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The Science Behind
Nutritional Supplements

BY DR. STACEY OKE / ANNE M. EBERHARDT PHOTOS

nutritional supplement to their horses, and many even offer two or more

nutritional supplements per day. With products on the market touted to
treat virtually every ailment under the sun, from metabolic and joint issues to insect
control and behavior problems, surely they work...and my brother’s friend’s cousin’s
horse proves it!

The truth is, nutritional supplements might very well be valuable additions to your
horse’s diet; however, there are two main challenges with using these products. First,
a lack of scientific evidence exists to support
many supplements’ use, even after decades of
promotion; and second, poor-quality supple-
ments are widely available that do not actu-
ally contain the ingredients they claim. To-
gether, these two issues make it difficult to
know what product/ingredient really is or is
not working.

This article examines some of the most
popular nutritional supplements, their pri-
mary ingredients, and what science says
about them. It also discusses the importance
of avoiding oversupplementation.

Market survey reports indicate half of all horse owners feed some form of
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Half of all horse owners feed some form of supplement to their horses
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Types of Supplements

A recent market survey of veterinary
nutraceuticals reports that the five most
popular classes of equine nutritional sup-
plements are those targeting joints, diges-
tion, hoof care, skin/coat health, and re-
laxation. The list of “other” supplements
is extensive, including products for insect
control, anhidrosis (the inability to sweat),
mare-specific issues, metabolic concerns,
muscles, tendons, ligaments, respiratory
conditions, allergies, and the immune sys-
tem, among others.

Some manufacturers produce nutrition-
al supplements containing one or a few
“key” ingredients targeted to a specific
problem.

For example, supplements aiming to
solve hoof problems include the key ingre-
dients biotin, methionine, and zinc. Thus,
some products are available with just these
three ingredients. Other manufacturers
embrace a “the more, the merrier” attitude
and produce hoof supplements that con-
tain not only biotin, methionine, and zinc,
but also a variety of herbs, minerals, vita-
mins, amino acids, carbohydrates, etc.

Common and uncommon ingredients
included in the five most popular types
of equine nutritional supplements are as
follows:

Joint Supplements

It is not surprising that joint supple-
ments are by far the most popular, consid-
ering that lameness and osteoarthritis are
two of the most common equine ailments.
While some are made well, and some
studies on oral joint health supplement
(OJHS) efficacy have yielded favorable re-
sults, an abundance of poor-quality prod-
ucts abound, according to a presentation
given at the 2008 American Association of
Equine Practitioners convention by Dr. C.
Wayne Mcllwraith, Barbara Cox Anthony
University Chair and Director of Orthopae-
dic Research at Colorado State University.
Typical joint supplement ingredients are
glucosamine (hydrochloride, sulfate, or
N-acetyl-D-glucosamine), chondroitin sul-
fate, and methylsulfonylmethane (MSM).
Other products can include hyaluronic
acid, cetylated fatty acids, Perna mus-
sel, collagen/gelatin, avocado-soybean
unsaponifiables (ASU), vitamin C, herbs
(yucca, Devil’s claw, Boswellia), and other
“unique” or patented ingredients.

Dr. Wendy Pearson, a graduate student
at the University of Guelph’s Department
of Plant Agriculture in Ontario, Canada,
recently addressed the need for additional
research on glucosamine-based nutraceu-
ticals, in particular.
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Vetrofen: The All-Natural Solution to Training Soreness
Due to Knocks, Bumps & Wear and Tear

As equine enthusiasts, we often look for ways to ease discomfort and
assist these athletic animals during their grueling training schedules.
MediVet America, a Lexington-based company, has now launched Vetrofen.
A long-time aid to top trainers in Great Britain, Vetrofen is now available
as part of Medivet’s all natural regenerative product line in North America.
Vetrofen relieves pain and acts as an antioxidant agent reducing strains
from training workouts. Vetrofen is safe and effective for use in all equine
disciplines, even on race day. Whether your horse has experienced sore-
ness, bumps, and bruises from everyday wear and tear, or strains during
training, Vetrofen is the all-natural solution to stop the pain today!

Vetrofen helps maintain soundness and mobility using a powerful dual-
action formula. Vetrofen possesses both anti-inflammatory and antioxidant
properties that work to counteract the trauma associated with heavy pre-
race training. This blend of all natural ingredients soothes joints, muscles,
ligaments, and tendons preparing your horse for the rigors of race day.
Vetrofen is a completely natural, powerful antioxidant made up of botanical
plant extracts proven to have quick and lasting effects like nothing before
in the industry. Mix the easy-to-use powder into your horse’s moist feed for
instant results. Call 1-800-365-9168 or visit www.medivetdirect.com to
learn more and try Vetrofen today.

“We critically evaluated 15 studies on
glucosamine-based equine nutritional
supplements and found only three of these

were ‘quality’ studies based on how well
the studies were designed, the data col-
lected and analyzed, and how the results

Supplements promoting hoof health are seen as important for racing Thoroughbreds
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were reported,” she said.

