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Question of the Week: Is my horse allergic to vaccines?
What is normal and what is an allergic reaction after a horse receives a vaccine?

September 8, 2010

Q: My horse was recently vaccinated by our vet and quite a few hours after she received the vaccine her neck muscle by
her shoulder started twitching, does this mean she has an allergy to the vaccine, or is this normal?

A: While most vaccines given to horses have a wide safety margin, occasionally a horse has a reaction to the foreign
material injected into its muscle. The most common reaction we see is merely muscle soreness or stiffness in the muscle
group where the vaccine was administered. A common place to give vaccines is in the large muscle on either side of the
horse’s neck in front of the shoulder blade so a horse with a mild muscle soreness caused by vaccines may be reluctant to
flex its neck laterally or lower it to the ground. This soreness often only lasts a day or two at best and an anti-inflammatory
such as phenylbutazone (bute) can help minimize this myalgia.

A much more serious reaction to a vaccine, or any other drug for that matter, is called an anaphylactic reaction. Thankfully a
very rare occurrence, an anaphylactic reaction is a whole body reaction to a foreign material and results in acute respiratory
distress, shock, and usually death. This type of reaction occurs within seconds to minutes after administration of the
offending drug and requires fast and judicial use of emergency medications such as epinephrine.

The muscle twitching that you are describing is likely an indication of mild muscle soreness. It is also possible that a small
nerve branch has been irritated. Each of these causes will dissipate with time. You may want to call your vet and ask her
what vaccine was given at that particular site so you are both aware of your mare’s reaction in the future. You may consider
vaccinating your mare in a different location next time, such as in her pectoral muscles located at the front of her chest, or
giving her a prophylactic dose of phenylbutazone or flunixin meglumine (Banamine) an hour or two before her vaccines are
given.

--Anna O'Brien, DVM
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