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     Arthritis      risk factors
It’s impossible to know exactly what the  
future holds for your horse’s joints, but 
by reviewing his past and evaluating his 
present situation you can prepare for what 
may lie ahead.
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I
n one sense, arthritis is inevitable. Virtually any 

horse who lives long enough will develop a bit of 

creakiness in at least one joint. This type of arthritis 

is simply the byproduct of an active, long life, and 

it’s fairly easy to manage, perhaps with a dietary 

supplement and/or the occasional dose of medication. 

But other cases of arthritis pose more of a challenge.  

Joint deterioration that develops early in a horse’s life or 

progresses to the point where his day-to-day activities are 

adversely affected can be career-ending and even life- 

threatening. In those cases, significant intervention, includ-

ing cutting-edge therapies, may be necessary to keep the 

condition in check and the horse comfortable. 

Which type of arthritis a horse is likely to develop is im-

possible to know for sure, but you can prepare for the like-

liest by looking for specific risk factors in  

  his past as well as his current situation. Some 

of these can’t be mitigated---what’s done is done 

---but knowing they happened can put you on 

alert for the earliest signs of arthritis, allowing 

you to get an early diagnosis and a jump 

start on managing the condition. Other 

risk factors may be ongoing, which 

means you can still take steps to elimi-

nate or reduce their effects. 

Here’s a rundown of events and conditions 

that put your horse in a higher risk category for 

the eventual development of arthritis.

By Christine Barakat

B
O

B
 L

A
N

G
R

IS
H



J o i n t  H e a l t h5    E Q U U S  E X T R A

RISK FACTOR
DEVELOPMENTAL 
ORTHOPEDIC 
DISEASE (DOD) 

The term “developmental 
orthopedic disease” (DOD) 
applies to a collection of 
bone and joint abnormalities 
that arise when the conver-
sion of cartilage to bone is 
disrupted in a young, grow-
ing foal. Osteochondritis dis-
secans (OCD), for instance, 
occurs when cartilage is too 
thick to be sufficiently per-
meated by blood vessels and 
the bone beneath it develops 
weak, empty spots referred 
to as “lesions.” In epiphysitis, 
areas of growing cartilage at 
the end of bones cannot sup-
port the youngster’s weight, 
leading to inflammation in 
areas under stress. 

Particular breeds and 
bloodlines are genetically 
prone to DOD, but a high-
protein diet greatly increases 

any youngster’s risk, as does 
lack of turnout and/or forced 
exercise, such as excessive 
longeing or ponying. DOD is 
managed with dietary chang-
es and, in advanced cases, 
surgery to remove damaged 
cartilage and bone. 

With early intervention 
and care, many foals with 
DOD can grow up to be 
sound, useful horses, but 
some studies suggest that the 
damage done to an immature 
joint, particularly scoring by 
small osteochondral frag-
ments, can lead to arthritis 
later in life. 

Making sure a young foal 
has a proper diet and a sen-
sible activity level not only 
will help prevent DOD in the 
short term but can pay off in 
soundness years down the 
road. If your horse is now 
grown, but you know he had 
DOD as a youngster, keep an 
eye out for early signs of ar-
thritis so you can begin inter-
vention as soon as possible.

Torque  
(twisting force)  
is particularly tough  
on joints, so limit the  
amount of work done in small  
circles or with tight turns.

Sudden,  
massive  

inflammation 
in the wake of 
a severe injury 
can lead to the 

destruction 
of cartilage, 

and it sets the 
stage for the  
development 
of arthritis.
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RISK FACTOR
SIGNIFICANT 
MUSCULOSKELETAL 
INJURY

Bone or soft tissue  
injuries can contribute to 
arthritis in several ways. 
The first is obvious: Sudden, 
massive inflammation in the 
wake of a severe injury can 
lead to the destruction of 
cartilage (see sidebar,  “How 
Arthritis Happens”) and set 
the stage for the develop-
ment of arthritis. Likewise, 
penetrating injuries, such a 
puncture wounds, are par-
ticularly devastating to joints 
because they can introduce 
infectious organisms to the 
joint space.

Musculoskeletal trauma 
can increase the likelihood of 

arthritis in less direct ways 
as well. The inactivity and 
loss of conditioning resulting 
from the stall rest needed for 
recovery can play a role, for 
instance. Also, any compen-
satory postures and move-
ment that the horse uses to 
spare a sore limb, even for 
a short period of time, can 
stress other joints. 

