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·for The loue Of Horses 
t':3JJ 'fran+< J. t'3ud1man 

Arthritis is common and 
costly horse problem 

Just like people have 
arthritis, so do horses, in 
much the same way. 

"What we typically think 
of as arthritis is a degenera
tive process of the joints that 
affects horses by causing 
lameness," defined Dr. Ann 
Rashmir, Mississippi State 
equine medicine professor. 

"There are many kinds of 
arthritis, and horses can get 
arthritis in any joint and at 
any age," Rashmir said. 
"Progress has been made in 
treating the ailment, but it 
remains the leading cause 
for horses not being able to 
perform as intended." 

While arthritis is limit
ing, treatment, drugs and 
even surgery- can be used for 

mild to moderate cases, and 
even in some severe cases, to 
keep the horse active for 
many years, she added. 

Most commonly, arthritis 
appears in knee joints, fet
locks and coffin joints in the 
front feet. Hocks and stifles 
in the hind legs and necks 
can also be affected. Arthri
tis is possible in shoulders 
and elbows, but uncommon. 
It is caused by age, injuries, 
unstable joints, abnormal 
growth or it can be heredi
tary. 

"The disease often begins 
with synovitis when the fluid 
that lubricates healthy 
joints begins to thin," Rash
mir said. "Decrease in lubri
cation causes tht" cartilage 

cushion to break down, and 
eventually the bones begin 
to grind against each other." 

Horses over the age of 10 
are especially prone to 
arthritis, since cartilage be
gins to wear out faster than it 
is produced. 

"Many younger horses 
that have stress on joints, in
juries and abnormal growth, 
such as crooked feet and 
legs, can also get arthritis,'' 
Rashmir said. 

Other at-risk categories 
include horses that are over 
worked or generally not 
physically fit. 

"Medi~ations that are 

used to treat arthritis occa
sionally exacerbate the 
problem and ·can even lead 
to infectious arthritis," 
Rashmir noted. 

"Main symptoms of 
arthritis are swelling, stiff
ness and lameness," Rash
mirsaid. 

Other signs are heat in a 
joint, decreased range of mo
tion, poor performance and a 
change in a horse's attitude. 

"If a horse experiences 
these symptoms, a veterinar
ian should be contacted," 
Rashmir said. Diagnostic 
tests may include observa
tion as the horse performs 
various gaits, X-rays, joint 
fluid analysis and ultra
sound. 

Veterinarians often test 
for arthritis by using nerve 
blocks. This procedure uses 
shots to anesthetize portions 
of the leg, starting with the 
heel and moving up. When 
the horse no longer limps, 
the arthritis has been local
ized. 

Treatment depends upon 
severity of the disease and 
the amount of work the horse 
is expected to perform. 
Sometimes a basic treatment 

of stall rest, anti-inflamma
tory agents like phenylbuta
zone and ice packs will help 
reduce inflammation and 
swelling. "Some exercise is 
essential to keep nutrition 
restored to the joints.'' Rash
mir said. 

Oral medication is being 
used successfully more and 
more in treatment of arthri
tis. 

In some cases, joint injec
tions are required, while sys
temic medications. both in
termuscular and intramus
cular, are necessary for 
other situations. 

"In severe cases, surgery 
is required to clE'an small 
fracturef from affected 
joints and even fusf' joints to
gether," Hashmir said. 

Nutrition can b~ a factor 
in prevention and treatment 
of arthritis. "CoppPr is often 
a limiting factor in horse 
diets and is essential along 
with balanced caldum and 
phosphor-us in horse ra
tions." Rashmir said. 

Poor shoeing can 1 ead 
to arthritis, and likewise 
corrective shoeing is used 
in treatment of probl~·ms. 
"It's essential to keep the 
heels high, because low 
heels put so much pres· 
sure on the joints, "she 
said. 

"Ar1hrii.is is a limiling 
ailmenL hut it is treatable, 
and properly managed l~'1ts
es can obtain full athl n1 k 
function," Rashmir conr'nl· 
ed. 



Arthritis Is Common, Costly Horse Problem 
Just like people have arthritis, so do horses, in much the same way. 
"What we typically think of as arthritis is a degenerative process of the joints that affects horses by causing 

lameness," defined Dr. Ann Rashmir, Mississippi State equine medicine professor. 
"There are many kinds of arthritis, and horses can get arthritis in any joint and at any age," continued Rash

mir. "Progress has been made in treating the ailment, but it remains the leading cause for horses not being 
able to perform as intended." 

While arthritis is limiting, treatment, drugs and even surgery can be used for mild to moderate cases, and 
even in some severe cases, to keep the horse active for many years, she added. 

Most commonly, arthritis appears in knee joints, fetlocks and coffin joints in the front feet. Hocks and stifles 
in the hind legs and necks can also be affected. Arthritis is possible in shoulders and elbows, but uncommon. 

It is caused by age, injuries, unstable joints, abnormal growth or it can be hereditary. 
"The disease often begins with synovitis when the fluid that lubricates healthy joints begins to thin," Rash

mir said. "Decrease in lubrication causes the cartilage cushion to break down, and eventually the bones begin 
to grind against each other." 

Horses over the age of 10 are especially prone to arthritis, since cartilage begins to wear out faster than it 
is produced. 

"Many younger horses that have stress on joints, injuries and abnormal growth, such as crooked feet and 
legs, can also get arthritis," Rashmir acknowledged. 

Other at-risk categories include horses that are over worked or generally not physically fit. 
"Medications that are used to treat arthritis occasionally exacerbate the problem and can even lead to infec

tious arthritis," Rashmir noted. 
"Main symptoms of arthritis are swelling, stiffness and lameness," Rashmir described. 
Other signs are heat in a joint, decreased range of motion, poor performance and a change in a horse's atti

tude. 
"If a horse experiences these symptoms, a veterinarian should be contacted," Rashmir emphasized. 
Diagnostic tests may include observation as the horse performs various gaits, X-rays, joint fluid analysis and 

ultrasound. 
Veterinarians often test for arthritis by using nerve blocks. This procedure uses shots to anesthetize portions 

of the leg, starting with the heel and moving up. When the horse no longer limps, the arthritis has been local
ized. 

Treatment depends upon severity of the disease and the amount of work the horse is expected to perform. 
Sometimes a basic treatment of stall rest, anti-inflammatory agents like phenylbutazone and ice packs will 

help reduce inflammation and swelling. "Some exercise is essential to keep nutrition restored to the joints," 
Rashmir explained. 

Oral medication is being used successfully more and more in treatment of arthritis, Rashmir related. 
In some cases, joint injections are required, while systemic medications, both intermuscular and intramus

cular, are necessary for other situations. 
"In severe cases, surgery is required to clean small fractures from affected joints and even fuse joints togeth

er," Rashmir stated. 
Nutrition can be a factor in prevention and treatment of arthritis. "Cop

per is often a limiting factor in horse diets and is essential along with bal
anced calcium and phosphorus in horse rations," Rashmir contended. 

Poor shoeing can lead to arthritis, and likewise corrective shoeing is 
used in treatment of problems. "It's essential to keep the heels high, 
because low heels put so much pressure on the joints," Rashmir 
explained. 

"Arthritis is a limiting ailment, but it is treatable, and properly managed 
horses can obtain full athletic function," Rashmir concluded. 

Arthritis is a 
degenerative 

process of the 
joint in a horse. 

Swelling, stiffness and lameness 
are the most common symptoms of 
arthritis. 


