
A 
little gray around the muzzle. Kind, know-
ing eyes that seem to say, “been there, done 
that.” And a carefree attitude. It is hard not 
to love a senior horse. And, thanks to ad-

vances in equine health care and nutrition, we are 
getting to enjoy them longer. Not long ago we con-
sidered a 20-year-old horse to be “old,” but now we 
see many horses living well into their 30s. In this 
article we will give you the key tips you need to care 
for your equine companions at this life stage. 

The Immune System Isn’t What it Used to Be
As your senior horse ages, so does his immune system. Like 

humans, aging horses’ bodies have a harder time fighting off dis-
ease, and if they do get sick, it is much more difficult for them to 
regain their health. 
Disease risks Keeping your senior current on his vaccinations 
is paramount to helping prevent disease. In addition to the an-
nual core vaccines (West Nile virus, Eastern and Western equine 
encephalomyelitis, tetanus, and rabies), he might also need risk-
based vaccines to protect him from diseases such as equine influ-
enza and equine herpesvirus-1 (EHV-1).

In addition to implementing a veterinarian-guided vaccina-
tion program, strongly consider housing your senior separately 
from youngsters and traveling horses. Horses in these life stages 
can carry the neurologic strain of EHV-1, which tends to prey 
on horses with weakened immune systems, along with other dis-
eases veterinarians vaccinate against based on risk.
Parasitism A senior’s weakened immune system also makes him 
more susceptible to internal parasites. Disorders such as Cush-
ing’s disease, also known as pituitary pars intermedia dysfunc-
tion, can increase this risk. A veterinarian-guided deworming 
program based on fecal egg count results is very important for 
the senior. One of the most common reasons we see weight loss in 
every life stage is internal parasites, and older horses usually can’t 
afford to lose any extra pounds. 
Nutrition The senior’s digestive system also changes with age, 
which can make it difficult to keep him in ideal body condition. 
The easiest way to make sure your senior is getting appropriate 
nutrition from his diet is to feed a complete feed (meaning for-
age is included in the concentrate) designed for the senior horse. 

Depending on your horse’s dental health, you might want to con-
sider creating a mash to allow for easier chewing and digestion 
of the concentrate. 

If your senior is able to chew forage properly, make sure you 
provide him with an easily digestible option. 

“The right hay makes a difference,” says Katie Young, PhD, 
Purina Animal Nutrition technical equine nutritionist. “Look for 
good-quality, leafy, early cut hay. It is more nutritious, easy to 
chew, and won’t unduly tax the digestive system.”

In addition to feeding a high-quality forage and concentrate de-
signed for seniors, here are some other tips Young says can help 
keep weight on your vintage companion:
■  Increasing high-quality protein intake can help offset muscle 

loss that results from the senior horse’s reduced digestion of 
crude protein and decreased digestive tract function. 

■  Feeding smaller meals more frequently helps your horse more 
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These tips will help you keep your 
faithful senior companions going 
strong into their golden years



easily digest and process feed. 
■  Offering clean, fresh water keeps food 

moving through your horse’s system. If 
you’re worried your senior is not drink-
ing enough, consider supplementing 
his diet with salt to stimulate water 
consumption. Remember, horses prefer 
tepid water that’s 45-75° Fahrenheit.

Dentistry Nutrition, weight loss, and den-
tal care go hand in hand in senior horses. 
All horses’ teeth continually erupt from the 
roots throughout their lifetimes to com-
pensate for the constant wear from chew-
ing. As a horse ages, the teeth elongate and 
the incisors begin to angle forward. Ad-
ditionally, the horse’s molars can develop 
hooks and sharp points that make chew-
ing and grinding food painful. In very old 
horses the teeth simply wear down and fall 
out—you might even find teeth or parts of 
teeth in your grain bins. All of these chang-
es can make it more difficult for seniors to 
chew and digest food properly. 

Typically, good dental care in a horse’s 
younger years can help him maintain 
proper dentition as he ages. But if your 
horse didn’t receive routine dental care 
during his youth, it’s never too late to start.

