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December 13, 2012

Caring for the Senior horSe

TheHorse.com: Welcome to tonight’s webcast, Caring for the Senior Horse: “Optimizing Health Care for 
the Geriatric Horse.” I’m your moderator and digital editor of The Horse, Michelle Anderson. To-
night’s event is sponsored by Merck Animal Health. We’ll start fielding your questions at 8 p.m. EST!

Dr. McFarlane: Hi, I’m Dr. Dianne McFarlane. I am a DVM, PhD and Diplomate of the American Col-
lege of Veterinary Internal Medicine at the Center of Veterinary Health Sciences at Oklahoma State 
University where I study aging and pituitary disease in horses.

Dr. MacKenzie: Hi! I am Dr. Cynthia MacKenzie, a Senior Equine Technical Services Veterinarian with 
Merck Animal Health. Thank you for participating in this Webinar. I look forward to answering your 
questions.

TheHorse.com: The video is booting up and should start soon!

TheHorse.com: Mary Lou in Arizona asks: Is a senior horse a matter of chronological age or physical 
condition? I have a 21-year old QH gelding who moves and acts like a 12-yr old. Should I follow the 
suggestions for a senior horse?

Dr. McFarlane: Horses, like people, all age at different rates. I would monitor and feed your 21 year old 
horse as described in the video (his teeth are growing chronologically), but other than that I would 
treat him as young as he feels. Keep him in work and don’t change what you’re doing!

TheHorse.com: Donna in Somerset, England, says: My Anglo Arab is 36. She is still ridden, is fully fit, 
her condition is perfect and she is well. She only eats simple systems feed and grass. can you pass this 
info on that horses can lead a normal life at 36!

Dr. McFarlane: Absolutely! It is always great to hear when horses are staying active and doing well in 
their 30’s and is a perfect example of many of the points I tried to make in the talk.

Dr. MacKenzie: Wow! Well done. It’s nice to know of examples of oldies, but goodies!

TheHorse.com: Janet in PA says: I have a 38 yr old gelding, grade horse with arthritic-huge knees. He 
fell 3 wks ago-x-rays show nothing broken or fractured- bones trying to fuse, Vet wants him on bute 
forever. Is there anything else to help him with no side effects? Also in my barn is a 34 yr old Arabian 
gelding, just diagnosed with Uveitis, also to live on bute, forever, any other “remedies”? 

Dr. McFarlane: Nonsteroidal anti-inflammatory drugs are sometimes necessary in aged horses to keep 
them comfortable and many horses do not have any problem being on daily NSAIDS including phe-
nylbutazone or “bute” for years. Supplements can help a horse with mild arthritis or help in combina-
tion with NSAIDS such as “bute” but if  the arthritis is severe NSAIDS may be needed to alleviate the 
chronic pain.
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Dr. MacKenzie: In regards to the uveitis, it is important to identify the underlying cause first before a long 
term treatment plan can be formulated. Eye conditions usually respond better to fluxinin meglamine or 
banamine.

Erica:  Is there a good way to gauge whether a senior horse is still able to work (be it light or hard) or 
whether he should be retired?

Dr. McFarlane: As long as your horse is in good health, has good feet, and good weight I would continue 
in work. Be sure he is comfortable after your work out (not sore the next day, able to cool out and 
recovery in a reasonable time). It is much better to keep your horse in work.

TheHorse.com: Please keep sending in your questions as you watch the video!

Keith:  I had been feeding my 26-year-old horse a senior feed along with his hay and beet pulp with good 
results. After a discussion with a rep from the company whose feed I was using at the time, I was told 
that the amount I was feeding probably was not doing much for him. I decided to experiment a bit and 
gradually switched back to a normal, adult horse mixture as his supplemental grain. Since then I’ve 
actually seen is an improvement in his condition and increased energy. Am I running any risks to his 
health feeding the standard grain mixture as opposed to a designed senior mix? He doesn’t have any 
major dental problems, just typical senior horse wear and tear.

