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Finally those winter blankets have been stored away, windows have 
been opened wide to allow the cooling breeze to flow through the 
barn and grazed upon green pastures can be seen for miles under the 
warm sun. Many riders look forward to the summer season as the 
ideal time to ride, train and continue to work their horses into a 
conditioning program to make them more fit for the high demands 
of the performance stage. A fit horse allows for physical tasks to be 
executed with minimal effort, great stamina and a lower risk of 
injury2. Thus, changes to the horse’s daily regimen and feeding 
program take effect during the hot summer months as preparation. 
All these changes can have an effect on the temperament, moods 
and emotional reactions of the horse which can be detrimental to 
their performance, but more importantly to their overall health. 

The savvy trainer and horse owner will consider the well-being of 
the whole horse when creating a fitness program and observe the 
horse’s health throughout the performance season. By keeping an 
eye on attitude, appetite, weight and coat condition, one will 
determine whether they are suffering from your demands or thriving 
on them. The many demands of the sports in which our equine 
athletes participate might vary, but one thing remains constant – 
they need to be fit to provide their very best performance. A horse’s 
fitness level and physiological state can be compromised greatly if 
the horse does not consume enough energy (calories), proteins, 
vitamins, minerals and salts10. Therefore, your horse will depend on 
you to prepare it and prevent illness or injury due to the seasonal 
stress, demands and consequences of being a high performance 
equine athlete. To attain optimal individual performance within any 
equestrian discipline, horses must be in peak physical fitness, the 
correct physiological state9 and nutritionally healthy to be 
successful.

MAINTAINING WEIGHT
Horses constantly infect themselves with parasites while eating on 
ground contaminated by manure. In temperate and humid climates, 
parasites have an environment in which to proliferate year round as 
even during the cold winter their eggs lie dormant awaiting the 

warmer weather to hatch10. Parasites have the ability to cause 
damage as they migrate through the horse’s body, affecting the 
lungs, liver and the gastrointestinal tract 6 and are known to 
compromise a horse’s ability to obtain sufficient nutrients from their 
feed10. Obvious signs of parasitic infestation in a horse are weight 
loss, low energy, tires easily, loses interest in food, bouts of colic, 
intermittent diarrhoea or loose stool, coat is dull, delays in shedding 
out, and overall poor performance6,10. Chronic bleeding within the 
organs and intestinal ulcers have been known to occur which in turn 
can cause anemia and make the horse less resistant to viral and 
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bacterial infections. Regular deworming can prevent most of these 
symptoms and is a key feature of equine health management.  
Many commercially available deworming medicines contain fairly 
toxic chemicals that may have bad side effects for your horse. It’s 
better to use a herbal product that will not produce harsh side 
effects, and even though you may have to administer the natural 
dewormer for a longer period of time, the outcome of the treatment 
is better for your horse overall.
Performance horses tend to have limited turnout requirements and 
often consume a diet of good quality forage and 2-3 meals of 
concentrate feed per day1 as they expend large amounts of energy 
and need more digestible energy (mega-calories) to meet the body’s 
demand and needs8. If the beneficial bacterial flora in your horse’s 
hindgut is disrupted due to illness, stress, over-consumption of 
cereal grains, ulcers, forage restrictions or antibiotic therapy6, your 
horse will not be able to derive enough calories to maintain a 
normal weight. Special consideration should be given to older 
horses and hard keepers that have difficulty holding their weight as 
well. 

DEHYDRATION
Water consumption is critical during the hot summer months to 
keep the horse hydrated, help maintain its appetite, ensure that fibre 
reaches the digestive system, and to allow intestinal bacteria to 
break down food and prevent blockages12. Clean, cool water should 
be available during turnout and while the horse is stall-kept. 
Dehydration from inadequate water availability, lack of water 
consumption, or even eating hay (contains10% water) rather than 
grass (contains 80% water) can all contribute to dehydration5. In 
turn, dehydration can increase the frequency of impaction colic and 
tie-up, and the lack of hydration in the musculature and joints 
during exhaustive exercise can cause a greater potential for injuries. 
Other issues that arise during the hot months are due to sweating 
from exercise and overheating which can both bring on dehydration 
and can be life threatening if left untreated6. Sweat regulates 
internal body temperature, but the required moisture (water) must 
be pulled from the bloodstream and continuously removed from the 
digestive system, and eventually from the spaces between cells. 
Performance horses have a tendency to sweat profusely during 
work and would benefit from the addition of electrolytes to their 
diet as long as there aren’t copious amounts of sugar (glucose) 
added as this can dilute the actual contents of the electrolyte8. 
Rehydration using electrolytes allows horses to restore homeostasis 
within the body.

