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Introduction




At the beginning of my training as an animal physiotherapist, my own horse often acted as the trial subject when I was practising massage. After I had further improved my abilities and my horse had learned to recognise the advantages of an owner who had the ability to massage, I was asked by an increasing number of horse owners if I could massage their horses as well. They remarked on the fact that my horse always looking so relaxed and, by the way, they had an older horse standing about which they didn’t really know what to do with any more. But surely massage would do no harm. 

That way I received my first older horses as patients. Many of these ‘oldies’ remained with me for many years and were provided with massages by their owners at regular intervals. Their quality of life improved considerably. I showed the owners certain exercises and they thus suddenly had something they could perform together with their horse. They enjoyed the new experience and those rare moments in time when the feeling of ‘well-being’ was the most important thing. I, on the other hand, was astounded time and time again by how fit most of the old horses became over time. Almost all senior horses enjoy magnetic field and thermal treatments, and massages in particular. Often an almost meditative calm is created between man/woman and horse. I left such treatment sessions with a positive feeling of well-being and looked forward to the next session.



If the trainer has the opportunity to accompany older horses over a considerable length of time, he/she also learns that each horse reacts differently to developing age-related infirmities. Some horses are perfectly capable of turning the situation to their advantage if they can no longer see or hear properly. It is, after all, difficult to ascertain how advanced such an impairment has become. Therefore the owner tends to treat an older horse with greater care. An owner who feels insecure in what to do often permits certain types of behaviour that would not have been acceptable in the past and would quite often have been punished. Many horses realise this very quickly and use this insecurity to their advantage. In many cases, the ‘veteran’ will only have to do a minimal amount of work and will receive large amounts of titbits for making this small effort. The owner simply rejoices in the fact that his/her old horse is still in such good condition, and allows it to get away with all manner of misbehaviour without feeling guilty. 

If you only get to know a horse in the latter period of its life, it is quite possible that you will be present at its death. Over the years, I have accompanied many older horses on their last journey. If the horse has signalled its pleasure at seeing the therapist at every massage appointment, it can be difficult to say farewell. Animal physiotherapy has its limitations here; it is possible to significantly improve the quality of life, but it is impossible to achieve immortality. What the horse owner is left with is many wonderful memories – of long hacks, joint success at shows and gymkhanas or other activities, which forged the partnership between the horse and human being.

Therefore, you should not start to neglect your equine partner when it gets older – and this is one of the reasons why this book was written. It is designed to show you ways to retain your older horse’s joie de vivre for as long as possible. The reward is calmness, peace, intimacy, but also, in particular, the special strength which older horses are able to give us. I wish you and your ‘veteran’ a wonderful time. If you have questions or have collected positive experiences, please do not hesitate to contact me on the website www.tierphysiotherapie-berlin.de.

I would like to thank all those who have helped me transform the idea of writing a book about older horses into reality. I would particularly like to thank Dr Kathrin Irgang and Klaus Lübker, who proofread the text and provided me with their extensive expert knowledge regarding the correct feeding of horses. 

 

Claudia Jung

August 2008






    
      
        Signs of ageing

        
          

          Growing old is not an illness, but rather a completely normal change of the physiological state of well-being! In the case of humans, diverse theories are put forward as to why the ageing process starts earlier in some people than in others. Scientists, for example, have identified certain genes which trigger or accelerate the ageing process. 

          This, however, is only one part of the process that leads to ageing in any living being. For human beings, the best way to remain fit and healthy is to have a good lifestyle with balanced nutrition and plenty of exercise. For horses, these principles are pretty much the same.
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          (Photo: Slawik)

          
            When is a horse considered to be old?

            
              
            

            Several factors play an important role in the ageing process of horses:

             

            → genetic predisposition 

            → nutrition

            → rearing conditions

            → environmental conditions
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            This 30-year-old Warmblood mare certainly does not look her age. (Photo: Jung)

             

            Important deficits in, for example, the nutrition of a mare in foal, or during the first few years of the foal’s life, cannot be made good in later years. The term ‘environmental conditions’ not only encompasses the way the horse is kept, but also its state of (lasting) stress, and whether the horse is asked to perform too much or too little, both physically and mentally. 