Senior horses should undergo a veteri-
nary dental exam at least annually, while 
others need to be evaluated twice a year. 
Your senior might need dental care if he’s 
showing these signs: 

■ Dropping grain or hay while chewing;
■  Abnormal movement and/or positioning 

of his head and mouth while eating;
■  Wadding up hay inside his mouth while 

chewing or evidence of it (wadded up 
hay or grass he’s dropped on the ground);

■ Loss of appetite;
■ Weight loss without loss of appetite; and
■ Unusual or foul-smelling breath.

Pain management Muscle and joint dete-
rioration are some of the most common 
ailments we see in senior horses. Arthritis 
or degenerative joint disease (DJD) can be 
caused by overuse, injury, and/or infec-
tion, but the most common cause is age-
related wear and tear. 

Cartilage damage is the hallmark of 
DJD in aging horses. Unfortunately, car-
tilage has little to no ability to regenerate 
and heal, which is why DJD is irreversible 
and usually progressive. However, through 
the use of modern medicine, veterinarians 
can diagnose and manage DJD so that 
many senior horses can live a longer, more 
comfortable life. 

Specialized nutrition coupled with routine veterinary and farrier care during retirement can help 
keep your senior happy and healthy throughout his golden years.
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Many horses are staying 
active longer due to the 
improvements made in 
veterinary medicine and 
nutrition.

With a less efficient digestive system and 
reduced ability to produce saliva, hydration is 
critical for the senior horse. Remember, horses 
prefer tepid water that’s 45-75° Fahrenheit.



Working with your veterinarian and 
farrier can help ensure your senior stays 
sound, and possibly even rideable, well in-
to his 20s and even 30s. Your farrier might 
need to make special adjustments to com-
pensate for your senior’s joint discomfort. 
Talk with your veterinarian and farrier 
about ways to keep your senior comfort-
able during his routine hoof trims, such as 
allowing for longer rest periods during the 
trim, prophylactically administering pain-
relieving medication, etc. 

A multifaceted approach to managing 
DJD might include: 
■ Rest;
■ Physical therapy;
■ Farrier care and/or corrective shoeing; 

■  Corticosteroid injections (either system-
ic or intra-articular);

■  Chondroprotective joint injections such 
as sodium hyaluronate (HA), polysul-
fated glycosaminoglycans, or other 
 nutraceuticals;

■  Non-steroidal anti-inflammatories such 
as phenylbutazone or Banamine; and

■  Regenerative therapy such as platelet 
rich plasma, conditioned autologous se-
rum, or stem cell therapy. 

Other considerations Again, tracing back 
to their weakened immune systems and 
aging bodies, senior horses might be 
more susceptible to diseases and condi-
tions such as laminitis, Cushing’s dis-
ease, equine metabolic syndrome,  cancer, 

 cataracts, kidney, heart and/or liver dis-
ease, choke, and colic, to name a few. 
While this might seem like a long and 
gloomy list, a sound health care and nutri-
tion plan can be your best line of defense 
in keeping your senior strong. 

Take-Home Message
Whether your senior is active or retired, 

he has different needs than younger hors-
es. Working closely with your veterinarian, 
farrier, and an equine nutritionist can help 
you ensure your senior stays happy and 
healthy for many years to come. 

Do you have breeding horses on your 
farm? HorseCareforLife.com is bringing 
broodmare and stallion owners a special 
feature on caring for the breeding horse in 
the December issue of The Horse. Be sure 
to pick up your copy! h
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services veterinarian for Merck Animal Health who has been 
active in the leadership of various veterinary organizations.

Equine Life Stages
LivE Question & Answer Events
TheHorse.com and Merck Animal Health  
are partnering to bring you free audio Q&A 
events with leading veterinarians about equine 
life stages. Each event will discuss a specific life 
stage, special considerations in care, and answer 
questions from the live audience.

Mark your calendar for the final event in the series: 

➤ Mares & Stallions / December 19

And listen to archived Life Stages Q&A’s at  
TheHorse.com/Podcasts

PRESENTED BY

The Senior Horses Q&A with Dr. Bryant  
Craig will be held on October 16.  
Submit your questions now and sign up  
to receive a reminder at  
TheHorse.com/EquineLifeStages!