Pearson and colleague Dr. Michael
Lindinger, from the University of Guelph’s
Department of Human Health and Nu-
tritional Sciences, concluded, “The pub-
lication of poor-quality studies prohibits
meaningful interpretation of the results.
New, high-quality studies are needed for
glucosamine-based and other nutritional
supplements.”

Digestion

There are two main groups of products
included in this category: those with pro-
and prebiotics designed to help keep the
digestive system stabilized; and those
designed to prevent or resolve gastric
(stomach) ulcers. First, pro- and prebi-
otics are marketed to promote a healthy
gastrointestinal (GI) system, which might
ultimately help reduce the horse’s chanc-
es of developing gas, colic, diarrhea, and
laminitis, along with possibly improving
his feed efficiency and immune system
health. Probiotics are a source of “good”
microorganisms that take up residence
in the large intestine to help digest feed.
In contrast, prebiotics are nondigestible
products that essentially feed these good
microorganisms in the horse’s hindgut.
Examples of probiotics are Lactobacillus
spp, Bifidobacterium spp, and Saccharomy-
ces boulardii. Examples of prebiotics are
fructooligosaccharides (FOS), xylooligo-
saccharides (XOS), and mannooligosac-
charides (MOS).

Some digestive health nutritional sup-
plements also include digestive enzymes,
hindgut acid protectors, licorice, glu-
tamine, and various other compounds as
approaches to combating inflammation
and ulcers.

Studies assessing the use of pro- and
prebiotics are important, considering
how sensitive the equine hindgut is,
particularly to sudden changes in feed.
Research indicates that prebiotics such
as FOS might be able to reduce microbi-
al population disruptions in the equine
hindgut in cases of acute starch overload
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(i.e., if a horse gets into a grain bin). In
2005 veterinary researchers from the
University of Pennsylvania’s New Bolton
Center reported that oral administration
of the yeast S. boulardii could be used to
help decrease both the severity and dura-
tion of acute enterocolitis (inflammation
of the small intestine and colon).

Unlike supplements for digestive health,
products marketed for gastric ulcer preven-
tion have an interesting variety of ingredi-
ents. Some products contain antacids (e.g.,
magnesium and/or aluminum hydroxide)
and/or soluble fiber, whereas others rely
on licorice and/or other herbs as their key
ingredients. Many ulcer products also
contain pro- and prebiotics as well as the
amino acids L-glutamine and L-threonine,
which might help the cells lining the stom-
ach heal after injury.

Research results published in veteri-
nary literature indicate antacids increase
gastric pH (i.e., make it less acidic and,
therefore, less likely for ulcers to form),
but only for a limited period of time. Ex-
perts generally agree that feeding antac-
ids to horses in high enough amounts and
frequently enough to facilitate ulcer heal-
ingis challenging.

For example, the chapter on gastric ul-
cers in Current Therapy in Equine Medi-
cine, sixth edition by Dr. N. Edward Rob-
inson and Dr. Kim A. Sprayberry, recom-
mends administering 200-250 mL of an
aluminum-magnesium hydroxide antacid
every three to six hours to help increase
gastric pH, but the authors note this is not
likely to contribute to healing existing
ulcers. Supplementation might not even
be necessary in many cases, as an alfalfa
hay and grain diet alone has been shown
to buffer stomach acid in horses.

Asanalternative to antacids, some prod-
ucts include licorice as the key ingredient.
Licorice is an herb used frequently in a
wide variety of nutritional supplements
purportedly possessing anti-inflammato-
ry and anti-ulcer effects (among others).
No studies on licorice’s effect on gastric
ulcers (or other ailments) in horses appear
to have been published in peer-reviewed
journals; however, one study on gastric
ulcers in rats published in March 2010
stated, “These results supported the eth-
nomedical use of licorice in the treatment
of gastric ulcers.” Such results might not
apply to horses.

Hoof Care

In addition to biotin, methionone, and
zinc, some hoof supplements also include
inositol, choline, a variety of amino acids
(e.g., lysine, cystine, glycine, proline, ty-
rosine, phenylalanine), minerals (copper,
cobalt), and various other ingredients in-
cluding MSM, omega-3 and -6 fatty acids,
gelatin/collagen, silica, electrolytes (cal-

SPECIAL ADVERTISING SECTION
SHOWCASING PRODUCTS AND SERVICES
FOR THE THOROUGHBRED INDUSTRY

Build Stronger Bone with 0CD™ Pellets

CD Pellets (Optimal Cartilage Development) is a revolutionary nutritional supplement that helps

maintain, protect, and restore the bone and joint health of horses in all stages of life. Using the
technology of micro-sized molecules (Isolates) for superior assimilation and utilization of active ingre-
dients, OCD Pellets encourages new cartilage growth and joint lubrication while providing relief from
inflammation.

