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My gentle ex-racehorse Joe, with a newfound love for playing in the field, which was an entirely novel experience for him after race training; he quickly learned to appreciate the liberating feeling it brought.







Preface


In the vast tapestry of the animal kingdom, there is one creature that has captivated our imagination, stirred our souls, and stood beside us throughout the ages – the horse. Majestic and powerful, the horse has been our loyal companion, helping us forge empires, explore new lands and gallop towards the horizon of our dreams. Yet, in our quest to harness their incredible strength and beauty, we must also examine the profound responsibility of caretakers to ensure their health and wellbeing.


Within the realm of horsemanship, it becomes essential to develop a deep understanding of the horse, to perceive the subtle nuances hidden beneath their gentleness and within the rhythm of their movements. It is through this understanding that we can truly connect with them on a profound level, nurturing their physical and emotional wellbeing while unlocking their full potential.


The journey to comprehend and fully meet the needs of our equine companions is an ongoing exploration guided by ever-evolving research, a journey that requires dedication, empathy, and a ceaseless thirst for knowledge. As equestrians, in whatever capacity we operate, it is our duty to ensure that our horses thrive in an environment that promotes their overall peace and comfort.


Within the pages of Is My Horse in Pain?, we embark on a transformative expedition into the heart of equine wellness, drawing upon a wealth of expert insight, practical experience, and scientific knowledge. This book serves as a compass, guiding us through the labyrinthine pathways of equine understanding, anatomy, physiology, conformation and biomechanics and much more; leading to the core of the book, equine ‘manual’ therapy and correct supportive exercise to explore the ways in which we can alleviate pain and discomfort, restore harmony and optimise our horses’ wellbeing and performance.


I understand the challenges you face in the equine world, but if you follow my guidance in this book, which is presented in a manner that is accessible and easy to comprehend, you will make great progress. Remember that change takes time, so you must be patient. By being flexible and open to new ideas, you are starting to charter a new course, and I wish you great success.




PART I – UNDERSTANDING





CHAPTER 1


Understanding and Managing Your Horse to Avoid Pain and Injury


It is my intention to provide valuable information on how to develop a deeper understanding of horses and their needs, as well as effective practices for managing them to prevent pain and injury. I would never underestimate the knowledge and experience of any equestrian; I aim for you to think differently about your horse and your relationship with it, adopting the principles that I use, with success, when working with horses of all disciplines on a worldwide scale. I will help you find anything that affects your horse’s wellbeing, safety and opportunities for success.
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The horse’s mind, body and spirit are all connected – functionally, neurologically and metabolically; therefore, adopting an holistic approach to understanding and managing your horse can have a distinct impact on its health, welfare and performance. All of this underpins the core concept of this book, which is to learn how to accurately apply equine manual therapy to your horse alongside correct supportive exercise.


Many books – such as those focusing on becoming a better rider – cover specific aspects of horse management. These are well written and informative about muscle function, biomechanics, training methods and how a horse and rider can improve performance. Nonetheless, they frequently fail to consider the entire horse and how its mind, body and spirit connections underpin everything. If, for example, the horse’s physical health is impaired due to pain from conditions such as osteoarthritis or gastric ulcers, it will be unable to perform specific movements that the owner may read about in a book but wonder why the horse cannot do as the book suggests. This can occur if the horse’s emotional and physical health has been compromised. You must understand the importance of your management functions and consider them along with the whole horse and how each intertwines with the other, significantly impacting the horse’s health, welfare and performance.


We must explore particular elements of horse management before we embark on the book’s core topic, manual therapy and how and when you can apply it correctly to your horse. Horse management encompasses everything involved in caring for a horse and I will include specifics that affect a horse’s musculoskeletal health directly or indirectly. Correct horse management is crucial, because it provides the necessary knowledge to ensure that a horse’s basic needs are met, which is fundamental to its overall health and welfare. For example, if a horse is fed incorrectly, it may not receive the necessary nutrients for muscle growth and performance, leading to health problems and training and development issues.