ANXIETY & STRESS
With the demands of a rigorous conditioning program, trailer 
transport, staying in a new environment and the push of good 
performance there is no doubt a horse can undergo high stress and 
anxiety levels during the competition season. Studies show that 
80-90% of all racehorses, 60% of performance horses (including 
Eventers, Jumpers and Western performance horses) and 30% of 
Dressage horses develop gastric ulcers during the normal course of 
their careers. Internally, a horse under a stressful situation has 
overactive endocrine glands which floods the body with adrenaline 
and cortisol – the `stress hormone`-- and their heart rate increases. 
Externally, the horse may exhibit signs of stress and anxiety by 
swishing their tails, pawing at the ground, bucking, kicking, biting 
and fleeing the troubling factor. More extreme cases put the horses 
in distress and the threshold between stress and distress varies from 
horse to horse. Distressed horses exhibit behaviours such as 
nervousness and aggression, extreme irrational anxiety, excessive 
snorting and inordinate sensitivity to noise13.
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JOINT & MUSCLE RECOVERY
The horse’s body was designed to be active, perform delegated 
work and to be load bearing, all of which cause wear and tear on 
the horse’s skeletal structure and muscle mass. Consider a 
significant warming up, cooling out period and stretching muscles 
to increase blood circulation to loosen up stiff muscles and joints 
before exercise or entering the competition stage. These actions 
are critical for the prevention of injury and the enhancement of 
performance throughout the year. Muscle fibres can strain or tear, 
ligaments might stretch and bones can develop fissures and 
fractures in response to repeated impact of hooves with the 
ground. Regular and gentle exercise between competitions allows 
for the care of the horse’s joints by strengthening muscles, 
supporting bone structure and nourishing the joints with 
circulating joint (synovial) fluid. Each horse is different when it 
comes to their age, weight and work regime, therefore your horse’s 
supplementation should be evaluated on their individuals needs. 
The prevention and early recognition of injury or illness are key 
for sustaining an equine athlete both physically and 
mentally9.Therefore, keeping a watchful eye on the nutritional 
value of your horse’s feed and forage will help in determining 
whether or not it requires supplementation to build and protect the 
bones, joints and muscles. 

RESPIRATORY ISSUES
Owners tend to confine their horses to their stalls more so during 
performance season to prevent injuries from occuring4 which also 
allows them to monitor and maintain the horse’s weight and 
condition more closely. It reduces the horse’s exposure to adverse 
weather, protecting their hair coat from sun and dirt6 and it allows 
owners to exercise their horses regularly to stay in peak condition 
for competition. However, they may suffer more respiratory 
problems from exposure to viruses and bacteria dispersed from 
feed, bedding, footing material, poor ventilation and dust 
particles6. Closing a stable up traps stale air pollution inside with 
an accumulation of urine ammonia, endotoxins, particulates from 
manure, dust, and molds from hay and bedding. These pollutants 
challenge the equine respiratory system11. 

