Equine Skin Disease - Rain Rot

Spring with all its rain brings on the yearly concern about equine skin disease, especially rain rot.
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The signs of rain rot are unmistakable: A few hours after coming in from the rain, your horse's coat begins to stand up in a peculiar pattern, either bordered by the "drip line" of rain runoff or in patches. As you begin to smooth it down, you feel a radiating heat and your horse flinches from your touch. By the next day, sensitive, tight scabs have appeared where the rain was concentrated on his back and sides, making your horse a miserable mess. The culprit? Rain rot.

 
Rain rot is caused by Dermatophilus spp., bacteria that normally live without consequence in the equine coat. However, a rain followed by slow-drying, humid conditions enables the organism to multiply, which irritates the hair follicles and skin of afflicted horses. The scabbing, which may range in severity from a light "peppering" to a continuous painful sheet, follows the run-off pattern of water over the horse's back and rump. Rarely do subsequent rains initiate new areas of infection.

 

The earlier you detect rain rot, the easier it will be to spare your horse the discomfort and cosmetic problems associated with it. A brief course of penicillin injections started at the initial signs of a raised coat will solve the problem without hair loss. If you begin penicillin after the scabs appear, the treatment will still be effective, but healing will take longer. Without treatment, rainrot runs its course in one to four weeks, depending on the extent and severity of the scabbing.

 

As healing progresses, resist the urge to pick the scabs, as they are very painful and can bleed. Instead, soften them with mineral oil and let them work themselves loose. Then apply a mild medicated shampoo and try to gently rub the scabs free with your fingertips. If the scabs don't slip off easily, oil them again.

 

Preventing rain rot is a matter of good grooming. A dirty coat naturally contains more organisms and more skin debris to feed them. Twice-weekly or more frequent brushing or vacuuming usually limits the incidence and severity of rain rot. Some horses, however, are particularly susceptible and may need to be protected from wet weather to prevent future attacks in ensuing months. To prevent the spread of rainrot, don't share brushes, tack and blankets belonging to afflicted horses.

L.J. Prinz for EQUUS magazine 


Attacking Ringworm and Rainrot

The overall condition of a horse's coat is a reliable indicator of general health. A smooth, glossy-textured coat is a good sign, while a dull, rough coat may indicate underlying problems. Your horse's skin is constantly subject to attack by a wide array of viruses, infectious bacteria and biting insects. Signs associated with skin disease range from simple, isolated single lesions to generalized itching and hair loss. Two of the more common forms of skin disease are ringworm (or dermatophytosis) and rain rot (dermatophilosis). 

Ringworm is a fungal infection that spreads from horse to horse through common grooming tools, saddle pads or harness. Generally, damp, crowded and dark conditions (winter and fall) will predispose a horse to ringworm.
Ringworm is often seen in young horses (one to three years old) or older, debilitated animals. Initially, ringworm lesions will appear as small, circular patches of hair loss with scabby or flaking skin beneath. If untreated, these lesions may progress to large, asymmetric areas of broken hairs and blister formation with scabs. Ringworm lesions are typically found over the girth and saddle areas, face (around eyes) and legs. Occasionally, ringworm lesions are very itchy. Ringworm is extremely contagious both horse to horse and horse to human. If you suspect ringworm, begin treatment immediately. This includes isolating the affected horse and disinfecting all tack and grooming equipment. 

Treatments include Clorox bleach (diluted 1:10 in water) and a medicated shampoo (miconazole). Treatments should be repeated daily for five days, then weekly until lesions are healed.

Rain rot, also known as rain scald (on the lower limbs, it may be referred to as dew poisoning), is caused by a bacteria that has fungal characteristics. This bacteria lives in soil and is commonly observed during prolonged wetness. Infected animals are often considered a source of infections for spread of this contagious disease. 

Poor stable hygiene and skin irritation from insect bites often are contributing factors. Infected horses generally will have a series of small bumps along their backs. These lesions will progress to circular scabs. Removal of the matted tufts of hair is painful and can result in raw, bleeding areas. Veterinarians often refer to the small tufts as "paintbrush lesions." Lesions are commonly observed on the back, rump, neck and legs.
Affected animals should be kept dry and protected from biting insects. 

The scabs should be removed while bathing the horse daily for seven days with either iodine shampoo, chlorohexidine shampoo or benzoyl peroxide. Severe cases may require treatment with antibiotics for a week or two. Warm sun and dry weather are nature's best cure for rain rot. Skin problems should be addressed early in the disease before the itching, hair loss and subsequent inflammation become severe enough to result in oozing, crusting and scaling of the skin.

Diagnosis of any skin disease generally requires more investigation than just a simple glance.

Mark Crisman, D.V.M.
Virginia Tech

Rain Rot: What Can I Do? 

by H. Steve Conboy, DVM 
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My Quarter Horse gelding gets "rain rot" every spring before he sheds out. What causes this, what can I do to treat him, and how can I prevent the problem? 