Dr. MacKenzie: It sounds like what you are doing is working and your horse is responding well. I would 
recommend continuing with this program. You might also consider posing this question to an equine 
nutritionist. Purina has several equine nutritionist that specialize in senior horse issues.

Dr. McFarlane: Hi Cassy. Muscle loss can be part of aging or disuse, but if  it is quite profound it may be 
due to hormone changes that accompany equine pituitary pars intermedia dysfunction PPID (Cush-
ing’s disease). Your veterinarian can test your horse with a blood test to see if  she has PPID.

Cassy:  have a aged mare weight good but muscle is gone what can I do

Guest:  I find hi-fat-hi-fibre feeds for seniors are too low in protein. Coupled with Cushings- old horses 
need significant balanced rations- I was able to keep my 30 year old’s topline healthy by switching 
to a 32% ration balancer along with pergolide. Feed rate was 4 lbs. protein per day total (forage/feed 
combo). What are your thoughts on these numbers please?

Dr. McFarlane: I feed many horses with PPID and find they can be very individual in what it takes to 
keep their muscle mass and topline. I would say that your feed plan is very reasonable and obviously 
working!

Cassy:  Has ben tested all is fine she sys to exercise her more but with weight just gotten up afraid she will 
go down hill again

Dr. McFarlane: Exercise is usually good for the muscle mass- just take it easy and condition her slowly 
over time.

Helen:  When do you know it is time to an aged horse down?

Dr. MacKenzie: The decision to have a horse humanely euthanized is always a difficult one to make. A 
thoughtful approach and critical assessment of your horse’s condition with your veterinarian is likely 
to be helpful. Your horse’s quality of life is the most important consideration. This is a very personal 
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process, but oftentimes others can provide a more objective viewpoint to aid you in this decision.

Becky:  I have a 32 yr old TB G I’ve had for 27 years, still showing training level in dressage. Has lost all 
back teeth , have him on nutrena senior, ad lib alfalfa (he quids happily) and a rice bran supplement to 
help him with calories. as lost muscle mass in back and hips, but still gets around well. Anything else I 
should do?

Dr. McFarlane: Becky: That is great, your feeding and exercise strategy is really working for him. I would 
be sure your veterinarian tests for PPID and watch how he sheds. 25-30% of horses in their 30’s will get 
this disease, so be on the look out.

Guest:  Do you have any empirical evidence that probiotics help maximize nutrient absorption for hard 
keepers/older horses please?

Dr. McFarlane: Yes, choking is more common due to the loss of teeth and shorter tooth roots. Even with 
great dental care some aged horses will choke more.

Dr. MacKenzie: I don’t think old horses need probiotics or supplements. If  your horse is doing well and 
maintaining a good weight than I would not change what you’re are doing. Also, I am not aware of 
any published data that supports the use of probiotics to maximize nutrient absorption.

Jamie:  Is choking more common in older horses. I have a 23 year old QH who has choked 3 times in the 
last six months.

TheHorse.com: Jamie, you’re response from Dr. McFarlane is above. :)

Becky:  He shed out very well, but late this last spring. Developed heavy coat well ahead of winter. We 
are in southern Utah and have some snow,etc.

Cassy:  ok thank you will do waned another vet tosay yes first

Ruth:  My horse turned 38 on June 4th. He is Reg AQHA and PHBA. I have had him since he was born 
in 1974. He is doing very well so far on Purina Equine Sr., He gets 2.5 scoop mixed with hot water 2 X 
a day. Most people cannot believe he is that old. What else should I be doing?

Dr. McFarlane: You are doing great to have a good looking horse at 38 years of age. Keep up the great 
work, I wouldn’t change a management plan that is working this well.

Ruth:  Thank you, he is wonderful.