IMMUNE BOOSTING
Increased exercise schedules and performing at a higher level are 
more demanding on the horse’s body and tends to play havoc on 
its immune function. The immune system--the body's defense 
against disease--is one of the most complex systems in the horse, 
consisting of an elaborate set of cells and cell mediators that 
respond to external factors such as stress, exercise, stage of life, 
and challenges from pathogens. Depending on the forage quality 
and amount given to your horse, supplementing appropriate 
mineral-vitamin mixes may be required, specifically vitamins A, D 
& E12. A vitamin and mineral supplement along with added alfalfa 
for protein are important to maintain the immune system6. Vitamin 
D in particular controls the absorption, transport and deposition of 
calcium and phosphorus, influences cell growth and 
differentiation7 and maintains calcium homeostasis in the blood4. It 
is critical for your horse to get at least 8 hours of direct sunlight 

each day6, however, there are several factors that interrupt vitamin 
D production in a horse. For example, stalling indoors, cloudy 
days, coat sprays, lower angle of the sun in the upper one third of 
the U.S. as well as throughout Canada6, use of blanket covering3 
and hay that has been dried artificially3. Research indicates that 
without vitamin D, horses have difficulty absorbing calcium from 
their diets and their bodies will begin to withdraw calcium from 
bones7.

CONCLUSION
In summary, competition can be both a stressful and exhausting 
experience for a horse and rider. It would be best to have your 
horse prepared mentally and physically for competition by 
conditioning all of the horse’s body systems–respiratory, immune, 
digestive, skeletal and muscle--so that they can withstand 
increasing levels of exercise and allow the body to adapt to higher 
demands. By being proactive and using the correct supplements 
during competition, you and your horse will have the healthy 
advantage and ability to succeed.
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keep the horse hydrated, help maintain its appetite, ensure that fibre 
reaches the digestive system, and to allow intestinal bacteria to 
break down food and prevent blockages12. Clean, cool water should 
be available during turnout and while the horse is stall-kept. 
Dehydration from inadequate water availability, lack of water 
consumption, or even eating hay (contains10% water) rather than 
grass (contains 80% water) can all contribute to dehydration5. In 
turn, dehydration can increase the frequency of impaction colic and 
tie-up, and the lack of hydration in the musculature and joints 
during exhaustive exercise can cause a greater potential for injuries. 
Other issues that arise during the hot months are due to sweating 
from exercise and overheating which can both bring on dehydration 
and can be life threatening if left untreated6. Sweat regulates 
internal body temperature, but the required moisture (water) must 
be pulled from the bloodstream and continuously removed from the 
digestive system, and eventually from the spaces between cells. 
Performance horses have a tendency to sweat profusely during 
work and would benefit from the addition of electrolytes to their 
diet as long as there aren’t copious amounts of sugar (glucose) 
added as this can dilute the actual contents of the electrolyte8. 
Rehydration using electrolytes allows horses to restore homeostasis 
within the body.

ANXIETY & STRESS
With the demands of a rigorous conditioning program, trailer 
transport, staying in a new environment and the push of good 
performance there is no doubt a horse can undergo high stress and 
anxiety levels during the competition season. Studies show that 
80-90% of all racehorses, 60% of performance horses (including 
Eventers, Jumpers and Western performance horses) and 30% of 
Dressage horses develop gastric ulcers during the normal course of 
their careers. Internally, a horse under a stressful situation has 
overactive endocrine glands which floods the body with adrenaline 
and cortisol – the `stress hormone`-- and their heart rate increases. 
Externally, the horse may exhibit signs of stress and anxiety by 
swishing their tails, pawing at the ground, bucking, kicking, biting 
and fleeing the troubling factor. More extreme cases put the horses 
in distress and the threshold between stress and distress varies from 
horse to horse. Distressed horses exhibit behaviours such as 
nervousness and aggression, extreme irrational anxiety, excessive 
snorting and inordinate sensitivity to noise13.

JOINT & MUSCLE RECOVERY
The horse’s body was designed to be active, perform delegated 
work and to be load bearing, all of which cause wear and tear on 
the horse’s skeletal structure and muscle mass. Consider a 
significant warming up, cooling out period and stretching muscles 
to increase blood circulation to loosen up stiff muscles and joints 
before exercise or entering the competition stage. These actions 
are critical for the prevention of injury and the enhancement of 
performance throughout the year. Muscle fibres can strain or tear, 
ligaments might stretch and bones can develop fissures and 
fractures in response to repeated impact of hooves with the 
ground. Regular and gentle exercise between competitions allows 
for the care of the horse’s joints by strengthening muscles, 
supporting bone structure and nourishing the joints with 
circulating joint (synovial) fluid. Each horse is different when it 
comes to their age, weight and work regime, therefore your horse’s 
supplementation should be evaluated on their individuals needs. 
The prevention and early recognition of injury or illness are key 
for sustaining an equine athlete both physically and 
mentally9.Therefore, keeping a watchful eye on the nutritional 
value of your horse’s feed and forage will help in determining 
whether or not it requires supplementation to build and protect the 
bones, joints and muscles. 