            It is therefore impossible to say, with complete certainty, when a horse is old. A year in the life of the horse equates approximately to three years in a human’s: that means a 20-year-old mature horse is approximately 60 human years old. Depending on the way one looks at these things, one could maybe speak of old age here. It is, however, the case that some horses appear old even when they are still relatively young, whereas other horses still seem young even in old age. This is dependent on the above-mentioned factors.

            
              
            

            If we approach the subject of ageing from the point of view of traditional Chinese medicine, we would first consider the three building blocks of life: Yin (essence), Qi (energy) and Shen (mind). These are so precious and indispensable that they are called the ‘Three Treasures’ in China. They always need to be kept or brought into balance, so that the body and mind are in harmony. Yin gives structure to all organic life. It is the prerequisite or in other words the root of life. It is the energy of growth and change. Yin is divided into pre-natal and post-natal Yin. The pre-natal Yin is delivered through the parents and contains all individual growth information. It is used up and balanced through the post-natal Yin. This Yin is responsible for the endocrine system, growth and the sexual maturing process, but also for the brain. Yin gives us vitality and determines our ability to recover from any illness. 

            Qi is responsible for the short-term cycles, for example, for breathing and digestion. Any lack of it is signified through tiredness, exhaustion and shortness of breath. Yin and Qi form the basis for Shen. If they are strong, the power of the Shen also becomes visible. It is said that one can see the Shen of a person through their personality and through the expression of the eyes.

            When the body is no longer able to produce Yin, it dies. The rhythm of Yin is the natural process of development and decline. The decline can be accelerated through adopting an incorrect way of life (nutrition, stress), or can be slowed down through a particularly careful conduct of life. 

            This is an extremely simplified representation of the ageing process from the viewpoint of traditional Chinese medicine. Even here, the important things are what your parents supply you with and the conditions of life that influence its consumption.

            
              Musculature

              The musculature forms the active part of the locomotive system. Amongst other things it is responsible for forward motion; it takes over a part of the burden of the body and in addition takes part in the maintenance of balance in any being.

              With age, a horse’s muscles grow weaker and lose mass. On the one hand, this results from a reduced mobility of older horses, on the other presumably from an age-related change of the vascular system. These changes lead to a limited supply of blood to the skeletal musculature. Using the hindquarters as an example, muscular weakness has the effect that very older horses are able to get up only with difficulty, or not at all. Older horses, therefore, often don’t lie down anymore, or only when they know that a human is present to help them get up. Some older horses also develop their own system for getting up, by first ‘sitting on their bum’, waiting for a moment to gather enough strength, and then getting up with a swinging motion.

              Not only can you see the state of the muscles, but you can also feel it. Good musculature feels powerful but also flexible. If the horse lacks musculature, the flesh feels soft and spongy; tense musculature on the other hand feels rock hard. It requires a bit of practice until you can properly assess the state of the musculature of a horse you are treating. It therefore makes sense to compare the feel of different horses in order to be able to judge the state of your own horse more competently.
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              Lack of exercise leads to a deterioration of the back and abdominal muscles – a hollowed-out back is the result. (Photo: Slawik)

               

              
                
              

              Recent studies in humans have revealed that regular power training slows down the decline of the muscles and improves their strength. Under the assumption that the muscles of the horse act in a similar way, training needs to be adjusted to the needs of the older horse and continued regularly.

              In the event that this is not possible because of illness, the musculature goes into decline; the older horse looks gaunt and bony. In the case of a lack of movement this occurs amongst other places in the region of the back and abdomen, and leads to a hollowed-out back and a hanging abdomen.