You may already be very experienced in horse management; my aim is not to question that but to highlight some specific aspects that will further establish a strong foundation for successful training and manual therapy with benefits your horse will reap.


Understanding Equine Behaviour and Survival Instincts


Understanding equine behaviour and its unpredictable nature can be complex. It is essential that we try to understand their world and how we can best accommodate and manage them in ours to coexist in harmony. Humans can affect horses positively or negatively, as their behaviour, performance, diseases and injuries reflect our management and expectations. To understand horses, we must stop, observe, and listen to them as they express their feelings through behaviour, body language, reluctance to work, performance, lameness and illness. If a horse cannot or does not do what we ask, the reasons are usually simple: it does not understand, is not physically capable, or is in pain. Emotional disturbances can also affect the physical body, as seen in human medicine; this applies to horses too.
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By embracing a more holistic approach, you can identify areas where your management could be improved to enrich your horse’s overall health and wellbeing and strengthen your bond. For horses to thrive mentally and physically, they require a sense of harmony.





THE PREY ANIMAL


All animals have instincts that make them either prey or predator. Horses are highly instinctive prey animals that require a sense of safety to thrive. In herd groups, horses feel secure and protected. When they sense danger, they switch to instinctive behaviour such as ‘fight or flight’. Horses are always on guard, so it is important to understand and assist them rather than blame them when they exhibit normal behaviour, such as shying at objects or becoming restless on a hack.


Being quietly confident and taking time around the horse can help maintain its relaxation and reduce stress hormone levels. An increase in cortisol is natural in response to episodes of acute stress, but when raised daily due to chronic stress from management or the environment, it harms the horse. Lack of turnout, isolation, inability to roll and heavy training schedules are all management factors that can increase stress hormone levels, leading to illness, impaired performance and musculoskeletal problems, including Cushing’s disease and colic.
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This horse exhibits signs of mental imbalance, as indicated by its high head carriage, which impairs its ability to think and learn effectively. Additionally, its hollow back is an instinctive reaction triggered by the urge to flee for protection. The horse’s excessive use of its neck is apparent from the pronounced muscle development on the underside, resulting from holding its head too high too frequently.





High cortisol levels can lead to an uncomfortable frame in the horse, including a high head carriage and a hollow back, causing tension in both body and mind. This posture triggers the horse’s natural ‘flight’ response, making it more challenging to handle and more likely to take flight. Fear can be seen in the horse’s eyes when the sclera (white of the eye) is visible in extreme circumstances.


This horse should be comforted – not punished – and encouraged to cease moving in this hollow frame. Training aids will also injure the horse in this frame, as it sets itself against them. Instead, evaluate the horse’s management, environment and treatment to make it more comfortable and less ‘high-alert’ and start a programme of supportive correct exercise to improve its frame, as shown in Chapter 8.


Horses on professional yards, especially in race training, often have a high head carriage and hollow back. Group schooling in this way may not suit all horses, due to their diverse personalities. Even hacking with a spooky horse can transfer negative energy to other horses. Personalised training is essential for each horse’s benefit. Owners have a responsibility to understand their horses and make management decisions to help them feel comfortable and safe. Punishing horses for exhibiting natural behaviour is not acceptable.


These horses will benefit from manual therapy, as it reduces cortisol levels by inducing the parasympathetic nervous system, which helps with body posture and movement patterns as the horse relaxes and releases tension. The techniques to perform are those in the maintenance category shown in Chapter 7.


PREY DEFENCE AND LAMENESS DETECTION


Lameness can start anywhere in the body and may not be obvious because horses are programmed to hide their vulnerabilities to evade predators by displaying ‘prey defence’. Very often, I see horses in which the lameness has usually reached the stage where the horse can no longer disguise it; this makes it more challenging to diagnose by the veterinarian and to treat.