RESPIRATORY ISSUES
Owners tend to confine their horses to their stalls more so during 
performance season to prevent injuries from occuring4 which also 
allows them to monitor and maintain the horse’s weight and 
condition more closely. It reduces the horse’s exposure to adverse 
weather, protecting their hair coat from sun and dirt6 and it allows 
owners to exercise their horses regularly to stay in peak condition 
for competition. However, they may suffer more respiratory 
problems from exposure to viruses and bacteria dispersed from 
feed, bedding, footing material, poor ventilation and dust 
particles6. Closing a stable up traps stale air pollution inside with 
an accumulation of urine ammonia, endotoxins, particulates from 
manure, dust, and molds from hay and bedding. These pollutants 
challenge the equine respiratory system11. 

IMMUNE BOOSTING
Increased exercise schedules and performing at a higher level are 
more demanding on the horse’s body and tends to play havoc on 
its immune function. The immune system--the body's defense 
against disease--is one of the most complex systems in the horse, 
consisting of an elaborate set of cells and cell mediators that 
respond to external factors such as stress, exercise, stage of life, 
and challenges from pathogens. Depending on the forage quality 
and amount given to your horse, supplementing appropriate 
mineral-vitamin mixes may be required, specifically vitamins A, D 
& E12. A vitamin and mineral supplement along with added alfalfa 
for protein are important to maintain the immune system6. Vitamin 
D in particular controls the absorption, transport and deposition of 
calcium and phosphorus, influences cell growth and 
differentiation7 and maintains calcium homeostasis in the blood4. It 
is critical for your horse to get at least 8 hours of direct sunlight 

each day6, however, there are several factors that interrupt vitamin 
D production in a horse. For example, stalling indoors, cloudy 
days, coat sprays, lower angle of the sun in the upper one third of 
the U.S. as well as throughout Canada6, use of blanket covering3 
and hay that has been dried artificially3. Research indicates that 
without vitamin D, horses have difficulty absorbing calcium from 
their diets and their bodies will begin to withdraw calcium from 
bones7.

CONCLUSION
In summary, competition can be both a stressful and exhausting 
experience for a horse and rider. It would be best to have your 
horse prepared mentally and physically for competition by 
conditioning all of the horse’s body systems–respiratory, immune, 
digestive, skeletal and muscle--so that they can withstand 
increasing levels of exercise and allow the body to adapt to higher 
demands. By being proactive and using the correct supplements 
during competition, you and your horse will have the healthy 
advantage and ability to succeed.
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Finally those winter blankets have been stored away, windows have 
been opened wide to allow the cooling breeze to flow through the 
barn and grazed upon green pastures can be seen for miles under the 
warm sun. Many riders look forward to the summer season as the 
ideal time to ride, train and continue to work their horses into a 
conditioning program to make them more fit for the high demands 
of the performance stage. A fit horse allows for physical tasks to be 
executed with minimal effort, great stamina and a lower risk of 
injury2. Thus, changes to the horse’s daily regimen and feeding 
program take effect during the hot summer months as preparation. 
All these changes can have an effect on the temperament, moods 
and emotional reactions of the horse which can be detrimental to 
their performance, but more importantly to their overall health. 

The savvy trainer and horse owner will consider the well-being of 
the whole horse when creating a fitness program and observe the 
horse’s health throughout the performance season. By keeping an 
eye on attitude, appetite, weight and coat condition, one will 
determine whether they are suffering from your demands or thriving 
on them. The many demands of the sports in which our equine 
athletes participate might vary, but one thing remains constant – 
they need to be fit to provide their very best performance. A horse’s 
fitness level and physiological state can be compromised greatly if 
the horse does not consume enough energy (calories), proteins, 
vitamins, minerals and salts10. Therefore, your horse will depend on 
you to prepare it and prevent illness or injury due to the seasonal 
stress, demands and consequences of being a high performance 
equine athlete. To attain optimal individual performance within any 
equestrian discipline, horses must be in peak physical fitness, the 
correct physiological state9 and nutritionally healthy to be 
successful.

