
As people age, there are changes
within our bodies and minds that
we consider to be part of the nor-
mal aging process.

Our bodies are not as strong or
flexible as they once were, our
senses become less sharp and
sometimes what once was con-
sidered forgetfulness becomes
dementia.

Horses do not normally have a
mental decline like humans, but
they do go through physical

changes that
make it more dif-
ficult for their
bodies to func-
tion effectively.

In the horse
world, a geriatric
horse is consid-
ered to be over
the age of 20 —
comparable to a
person of 60
years of age.
Ponies tend to

live longer, but the average lifes-
pan of a horse is 25 to 30 years of
age with the oldest horse on
record living to the ripe old age of
62.

It is estimated that up to 10
per cent of geriatric horses are
still used in competition and up
to 63 per cent are still enjoying
some form of athletic activity. Just
like humans, older horses can
develop arthritis from a lifetime
of wear and tear on their joints,
but since horses don’t have the
benefit of hip and knee replace-
ments it is important to keep
them as comfortable and mobile
for as long as possible. Having a
veterinarian examine your horse
during episodes of lameness will
help decrease the risk of develop-
ing long term complications.

Some of the physical signs of
aging include poor body condi-
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An elderly equine companion
can live a long and happy life

with a little help from their
human friends

Abby and MoE (Maid of Essex) are in
their late 20s and living out their
retirement years in Argyle Shore. Hors-
es are very social, and it is important to
their mental health that they have a
companion. These two have been best
buddies for many years. 
PHOTO SPECIAL TO THE GUARDIAN BY ALICE CROOK

Sky, owned by Andrea Matthews, is shown here at age 26.He had PPID, also
called Equine Cushing's Disease. This disease is not uncommon in older horses
and one of the main signs is a shaggy haircoat. The illness is treated with medica-
tion. PHOTO SPECIAL TO THE GUARDIAN BY KATHLEEN MACMILLAN

Icy, a 14-year-old pinto mare, is shown here with owner Dawn Frizzell. She recently adopted Icy from Sadie's Place, a
registered P.E.I. charity dedicated to finding new homes for unwanted or neglected horses
(www.greenteetech.ca/Sadie/.) Frizzell reports that Icy is a sweet loving mare who thrives on attention, and she can't
wait to go riding with Icy to the beach this summer. PHOTO SPECIAL TO THE GUARDIAN BY DAWN FRIZZELL

Happy endings

D1www.theguardian.pe.ca

Well-crafted songs
Manchester’s elbow covers a
wide range of subject matter
on new release.

INSIDE D3

Now
T H E G U A R D I A N

Saturday, March 15, 2014

tion, loss of muscle mass, greying
of hair, changes in hair coat and
excess wear of teeth. It was once
thought that geriatric horses
developed poor body condition
due to their decreased ability to
digest fibre and protein in their
diet coupled with an increased
demand for energy. Recent
research has shown that this is
not the case and that the older
horse can live a long and produc-
tive life through good manage-
ment in the form of proper nutri-
tion, a lifetime of good dental care
and appropriate parasite control.

It has always been my opinion
that preventing a problem in the
first place is easier and cheaper in
the long run than trying to fix it
after the fact.

Proper nutrition starts with
the most important component
of any horse’s diet which is forage,
such as good quality hay or grass.
The horse is so dependent on

fibre that without forage it is diffi-
cult for them to maintain good
gut health. Since the horse lacks a
gall bladder, bile is continuously
released into the stomach. Eating
forage combined with the saliva
produced by the action of chew-
ing helps to buffer acids in the
stomach and decrease the risk of
developing stomach ulcers. Hors-
es are different from people in
that their teeth continuously
erupt throughout their lifetime.
However, as the horse ages, he
can develop gingivitis and peri-
odontal disease and may lose
teeth. This can lead to pain and

difficulty in chewing feed properly
which can make digestion less
efficient, leading to weight loss.
Another concern with older hors-
es is that they sometimes have a
decrease in thirst response lead-
ing to reduced water intake. Oth-
ers may have tooth sensitivity to
cold water so they drink less dur-
ing winter months. If not enough
water is consumed, the contents
of the intestine become dehydrat-
ed which can lead to an
impaction of feed material, which
is a form of colic.

When horses have dental
problems we can make it easier
for them to get necessary energy
and nutrients by feeding soaked
hay cubes, soaked beet pulp and
mechanically chopped forage. A
common dental problem for hors-
es of any age is sharp points on
their teeth. The upper jaw is
wider than the lower and this,
coupled with the way the horse
chews, results in sharp enamel
points on the outside of the upper
teeth and on the inside of the
lower teeth. These points can

cause severe bruising and ulcera-
tion of the cheek and tongue,
making it very uncomfortable for
the horse to chew. These sharp
points can easily be removed by
having your veterinarian "float"
the teeth; this should be done
once or twice per year for geri-
atric horses.

Overall, the geriatric horse can
live a long and happy life with a
little care and love from their
human companions.

Next month in Animal Talk:
Pets and landlord/tenant issues.

Dr. Kathleen MacMillan is an equine specialist in the
Ambulatory Equine Service at the Atlantic Veteri-
nary College. Animal Talk is a monthly column in

The Guardian produced by the P.E.I. Companion Ani-
mal Welfare Initiative (CAWI), the goal of which is

to improve the welfare of owned and unowned
companion animals on P.E.I. CAWI consists of the
P.E.I. Humane Society, SpayAid, Cat Action Team,

P.E.I. Veterinary Medical Association, P.E.I. Depart-
ment of Agriculture and Forestry, and Sir James

Dunn Animal Welfare Centre at the Atlantic Veteri-
nary College. Links to each of these groups are at

gov.pe.ca/agriculture/CAWI. Readers are invited to
send questions to cawipei@gmail.com.
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Essential horse care at any age
u Feet: Hooves should be

trimmed every eight weeks by a
farrier to maintain good hoof
health and help prevent serious
and painful hoof-related problems.

u De-worming: Parasites
(worms) in the gut are the most
common and preventable cause of
colic. An effective de-worming
strategy and good pasture man-
agement will help prevent prob-
lems.

u Veterinary care: Horses should
be examined at least annually by a
veterinarian to check for health or
lameness problems, and to float
your horse's teeth as necessary.
Your vet will also advise you on par-
asite control and vaccinations.
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