Summer sores or “habronemiasis” are on the upswing this summer. I have more cases this year than in the last ten years of practice combined. Why? I’m not sure, but some say that a resistance to ivermectin may be a cause, or perhaps this has simply been a bad year for flies.
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While flies and insects are a fact of life in South Florida, summer sores are more than a nuisance, they are a health hazard. Summer sores are characterized by ulcerative skin lesions which are slow healing and may cause intense itching and self mutilation. The sores are the result of a horse’s hyper-sensitivity to the larvae of habronema, or the equine stomach worm, which were inadvertently deposited in a small skin wound by house and stable flies. The habronema larvae normally are deposited near the horse’s mouth and are ingested. They develop into adults in the stomach and lay eggs which are shed in the horse’s manure. After being ingested by flies they develop into their infective larval stage. They are then deposited back on the mouth to complete the cycle. However, when flies inadvertently deposit the eggs on open wounds or moist areas on the skin, eyes or penis, the larvae penetrate into the skin, causing a severe reaction and development of the typical lesions consistent with summer sores. Some horses are more sensitive than others to the larvae, hence the reason one horse in a barn may be affected, while the others are not.

Traditionally treatment included deworming with ivermectin, but lately there is talk amongst veterinarians about the possibility of resistance to ivermectin (historically 99% effective). I now recommend treatment with moxydectin to avoid this possible ivermectin resistance. Topical steroid creams and systemic steroids should help decrease the severe itch. Antihistamines may also help decrease the horse’s itch response. In some severe cases the horse may create such a wound that a secondary bacterial infection develops, requiring antibiotic therapy as well. Anti-inflammatory drugs such as bute, Banamine and Ketofen should also be considered when swelling is present. Wounds should be kept bandaged and covered when possible. Some wounds can require weeks to heal, in spite of appropriate treatment. 

As with anything, prevention is the best medicine. The first thing to be done is to reduce as much as possible the amount of flies in the horse’s environment. This is accomplished by keeping manure picked up daily in stalls and also removing manure from the pasture. Having your manure bin emptied as soon as it is full and placing a tarp over the manure bin may be helpful, as are the use of fly predators. Horses may be sprayed with fly repellents and/or mosquito repellents. Keep in mind, most commercially available fly sprays lose their effectiveness when exposed to sun light. Use a fan in your horse’s stall to deter flying insects. The fan must significantly move airflow to succeed in making it difficult for the insects to land. Fly spray systems should be kept in good working order. Fly sheets and fly masks are another effective way to keep flies off your horse. 

The sensitive tissues of the eyes are particularly vulnerable to summer sores and fly masks are the best way to protect the eye area. All wounds, no matter how small, must be kept clean and covered to prevent exposure to the flies. Keep horses current on deworming with ivermectin or moxidectin. It might be prudent to consider deworming with moxidectin each year around the first part of May as a preventative measure.