Subtle signs that something is not right should be addressed before the situation worsens. These can often be discovered during manual therapy sessions as issues in the upper body – particularly the neck, shoulders, back, and sacroiliac region – and can eventually present as limb lameness. The appropriate techniques for this purpose belong to the maintenance category.


Communicating with the Horse


It is important to remember when communicating with horses that they rely heavily on body language and non-verbal cues. Horses are incredibly sensitive to the energy and emotions of the people around them, so it is essential to remain calm, clear and consistent in your movements and demeanour when interacting with them.


Additionally, it is crucial to take the time to learn and understand your horse’s body language and communication methods so that you can effectively communicate with them and build a trusting relationship. If you fail to understand the true meaning of them, it can lead to conflict in your relationship.


Working with numerous horses has taught me that peaceful people always get better results from their horses. To optimise the effectiveness of your manual therapy sessions with your horse, it is best to schedule them during quiet periods in the yard and ensure you are not in a hurry or experiencing high energy levels. It is also important to maintain a calm and deliberate approach when interacting with the horse – moving and speaking slowly. Remember that horses can hear a wider range of frequencies than humans, so try to be aware of any sounds in their surroundings that you may not perceive but they will.


Horses possess a distinct energy, which becomes more apparent in settings where they are employed for therapeutic purposes. Through my experiences, I have learned that being in a horse’s presence leads to a mutual exchange of energy. When interacting with a calm and composed horse, I feel at peace as well. Conversely, if I work with a horse that is anxious or has suffered abuse, I take on their feelings of distress. This ability to attune to horses allows me to better comprehend and connect with them, which brings a special quality to the therapy I provide.


THE HUMAN–HORSE RELATIONSHIP


The human–horse relationship is unique and special and has evolved over thousands of years. Once the relationship with your horse generates confidence, it can be further enhanced with manual therapy, walking together, or simply hanging out. It is not always about riding and competing with the horse; this can indicate the horse becoming machine-like, especially if it is overdone. A horse is a living, thinking, sentient being, which must be respected as a majestic creature and not a possession; after all, the horse was never designed to be ridden.
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I loved spending time with my gorgeous thoroughbred horse Shamus, who reached 28 years – just being with him, grooming, massaging and exchanging energy. People did not understand why I did not always ride him. I was fulfilled by being in his presence, as was he. My deep and unique relationship with my horse did not need an explanation to anyone.





Owning a horse is not about being the alpha or being led by peer pressure; it is about confidence, trust, understanding, respect, tolerance and kindness. Equestrians who exhibit these positive traits have better relationships with their horses; the horse becomes a faithful companion willing to please, often excelling in their equestrian discipline because it is comfortable, happier and more likely to stay pain and injury-free by being trained correctly and sympathetically.


If you are struggling to comprehend your horse, or the relationship between you two is not proving beneficial, you should seek assistance from a qualified and respected equine behaviour professional. Additionally, as an owner, there are things you can do to strengthen the bond with your horse – such as spending quality time together grooming, performing manual therapy and hand grazing. The horse and the human should feel secure and comfortable in each other’s company. If the horse has had unpleasant experiences, bonding and desensitisation exercises can help alleviate their response to past traumas. It is crucial to persist and work with the horse instead of rejecting it due to misunderstood behaviour, which is regrettably all too common in the industry.


Meeting the Horse’s Basic Needs


Managing a horse and meeting its basic needs is essential for the animal’s physical and mental wellbeing. Horses are large, complex animals that require a significant amount of care and attention to remain healthy and happy. Proper management includes providing the horse with adequate food and water, shelter, correct exercise, reducing its stress levels and much more. By meeting these basic needs, horse owners can help prevent health problems and ensure their horse has a good quality of life. Additionally, a well-managed horse is likelier to perform better in various activities, such as ridden work or competition, and develop a strong bond with its owner or handler. This is a significant responsibility that requires a commitment to the animal’s care and wellbeing. Here are some aspects that, if not managed correctly, can lead to major health problems.