MAINTAINING WEIGHT
Horses constantly infect themselves with parasites while eating on 
ground contaminated by manure. In temperate and humid climates, 
parasites have an environment in which to proliferate year round as 
even during the cold winter their eggs lie dormant awaiting the 

warmer weather to hatch10. Parasites have the ability to cause 
damage as they migrate through the horse’s body, affecting the 
lungs, liver and the gastrointestinal tract 6 and are known to 
compromise a horse’s ability to obtain sufficient nutrients from their 
feed10. Obvious signs of parasitic infestation in a horse are weight 
loss, low energy, tires easily, loses interest in food, bouts of colic, 
intermittent diarrhoea or loose stool, coat is dull, delays in shedding 
out, and overall poor performance6,10. Chronic bleeding within the 
organs and intestinal ulcers have been known to occur which in turn 
can cause anemia and make the horse less resistant to viral and 

bacterial infections. Regular deworming can prevent most of these 
symptoms and is a key feature of equine health management.  
Many commercially available deworming medicines contain fairly 
toxic chemicals that may have bad side effects for your horse. It’s 
better to use a herbal product that will not produce harsh side 
effects, and even though you may have to administer the natural 
dewormer for a longer period of time, the outcome of the treatment 
is better for your horse overall.
Performance horses tend to have limited turnout requirements and 
often consume a diet of good quality forage and 2-3 meals of 
concentrate feed per day1 as they expend large amounts of energy 
and need more digestible energy (mega-calories) to meet the body’s 
demand and needs8. If the beneficial bacterial flora in your horse’s 
hindgut is disrupted due to illness, stress, over-consumption of 
cereal grains, ulcers, forage restrictions or antibiotic therapy6, your 
horse will not be able to derive enough calories to maintain a 
normal weight. Special consideration should be given to older 
horses and hard keepers that have difficulty holding their weight as 
well. 

DEHYDRATION
Water consumption is critical during the hot summer months to 
keep the horse hydrated, help maintain its appetite, ensure that fibre 
reaches the digestive system, and to allow intestinal bacteria to 
break down food and prevent blockages12. Clean, cool water should 
be available during turnout and while the horse is stall-kept. 
Dehydration from inadequate water availability, lack of water 
consumption, or even eating hay (contains10% water) rather than 
grass (contains 80% water) can all contribute to dehydration5. In 
turn, dehydration can increase the frequency of impaction colic and 
tie-up, and the lack of hydration in the musculature and joints 
during exhaustive exercise can cause a greater potential for injuries. 
Other issues that arise during the hot months are due to sweating 
from exercise and overheating which can both bring on dehydration 
and can be life threatening if left untreated6. Sweat regulates 
internal body temperature, but the required moisture (water) must 
be pulled from the bloodstream and continuously removed from the 
digestive system, and eventually from the spaces between cells. 
Performance horses have a tendency to sweat profusely during 
work and would benefit from the addition of electrolytes to their 
diet as long as there aren’t copious amounts of sugar (glucose) 
added as this can dilute the actual contents of the electrolyte8. 
Rehydration using electrolytes allows horses to restore homeostasis 
within the body.