              You will recognise good back muscles through the fact that the long back muscle (longissimus dorsi) fills out the flanks well and frames the spine evenly on both sides. If the back muscles are particularly well developed, the long back muscle even rises slightly above the spine. Defective muscles are defined by a back muscle which is flat or has even sunk below the spine, and the spine is raised prominently not only in the front where the saddle lies, but also in the area of the flanks.

              The muscles of the abdominal area ensure that the flanks are round and well filled. The four abdominal muscles (straight abdominal muscle, internal and external oblique abdominal muscles and the transverse abdominal muscle) form a contracting girdle, which is able to adapt itself to the weight and volume of the internal organs. Well-trained abdominal muscles under stress offer a counter pressure to the back muscles because they carry the trunk, which therefore does not hang from the spine.
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              You will recognise good back muscles through the fact that the long back muscle (longissimus dorsi) fills out the flanks well and frames the thoracic spine evenly on both sides. The abdominal muscles from a contractile carrying belt, which is able to adapt itself to the weight and volume of the internal organs. (Illustrations: Denmann)
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              In equine circles there is a saying: ‘No abdomen, no back’. Accordingly, our training and exercise programme should always have the goal of building up or maintaining the abdominal muscles. This does not only apply to older horses, by the way, but to horses of all ages. You will find practical exercises for this onwards. 

              
                Tendons, ligaments and joints 

                Functional abnormalities in the tendons, ligaments and joints (here predominantly arthrosis) lead to pain and restricted mobility. 

                 

                Idleness leads to stagnation: the less older horses are exercised, the stiffer they become.

                 

                Ligaments are found on the inside as well as the outside of the joints. Apart from providing flexibility, their task is also stabilisation. The tendons connect muscles and bones, and allow muscles to have an effect at a distance. Like the ligaments, they consist of firm connective tissue made from very fine fibres, the so-called fibrils.

                Tendons, ligaments and the joints lose their elasticity in the older horse; the fibres wear out, which increases the risk of accidents due to twisting or overuse. This needs to be considered during the training and mobility programme.

                What is arthrosis?

                Arthrosis is a term used to describe the reduction of the cartilage tissues in the joints and calcification at their edges. The cartilage ensures that, at the mobile connection of two or more bones, these do not rub against each other. In addition, it forms a buffer, which absorbs impacts and thereby protects the ends of the bones. The synovial fluid supplies the cartilage with important nutrients. It is found in the articular capsule, which holds the joint together. 
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                In a healthy joint, the cartilage (light blue) is smooth, is well supplied and able to absorb impacts. When the cartilage changes (on the right), the results are inflammation and pain, and later additional bone growth. The cartilage is no longer able to absorb impacts. (Drawing: Mähler)

                 

                
                  
                

                In healthy joints the cartilage ends are smooth and well supplied by the synovial fluid. In the case of arthrosis, the circulation in the joint changes through vasculitis and swelling. This leads to the synovial fluid becoming diluted, and it is no longer able to supply the cartilage sufficiently. The cartilage loses its buffer effect, which leads to friction between the bones touching each other, which in turn leads to pain, inflammation and changes in the bones (calcification for example). 

                In younger horses, arthrosis occurs primarily through too much stress on joints and bones and through the resulting inflammation. High levels of stress occur through:

                 

                → deformities of the skeletal system, for example, cow hocks on the hind legs, which often lead to spavins owing to the high stress placed on the inside surfaces of the hocks 

                → incorrect training and thereby overworking the horse when asked to perform at a high level 

                → overworking the horse by riding on unsuitable surfaces or through straining, twisting or spraining a joint

                → not fully healed or untreated inflammation of the joints

                 

                In the case of older horses, arthrosis develops as a consequence of the facts mentioned above, through wear and tear of the affected structures, or through a repeated incorrect stress that occurs when a horse adopts a position (or, usually, has already adopted it) that saves the affected area from excessive pain. If the older horse, for example, feels pain in his right hind leg for any reason, he will attempt to relieve the stress in that area and transfer it to the diagonal, in other words the left front limb, which is now overloaded. The best-known changes that are often mentioned in combination with arthrosis are: 

                 

                → Spavins: This disorder describes calcification in the lower inside area of the hock. In the end stage deformities occur in the individual joints that form the complex hock joint.