Rain rot is caused by the fungal organism Dermatophilus congolensis. Other names of the disease are rain scald and streptothricosis. Contrary to what a lot of people think, the organism has not been demonstrated to proliferate or be present in dirt or soil. The organism is dependent on a carrier horse who has the organism on its skin, and who may or may not be affected by it. There is some natural immunity, but some horses seem to be more susceptible to it, and that's why some horses get it year after year.

In order for a horse to get the disease, several conditions have to exist. You have to have an infected carrier animal, or a fomite such as a brush, blanket, or saddle that has the organism in the form of a spore that makes contact with the susceptible horse. There has to be some form of extreme moisture, like heavy rainfall. Horses that have heavy hair coats keep the moisture in contact with their skin, which helps the spores grow. And, the skin has to be damaged-from an insect bite, cut, or scrape. That lets the organism get down into the epidermis.

This is somewhat a self-limiting disease. The horse will probably get over the problem as it sheds its hair coat. The organism is considered an aerobe or a facultative anaerob. That means it prefers carbon dioxide or a lack of oxygen to grow. So, you need to get rid of the heavy hair coat and the scab that's holding the organism into the skin.

The first thing we do is use a soap-like an iodine soap-that lathers good and work that crust off that's created by serum oozing out through the skin. With gloves on, lather the horse good and try to break the scabs off, which is painful to the horse. Getting the scabs off and letting the air get to the ulcerated areas is the most important part, and it is the most difficult because the horse resists it. Since it's painful, sometimes it takes a couple of days working a little at a time.

Then, any kind of antiseptic is successful in killing the fungus. The one that we prefer to use is a mixture of lime and sulfur. It's made in a ratio of one part lime and sulfur to eight parts water. If you use it any stronger, it can blister the skin. product is a fungicide that's used on plants like roses, so you can get it in a garden store. It's very effective, but the downside is that it has a very bad sulfur odor.

Other things that can be used are povidone-iodine (Betadine), Chlorhexadine, and phenol. Any one of them should be applied daily for five days.

There are complicating factors occasionally. Because this disease causes a moist, warm environment, it's a good place for a secondary bacterial infection like staph, strep, or Rhodococcus . The case can be more difficult to treat, and it might require systemic antibiotics. The Dermatophilus organism itself is very susceptible to penicillin, so your veterinarian may prescribe that for severe cases.

The best way to prevent spread of the disease is to use some form of disinfectant for brushes (like Clorox) and wash your hands thoroughly after working with an infected horse. Blankets shouldn't be used between horses, but if they are, they should be washed and disinfected before being used on another horse. Also, if the horse you're treating is blanketed, make sure to wash his blanket to prevent re-infection.

It's important to disinfect anything you use on an infected horse before using it on another horse-halters, saddle pads, brushes. Even if the horse has a favorite place he rubs, like a stall door or a fence, it can become a source of the organism.

Diagnosis is usually by clinical signs, and the disease can manifest itself in several ways. It can result in rather large, crusty, circular areas. It can also be in small, raised areas with small scabs (less than one-quarter of an inch). When it's like that, there will be a mass of raised hair all over the horse's back. In either case, there is a crust of serum that elevates the hair. As the disease progresses, the crust may increase to a quarter of an inch thick.

The disease is not usually associated with any discomfort or itching except when you remove the scab, which is painful. When you remove the scab, the skin underneath might be gray and healing, or pink and oozing.

To make a specific diagnosis, which we usually don't do, the organism can be identified under the microscope by taking some of the exudate and staining it with New Methylene Blue, Diff-Quick, or a gram stain. It is a gram-positive organism that is branching and may divide into cocci chains that look like railroad tracks. It also can be cultured in blood augar, and the culture can be more successful if you use 20% CO2 in the culture technique.

When the fungus appears around the back of the fetlock, it's known as greased heels or dew poisoning. Again, it's caused by the horse standing in water, or by excessive dew on the grass that keeps the feet wet. It's almost always associated at the fetlock with white skin, not dark skin.

The organism can cause problems anywhere on the horse's body, although the most common place is on the back. Other areas are around the eye and lip margins and at the tips of the ears-areas that are exposed to trauma.

Most veterinarians don't recommend using ointment on any areas but the pasterns because it holds moisture into the skin. If you use an ointment on the pasterns, such as Desitin or an antifungal, you have to get rid of the scab so the medication can get to the organism and hold the water away from the skin.

H. Steve Conboy, DVM, is Director of Veterinary Services at the Castleton Farm , a leading Standardbred breeding operation near Lexington, Ky., and on the Board of Directors of the American Association of Equine Practitioners.

What is rain rot?

Rain rot is one of the most common skin infections seen in horses. It is also referred to as "rain scald" or "streptothricosis". The organism that causes rain rot appears and multiplies in warm, damp conditions where high temperature and high humidity are present. This condition is not life-threatening, so don't worry. However, while the horse has rain rot, any equipment that may rub and irritate the infected skin (such as saddles and leg wraps) should be eliminated. [image: image3.jpg]





What causes rain rot?