HorSe CAre for LIfe
Recognizing the need for reputable, science-based health care and nutritional information, 

Merck Animal Health and Purina Animal Nutrition joined forces to develop a one-of-a-kind 
program—Horse Care for Life. This program is based on your horse’s age and use, which 
makes it a convenient one-stop shop for breeders, professional competitors, 
weekend trail riders, and all horse owners between. Access to Horse Care for 
Life is available exclusively through your veterinarian. For a site preview, visit 
HorseCareforLife.com.



Test Your Senior Horse Knowledge 

Senior Horse Terms You Should Know

 1 As your senior horse ages, so does his  ________  system.

 2 Horses with Cushing’s disease are more likely to have internal parasites than non-Cushing’s horses.   True   False

 3 A late-cut hay is the best choice for a senior horse.   True    False

 4 Increasing high-quality  ________  intake can help offset muscle loss that results from the senior horse’s reduced diges-
tion of crude protein and decreased digestive tract function.

 5 Feeding a senior horse  ________  meals more frequently helps him more easily digest and process feed.

 6 Remember, horses prefer tepid water that’s  ________  -  ________  ° Fahrenheit.

 7 Nutrition, weight loss, and  ________  care go hand in hand in senior horses.

 8 A senior horse’s molars can develop hooks and sharp  ________  that make chewing and grinding food painful.

 9 Most senior horses should undergo a veterinary dental exam at least annually, while others need to be evaluated   
________  a year.

 10 Muscle and  ________  deterioration are some of the most common ailments we see in senior horses.

 11 Working with your veterinarian and  ________  can help ensure your senior stays sound, and possibly rideable, well into 
his 20s and even 30s.

 12 Talk with your veterinarian and farrier about ways to keep your senior comfortable during his routine hoof trims, such as 
allowing for longer rest periods during the trim, prophylactically administering  ________  -relieving medication, etc.

Answers: 1. Immune; 2. a) True; 3. B) False; 4. Protein; 5. Smaller; 6. 45-75; 7. Dental; 8. Points; 9. Twice; 10. Joint; 11. Farrier; 12. Pain relieving; 13.

ANoreXIA: Loss of appetite; inappetence.

ArTHrITIS: Joint inflammation.

CANCer: The general term for any malignant tumor.

CATArACT: Lens opacity in the eye, affecting vision.

CHoKe: Physical obstruction of the esophagus. 

CoLIC: Acute abdominal pain.

CUSHING’S DISeASe: Or pituitary pars intermedia dysfunction  
(PPID), the hyperactivity of the adrenal cortex, representing the 
most common endocrine disorder of horses.

eNAMeL PoINTS: Sharp points that develop in the enamel of the 
teeth, owing to the normal positioning and growth of the teeth in 
the mouth; the sharp points can be ground down with a special 
instrument called a dental float.

eQUINe HerPeSVIrUS MYeLoeNCePHALITIS: Inflammatory disorder 
of the brain and spinal cord, caused by equine herpesvirus infection.

eQUINe INfLUeNZA: Very important viral respiratory disease of horses 
caused by subtypes (A1 and A2) of equine influenza virus, an 
orthomyxovirus.

eQUINe MeTABoLIC SYNDroMe: Equine metabolic syndrome is a 
term used to describe horses with both a metabolic and a hor-
monal disorder characterized by obesity, regional adiposity, insulin 
resistance, and laminitis.

LAMINITIS: Inflammation of the laminae of the foot, which serve to 
attach the coffin bone to the hoof wall; also known as founder.

ProTeINS: Molecules, composed of amino acids, that make up many 
of the structural components of the body and that are needed to 
maintain all normal body functions.
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Whoa.
This is it. Horse Care for Life is now online. It’s the easy online tool for every horse at 

every life stage, available only through your veterinarian. Track your horse’s health, 

get information tailored to your horse and retrieve your records from anywhere.

Try it, and you won’t know how you lived without it. Get a sneak peek at horsecareforlife.com.
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