If your horse sustains an 
injury you will, of course, 
initially focus on helping him 
recover and heal. But as you 
do, keep the potential long-
term consequences in mind. 
Ask your veterinarian if there 
are measures you can take  
to minimize the risk of 
arthritis down the line. 
These may involve feed 
supplements and/or 
specific rehabilitation and 
reconditioning techniques.  

RISK FACTOR
HARD TRAINING 
BEFORE PHYSICAL 
MATURITY

One of the smartest 
moves you can make early in 
your horse’s athletic career 
is going slow. An immature 
horse’s cartilage is still form-
ing and not able to withstand 
hard or repetitive work. It is 
more likely to be damaged 
and less likely to be able to 
heal itself, leading to the de-
velopment of early, and pos-
sibly severe, arthritis. 

How soon a young horse 
can handle training de-
pends largely on his breed: 
Warmbloods need more  
time to mature, while 
Quarter Horses may be  
ready sooner. There is also 
individual variation, so a 
youngster who doesn’t look 
as physically mature as his 
peers probably isn’t. When 
you do put a young horse 
into work, take it slowly. 
Keep in mind that torque 
(twisting force) is particu-
larly tough on joints, so limit 
the amount of work done in 
small circles or with tight 
turns and resist the urge to 
drill new skills repetitively. 
Also, be sure to incorporate 
plenty of rest days. 

Finally, set aside competi-
tive goals if your young horse 
doesn’t seem to be adapting 
well to the work. Putting off 
a show or two now is a small 
price to pay for soundness in 
the years to come.

RISK FACTOR
POOR OR 
INCONSISTENT 
FARRIERY CARE

Hoof imbalances place 
stress on all the joints above 
them. Whether it’s chronic 
long toes and low heels or 
overgrowth resulting from 
inconsistently scheduled 
trims, slipshod farriery care 
contributes directly to the 
development of arthritis. 

A bad or inappropriate 
trim won’t necessarily lead to 
immediate lameness---horses 
are good at compensating in 
the short term---which can 
make poor farriery work hard 
to detect. But the subclinical 
damage done by hoof imbal-
ances takes a toll on joints, 
leading to arthritis years 
down the line.  

Selecting the right farrier, 
then, is key to preventing 
arthritis. One smart approach 
is to seek recommendations 
from other owners who par-
ticipate in the same sports 
or activities that you do: If 
you compete in reining, for 
instance, look for the shoeing 
professional who cares for the 
soundest rein horses in the 
area. Also ask your veterinar-
ian for recommendations.

Once you’ve chosen a far-
rier, stick to a regular sched-
ule for trimming and shoeing.  
Don’t wait until hooves are 
overgrown to call for an ap-
pointment. Schedule visits at 
regular intervals, then stick to 
those dates.
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To understand how arthritis 
develops, consider first the 
function and components of 
a typical limb joint: The ends 
of long bones are covered by 
articular cartilage, which is 
made up of 80 percent water. 
The remainder is collagen  
and long chains of proteins 
called proteoglycans, which 

give cartilage stiffness to 
withstand shearing forces 
as the joint moves. Areas of 
higher motion in the joint have 
higher levels of proteoglycans. 
Articular cartilage compresses 

and expands under pressure 
from the bones each time the 
joint flexes, forcing water and  
other fluids in and out,  
keeping the tissues hydrated 
and healthy. 

Even routine activity might 
cause minute damage and 
small amounts of inflammation 
within a joint. Usually, the 

body makes 
the needed 
repairs quickly 
and effectively. 
If the insults 
are too severe 
or repetitive, 

however, these healing 
processes may be 
overwhelmed, starting the 
cascade of events that  
leads to arthritis. 

Inflammatory enzymes 

produced in response to an 
injury break down synovial 
fluid, which provides lubrication 
within the joint space, making 
it thinner and less protective. 
Meanwhile, collagen and 
proteoglycans are lost, 
reducing the cartilage’s ability 
to retain water. If the process 
is not interrupted with rest 
or medical intervention, the 
damage mounts and the joint 
fills with inflammatory fluids, 
leading to the pressure, pain 
and stiffness that are the 
hallmarks of arthritis. Left 
unchecked, this cycle can  
tear or erode cartilage to the 
extent that bone ends rub 
painfully against each other. 
This is an advanced case 
of osteoarthritis, also called 
degenerative joint disease.
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Inflammatory enzymes 
produced in response to an 
injury break down synovial 

fluid, which provides lubrication 
within the joint space, making it 

thinner and less protective. 