GRAZING


Horses should graze for around fifteen hours daily, as they only have small stomachs and therefore need regular sustenance. Sadly, they often go without food for long periods in their stables, day and night, which can lead to negative behaviours from the horse. It is best to provide ad-lib forage when possible. They also need to browse for roots, bark and other plants for essential nutrients. Zoopharmacognosy shows that horses self-select plants to address various physical and psychological conditions; as a Master in Herbology, I am keenly interested in natural medicine for horses.


Recent research found that milk thistle causes health benefits to horses, including anti-inflammatory and antioxidant properties. Studies also show that exercise increases cortisol, with peak levels observed at fifteen to thirty minutes after exercise; when horses were supplemented with milk thistle, they had a significantly lower increase in cortisol after fifteen minutes of exercise. For such reasons, I include natural medicine for horses in my range of online courses, because I know the profound benefits of it.


Pasture management is crucial to maintain quality grazing, and a stocking rate of one horse per two acres is recommended. Overstocking can lead to land damage and nutritional deficiencies for the horse. Not fulfilling the horse’s natural grazing and browsing needs can cause emotional and physical problems.


To ensure nutrient quality, it is recommended to have an agronomist test your horse’s grazing and all forage. Providing a diet of grass, forage, concentrated feed, balancers, supplements, fruits, vegetables, and treats is not advisable. It is essential to confirm the nutrient content of the base diet of grass and forage before adding any additional components, as over-supplementation can lead to toxicity, bone, and muscle damage.


FEEDING AND NUTRITION


Feeding horses does not have to be complicated. The horse’s digestive system is simple and relies on forage for gut health. For most performance horses, forage alone provides sufficient energy. Linseed oil can be an alternative for controlled energy release. Overfeeding grain disrupts the microbiome, causing health issues like colic, hindgut acidosis, and bone/muscle conditions. If the horse shows abdominal discomfort during manual therapy, reconsider its diet. Digestive system disruption affects performance and mental ability and can be linked to headshaking. Starch-rich diets are known to contribute to behavioural problems.


HAY NET FEEDING


Italian researchers (Raspa et al, March 2021) studied the effects of hay net feeding on the horse’s back, neck and jaw angles. Six horses were observed eating from three positions: ground, knee-level and high hay net. Using geometric morphometrics, the researchers found that the low hay net position resulted in a natural back position with elongated muscles, while the higher hay net position shortened the muscles. As the neck raised, the jawline-neck angle closed, creating unnatural eating angles. The researchers emphasised the importance of understanding the body positions created by hay nets and the safety implications of height positioning.


It is beneficial to massage your horses throughout their neck and back if they are feeding from hay nets, especially if these are placed at a higher level. Even when they are placed at the lower level, due to the horse grasping and tearing at the contents of the hay net, I see increased tension in the face, head and neck muscles of these horses compared to those fed from the ground without a hay net.
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Many horses have been presented to me in a clinical setting when the o wner reports the horse as having a ‘sore back’, ‘reactive to the gir th’, ‘not going forward’ or ‘not tracking up’. Upon investigation, the back pain is secondar y to internal pain caused by incorrect nutrition, leading to the disturbances mentioned. If a horse has digestive upset and this is made w orse if ulcers are present, it will be more difficult to recruit and contract its abdominal m uscles, lift its back, and engage its hindquar ters when in motion, thus unable to move correctly and thus perform as required.
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I can easily identify signs of insufficient water consumption by observing the behaviour of the horse’s skin and muscles. Dry or tight skin, as well as sluggish muscle movement, are indications that the horse’s body is not performing optimally due to a lack of proper hydration. Water is a life force for the horse.