The organism dermatophilus congolensis causes rain rot. dermatophilus congolensis is not a fungus. It is an actinomycetes, which behaves like both bacteria and fungi. Most people believe that the organism is present in soil, however, this has not been proven. The organism is carried on the horse, who has it in his skin. A horse who has this organism in his skin may or may not be affected. 


What does rain rot look like?

Rain rot can appear as large crust-like scabs, or small 1/4 inch matted tufts of hair. There is usually dozens of tiny scabs that have embedded hair and can be easily scraped off. Underneath the scabs, the skin is usually (but not always) pink with puss when the scabs are first removed, then it becomes gray and dry as it heals. It is usually hard to differentiate rain rot from other similar skin conditions, so if you are unsure, call your veterinarian.

In the early stages, you will be able to feel small lumps on the horses' skin or hair by running your hand over your horse's coat. 


In what region is rain rot most common?

Rain rot can be present in any horse around the world, but is most common in South Florida. In South Florida, the increased humidity and high temperatures combine with the prolonged rainfall to create the perfect environment for the organism to live. 


What conditions are usually present?

1. The animal has to be infected with the organism. A horse can become infected by shared saddle blankets, leg wraps and brushes with other infected horses.

2. There has to be extreme moisture present. Horses with thick coats are more likely to keep the moisture close to their skin.

3. The skin has to be damaged (by a cut or scrape), for the organism to be able to enter the epidermis.

4. Also, poor stable management, damp stalls, poor ventilation and infected barns. 


Will rain rot go away on its own?

It sometimes does. What I mean is that some horses will naturally get rid of the organism as they shed out their winter hair coat. However, it is not advisable to let the condition persist, you should not wait to see if it will go away...start treating it now, before it gets any worse! 


Does rain rot lead to any other conditions?

Since the organism needs a warm, moist environment, it is likely that a secondary bacterial infection may become present. The most common secondary bacterial infections known are staphylococcus (staph), and streptococcus (strep). This is why it is very important to treat rain rot immediately, since any secondary bacterial infection may be even more resistant and difficult to treat. 


How does rain rot spread?

The organism, dermatophilus congolensis, can be spread through sharing of equipment between horses. This includes saddle pads, blankets, leg wraps, brushes, halters, etc. It is extremely difficult to prevent the spread of rain rot, since a horse can pass it to another horse by simply rubbing it's skin on any object that the other horse may touch. The best prevention for rain rot is to use a disinfectant on any equipment shared between horses after each use.

When treating this condition, you must keep all equipment used on the horse disinfected, to be able to keep the organism from coming back. A good solution is 2 tablespoons to 1 gallon of water of Chlorox. Do not use this solution on your horse, only on the equipment! 


Where does rain rot appear?
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Usually on the horse's back and rump, along with the back of the fetlock and front of the cannon bone. It may also appear on the tips of the horse's ears and around the eyes and muzzle. When rain rot appears on the lower limbs (behind the fetlock), it is most commonly referred to as "dew poisoning". 


Are the scabs painful to the horse?

No, the scabs do not hurt the horse. The scabs have not been associated with an "itchy" feeling either. However, it may be painful while you are removing the scabs, so be very gentle and take your time. Many horses will be resistant to this. 


How is rain rot treated?

Dermatophilus congolensis grows better with a lack of oxygen. Since the organism doesn't like oxygen, you'll have to eliminate a the heavy hair coat (if your horse's hair is long and thick), and remove any scabs that hold the organism to the horse's skin.

It is not a good idea to use ointments on rain rot, since they hold moisture to the skin (and moisture needs to be removed for the condition to cease).

The best treatment is to wash the horse with antimicrobial and antibacterial shampoos and rinses. These medications help to kill the dermatophilus congolensis organism. If Betadine, Phenol or Nolvasan is used, you should continue applying them once a day for one week.

THE TREATMENT:

1. Keep the horse in a dry, clean area that is very well ventilated. Give the horse protection against biting insects. Separate the horse from any others that also have rain rot.

2. Use an antimicrobal shampoo that lathers well. Vigorously lather the horse, let sit for 10 minutes, then rinse. Be sure to follow with a conditioner that works well. Continue this for daily for 1 week.

3. Remove all scabs that are present. This is usually painful for the horse, so be gentle! The best way I have seen to remove these scabs is to temporarily moisten them (so they become soft and easy to remove). Be sure to dry the horse immediately after scab removal.

4. The organism in the horse's skin must be killed. This can be done by using any of the products listed below.

SEVERE CASES ONLY: for severe cases, antibiotics may be used. These include potassium penicillin, procaine penicillin G, sodium ampicillin, streptomycin or gentamycin. Immune-boosting drugs may also be needed for the horse's immune system to fight off the organism and heal. If your horse has a severe case of rain rot, make an appointment with your veterinarian 
