.

Protocol for 
vaccinating against 
tetanus only: 

two doses of tetanus toxoid vaccine four to 
six weeks apart;

repeat boosters every two to three years 
depending on the brand of vaccine used.
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influenza affects health and performance;

influenza is very infectious;

outbreaks of  influenza are minimised by extensive 
vaccination;

tetanus is usually fatal;

treatment of  tetanus is usually unsuccessful;

vaccination is the primary way to protect your horse 
against these diseases;

annual vaccinations are a good time for a yearly 
health check with your vet.
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KEy POINTS:

INFECTED WOuNDS ARE A POTENTIAl 
CAuSE OF TETANuS

TREATMENTUseful websites regarding vaccination regulations:

www.britishhorseracing.com

www.fei.org

www.britisheventing.com

www.britishshowjumping.co.uk
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progressive veterinary practices located throughout the United 
Kingdom, members of XLEquine are committed to working 

together for the benefit of all their clients.
© XLVet UK Ltd. 

No part of this publication may be reproduced without 
prior permission of the publisher.

For further information contact your local XLEquine practice: 
 
 
 
 

www.xlequine.co.uk

XLEquine - Better Together

Choke is a relatively common condition seen in horses 
and ponies and is typically caused by obstruction of the 
oesophagus (food pipe) with food; occasionally a foreign 
body can be involved e.g. wood or plastic. Fortunately 
many cases of choke resolve quickly and spontaneously 
and only cases in which the obstruction lasts for longer 
than 30 minutes are likely to require veterinary assistance. 
It is important to note that this is not the same as the 
life-threatening condition in humans, where the term 
“choke” refers to blockage of the windpipe rather than the 
oesophagus. This difference means that unlike humans, 
horses with choke can still breathe.
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