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Summer Horse Coughs Can Usually 
Be Prevented, Controlled 

When . a horse coughs, 
everybody looks around to 
see who it is. 

Something about a 
coughing horse has an of
fensive connotation. 

However, a horse that 
coughs often isn't any dif
ferent than a person who 
coughs, and the problem 
can have a wide array of 
causes. 

"There is a fairly high 
incidence of respiratory 
problems in horses, and 
coughing is one of the in
dications," according to Dr. 
Larry Lawrence; senior nu
ll•itionisl at Kentucky 
Equine Research, Inc., 
Versailles, Ky. 

Admitting that stalled 

horses have a higher inci
dence of coughing, nasal 
discharge and sometimes 
accompanying depression, 
Lawrence contended that 
these ailments can occur 
in horses on pasture as 
welL 

"While there can be a 
variety of causes, air qual~ 
ity in the barn is probably 
the number one issue in 
breathing disorders of 
stalled horses," Lawrence 
insisted. "Basically, that 
me.ans the -turnover of 
clean air in the housing -of 
horses is not adequate." 

Excellent ventilation is 
essential to keep air move
ment through the struc
ture. "Windows, doors, tu~ 

pelos, vents and fans all 
improve air flow. There 
have been whole books 
written about the subject. 
The more ventilation the 
better," Lawrence stressed. 

Eliminating dusty bed~ 
ding may also help reduce 
coughing. Lawrence sug
gested using really clean 
straw or even paper. 

Unclean housing can 
contribute to respiratory 
illness. "If bedding is not 
changed regularly, urine 
build~up creates ammonia 
and can usually be 
smelled when entering the 
barn,11 Lawrence analyzed. 
"It can paralyze the tiny 
cilia that line the respira
tory tract and reduce the 

sweeping action they use 
to clean out dust, mold 
and bacteria.'' 

Wet hay accu~ulation 
creates thousands of mold 
spores. "These are poten~ 
tial allergens to horses," 
Lawrence ·explained. 

Horses that travel to 
events can easily pick up 
respiratory infections from 
other horses. "They bring 
the virus back to the farm 
and readily spread it to 
other horses," Lawrence 
described. 

Prevention is the best 
cure. "A regular spring 
vaccination program, 
specifically for flu and 
rhinopneumonitis," 
Lawrence confirmed , "will 
help prevent horses from 
picking up viruses." 

"Horses that are hauled 
much of the time might re
quire more than an annual 
vaccination, and a veteri~ 
narian should be consult
ed for recommendations," 
he added. 

Three . most important 
criteria ·to eliminate 
coughing in horses, 
Lawrence summarized, 
"are ventilation, sanitation 
and vaccination." 

Even then, eertain hors
es still coug4. "They could 

have heaves or what is 
called COPD, chronic ob
structive pulmonary dis
ease," Lawrence indicated. 

Horses with heaves are 
sensitive to mold, dust; 
pollen or other allergenic 
substances in hay and 
bedding. Lawrence said, 
"The sensitivity leads to 
constriction, irritation and 
mucus production in the 
airways of the lungs." 

Those horses wiU usual~ 
ly improve dramatically if 
pastured. "Pastured hors
es, however, can develop 
COPD from pollens, molds 
and insects, and it is not 
unusual for a horse to 
have bacterial infection as 
a complication of COPD," 
Lawrence evaluated. 

Wetting hay and feeding 
it out of a clean rubber 
tnb on the ground was 
suggested to prevent or 
treat heaves·. "Horses must 
eat all of their hay at each 
feeding, or the wet hay 
must be removed from the 
stall," Lawrence critiqued. 
"Mold spores will start to 
grow within a short time." 

If the horse continues 
to cough, a complete feed 
with fiber from beet pulp 
and soy hulls may be nee~ 
essary. "Sometimes horse-

men will feed pelleted or 
cubed hay," Lawrence sug-
gested. · 

Regardless of the envi
ronment and management 
changes, ·some horses con
tinue to cough. 

"Treatment may include 
bronchodilators, anti~in
flammatory medications 
~nd mucolytic agents to 
loosen secretions. that 
block airways," Lawrence 
prescribed. "Several forms 
of inhalation therapy have 
been used w~th variable 
success." 

Although many horse
men will administer a 
penicillin or an over-the
counter antibiotic vaccina
tion when a horse coughs 
or has a persistent cough, 
this can be the wrong 
treatment. 

"Don't give an antibiotic
without knowing the real . 
illness," Lawrence ordered. 
"It is a hit-and-miss deaL 
Sometimes the inoculation 
may be beneficial, or more 
problems can be created. 

"Most coughs can be 
prevented or treated in 
horses, but a veterinarian 
must be contacted for the 
correct diagnosis and how 
to deal with the sickness," 
Lawrence concluded. 
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Horses housed in barns during the surnrner often 
develop a cough and sometimes a nasal dis
charge along with depression. Problems can usu
ally be reduced or eliminated with improved venti
lation and sanitation along with preventive vacci
nations. 