Sadie:  I have a nearly 30-year-old Appaloosa gelding who has had balance problems during transporta-
tion in the past. He was last trailered several years ago in, essentially, a box stall and he handled that 
trip better than he did when he was tied in a straight load trailer. He might need to take a trip--roughly 
5 hours in the trailer--so wondering if  you have any tips on how to help him make the trip as safely 
as possible? Would it benefit him to have Bute for a short time ahead of the trip, as he has arthritis in 
several joints?

Dr. MacKenzie: Pre-treating him with Bute prior to his trip will certainly help him with any pain associ-
ated with his arthritis and might help him with his balance issues since the instability might be com-
pensatory responses from his musculoskeletal condition.
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Dara:  what would cause hair loss in older horses and what can i do to stop it? i have a 23 yr old QH geld-
ing that is losing his mane,tail, and forelock and has been for the last 2 yrs

Dr. McFarlane: Older horses may be more likely to get “rain rot”, where the hair will pull out with the 
roots in small tuffs. As far as other reasons for hair loss, they are the same as younger horses. You may 
need to have your veterinarian do a skin scraping to see what the cause is and decide on an appropriate 
course of action.

TheHorse.com: Linda asks via email: Do horses ever reach an age when they don’t need to be vaccinated 
for everything anymore. If  so, what vaccines could be skipped and at what age.

Dara:  Thank you i will do that he is a general good health but has has alot of trouble with rain rot in the 
past every time he sheds off  in the spring but thanks

Dr. MacKenzie: Every horse has unique vaccination requirements and a good risk to benefit assessment 
should be discussed with your veterinarian. A one size fits all vaccination program does not exist and 
many factors, such as use, management, immune status, reaction history, etc. should be taken into con-
sideration prior to the development of a protocol. According to the American Association of Equine 
Practitioners (AAEP), every horse regardless of use or where they live should receive the following vac-
cines as their “core”: Eastern Encephalitis, Western Encephalitis, Rabies, Tetanus and West Nile Virus. 
After these, other risk-based vaccines such as influenza and equine herpes virus can be added.

Cathy:  Do you feel it is necessary to continue vaccinating my 33 QH if  he is not in a show barn. It seems 
to knock him down for weeks afterward.

Dr. MacKenzie: Cathy - you might consider having a conversation with your veterinarian because you 
very well may be able to eliminate some of the annual vaccines if  your horse’s risk is low to some of the 
infectious diseases. Also, pre-treating with a non-steroidal anti-inflammatory prior to vaccination can 
help minimize the unwanted side effects.

Sherri:  My 22 year old QH gelding is an easy keeper. He has always had a bit of water-y stool, even 
though his stool is normal. He will squirt liquid at times, and often has gas. He is fed alfalfa only, be-
cause any other kind of forage gives him diarrea. He gets regular teeth care and vet care. This has gone 
one since I have owned him. Any ideas? It doesn’t seem to affect his health, he is very healthy.

Dr. McFarlane: Hi Sherri- some older horses get loose stool and some horses of any age will have a bit of 
water while passing normal manure. If  they are maintaining their weight well and it is not changing the 
manure consistency it is usually hard to find a cause or resolve.

Peggy:  Is PPID the same as Cushings?

Dr. McFarlane: Yes, PPID is the newer name for equine Cushing’s disease. It was re-named since it is a 
different disease than Cushing’s disease in people or dogs.

Julie:  i have an anglo arab, grade pony and donkey, all 26. they are all easy keepers and none look their 
age. i live in central ky but in a very rocky part and i’ve not been able to properly maintain my pasture 
the last year or so. we’ve had a couple years of drought and i only see scrub and weeds out there. I feed 
pure timothy hay and very small amount of a 12% pelleted feed. No supplements. Is there anything I 
should be doing that I am not?

Julie:  oh, i also paste worm on rotation every 8 weeks or so and trim hooves as needed. tetanus is the 
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only vaccine i am giving routinely every year.