HOW 
ARTHRITIS 
HAPPENS 
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RISK FACTOR
LONG LAYOFFS

Healthy joints rely on  
the health of nearby struc-
tures. The tendons, liga-
ments and muscles around a 
joint help to support it as the 
horse moves. If these struc-
tures are weak, the joint may 
become unstable, leading to 
arthritis over time. An out-
of-shape horse may not be 
lame or seem otherwise bio-
mechanically compromised, 
but his lack of fitness is 
silently stressing his joints. 
Movement also helps keep 
joints lubricated by pushing 
synovial fluid through  
their spaces. Consider  
how stiff your own knees 
may feel after a long pe-
riod of sitting. 

Of course, a 
long period of inactivity.

So do all you can do keep 
your horse active and fit year-
round. Keep him on a regular 
exercise schedule and turn 
him out with an active herd 
as much as possible. Try to 
maintain this schedule as he 
ages, even (and especially) if 
he does develop arthritis. 

Although your first in-
stinct may be to leave a  
stiff horse in his stall, physi-
cal activity is critical to keep-
ing the condition in check, 
both by encouraging move-
ment of fluid within the  
joint and keeping the struc-
tures around it healthy and 
strong. Regular turnout in a 
large space with a friendly 
herd is an important part  
of managing arthritis, as is 
sensible riding.

few weeks of relative rest be-
tween competition seasons 
won’t cause a horse to lose 
enough condition to threaten 
joint health. But prolonged 
periods of inactivity can.  
And it’s not just the lack of 
movement during these  
periods that’s problematic, 
but also the risk of stress 
and injury when your horse’s 
work resumes. The older a 
horse is, the harder it is to 
bring him back to fitness. 
Add a touch of normal, age-
related arthritis to that equa-
tion and an older horse may 

have an espe-
cially hard  
time coming 

back from a 

RISK FACTOR
TOO MUCH WORK 
WITHOUT ENOUGH 
REST

While inactivity can be 
a risk factor for arthritis, so 
too, can excessive exercise. 
Without periodic days of rest, 
a horse’s body can’t keep up 
with managing the minor 
inflammatory processes that 
can be a natural consequence 
of any activity. Staying in 

 Staying in  
continual work  
escalates the  
inflammatory  

cascade, leading 
to arthritis. 
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Managing mild arthritis 
often begins in the feed room, 
with a nutritional supplement 
designed to support and pro-
tect joint health. The choices 
are numerous and can feel 
overwhelming, but most will 
contain one or more common 
ingredients. Understanding 
what those are is a good  
place to begin the process of 
selecting the best product for 
your horse. 

Hyaluronan (hyaluronic 
acid, HA) is a carbohydrate  
that binds to water in the  
body to create a viscous,  
lubricating fluid. It is found in 
connective tissue, cartilage 
and synovial fluid. 

Glucosamine is an amino 
sugar that the body uses to 
create materials for  the pro-
duction and repair of cartilage. 
You’ll often find this combined 
with chondroitin sulfate, a 
large protein molecule used  
to build connective tissues  
and cartilage. It also helps  
cartilage retain water.

MSM (methylsulfonyl-
methane) is an organic com-
pound containing sulfur,  
which is necessary for the 
production of collagen and 
connective tissue.

Extracts from soybeans 
and avocados that block 
inflammatory chemicals, avo-
cado soybean unsaponifiables 
(ASU) prevent deterioration 
of cartilage and stimulate the 
repair of connective tissue. 

Resveratrol, a compound 
derived from the skin of red 
grapes, is believed to have 
antioxidant properties. Antioxi-
dants protect cells against the 

effect of free-radicals, helping 
to reduce the body’s inflamma-
tory response. Research sug-
gests that resveratrol dietary 
supplements can be beneficial 
to joint heath when used by 
themselves and in conjunction 
with joint injections. 

Sometimes a supplement 
isn’t enough to manage ar-
thritis. In those cases, your 
veterinarian may recommend 
a medical approach as well. 
There are a few different  
approaches that can be taken 
or combined.

