
 

 

 

 

Streptococcus equi subspecies zooepidemicus across species in Canada 
 

   PAGE 1 

JANUARY 2020                                                 CEZD INTERDISCIPLINARY DISCUSSION 

 

 

Streptococcus equi zooepidemicus is normally thought of as an opportunistic pathogen of horses.  Intermittently, cases occur in 
other species with differing presentations.  Based upon an interdisciplinary discussion with a small group of CEZD members and 
experts from linked networks; the summary below describes some of the case presentations seen in Canada.  
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 

  

 Streptococcus equi zooepidemicus is the most common opportunistic pathogen of the respiratory tract of 
horses and a common cause of bacterial abortion (Merck Veterinary Manual online, 2020) 

 Disease occurs occasionally everywhere horses are found. The highest number of isolates of 
Streptococcus equi zooepidemicus reported by veterinary laboratories across Canada originate from 
horses.  

 An unusual case of sudden death of a group of mares with S. equi zooepidemicus recently occurred in 
Saskatchewan. 

 Cats are not thought to be a primary host for this agent. Animals from shelter and hoarding situations 
have presented with middle and inner ear infections in British Columbia, Ontario and Quebec. 

 Virulence factors associated with strains (ST173) identified In British Columbia have been identified and 
are pathogenic to both cats and dogs . (Britton et al, 2018) 

 Dogs are not thought to be a primary host for this agent, disease occurs sporadically. Dogs may appear 
healthy and then die suddenly with severe upper respiratory tract infections and hemorrhagic 
pneumonia. 

 There is no clear trigger for severe disease occurrence.  
 Small clusters of animals may be affected, and some dogs appear to be carriers of the bacteria only. 
 Occasionally a lack of response to treatment occurs, even when the bacteria are susceptible to antibiotics. 
 The bacteria has been isolated from dogs in Saskatchewan, Ontario and Quebec, with clinical disease 

reported from Ontario.   
 Cases of fatal pneumonia in dogs have been reported in the literature from many countries including 

Korea, United States, UK, Norway.  

 A few isolates have been identified from Ontario and Quebec bovines, but no information is 
available on whether clinical disease was present. 

 Dairy cows may have mastitis associated with this agent. 

 A severe mortality event due to S. zooepidemicus was recently reported in Manitoba swine (O. Costa and 
Lage 2019). Sudden death due to septicemia occurred at several locations in Canada and the US. (USDA 
2019). No human infection or disease has been related to these events.  

 Whole genome sequencing indicates that the bacteria in linked cases in this event are clonal and that 
there is no clear linkage to cases in other species. (Chen et al, 2019) Multilocus sequence typing Identifies 
this isolate as ST194 

 The current cases have been controlled with autogenous vaccination and treatment. 
 Historical cases (just one case in each of 2001 and 2002) have been seen in Quebec in individual animals 

displaying respiratory and reproductive signs.  
 Coinfection with various pathogens occurred in recent cases in Manitoba and historical cases in Quebec. 

(PRRS, Influenza, Bordetella or Pastuerella) 

https://www.merckvetmanual.com/respiratory-system/respiratory-diseases-of-horses/overview-of-respiratory-diseases-of-horses
https://www.merckvetmanual.com/reproductive-system/abortion-in-large-animals/abortion-in-horses?query=streptococcus%20equi%20zooepidemicus
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/10.1177/1040638717732372
https://www.vetsci.org/search.php?where=aview&id=10.4142/jvs.2009.10.3.269&code=0118JVS&vmode=AONLY
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/10.1354/vp.45-1-51
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S037811350300155X
https://actavetscand.biomedcentral.com/articles/10.1186/1751-0147-55-67
https://www.biorxiv.org/content/10.1101/812636v2
https://www.biorxiv.org/content/10.1101/812636v2
https://www.aphis.usda.gov/animal_health/downloads/streptococcus-zooepidemicus-notice.pdf
https://www.aphis.usda.gov/animal_health/downloads/streptococcus-zooepidemicus-notice.pdf
http://dx.doi.org/10.1101/2019.12.12.874644


 

 

 

 

Streptococcus equi subspecies zooepidemicus across species in Canada 
 

   PAGE 1 

JANUARY 2020                                                 CEZD INTERDISCIPLINARY DISCUSSION 

 

 
 
 
 
 

 
 
Cross species similarities and differences 

The only commonality notable across species is that animals exhibiting severe disease often are housed in higher density 
situations, or have undergone stressful events. It is also important to note that cases in individual animals also occur. 
The appearance of more severe disease across species does not appear to be linked to a specific bacterial strain or 
virulence factor at this time. 
 
Human cases are currently extremely rare, and insufficient evidence is present to make any linkages with human disease 
and other species, beyond what is known about individual cases. Known risk factors include contact with horses and 
consumption of unpasteurized dairy products. 

 
Conclusion 

Insufficient information is available to speculate about whether an emerging trend exists across species. Going forward, 
MLST and whole genome sequencing can provide more specific information to identify linkages between cases. 
Epidemiological similarities and environmental parameters that influence emergence are not immediately obvious. 

 
 

 
 

 Human infection with Streptococcus zooepidemicus is an unusual event; rarely infection with this 
agent can lead to severe disease.  

 When cases do occur, they tend to be associated with direct contact with horses or from 
consumption of unpasteurized milk and cheese 

 Case reports of human infections in Canada have been reported in Halifax and Quebec. 

https://jammi.utpjournals.press/doi/full/10.3138/jammi.2018-0026
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC2706407/#__ffn_sectitle

