
Understanding

antigenic drift
of equine flu

Antibodies form 
and react to  
a vaccine.
When vaccinated, horses 
develop antibodies to the 
virus found in the vaccine.

When antibodies are present 
following exposure, they bind 
to flu receptors to neutralize 
the virus.

As the virus 
mutates (or drifts), 
the antibodies 
become less 
effective.
Viral strains evolve over time. 
Surface antigens change 
or drift. When exposed to 
a drifted virus, antibodies 
offer some clinical protection 
but may have less direct 
protection.1,2 This is known as 
cross protection.

While cross protection  
may offer some defense, 
studies show horses may 
still shed as much as an 
unvaccinated horse.1

Consider up-to-
date vaccines to 
protect against the 
most recent drifts.
Direct protection is best, 
but not all flu vaccines are 
created equally.

It’s critical to use updated 
vaccines that protect from 
newer flu strains including 
Florida Clade 1 and Clade 2 
strains.

CLADE 1: A/eq/South Africa/04/2003-
like or A/eq/Ohio/2003-like use3

CLADE 2: A/eq/Richmond/1/2007-like 
viruses3

When the virus’s surface antigens 
drift, the antibodies that  formed 

to fight the original strain may not 
offer as much protection.

Each flu season, it’s important to 
consider updated vaccines that 

offer direct protection against new  
viral mutations.

Antibodies form and bind to the  
virus to neutralize it.
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ANTIGENIC DRIFT DEFINED: Involves the accumulation 
over time of amino acid changes in surface glycoproteins, HA 
(haemagglutinin) and NA (neuraminidase) on the influenza virus.

Antibodies are produced 
in  the secondary lymphoid 
tissues. These tissues 
include bone  marrow and 
lymphoid tissues scattered 
throughout the body.5

Some horses may have only mild or moderate 
clinical signs of disease, but have heavy virus 
shedding resulting in an increased risk of 
influenza infection at population level.4

New Viral 
Strain