                 

                → Ringbone: This condition defines calcification in the area of the pasterns and their ligaments. Depending on whether the calcification occurs on the centre of the pastern or just above the coronet band, they are termed as high or low ringbone.

                 

                → Navicular syndrome: The navicular bone lies on the back of the distal inter-phalangeal (coffin) joint. The deep digital flexor tendon passes over the back surface of the navicular bone and, interposed between it and the bone, is the navicular bursa, a small fluid filled sac which links with the coffin joint. Changes in the navicular bone occur almost exclusively in the front feet and may affect the entire navicular region including the flexor tendon. If the condition worsens, deformities develop between the tendon and the bone.

                Symptoms of arthrosis

                
                  
                

                In older horses, arthroses are defined by a limited mobility of the affected joint and so-called warming-up stiffness: after a period of rest the horse needs to warm up before it moves smoothly. The paces of an older horse lack the elasticity and dynamism they used to have, the veteran looks slightly stiff all over, a state which worsens in cold and wet weather.

                In the later stages, arthritic joints are defined by a distinct increase in their circumference. If the arthrosis is activated, in other words particularly painful at certain times, owing to inflammatory processes, the horse will also probably be lame.
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                The pastern joint of the right front leg is visibly thickened and the mobility is limited – typical signs of advanced arthrosis. (Photo: Bosse)

                Help for the horse afflicted with arthrosis 

                Arthrosis cannot be cured. Therefore it is particularly important to start treatment as soon as possible, in order to be able to slow down the course of the illness significantly. Once the arthrosis has become chronic you can help ease the pain with a number of home remedies and thus significantly improve the quality of life of the older horse.

                
                  
                

                Relief from inflammation can be achieved, for example, with poultices of Fuller’s earth or low-fat quark. You can get Fuller’s earth as a powder at the chemist – please observe that it is only to be used externally. The Fuller’s earth is mixed with water and then applied to the afflicted area. After it has dried out it should be brushed out thoroughly.

                Quark has a pleasant working effect if it is spread on a soft piece of cloth and then pressed onto the afflicted joint. It is then held in place with a bandage firmly wrapped around it and left on for between 30 and 60 minutes to have an effect. Afterwards it is washed off the coat with water.

                 

                
                  Holistic therapies for arthrosis
                

                 

                It is possible to improve the state of well-being of an older horse suffering from arthrosis with massage, thermal applications, magnetic field therapy, targeted motion therapy and, if appropirate, with herbal remedies. References concerning these can be found in the corresponding sections in this book.

                Homeopathic remedies and acupuncture can also be used to ease the pain. It is of great importance that the therapist receives appropriate training in order for the treatment to be successful.

                Only veterinary surgeons can treat horses with acupuncture or homeopathy in the UK.

                
                  Cardiovascular and respiratory systems 

                  With advancing age, the efficiency of the cardiovascular and respiratory systems declines. This expresses itself through the fact that the older horse becomes short of breath and tires more easily. Strenuous activities become difficult to carry out because the organs are not supplied with sufficient oxygen. This means that the horse is no longer supplied with sufficient energy. Well-regulated exercise on the other hand gets the cardiovascular system going and the entire body is sufficiently supplied with blood and oxygen.

                  The aged horse is no longer able to react as quickly to extreme environmental circumstances. Older horses cannot cope very well with extreme heat, and need free access to a field shelter, or trees which supply enough shade. As they often no longer have the strength to hold their own against younger horses, enough shade must be provided for all horses, so that the younger horses do not chase the old ones away, on top of all the other stress the older horse endures. If this is not observed, severe cardiovascular problems can occur.
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                  Even if the horse has never needed a rug in its life, in old age it may be sensible to keep an older horse warm with a rug when it is extremely cold. (Photo: Slawik)

                   

                  
                    
                  

                  On the other hand, older horses have problems with cold and wet weather as well. All warm-blooded creatures, including the horse, need to maintain their body temperature at an optimum level, as all biological processes are dependent on the temperature. In this context, the thyroid gland plays an important role because it controls many of the metabolic processes in the body and in the cells and regulates energy transfer, and so it contributes considerably to the thermal regulation of the body. As the activity of the thyroid gland declines with age, the older horse requires more energy for thermal regulation in order not to feel cold. Therefore it makes sense to rug up your older horse in winter (see also here).