DRINKING WATER


Water is essential for horses – to regulate body temperature, transport compounds and lubricate joints. A horse’s water consumption varies with their feed moisture, workload and climate, but on average, a 500kg (1,102lb) horse in work should drink around 50 litres of water daily, or 10 litres per 100kg (220lb) of weight. Horses without access to grazing need more water due to the higher dry feed intake. If a horse does not consume enough water, it can dehydrate, negatively affecting its health and performance.


Automatic water feeders should be regularly cleaned and fitted with water gauges, and tubs should be managed based on water content. Even if a horse does not consume its recommended daily intake, it still needs access to that amount.


HEALTH CARE


I firmly believe that everyone who cares for a horse should learn equine first aid, because they are often the first to discover an injury and are required to act. My training company offers online equine first aid training for horse owners whereby other useful skills can also be learned, such as correctly taking the horse’s vital signs, temperature, pulse and respiration. I recommend that the horse’s vital signs are taken weekly to monitor responses to training and its general health, as they are the primary indicator of health status. This is a key aspect of horse ownership that is often overlooked.


Farriery and dental care should be done on a cycle to align with changes in the foot and oral cavity; sixweekly intervals are recommended for farriery and six monthly for dental care.
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I have observed that after a farrier visit, or when they are due for one, many horses exhibit suboptimal performance. This can be attributed to the impact on their posture caused by changes in the shape of their feet, which affect the fascia – the body’s largest connective tissue. To mitigate these effects, it is advisable to incorporate your manual therapy in conjunction with farrier visits. A parallel can be drawn between this situation and how people experience postural changes when changing shoes. However, due to their quadrupedal nature, horses are more susceptible to significant alterations than bipedal humans.





TACK AND TRAINING AIDS


Tack and training aids can cause many performance limitations and injuries for horses. I have witnessed many failings due to incorrect bridle fit, nosebands and especially flash nosebands being tied too tightly, the wrong bit and incorrect saddle and girth fit. As a rule, the simpler the equipment, the better. The tack must fit well and be comfortable. Placing tack over nerves, especially the facial cranial nerves, can be painful for the horse and hinder its performance.
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The facial nerves are located just below the skin and can be affected by pressure exerted by bridles and headcollars. This can interrupt the transmission of messages from the brain to the face and lead to significant discomfort for horses. The use of tight nosebands and flash nosebands can be particularly harmful and should be avoided.





Bespoke bits are necessary for horses, as their oral cavities and tongue sizes vary. Horses also have different preferences for pressure, either on the tongue or the bar. Wearing the correct bit is crucial, as it can affect a horse’s performance and musculoskeletal health. The wrong bit can cause physical and behavioural problems, such as jaw pain, neck pain, shortened stride, reluctance to move forward and snatching at the bit.


I have seen saddles that damage the horse’s muscles and spinal column, eventually rendering them unrideable. Bits that cut the horse’s tongue, damage the hard palate, and in another instance, the horse’s mouth, was tied so tightly in a flash noseband that it cut into the skin, and a sharp tooth severed the horse’s inner cheek, which became infected. This is purely due to bad management; we should not be seeing this, and there are no excuses.


Training aids that force horses into a frame can be damaging, causing pain, hairline fractures, and irreparable damage to muscles and bones; I have witnessed the effects during equine dissections. Overdeveloped neck muscles from tight side reins can lead to the inability of muscles to contract and relax correctly. Aids that connect the horse’s hindquarters to the front end can be harmful if settings are too advanced, preventing the horse from developing self-carriage. Many traditional schooling styles, such as fiddling with the horse’s mouth or pulling it into a frame with rigid hands, are not beneficial today. Horses ridden in a light, free frame appear to succeed with fewer injuries and can perform longer. Manual therapy and correct supportive exercise can help repair muscle damage and prevent recurring problems. Horses need their musculoskeletal systems maintained and cared for correctly to avoid pain and injury.




[image: ] TOP TIP


One incident I encountered was a mare that started rearing for no apparent reason. The owner had her back x-rayed, and no pathology was revealed, so the veterinarian prescribed medication for oestrus issues. Its saddle had also been changed, but the behaviour worsened, and the mare became unrideable.


