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As the warmer months approach, so does the allergy season. Florida’s many horses may face the coming 

season with symptoms such as incessant scratching, broken hair, hair loss, scaly irritated skin, or even 

secondary bacterial infections with oozing sores.  The most likely culprit is the tiny Culicoides midge 

whose other aliases include gnats, no-see-ums, and punkies. These tiny insects are prone to swarming 

around the head, neck, belly and tails of horses, and can be relentless in their biting. While the biting 

itself is annoying, the main issue is the allergic reaction most horses have to the saliva of the insects, 

causing the intense itching, or pruritis. Horses will use fixed objects such as trees or fence posts to 

scratch. Particularly talented individuals may straddle automatic waterers or dog-sit to scratch their 

bellies. 

 

Reducing exposure to the midges is crucial in order to keep horses comfortable in the coming season, 

but once a reaction has started, treatment goals include controlling the itchiness, keeping the horse 

comfortable, and treating any secondary bacterial infections.  

There are several steps to decrease Culicoides populations on and around your property: 

Repellents: Most fly sprays are actually insecticides and not true repellents. Permethrin and synthetic 
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cypermethrins are true repellant compounds and can be found in certain fly sprays. Liberal use of low 

concentration Permethrin (2%) sprays can be used on a daily basis and spot-on high concentration (44-

64%) formulas can be used in problem areas once a week. Aggressive use of fly repellents on your horse 

and around your property is vital to preventing fly bites. 

Control the environment: Midges are more active around areas of standing water. Removing stagnant 

water helps decrease breeding areas available for many other species of insects too, including 

mosquitos. 

Fans and Stabling: Culicoides are most active around dawn and dusk and are not strong fliers. Keep 

affected horses stabled during peak insect hours. Adding stall fans can create a breeze that midges will 

be unable to fly in. 

Barriers: Fly sheets and masks that cover the most commonly affected areas (crest, belly, and tail-head) 

can act as a physical barrier to prevent flies and midges from biting the animal.  

Nutrition: Many owners and veterinarians believe that fatty acid supplementation helps decrease a 

horse’s inflammatory reaction to the insect bites, namely, decreasing itchiness and inflammation. 

Symptomatic Control: 

Permethrin repellants, corticosteroids and sometimes antimicrobials for secondary infections are the 

main treatments used to control Culicoides hypersensitivity or “sweet itch”. Corticosteroids can be 

applied in a topical cream, shampoo, or as an oral or injectable medication. Antimicrobials can be 

applied in shampoos, such as chlorhexidine or benzoyl peroxide-based products. Occasionally systemic 

antibiotics need to be prescribed as secondary infections can add to the itch severity a horse is 

experiencing. Working closely together, you and your veterinarian can develop a plan that works best 

for you and your horse. 

 

    OTHER SERVICES PROVIDED BY PETERSON & SMITH 

Foal out your mares at our Reproduction Center – 24 hour technician monitoring, a 

veterinarian DURING foaling, Foal Alert monitoring, large indoor foaling stalls, and much more. 

Call us at 352-307-3000 

Don’t forget that Peterson & Smith Veterinary Laboratory offers the industry standard 

Radioimmunoassay (RIA) testing for progesterone, T3 and T4 levels.  

Ask your vet about the pH testing strips available for predicting foaling based on the pH of the 

mammary secretions. “It is as good as if not better than the calcium testing and very 

inexpensive” said Carol K. Clark, Medicine Internist.  

What is ICSI ? 
 Learn more about the newest cutting edge science in equine reproduction at   
https://www.petersonsmith.com/equine-veterinary-services/equine-reproduction/advanced-assisted-
reproduction/#icsi 
 

MORE VET NOTES CAN BE FOUND AT: 
https://www.petersonsmith.com/equine-education-vet-notes/ 
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WE ARE EXCITED TO ANNOUNCE THAT WE HAVE UPDATED OUR WEBSITE ! 

GO CHECK IT OUT 
https://www.petersonsmith.com/ 

https://www.petersonsmith.com/