                  
                    
                  

                  Heart problems can occur frequently in older horses. The latest research shows in particular that valvular insufficiency of the mitral valve is common. When a horse has this condition the cardiac valves on the left (mitral valves) close insufficiently: blood also flows through during the time in which the cardiac valves should in fact be closed. Currently, the options for treatment of heart conditions in older horses are both very limited and very expensive. Horses with heart conditions have a weak constitution, and they sweat more readily than healthy horses. Holistic treatment processes, such as feeding of specific herbs, massage, homeopathy and acupuncture,can – as a complementary treatment to treatment by the vet – significantly improve the overall state of health of a horse with a weak cardiovascular system.

                  The most frequently occurring respiratory disease in older horses is ‘broken-windedness’ or chronic obstructive pulmonany disease (COPD). It can be compared with asthma in humans. The most noticeable symptom in horses with COPD is a chronic cough and the so-called gullet furrow, which is formed because the horse also uses the abdominal muscles for breathing. You need to take care to keep the horse in the most dust-free environment possible. Hay should be soaked before feeding it to the horse. The highest level of hygiene during feeding as well as in general maintenance must be observed, because dust and mould can be triggers of COPD. In every case, the vet needs to be consulted. He or she will determine how much exercise the horse is still allowed to perform. In many cases, vets loan out inhalation kits that are intended to alleviate the coughing fits. Acupuncture can also bring alleviation. In this case a vet who specialises in acupuncture should be consulted. The so-called claw hands massage, described in detail here, can also be used as a supportive measure. 

                  Many owners are also familiar with the problem of swollen legs in their horse, in particular if the horse is not allowed, or is unable, to get the exercise it requires. Given that swollen legs do not as a rule cause acute problems, and there is no sufficient medical explanation, they are not classified as a disease. 

                  Swollen legs are often caused by reduced of function of lymphatic vessels, so that the lymph cannot be carried away properly. Swollen legs in that case would represent lymphatic oedema. As the propensity for the formation of oedema increases with age, older horses more frequently have swollen legs. They require more exercise in order to achieve a reduction in the swelling than would be the case in younger horses.

                   

                  
                    [image: Image]
                  

                  Use of a special inhalation kit can significantly alleviate the breathing process in an older horse with chronic respiratory diseases and thus improve its well-being. (Photo: Bosse)

                  
                    Coat and metabolism 

                    
                    
                      
                    

                    Just as in humans, horses become ‘old and grey’ – the coat loses its colour, in particular in the area of the head. 

                    It is of special significance that older horses take longer to change from their winter coat to their summer coat, and vice versa; sometimes the change of coat does not occur at all. The change of the coat is connected to the sexual cycle and bursts of activity of the thyroid gland and the adrenal glands. It is triggered by temperature changes in the different seasons and the influence of daylight, amongst other things.
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                    Old and grey – this also applies to horses. (Photo: Slawik)

                     

                    
                      [image: Image]
                    

                    Once the change of coat slows down the old winter coat stresses the cardiovascular system during the summer months. (Photo: Jung)

                     

                    Therefore, older horses often still have a thick coat right into the summer months, which is an extra load on the cardiovascular system. Good grooming and regular intensive massage (here) or clipping can help address this problem.

