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Tracheal aspiration (TA) and bronchoalveolar lavage (BAL) are used to collect samples in horses with lower airway disease. The purpose of this study was to compare the bacteriological samples obtained from TA and BAL using a guarded and non-guarded endoscopy in racehorses with a history of lower airway disease. For guarding, the endoscope was covered with a clear, sterile plastic sheath that was retracted to expose the tip of the endoscope after passing through the upper airway. TA was performed proximal to the tracheal puddle using a catheter passed through the biopsy channel. Following TA, the guarded endoscope was retracted and redisinfected and a new sterile sheath placed over the endoscope before routine bronchoalveolar lavage. All fluid samples (n=70) were submitted for bacteriological culture. Results showed that a greater proportion of samples were negative for bacteria using guarded vs non-guarded endoscopy for both TA (79% vs 62%) and BAL (93% vs 75%). Proportionally fewer isolates were found in the guarded samples compared to the non-guarded samples (TA:  21% vs 39%; BAL:  7% vs 25%). The most common isolates were Strep. Zooepidemicus and A. equuli. We conclude that BAL is superior to TA in that fewer isolates were found and that non-guarded sampling may lead to overestimation of isolated bacteria. Positive cultures obtained in afebrile horses sampled by non-guarded TA or BAL should be interpreted with caution.

