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FAST FACTS ABOUT 

TETANUS 
(“Lock jaw”) 

 
DEFINITION 
TETANUS IS A NEUROMUSCULAR DISEASE THAT CAUSES PARALYSIS, RIGIDITY AND, OFTEN 
TIMES, DEATH IN HORSES. 

 
CAUSE 
TOXINS RELEASED FROM THE BACTERIA CLOSTRIDIUM TETANI CAUSE THIS HIGHLY INFECTIOUS 
DISEASE. THE BACTERIA HAS A SPORE FORM WHICH ALLOWS IT TO SURVIVE FOR MANY YEARS IN 
THE SOIL; THEREFORE, HORSES ARE FREQUENTLY EXPOSED TO THIS INFECTIVE FORM OF THE 
BACTERIA. SPORES ARE DEPOSITED DEEP WITHIN TISSUES WHEN A PENETRATING WOUND (TO 
SOLE OF HOOF) OR CERTAIN TYPES OF WOUNDS (CASTRATION INCISIONS, OBSTETRICAL 
TRAUMA, BONE FRACTURES) OCCUR AND THE BACTERIA CAN THEN GROW. INFECTION THROUGH 
THE UMBILICUS IS POSSIBLE IN THE NEWBORN. 
 
CLINICAL SIGNS 
SIGNS BECOME OBVIOUS WITHIN SEVERAL DAYS TO SEVERAL WEEKS. JAW MOVEMENT BECOMES 
RESTRICTED; SALIVA DRIPS FROM MOUTH, AND ATTEMPTS TO DRINK MAY CAUSE 
REGURGITATION OF FOOD AND WATER FROM THE NOSTRILS. THE THIRD EYELID MAY PROLAPSE. 
PARALYSIS & RIGIDITY PROGRESSES TO FACE, NECK, TRUNK AND LEGS – THE HORSE THEN 
STANDS WITH ALL 4 LEGS STIFF IN A CHARACTERISTIC “SAWHORSE STANCE”. VIOLENT 
REACTIONS TO EXTERNAL STIMULI AND CONVULSIONS OCCUR.  OTHER SIGNS CAN INCLUDE: 
PROFUSE SWEATING, COLIC, DIFFICULTY IN BREATHING; LAMINITIS AND PNEUMONIA MAY 
DEVELOP SECONDARILY. AFTER TREATMENT HAS BEGUN, SIGNS MAY OCCUR FOR UP TO SIX 
WEEKS AND MUSCLE SPASMS FOR WEEKS TO MONTHS BEFORE FULL RECOVERY.  

 
DIAGNOSIS 
CLINICAL SIGNS, HISTORY OF A RECENT WOUND, AND A LACK OF CURRENT VACCINATION ARE 
DIAGNOSTIC FOR TETANUS. 

 
TREATMENT 
LARGE DOSES OF ANTIBIOTICS, USUALLY PENICILLIN AND TETANUS ANTITOXIN ARE GIVEN TO KILL 
THE BACTERIA AND NEUTRALIZE ANY TOXIN. IF AN INFECTED WOUND IS FOUND, IT SHOULD BE 
IMMEDIATELY CLEANED, DEBRIDED, AND IRRIGATED WITH DISINFECTANT SOLUTIONS. 
SUPPORTIVE NURSING CARE IS ESSENTIAL; SYSTEMIC TRANQUILIZERS, ANTI-INFLAMMATORY 
DRUGS, MUSCLE RELAXANT AGENTS AND FLUID THERAPY MAY ALL BE EMPLOYED. 
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 PROGNOSIS 
GENERALLY, ABOUT 80% OF AFFECTED HORSES DIE; THEREFORE, THE PROGNOSIS IS 
SEVERELY GUARDED OR VERY GRAVE. IF DEATH OCCURS, IT IS USUALLY DUE TO RESPIRATORY 
FAILURE. COMPLICATIONS INCLUDE LAMINITIS AND PNEUMONIA.  

 
PREVENTION 
A COMPLETE VACCINATION PROGRAM. 

 
VACCINATION  
TETANUS TOXOID SHOULD BE GIVEN TO ALL HORSES BEGINNING AT 3-4 MONTHS OF AGE, 
BOOSTERED AGAIN AT 6 MONTHS AND THEN BE ADMINISTERED ON AN ANUUAL BASIS AS PART OF 
A PREVENTIVE HEALTH PROGRAM. BROOD MARES SHOULD RECEIVE A TETANUS BOOSTER 
DURING THE LAST 4-6 WEEKS OF PREGNANCY.  ANTITOXIN SHOULD BE GIVEN TO FOALS AT 
BIRTH. 
 

-Dr. Lyda W. Denney- 
 

 