                    

                    The delayed change of coat, however, should not be confused with a disease that often occurs in horses and ponies, namely equine Cushing’s syndrome (ECS), also called hyperadrenocorticism. This disease is caused by excessive production of hormones from the cells of the pituitary gland (hypophysis). It is thought that this excessive hormone production may often be triggered by a benign tumour in the pituitary gland. The hormones produced in the pituitary gland are transported via the bloodstream to the adrenal gland, where they accelerate production of the hormone cortisol. The cortisol helps, for example, a healthy horse to mobilise energy reserves in stress  situations (via adrenaline). An overdose of cortisol, however, weakens the body’s resistance. It also interferes with protein metabolism and thereby leads to muscle wasting. In addition, insulin production is curbed, leading to a rise in the blood sugar level.

                     

                    Symptoms of Cushing’s can include:

                    → long, curly, dull-looking coat, and disrupted or absent change of coat

                    → heavy sweating 

                    → recurring laminitis

                    → increased thirst (three to four times the amount of water absorption of a healthy horse) and frequent urination

                    → increased appetite and take-up of feed despite which the horse becomes thin and loses condition

                    → formation of fatty tissue at the crest of the mane, at the withers, at the croup and above the eyes

                    → hollowed-out back and pendulous abdomen due to weakness of the muscles and decline of muscle tissues

                    → fertility disorders

                    → apathy and rapid fatigue

                    → weakened immune system  

                    → delayed healing of lesions 

                     

                    If Cushing’s is suspected, it is imperative to get a vet’s diagnosis! The only sure way to determine this is by performing a blood test. To date, Cushing’s syndrome is incurable. There are drugs available that can help treat the symptoms, but they have to be administered for the rest of the horse’s life. 
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                    A horse with Cushing’s may under certain circumstances have an extremely long, curly coat, and needs to be clipped frequently. (Photo: Slawik)

                    
                      Eyes and ears


                      
                        
                      

                      There is a mass of fatty tissue called the intra-orbital fat around the eyeball, the muscles of the eyeball and the optic nerve, which supplies the eyeball with a soft cushion. When hungry horses start to starve, or if they are seriously ill or are simply old, this fatty tissue is broken down, so the eyeball sinks into its socket.

                      The temporal muscle (m. temporalis) above the eye lies in a hollow. The Latin term ‘temporalis’ already indicates it – freely translated, one could speak of the ‘time muscle’. In actual fact this muscle regresses with age in horses – in the same way as in human beings – so that the hollow becomes obvious. Thus, the area above the eye regresses so that the bones of the head become visibly more pronounced. This does not lead to any compromise of the functioning of the eye.

                      The fact that the function of the eyes and ears recedes with age does have consequences, and can lead to the horse shying more frequently. Fearfulness and a feeling of insecurity can often be associated with such impairment. If the horse used to move calmly in the indoor school or out hacking, but now sees ‘pink elephants’ behind every corner, the vet should investigate whether the eyes and ears are losing their capabilities owing to the horse’s age. Under no circumstances should the older horse be punished for its behaviour.

                      

                      The range of auditory ability, for example, diminishes so far that high tones are no longer heard. Human beings have an auditory range of between 16 and 20,000 hertz (Hz – a unit of oscillations per second). In a 50-year-old person, the auditory range usually only reaches as far as 12,000 Hz, in very old age only as far as 5,000 Hz. The auditory ranges of cats and dogs can reach as high as 50,000 Hz, in kittens up to 100,000 Hz. In horses the auditory range reaches approximately 38,000 Hz. One can assume that the auditory range in horses also diminishes with age, but there is no more precise research in this area.

                      In addition, older horses have a tendency to suffer from two ophthalmic diseases: cataracts and glaucoma. In the case of the cataract, the lens of one or both eyes becomes cloudy and opaque. Depending on the position and the degree of the cloudiness, one can assume that the visual power of the horse is diminished. At a later stage, it can distinguish between light and dark, but is unable to recognise objects. Humans see dimly, as through a fog; in some cases they see double. The adaptability of the eye to the change of vision from light to dark and vice versa is slowed down.
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                      The eye of an older horse. Owing to the wast­ing of the temporal muscle the area above the eye sinks in and becomes hollowed-out.