Nonsteroidal anti-in-
flammatory drugs (NSAIDs), 
particularly phenylbutazone, 
interrupt the inflammatory  
process of arthritis, providing 
pain relief while slowing  
the cycle of cartilage destruc-
tion. While “bute” is effective 
for minor arthritis, it inhibits 
protective as well as destruc-
tive enzymes, raising the  
potential of adverse side ef-
fects, such as gastric ulcers, 
with long-term use. The  
drug firocoxib (Equioxx) be-

longs to a different class of 
NSAIDs that inhibit only de-
structive enzymes, promising 
fewer side effects. 

In addition to anti- 
inflammatory drugs, arthritis 
treatment may include medi-
cations injected directly into 
affected joints, which offers  
a more potent effect. There are 
a few different products that 
might be used in this way. 

Hyaluronic acid injec-
tions are thought to have 
anti-inflammatory effects while 
stimulating the body to pro-
duce natural hyaluronan. HA 
injections are typically given 
directly into the joint, although 
one product (Legend) is also 
licensed for intravenous use 
as well. 

Complex sugars naturally 
found in articular cartilage, 
polysulfated glycosamino-
glycans (PSGAGs) are injected 
to stimulate production of 
hyaluronic acid as well as to 
inhibit the degeneration of 
cartilage. The most common 
PSGAG (Adequan) is licensed 

for intramuscular injections as 
well as injections directly into 
the joint. 

Corticosteroid injections 
have powerful anti-inflammato-
ry action and will immediately 
halt the destructive processes 
while relieving the horse’s 
pain. Concerns of side effects, 
however, including adverse 
impact on cartilage, lead veter-
inarians to be cautious in their 
use. Horses who are at risk for 
laminitis, for example, may not 
be good candidates for receiv-
ing certain corticosteroids

More high-tech approaches 
to treating arthritis are becom-
ing increasingly affordable, 
accessible and, as a result, 
common. 

Interleukin-1  
receptor antagonist protein 
(IRAP), works by harnessing 
the body’s own resources for 
treating arthritis. The veteri-
narian draws blood from the 
horse and processes it to 
stimulate the production of 
IRAP, which blocks a protein 
that accelerates joint damage, 
along with other beneficial 
inflammatory mediators. The 
resulting serum is injected 
back into the same horse’s 
inflamed joint, typically in three 
treatments once a week.

Stem-cell therapy har-
vests undifferentiated cells, 
typically from a horse’s own 
body, and injects them back 
into a damaged joint to turn 
into cartilage cells for repairs. 
One of the latest develop-
ments in this field is extracting 
stem cells from tooth buds of 
newborn foals to inject into 
other horses. 

TACKLING THE PROBLEM
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damage is done; it’s never  
too late in life to try to reduce 
a horse’s weight. 

An easy-keeper might 
be ridden regularly but still 
carry extra weight. In that 
case, you need to cut back 
on the calories he takes in 
each day. Don’t give in to the 
feeling you “need” to feed an 
active horse a high-calorie 
feed. Good-quality hay alone 
can provide enough nutrition 

your horse with a grazing 
muzzle when pastures are 
lush. As you cut back on 
calories, keep him active 
and monitor his weight. If he 
loses too much, you’ll want 
to tweak the formula. 

An out-of-shape, obese 
horse poses a particular 
challenge. In addition to 
dietary changes, you’ll also 
need to increase his activ-
ity to reduce his weight, 
but too much work too soon 
can lead to stresses or in-
jury that increase the risk 
of arthritis. Consult with 
a trusted trainer and/or 
your veterinarian to devise 
a progressive condition-
ing program and diet plan 
that makes sense given 
your horse’s situation and 

limitations. Then, as you 
watch for changes in his 
weight, also keep an eye 
out for signs that you’re 
pushing the exercise 
program too hard.

A     touch of arthri-
tis isn’t going  
  to ruin your 

horse’s golden years, but 
early-onset or debilitating 

changes in joint health can 
be devastating. Looking to 
your horse’s past and cur-
rent experiences can help 
you determine if you’re  
likely to be facing that chal-
lenge as well as provide 
some clues as to how you 
might be able manage or 
even alter what the future 
holds for his joints. 

continual work escalates the 
inflammatory cascade, lead-
ing to arthritis. 

For pleasure horses, 
downtime isn’t too hard to 
schedule. A day off after a 
longer-than-usual trail ride or 
a weekend of heavy showing 
usually coincides with the 
average rider’s work sched-
ule anyway. But for horses 
in a serious competitive 
campaign or those who work 
for a living, such as lesson 
or ranch horses, scheduling 
days off can take some plan-
ning and compromise. But 
it’s critical to do so. During 
those “off” days, turnout in 
a large space with a friendly 
companion is ideal for allow-
ing the horse to rest while 
still encouraging enough 
activity to avoid stiffness and 
keep joint fluid moving.