As a musculoskeletal therapist, I was the last resort; however, I found extreme tension in the poll area and the entire neck. On inspection of the bridle, the bit was attached the wrong way round, which, sadly for the mare, was causing extreme pressure on the hard palate. It was also sad that I was the last resort, but I was the only one who found the problem by following what the neck muscles revealed and then inspecting the tack to find if that was the cause.


Time and money would have been saved if I had been her first point of contact and not at the end of the queue, which also included another therapist who was less qualified and cheaper than me, and a horse trainer, neither of whom found the problem.





RIDER SUITABILITY


Many horse riders suffer from musculoskeletal injuries and long-term chronic conditions, which result in imbalances in the saddle. These generate through to the horse when riding, for which the horse will need to compensate, causing its own muscular tension and strain. I always advise my customers not to ride when they are in pain or after an injury. Instead, I recommend in-hand schooling, which can be beneficial and enjoyable for the horse. It gives the horse another focus and can relieve boredom.


Regular musculoskeletal therapy is essential for riders who plan to continue riding. Failing to do so will eventually cause the horse to reach a point where it can no longer compensate for the rider’s issues. Even a small amount of damage over time can lead to the horse’s body becoming crooked, resulting in biomechanical alterations that are challenging to realign and often impossible to fix.


TRAVELLING


Travelling can be tough on horses due to the need to stabilise their heavy bodies during transit, causing fatigue and strain. Kinesio-taping and manual therapy can support horses that frequently travel for competitions. Journeys should be well planned and kept as infrequent and short as possible to reduce the impact on the horse’s body.


A study by Dr G. Robert Colborne in 2021 found that horses use their legs as springs to dampen trailer vibrations while travelling. This can be very taxing on the horse’s body, especially if they have pre-existing limb conditions such as osteoarthritis or tendon/ligament weakness. Rest and manual therapy are essential for the horse to recover after the journey.


SEASONAL CHANGES


Temperature, diet and exercise variations can heighten the risk of health issues such as respiratory infections, heat stress, dehydration, insect bites, allergies and fatigue from excessive schooling and competition. Owners should increase winter-feeding to maintain body weight and temperature while ensuring adequate hydration in summer. Exercise should be scheduled during cooler times in hot weather and continued on suitable surfaces in winter to keep the horse’s systems active. Fluctuations in weight affect tack fit, which should be addressed directly instead of relying on using more or fewer saddle pads that may make the saddle too tight or unstable.


FINANCIAL


Owning a horse is a significant financial commitment, from the basic needs of stabling, feeding and farriery to added expenses such as tack, musculoskeletal therapy, travel costs and more. If owners suffer financially, their horses will suffer too. Sometimes, owners cannot afford diagnostic tests and treatments, leading to undiagnosed conditions. Unscheduled costs also occur when horses are unable to work due to injury or illness but still need to be stabled and fed. Some owners may rush their horse’s return to work or retire them or even sell the horse by ruthlessly masking underlying problems with medication.


Educating horse owners is very beneficial to help identify issues early, preventing long-term damage to the horse and accumulating costs. Regular manual therapy helps detect warning signs that the horse’s body is not right. My online training platform provides extensive learning for horse owners at reasonable fees.


The Horse’s Environment


Horses, whether they are in paddocks or stables, require a safe and clean environment devoid of hazards and adverse weather conditions. Unfortunately, some facilities limit turnout during inclement weather, leading to extended periods of stabling in which horses experience physiological stagnation due to restricted movement and suffer from mental distress due to boredom. To address these concerns, it is essential to offer alternative turnout options, such as indoor arenas or outdoor sand enclosures, which contribute to the overall health and wellbeing of the horses. Moreover, when horses are compelled to spend prolonged periods in their stables, it is beneficial to provide deeper bedding, such as shavings or straw over rubber matting. This offers valuable support to the horses’ limbs and facilitates the healing process, particularly for horses with weakened limbs or those undergoing rehabilitation from an injury.


