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Don’t waste your vaccine dollars 

If you purchase vaccine for a disease and inject it into your animals you can rest assured that you 
won’t have to worry about that disease.  Right?   Wrong!  To start with no vaccine is 100% 
effective at providing immunity to all animals it is administered to.  Further, your techniques for 
purchasing, storage and use of vaccines can diminish their effectiveness tremendously.  Although 
you can’t expect perfect protection, there are some common sense things you can do to get the 
greatest possible benefit from your investment in animal health products. 

Proper vaccine management starts at the purchase.  If you order vaccines online or via telephone, 
order them on Monday so they will not be held up over a weekend.  Request extra cold packs.  
When the product arrives check it to see that it is still cold.  If it is, store it correctly.  If it has 
become warm, notify the seller immediately.  If you purchase vaccines locally either take a 
cooler with you or request that the retailer provide one.  Take or request multiple cold packs or 
ice.  Ask the retailer if there is a thermometer in his refrigerator that is checked regularly and if 
proper temperature is maintained.  Is the vaccine routinely checked for temperature on arrival?  
If your retailer is not comfortable answering these questions, find a retailer who is.  You are 
making a significant purchase and the retailer should be glad to make sure that you are getting 
what you are paying for.  A recent Idaho study showed that only about 1/3 of retailers’ 
refrigerators that were checked consistently maintained an acceptable temperature.  All the 
precautions you can take in storing and handling vaccines will not help if it is deactivated before 
it comes into your hands.  

Most of us realize that vaccines should be kept in a cool, dark place but research shows that 
many producers do a poor job of achieving this.  Vaccines should be stored between 35 and 45° 
F.   The University of Idaho study utilized recording thermometers to show that only about 1/3 of 
producer’s refrigerators used for storage of vaccines consistently maintained temperatures within 
this range.  Another 1/3 of those tested never achieved temperatures in the proper range. Too 
warm temperatures can quickly deactivate the vaccine, but too cold is even worse.  Freezing 
changes the structure of the adjuvant and thus inactivates the product.  In bacterins that contain 
whole cells, such as the clostridial (blackleg) vaccines, freezing ruptures the cells releasing high 
levels of endotoxin which can cause local reactions or toxic shock.  A common practice for 
producers is to put the new, efficient refrigerator in the house and the old one that was replaced 
in the barn for storing vaccines.  Perhaps it would make more sense, in light of your vaccine 
investment, to put a modern, smaller and efficient apartment-sized refrigerator in a convenient 
place for vaccine storage only.  Always discard vaccines that have frozen, vaccines that are 
opened or partially used, and vaccines that are expired.  



Proper use of biological products is important also.  The first step is to read the label.  Almost all 
vaccines will offer the statement that they are for use in healthy animals.  Sick or debilitated 
animals cannot respond well immunologically to vaccines.   The label will also tell you the 
approved uses, route of administration, and withdrawal time for the product.  Always take 
vaccines to the chute in insulated coolers that will keep them within the proper temperature 
range.  If you use an appropriate cooler you can take enough for the morning or the afternoon, 
but not both at once.  In hot weather use ice or cold packs and keep the cooler out of direct 
sunlight, and the vaccine as well during use or injections. In the case of products that require 
mixing or reconstitution, such as live virus vaccines, only reconstitute what you can use within 1 
hour.  More smaller packages are better than fewer bigger ones.  Use a transfer needle to 
reconstitute product.  Never use a needle that has been used to inject an animal to mix product or 
refill a syringe.  Products that contain whole cells will settle during storage and need to be 
agitated before use.  Over agitation can rupture cells and cause endotoxin release.   If needed you 
should gently rock vaccine products to stir them before use rather than shaking them.  When you 
are finished for the day, discard any opened or partially used products and mark any unopened 
packages to use first next time.  

Most soaps, detergents, and disinfectants can leave residues that may deactivate your biological 
products when you next use your syringes.  After use, disassemble syringes, clean them 
thoroughly with hot water, and air dry the parts before putting them back together.  Storing 
syringes in clean, dry Ziploc bags will help keep them clean without jeopardizing the 
effectiveness of the vaccines you will use with them. 

Source: Dave Sparks DVM, Oklahoma State University Area Extension Veterinarian 

 