 

RISK FACTOR 
OBESITY

Obesity often comes with 
a lack of fitness, but it also 
counts as its own arthritis 
risk factor. The extra weight 
that the joints of an over-
weight horse must bear with 
each step multiplies the 
stresses related to any activ-
ity. Consider the tendency of 
draft horses to develop the 
arthritic conditions sidebone 
and ringbone; the sheer size 
of these horses makes them 
susceptible, even if they are 
not overweight. And the more 
years a horse spends carry-
ing excess weight, the more 

 The longer a horse 
is obese, the more 
damage is done;  
it’s never too late  

in life to try to  
reduce a horse’s 

weight. 

for many horses. If you can’t 
find good-quality hay, or can’t 
overcome the feeling you 
must provide something in 
your horse’s feed tub each 
evening, look for a “balancer” 
pellet that provides nutrition 
without the unneeded calo-
ries. Also, consider fitting 
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By Christine Barakat

covers and cushions the ends of the 
bones. To facilitate repair of the dam-
age, the body mounts an inflammatory 
response. But instead of subsiding with 
time, the inflammatory process proceeds 
unchecked, breaking down cartilage, 
collagen, synovial fluid and other critical 
joint components. This, in turn, triggers 
more inflammation. Once set in motion, 
this self-perpetuating cycle is difficult 
to stop. 

Any joint can become arthritic, says 
Frisbie, but knees seem particularly 
vulnerable in older horses. “I don’t really 
see the ‘big knee’ syndrome in younger 
horses,” he says. “But in older animals, 
one of the more common problems we 
encounter is the knees go very lax and 
start getting significant, painful changes 
in the bone.” If the knee becomes too 
painful to bend, the horse will have trou-
ble getting to his feet after lying down, 
and a horse who can no longer get to his 
feet cannot survive long. “In that respect, 
arthritis can be a very serious condition 
in an elderly animal,” says Frisbie. 

Although it’s not possible to prevent 
arthritis, several measures, implemented 
individually or in combination, can slow 
the progression of the disease and al-
leviate the discomfort associated with 
it. “Most older horses, with a little help, 
manage quite well with mild to moderate 
arthritis. Just as we deal with our own 
achy bones as we get older,” says Frisbie. 
Here are four steps you can take to help 
your older horse cope with arthritis: 

A
rthritis is a fact of life for  
 older horses---virtually  
 every horse over the age of      
 20 will have some evidence 

of the condition. But unlike the joint  
deterioration that usually afflicts 
equine athletes and other younger  
horses, age-related arthritis tends to  
be fairly predictable and manageable.

“Arthritis that results from trau-
matic injury to a joint, such as a chip in 
the fetlock of a racehorse, can in some 
cases be difficult to treat,” explains 
David Frisbie, DVM, PhD, DACVS, of the 
Equine Orthopaedic Research Center at 
Colorado State University. “But the ar-
thritis we typically see in older horses 
is more often a cyclical problem that 
comes on gradually; that is, it’s related 
to the number of movement cycles a 
joint goes through. It all comes down to 
the basic fact that, over time, parts wear 
out—in cars, humans and horses.”  

Contributing to this wear and tear 
are other normal, unavoidable conse-
quences of aging: the breakdown of 
collagen in joint ligaments and the loss 
of muscle mass and strength. “Joints, in 
both horses and humans, will get what 
we call ‘lax’ with age,” says Frisbie. 
“This means they are less stable and 
have more abnormal movement that can 
lead to arthritis.” 

Regardless of the precipitating fac-
tors, arthritis has the same underlying 
physiology. As a joint moves, minute 
damage is done to the cartilage that 

joint health
PROTECTING YOUR AGING HORSE’S 

Four basic 
measures can 
help slow the 

progression 
of joint 

deterioration 
in older horses 

and minimize 
their discomfort.
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1. Keep him fit 
“Movement and exercise is a very 

good thing for an older, arthritic horse,” 
says Frisbie. “Regular exercise will 
keep a horse fit. And if a horse is fit, 
the muscles and ligaments around the 
joints are going to be strong, and the 
joints themselves will be more stable.” 
Exercise will also keep a horse’s weight 
in check, minimizing stress on joints.