                       

                      
                        [image: Image]
                      

                      In comparison to that: the eye of a young horse. (Photos: Bosse)

                       

                       

                      
                        Causes of cataracts:
                      

                       

                      • periodic eye infections

                      • insufficient supply of nutrients to the lens in old age

                      • X-ray, infrared and ultaviolet radiation

                      • reaction to steroid applications

                      • lesions to the eye

                       

                      Glaucoma is a general term for diseases of the eye whose characteristics are a damaging increase in the internal pressure of the eye.

                       

                      
                        Causes of glaucoma:
                      

                       

                      • inherited predisposition 

                      • eye diseases occurring concurrently or previously which have	led to an increase in pressure in the eye, for example after injuries, tumours, inflammation or the application of certain drugs and medication

                       

                       

                      The eyes should be inspected at least once a year in order to recognise changes at an early stage. Often homeopathic remedies can lead to an improvement of vision and eye weakness in older animals. However, eye diseases should always be treated in combination between your regular vet and the veterinary homeopath. Eye diseases cannot be cured, however they can be halted or significantly slowed down.

                       

                      
                        Teeth and hooves


                        

                        The horse has six incisors (called, from the inside out, the central, middle and corner incisors) and twelve molar teeth in both the upper and the lower jaw. A gap of about a hand’s width lies between the incisors and the molars on the right and the left side. In male horses, and sometimes in mares, the so-called canine tooth pushes its way out here between the age of four and five years. 

                        The first teeth in the foal are called deciduous (milk) teeth. At the age of one, the first permanent premolars break through behind the three milk teeth. At the age of two the second permanent and at four to four-and-a-half years the third permanent molars as well as the canine teeth break through. The deciduous teeth are pushed upwards by the following permanent teeth and have been pushed out completely in a horse at the age of five. The following set of teeth is permanent, which means that the entire genetically predetermined tooth material of the horse is already embedded in the upper and lower jaw. It is pushed out of the tooth socket continuously (at an approximate rate of two millimetres per year), as the surface of the teeth is worn down through mastication of feed. In the older horse, however, the tooth material is used up at some stage, so that the teeth are worn down significantly, before they become loose and fall out. It makes sense that the feed can no longer be chewed thoroughly and utilised optimally. The digestion changes and the danger of colic attacks increases. 

                         

                        
                          [image: Image]
                        

                        The incisors of this 25-year-older horse show the sharp angle consistent with this age. 

                        One tooth has already been lost in the lower mandible – therefore its opposite tooth in the upper mandible will need to be checked and shortened at regular intervals. (Photo: Bosse)

                        
                          
                        

                         

                        If a tooth is missing, the opposing tooth no longer has the wear that keeps it even. The tooth then grows into the gap left by the lost tooth. If this remains untreated, the tooth grows so long that it soon blocks the mobility of the jaws and can even push its way into the gums and into the jawbone of the opposite side. 

                        The wear of the incisors can be used to help determine the age of the horse. The occlusal surface of the tooth enamel has indentations (cup and mark), which wear down over the years. The infundibulum presses into the dentin substance of the tooth to a depth of twelve millimetres in the upper jaw incisors and to a depth of about six millimetres in the lower jaw incisors.

                        A further way to determine the age is the change of the angle of apposition of the upper and lower incisors to each other. In the beginning, the upper and lower incisors meet in  vertical apposition to each other; in older horses the angle with which the horse’s incisors meet each other (the bite), becomes increasingly acute, in accordance with the course of the roots pushing upwards. 

                        The horse’s teeth should be checked regularly by a vet or an equine dentist in order to smooth sharp edges and to remove loose teeth. It depends on the horse at which interval this is carried out. Some horses only need a yearly check-up, others need to be seen every six months. 