Equine musculoskeletal injuries often stem from the horse’s living environment. The confined space within stables can increase the risk of injuries during horse movement, entrances, exits and getting cast. Additionally, ground conditions play a role in injury occurrence, with concussive injuries more prevalent on firm ground during summer or winter and pulled muscles being a common concern on soft ground following heavy rain. To effectively prevent and manage such injuries, it is advisable to develop a seasonal plan incorporating routine check-ups by a musculoskeletal therapist, complemented by your manual therapy, and paying close attention to the horse’s stabling, turn out areas and changes in ground surfaces can significantly contribute to injury prevention and management.


Disease control and biosecurity can be very poor among equestrians; there are no policies and practices in place at many establishments to avoid transmission, and very few have isolation areas or disease testing programmes in place. Horses travelling to compete are at a greater risk. Simple measures such as well-ventilated stabling, regular equipment cleaning and a walk-through foot bath for people and horses are a start. Horses should never share grooming equipment or tack under any circumstances, as these can harbour pathogens and pass on disease quickly.
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While examining horses, I occasionally encounter cases with no major musculoskeletal issues, yet their performance seems diminished. In such situations, I assess their vital signs and frequently find abnormal temperature readings, which may indicate an underlying infection or illness. Neglecting these symptoms can have adverse effects on their performance and overall wellbeing. Therefore, it is vital to establish preventive measures that protect horses from diseases and infections, regularly monitor their vital signs, and promptly consult a veterinarian if any abnormalities arise.





The Horse’s Emotional Wellbeing


The emotional wellbeing of a horse is crucial, as it directly affects its physical health. It is essential to pay close attention to any changes in your horse’s behaviour, as these could be indications of underlying emotional issues. Neglecting such issues could lead to physical health problems. It is, therefore, imperative to be mindful of your horse’s emotional state and take appropriate measures to address any concerns. Here are some specific points to consider when monitoring its emotional wellbeing.


EXERCISE


The horse’s exercise and competition schedule should not push them to their limits. They require adequate rest for both their body and mind. Allowing at least two full days of rest per week is essential for every horse and, after intensive work, a recovery period of forty-eight hours should be observed to facilitate muscle recuperation. It is often underestimated how demanding it is for a horse to learn new movements, maintain a competition frame, travel and compete. Many of these horses experience mental and physical fatigue and may also carry underlying discomfort.
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Socialising and interacting in a herd is critical for horses to express their innate behaviours, have enjoyable experiences, take breaks and engage in natural exercise with their peers. These activities play a vital role in their emotional well-being, as evidenced by my two horses, Joe and Shamus, who are leading the herd.





WEANING AND BACKING


I frequently encounter horses which, at approximately six years of age, begin to lose interest in their work and exhibit challenging behaviour. This behaviour can stem from physical discomfort or emotional disturbances caused by inadequate weaning and harsh or premature backing. Horses that have experienced a disrespectful start in life may display aggressive behaviour and emotional issues that can have long-term consequences. It is crucial to establish a solid foundation for young horses through proper weaning, backing and training. When considering the purchase of a horse, it is essential to gather information about its early history to mitigate potential problems.


Lastly, when horses exhibit more severe behaviours such as complete shutdown, biting, barging or rearing, they are expressing their distress as loudly as possible, desperately seeking attention. Ignoring their signals only exacerbates the behaviour and worsens the situation.
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I once treated a mare that suffered from severe back pain and developed a fear of the saddle due to a cruel weaning and backing process during her time with a dealer. Consequently, she could not be ridden and had to live solely as a brood mare. In such cases, it is crucial to provide the horse with manual therapy and establish bonding exercises to cultivate trust and happiness. If re-backing is a viable option, it may require significant time and perseverance, but the process is worthwhile when approached with empathy. However, I strongly advise against entrusting this task to others unless they come highly recommended and you can closely monitor the process. I have witnessed numerous beautiful horses given a second chance to live happily with the right owner. Regrettably, I have also encountered instances in which horses were unjustly deemed dangerous due to their challenging beginnings, leading to their euthanasia instead of receiving the kindness and love they truly needed.