When it comes to conditioning an 
older, arthritic horse, Frisbie says con-
sistency is key: “One of the worse things 
you can do is let older horses get out of 
shape, then try to work them back into  
  fitness. Or have them stand-

ing in a stall all week and 
only ride them on weekends. 
It’s much better to keep 

them in constant condition.” 
This may mean riding an  
arthritic horse on days when 
he seems particularly creaky, 
but that’s OK. “An older horse 

may start out a bit stiff, just like 
an older person might,” says 

Frisbie, “but if you are sensible 
about it and go slow, the struc-
tures warm up and stretch out, 

and in the end, they’ll be better 
off. Purists may say that the 
more you ride a horse, the faster 

you’ll wear it out, but the bottom 
line is that light riding isn’t going to 

speed up the progression of arthritis.”
Nonetheless, Frisbie says, arthritic 

horses will have good days and bad 
days, just like people, and you’ll need  
to adapt your riding plans accordingly. 
“If a horse doesn’t work out of stiffness 
or he seems to get more uncomfortable 
as you ride, obviously it’s not the day to 
be riding him. You might want to give 
him a bit of bute and check back the 
next day.” Although he hasn’t studied  
it specifically, Frisbie suspects the 
weather and barometric pressure can 
affect how an arthritic horse feels, just 
as humans claim to “feel it in their M
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Arthritic horses will have good days and bad 
days, just like people, and you’ll need to adapt 

your riding plans accordingly. 
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PROACTIVE: If incorporated into a sensible 
early treatment program, nonsteroidal  
anti-inflammatory medications, such as  
phenylbutazone, not only minimize pain but 
may even help slow damage.

bones” before a storm rolls in.
In addition to riding, turnout will go 

a long way toward keeping arthritis in 
check. “Assuming he isn’t turned out 
with bullies, an older horse will ben-
efit from as much turnout as you can 
give him,” says Frisbie. A horse who is 
turned out will get exercise as he walks 
to graze and to the water trough and 
back. A horse at liberty can also mod-
erate his exercise on his “off” days, so 
there’s little chance of him overdoing it 
on his own. “These older guys walk out 
of a stall stiff, but they don’t walk out of 
a field that way,” says Frisbie. 

2. Consider   
nutraceuticals 
   A seemingly endless variety of 
nutritional supplements, referred to as 
nutraceuticals, formulated to improve 
joint health are now available. The 
evidence to support (or refute) their 
benefits is still emerging and often 
conflicting, but Frisbie says “they 
are worth looking into as something 
you can do early, before more potent 
medications are needed.” 

Many of the joint supplements con-
tain glucosamine and chondroitin sul-
fate, two naturally occurring substances 
that are thought to play a role 
in joint repair. In addition, 
you’ll find products that offer 
MSM (methylsulfonylmethane), a 
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nutritional form of sulfur, which is es-
sential to the formation of connective 
tissue. Hyaluronic acid, a component of 
synovial fluid, usually has been deliv-
ered via injection but can also now be 
found in some oral supplements. Other 
ingredients found in joint health prod-
ucts are avocado/soybean unsaponifi-
able (ASU) extracts, which are added 
to reduce inflammation and stimulate 
tissue repair and resveratrol is a com-
pound derived from the skin of red 
grapes that is believed to have antioxi-
dant properties. 

Because nutraceuticals are regulated 
as foods rather than drugs, the Food and 
Drug Administration does not require 
them to be tested for efficacy. As a re-
sult, you aren’t likely to find reams of 
replicated double-blind studies to guide 
your selection. You’ll have to rely more 
on your common sense, comfort level 
and the guidance of your veterinarian. 
“Everything is a risk/benefit ratio,” says 
Frisbie. “Some of these products might 
not be able to deliver all the benefits 
you’d like to see, but have a very low risk 
associated with them. In your particular 
situation, that might come out as a fa-
vorable thing. And if it doesn’t seem to 
help, you can always move on.”

3. Utilize  
NSAIDs wisely

Nonsteroidal anti-inflammatory 
medications, such as the barn staple 
phenylbutazone, block inflammatory  
enzymes, minimizing the pain of arthri-
tis and---if incorporated into a treatment 
program early enough---even prevent-
ing further damage. 