Dr. McFarlane: With easy keepers the most critical thing is to keep them from becoming overweight, so 
watch calories!! If  they are on a diet that doesn’t provide the recommended amount of micronutrients 
you should consider providing them with a diet balancer to provide minerals and vitamins that may 
be missing. Many of these are available. I would check fecal egg counts, to see how your deworming 
program is going. I would continue to vaccinate for EEE, WEE and west nile as your horses are still at 
risk for these deadly diseases.

Erica:  My OTTB eventer will be 17 next year. Are there any specific joint supplements or treatments 
you’d recommend to help keep him going? He is still very sound and loves his work, and I’d like to 
keep him that way!

Dr. MacKenzie: Joint supplements can help preserve the integrity of the joint fluid and provide increased 
lubrication to aging joints. HA or hyaluronic acid has been shown to decrease orthopedic pain in mild 
to moderate cases of osteoarthritis. Legend and/or Adequan are beneficial for this purpose. Many 
supplements exist on the market and a thorough review of their effectiveness should be evaluated prior 
to use so that you are not throwing good money after bad.

Peggy:  How much bute would you give if  needed daily to keep my horse comfortable?

Dr. McFarlane: It depends on your horse’s weight, but for a 1000 pound horse I would start with 1 gram 
in the morning and see if  that is sufficient. Be sure there is always fresh water available. If  you keep a 
horse on Bute for a long period of time, it is a good idea to have some blood work done to be sure the 
kidneys are doing well.

Helen:  Prefilled syringes containing vaccines--can they be used the next year or even years if  kept refrig-
erated the entire time?

Dr. MacKenzie: Prefilled syringes containing vaccines are packaged at a manufacturing site to ensure that 
the vaccines are effective and sterile until the expiration date listed on the package as long as they are 
handled and stored correctly.

Julie:  PPID . . . is it always LONG AND CURLY. Can it be just long with slow shedding?

Dr. McFarlane: Long and curly is late in disease. Slow shedding, incomplete shedding and retained guard 
hairs are also signs of PPID

Olivia:  How do you feel about Senior supplements?

Dr. McFarlane: Not all aged horses require supplements, many aged horses do very well with a high qual-
ity senior concentrate and no supplement. Horses with mild arthritic changes may benefit from joint 
supplements. There are individual conditions where supplements can be helpful, your veterinarian can 
help determine if  your horse needs more than concentrate and roughage alone.

Sally:  why do a fecal float if  a fecal count would give a better picture of parasite load?

Dr. MacKenzie: Fecal counts do not give an indication of parasite load. For example, one female ascarid 
worm can lay 100,000 eggs a day. So, a high fecal egg count can come from just one worm! Fecal egg 
counts are a way of monitoring how well a deworming program is working and can quantify levels of 
anthlemintic resistance. Please work with your veterinarian to design a deworming program that is ap-
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propriate for your horse.

TheHorse.com: Thank you everyone for joining us tonight!

TheHorse.com: That’s all the time we have for questions.

TheHorse.com: Thank you to Dr. McFarlane and Dr. MacKenzie for joining us!

Cassy:  will we have chance to rewatch this on the site

TheHorse.com: Yes, the video as well as a transcript of this conversation will be available soon!

Cassy:  thank you all

Marianne:  Thank you, this is excellent information, mine will be 16 this year. Very much appreciate the 
preventive focus.

Dr. MacKenzie: Thanks to all that participated and keep up the good work with your old horses!

Cassy:  thank you was a great webcast

Julie:  Thank you for all the great information.

Dr. McFarlane: Thanks to everyone for joining us, I enjoyed hearing about all your older horses. Have a 
great holiday season.

Janet:  Thank you very much for educating us! I always welcome education.

TheHorse.com: Next Thursday we have an Ask the Vet Live about Young Horse Health. Tune in for our 
live broadcast! Also, in February we have a webcast about stem cell therapy!

Check your emails and TheHorse.com for more info!
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