TRANSITING YARDS


Frequent relocation can stress horses, causing anxiety, fear and depression. It can also expose them to new diseases and parasites, increasing the risk of illness. Consider your horse’s physical and emotional wellbeing before relocating it. Ensure the new yard provides adequate care, nutrition and socialisation. I once worked with an eventing horse that showed signs of depression due to constant relocation. It caused him to frequently lose his companions and security, affecting his wellbeing and performance. After his final relocation, he was so traumatised that he never returned to eventing.


The frequent relocation of horses between yards can lead to emotional turmoil, particularly when they have formed friendships and established a place within the herd. Owners must reflect on the reasons for moving their horses; if the decision solely serves their interest and does not entirely benefit the horse, they should reconsider.


PEER INFLUENCE


All horses should be treated as individuals according to their needs, which vary from horse to horse. No horse owner should feel peer influence or pressure to treat their horses in a particular way. If a horse owner is a novice, getting professional help and accessing as much education as possible is better than relying on others who give well meaning but often conflicting or inaccurate advice.


Regrettably, I have observed instances where a cob, for example, was trained in the same manner as a thoroughbred due to peer pressure, which is not acceptable as they are different breeds and possess distinct anatomical characteristics necessitating different types of exercise to avoid pain and injury.


ANTHROPOMORPHISM


Anthropomorphism is the act of ascribing human qualities, emotions and goals to non-humans. Some people see themselves as their horse, with human needs, ideas and feelings, instead of the horse’s unique species. Examples of horse anthropomorphism include:


‘My horse is jealous because he saw me riding my friend’s horse yesterday’ – we have no scientific evidence that horses display jealousy this way.


‘My horse rears just to get me off’ – usually, a horse rears only when they are in discomfort, and you need to find out why.


Horses experience a range of human emotions, including grief, fear, pain, frustration, anger, anxiety, depression, sadness, loneliness, happiness, excitement, contentment and playfulness, but differences in brain function prevent us from processing information similarly. When a horse exhibits unwanted behaviour, it is important for the owner to step back and determine why. The most natural, positive or progressive-minded horse people tend not to anthropomorphise whilst understanding that their horse does feel emotions. The more you learn to ‘read’ your horse, the better your partnership.
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A customer of mine told me that whenever she went into her horse’s stable, he would turn and look at his flanks; she thought he was telling her he was hungry, so she gave him more feed and treats. When assessing the horse for musculoskeletal therapy, I found him extremely sensitive around his colon and flank. When I inspected the horse’s diet, I was overwhelmed by what he consumed in terms of concentrates, supplements and treats. I recommended that the horse have a gastroscopy, confirming he had grade-four gastric ulcers. This is common; an extremely high percentage of horses have gastric ulceration. So, the horse was not indicating his hunger; he was indicating pain.


Another instance was a yearling that was reported as being extremely ‘bolshy’ and ‘untrainable’; at my request, a diagnosis of grade four ulcers was made.





BREED AND CONFORMATION


Another factor influencing management is the horse’s breed and conformation traits and whether they are fit for purpose for the equestrian discipline intended for it. If not, the horse will succumb to performance failure and eventually pain and injury. Having the correct conformation will improve the horse’s performance, reduce the risk of injury, improve athletic ability, control and manoeuvrability, and increase comfort for both the horse and the rider.


RE-TRAINING FOR ANOTHER DISCIPLINE


Thoroughbreds are versatile for other equestrian disciplines, and we see many racehorse-to-riding horse successes, but the transition needs to be done correctly. It should be planned with flexibility in case setbacks occur and a timescale based on the horse’s individual needs.
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