“Most people will give an NSAID to 
an older arthritic horse after they ride to 
counteract discomfort that may result, 
but it’s a better idea to give it before 
the ride,” says Frisbie. Preloading an 
older horse with NSAIDs prior to an 
activity can help keep inflammatory 
cytokines in check as they are released 
by the body. “If I had an older horse I 
knew was going to be stiff after I ride, 
I’d medicate him beforehand to block 
the inflammation before it could set up 

“Nutraceuticals are 
worth looking into as 
something you can 

do early, before more 
potent medications 

are needed.”  
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shop. I think it’s perfectly acceptable 
to do that on occasion. I do it for myself 
before I go skiing,” he adds. Keep in 
mind that studies show higher doses of 
bute do not equate to more pain control, 
so never give more than the prescribed 
dose over a 24-hour period.

Of course, long-term use of NSAIDs 
can lead to serious side effects, includ-
ing gastric ulcers and even kidney 
damage. One alternative is a relatively 
new class of NSAIDs known as COX-2 
inhibitors. Research has shown COX-2 
inhibitors, such as firocoxib (Equioxx), 
to be as effective as bute but with fewer 
systemic side effects. 

A relatively new alternative to oral 
products is the topical NSAID diclofen-
ac (Surpass®), which is applied directly 
to the arthritic joint. “If you can localize 
the problem—if you know it’s a par-
ticular knee, for instance—applying an 
NSAID cream directly to that area can 
be a really good way to go,” says Frisbie. 
“You can apply it two or three times 
over the course of a weekend without 
worrying about side effects.” 

can be injected directly into a joint to 
stimulate production of HA and improve 
the overall health of cartilage. HA and 
PSGAG injections carry the same—very 
small—risk of injection-site infection 
for younger and older horses. 

• Corticosteroids are powerful anti-
inflammatories, and injections of these 
medications can relieve pain and halt 
the progression of arthritis. However, 
corticosteroids need to be used with 
some caution in older horses: Steroid 

use can be associ-
ated with laminitis in 
horses with metabolic 
imbalances, such as 
Cushing’s disease, 
which often develop 
with advancing age. 
“There are some 
endocrine condi-
tions that make us 
more cautious about 
using corticoste-
roids,” says Frisbie. 
“Besides horses with 
Cushing’s, ponies and 
fat horses seem to be 
more sensitive to the 
metabolic triggers for 
laminitis. You want to 
explore all your other 
options before going 

to a corticosteroid injection to help an 
older, arthritic horse with any type of 
metabolic disorder.”

Whether an older arthritic horse  
may benefit from injections and which 
product would be most useful is a deci-
sion to be made in conjunction with 
your veterinarian.

It’s not particularly fair that years of 
faithful service in the show arena 
or on the trails leads to aching, ar-

thritic joints in our older horses. But we 
can make it up to them through diligent 
management and carefully selected 
treatments that keep them moving and 
minimize pain as time goes by. 

Two cutting-edge therapies for 
arthritis have recently gained 
popularity. Although they do require 

an investment—costing between $1,200 
and $2,500 per treatment—you may find 
them to be suitable for your older horse. 

IRAP (interleukin-1 receptor 
antagonist protein) is a substance 
created by the body that blocks the 
action of proteins that damage joints. 
IRAP therapy requires taking blood from 
the arthritic horse and stimulating white 
blood cells to increase the production of 
IRAP. The resulting serum is injected into 
the arthritic joints of the same horse.

Stem-cell therapy uses 
regenerative cells from the horse’s own 
body to repair the damage of arthritis. 
The cells are extracted by a lab from 
body fat or bone marrow removed from 
the horse to be treated. 

GO  
HIGH-TECH

CUTTING EDGE: For stem 
cell therapy, regenerative 
cells are extracted from the 
body fat or bone marrow of 
the horse to be treated.

4. Consider 
injections

If nutraceuticals and NSAIDs aren’t 
keeping your older horse’s arthritis in 
check, you may want to consider injec-
tions. Injections deliver medication 
directly into the joint, or in a few cases, 
intravenously. They can provide signifi-
cant and long-lasting relief, but not all 
are suitable for older horses. 

• Hyaluronic acid (HA), the long mol-
ecule that gives synovial fluid its sticky 
texture, has been injected into equine 
joints since the 1970s. In addition to 
improving the lubrication, HA has also 
been shown to have an anti-inflamma-
tory effect. HA can also be administered 
via intravenous injections.  

• PSGAGs (polysulfated glycos-
aminoglycans) are complex sugars 
found in articular cartilage. PSGAGs 
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LEARN MORE

https://bit.ly/eq-extra_20220927_ConfidneceEQ