                         

                        
                          [image: Image]
                        

                        Top: The age of the horse can be estimated pretty accurately through the change in the surface pattern in the secondary dentin, the filling of the pulp cavity. (Drawing: Denmann)

                         

                        
                          [image: Image]
                        

                        Below: Clumps of partially chewed feed are a clear sign that the horse’s teeth are no longer functioning properly. (Photo: Irgang)

                         

                        
                          
                        

                        When partially chewed clumps of feed are lying around the feed trough of an older horse, the horse forms food clumps in its mouth, or passes faeces containing long fibres, a dental check is overdue. These signs indicate that the horse has difficulty masticating its feed. Loose teeth and sharp edges on the teeth cause pain and loss of condition in the older horse. The next chapter gives comprehensive advice on the nutrition of the older horse.

                         

                        Poor quality of the hoof horn rarely has to do with the age of the horse, but is more likely to have one of the following reasons: 

                        → genetic predisposition

                        → incorrect treatment of the hoof, incorrect shoeing or poor maintenance of the hooves 

                        → poor stable hygiene

                        → incorrect feeding

                         

                        If the older horse has had good hooves all its life, you shouldn’t expect age-related problems in the horn quality. Of course, maintenance of the hooves should continue to be carried out correctly, and the changes in the utilisation of the feed should be taken into account (see here). Illnesses and problems of metabolism change the quality of the hoof horn irrespective of the age of the horse. 

                        Remember when treating the hooves that older horses find it more difficult to hold up their feet. They can no longer keep their balance as easily, they find it more strenuous to stand on three legs only and it may be the case that their joints hurt. In this case, the groom and the farrier need a great deal of patience and may have to place the affected leg back down on the ground a few times for a rest.

                        
                          Development of tumours

                          Increased age also increases the risk of cancer in horses. The older horse may have been exposed to substances or factors which increase the danger of the development of malignant tumours. The probability of genetic changes in cells that are dividing increases and can lead to degenerating cells. 

                           

                          
                            [image: Image]
                          

                          A large number of grey horses develop melanomas when they get older. These become a problem in particular when the growths – as seen here – lead to problems with the passing of urine and faeces.(Photo: Slawik)

                          
                            
                          

                          Melanomas in particular should be mentioned in this context, because they are responsible for approximately 3.8 per cent of all equine tumours, and 6 to 15 per cent of all skin tumours. Grey horses are particularly affected, with 80 per cent suffering from melanomas from the age of 15. Three clinical features of the equine melanoma are described: the majority of melanomas grow slowly over a period of many years and show no formation of metastases. The second form is the transformation of a benign tumour into a malignant tumour. The third type of melanoma comprises tumours that are malignant from the start. The primary tumour is often situated on the underside of the dock, between the anus and the genitalia. Other regions with high pigmentation, such as the lips, nostrils and eyelids, can also be affected. Malignant tumours, such as melanoma, can metastasise into regional lymph nodes and from there into the internal organs, which can cause life-threatening functional disorders. Much more frequently, however, they cause extensive excrescences, which lead to problems with passing of urine and faeces and subsequently to death. Effective drugs are still at research level and a vet needs to be called urgently.

                          
                            Checklist: Show consideration for the older horse

                            
                              Are the abdominal and back muscles still well formed?
                            

                            The training and exercise programme should include the development or at least preservation of the abdominal and back muscles.

                             

                            
                              How elastic are tendons, ligaments and joint cartilage?
                            

                            Elasticity is reduced with age – this must be taken into consideration.

                             

                            
                              Is the ability already limited through arthritic changes?
                            

                            In the case of arthrosis, exercise is very important – but overwork must be avoided under all circumstances!

                             

                            
                              How well do the cardiovascular and respiratory systems still function?
                            

                            older horses are less able to deal with extreme environmental conditions. Supply shade when it is hot and warmth (a rug) when it is cold.

                             

                            
                              Are the problems with the change of coat due to age or disease?
                            

                            If Cushing’s is suspected, it is absolutely essential to call out a vet! 

                             

                            
                              Are the teeth, eyes and ears sound and without disease?
                            

                            Regular veterinary check-ups help recognise changes at an early stage and a programme of counter-measures should be started.
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