ANXIETY & STRESS
With the demands of a rigorous conditioning program, trailer 
transport, staying in a new environment and the push of good 
performance there is no doubt a horse can undergo high stress and 
anxiety levels during the competition season. Studies show that 
80-90% of all racehorses, 60% of performance horses (including 
Eventers, Jumpers and Western performance horses) and 30% of 
Dressage horses develop gastric ulcers during the normal course of 
their careers. Internally, a horse under a stressful situation has 
overactive endocrine glands which floods the body with adrenaline 
and cortisol – the `stress hormone`-- and their heart rate increases. 
Externally, the horse may exhibit signs of stress and anxiety by 
swishing their tails, pawing at the ground, bucking, kicking, biting 
and fleeing the troubling factor. More extreme cases put the horses 
in distress and the threshold between stress and distress varies from 
horse to horse. Distressed horses exhibit behaviours such as 
nervousness and aggression, extreme irrational anxiety, excessive 
snorting and inordinate sensitivity to noise13.
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JOINT & MUSCLE RECOVERY
The horse’s body was designed to be active, perform delegated 
work and to be load bearing, all of which cause wear and tear on 
the horse’s skeletal structure and muscle mass. Consider a 
significant warming up, cooling out period and stretching muscles 
to increase blood circulation to loosen up stiff muscles and joints 
before exercise or entering the competition stage. These actions 
are critical for the prevention of injury and the enhancement of 
performance throughout the year. Muscle fibres can strain or tear, 
ligaments might stretch and bones can develop fissures and 
fractures in response to repeated impact of hooves with the 
ground. Regular and gentle exercise between competitions allows 
for the care of the horse’s joints by strengthening muscles, 
supporting bone structure and nourishing the joints with 
circulating joint (synovial) fluid. Each horse is different when it 
comes to their age, weight and work regime, therefore your horse’s 
supplementation should be evaluated on their individuals needs. 
The prevention and early recognition of injury or illness are key 
for sustaining an equine athlete both physically and 
mentally9.Therefore, keeping a watchful eye on the nutritional 
value of your horse’s feed and forage will help in determining 
whether or not it requires supplementation to build and protect the 
bones, joints and muscles. 

RESPIRATORY ISSUES
Owners tend to confine their horses to their stalls more so during 
performance season to prevent injuries from occuring4 which also 
allows them to monitor and maintain the horse’s weight and 
condition more closely. It reduces the horse’s exposure to adverse 
weather, protecting their hair coat from sun and dirt6 and it allows 
owners to exercise their horses regularly to stay in peak condition 
for competition. However, they may suffer more respiratory 
problems from exposure to viruses and bacteria dispersed from 
feed, bedding, footing material, poor ventilation and dust 
particles6. Closing a stable up traps stale air pollution inside with 
an accumulation of urine ammonia, endotoxins, particulates from 
manure, dust, and molds from hay and bedding. These pollutants 
challenge the equine respiratory system11. 

IMMUNE BOOSTING
Increased exercise schedules and performing at a higher level are 
more demanding on the horse’s body and tends to play havoc on 
its immune function. The immune system--the body's defense 
against disease--is one of the most complex systems in the horse, 
consisting of an elaborate set of cells and cell mediators that 
respond to external factors such as stress, exercise, stage of life, 
and challenges from pathogens. Depending on the forage quality 
and amount given to your horse, supplementing appropriate 
mineral-vitamin mixes may be required, specifically vitamins A, D 
& E12. A vitamin and mineral supplement along with added alfalfa 
for protein are important to maintain the immune system6. Vitamin 
D in particular controls the absorption, transport and deposition of 
calcium and phosphorus, influences cell growth and 
differentiation7 and maintains calcium homeostasis in the blood4. It 
is critical for your horse to get at least 8 hours of direct sunlight 

each day6, however, there are several factors that interrupt vitamin 
D production in a horse. For example, stalling indoors, cloudy 
days, coat sprays, lower angle of the sun in the upper one third of 
the U.S. as well as throughout Canada6, use of blanket covering3 
and hay that has been dried artificially3. Research indicates that 
without vitamin D, horses have difficulty absorbing calcium from 
their diets and their bodies will begin to withdraw calcium from 
bones7.

CONCLUSION
In summary, competition can be both a stressful and exhausting 
experience for a horse and rider. It would be best to have your 
horse prepared mentally and physically for competition by 
conditioning all of the horse’s body systems–respiratory, immune, 
digestive, skeletal and muscle--so that they can withstand 
increasing levels of exercise and allow the body to adapt to higher 
demands. By being proactive and using the correct supplements 
during competition, you and your horse will have the healthy 
advantage and ability to succeed.
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