Corta-Flx, a clinically proven formula found in OCD Pellets, is a source of nutrients that addresses
the inflammation of the joint. 0CD Pellets supplies the building blocks necessary for the creation and
maintenance of healthy cartilage (bone). That is why OCD Pellets is so effective; it addresses not only
the inflammation but also the main issue—the bone matrix and cartilage in a joint.

Easy to feed and economical, OCD Pellets can be top-dressed on feedings or blended into your cus-
tom feed mixture and will not interfere with any complete feed or supplement.

Whether you are a weekend warrior or a professional competitor, your horses will work better and
stay sounder when OCD Pellets is a part of their nutritional program.

We are so certain your horse will show improvement using OCD Pellets, we proudly offer you our
risk-free, 100% money-back guarantee. For more information, please visit www.ocdpellets.com or
call toll free (866) 392-2363.

cium, phosphorus, sodium), and vitamin
C (ascorbic acid). The majority of these
ingredients have not been studied to
determine their effects on hoof growth.
But some studies on biotin alone suggest
supplementing with 15-60 mg of biotin
per day for at least five to 10 months im-
proved hoof growth rates and hardness.

In 1990 Dr. Susan Kempson, senior lec-
turer in Preclinical Veterinary Sciences
in the University of Edinburgh’s Royal
(Dick) School of Veterinary Studies, stud-
ied the effect of one biotin-containing
hoof supplement in 18 horses with vari-
ous hoof abnormalities (among them were
cracks, crumbling horn, bruising, and col-
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lapsed heels). After only six weeks of
supplementation, both grossly vis-
ible and microscopic improvements
were visible in the horse’s hooves,
and these improvements persisted
for the entire two-year study period.
Several other studies have reached
similar conclusions since.

Skin and Coat Health

Do you want your horse to have a
silky, shiny coat and a lustrous mane
and tail? Of course you do, which is
why this type of nutritional supple-
ment is so popular. The primary in-
gredient in these products is fat.

“If your sole goal is to obtain a
shiny, supple coat, you need not feed
the more expensive omega-3 fats—if
you could get your horse to eat lard, that would do the job just as
effectively,” said Dr. Sheryl S. King, professor in the Department of
Animal Science, Food, and Nutrition at Southern Illinois Univer-
sity at Carbondale. “I do believe feeding higher levels of omega-3
fatty acids in horses has health benefits. We have documented a
few already in controlling inflammation, in improving some indi-
cators of athletic stress, and in some aspects of reproduction.”

Read the label carefully, though, because not all “omega fatty
acid supplements” contain higher levels of omega-3 fatty acids than
omega-6 fatty acids, which they should if you feed a fat supplement
for its anti-inflammatory properties. Further, the “cream of the
crop” omega fatty acids are eicosapentaenoic acid (EPA) and do-

Consider the proper balance when adding
supplements to a horse’s diet
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cosahexaenoic acid (DHA), which
come from fish oil. Only a few sup-
plements contain these pearls and
are generally more expensive.

Calming Effects

More so than a hot bubble bath,
products to help horses relax and
focus on their work are extremely
popular. The primary ingredients
in these products are B vitamins
(thiamine), magnesium, L-trypto-
E phan, and the herbs valerian and
8 chamomile. Proponents say valer-
z £ ian has sedative qualities, relaxing
£ the central nervous system. Chamo-

mile has a reputation for its appar-

ent soothing and relaxing effects.

Tryptophan is the amino acid pre-
cursor for serotonin, a neurotransmitter implicated in sedation,
inhibition of aggression, fear, and stress.

In 2004 two researchers reviewed the use of L-tryptophan as a
calmative, determining that while there’s evidence it has calming
effects, its efficacy is questionable. In an editorial published in
2005 by Dr. Pat Harris, from the Waltham Centre for Pet Nutrition
in the United Kingdom, little information about L-tryptophan in
horses was available. Harris noted that other calmatives such as
chamomile and valerian also have not been studied in the horse,
so their use is based loosely on work done in other species show-
ing/suggesting positive effects.

Veterinarians urge owners and trainers to be cautious about
using these products in competition horses, particularly if those
horses might undergo drug testing. Some regulating bodies do
not permit the use of valerian and other herbal calmatives. Fur-
ther, these products might not be safe if used incorrectly; IV thia-
mine, for instance, has caused anaphylactic shock in horses when
not administered properly.

Balancing your Horse’s Daily Ration

It is imperative to consider all of the macro- and micronutrients
in your horse’s daily ration. While most of these products are safe
when fed orally, oversupplementing vitamins, minerals, or other
nutrients can be detrimental to your horse’s health—not to men-
tion your wallet.

Consider a horse that is supplemented with a joint supplement,
multivitamin, and a skin/coat supplement. Many ingredients are
duplicated or even triplicated. Thus, your horse could be receiving
several times more of each of these vitamins and minerals than is
recommended or is safe. Young horses fed high levels of zinc, for
instance, have developed lameness and stiffness.

“This is believed to be not so much a result of the zinc, but of
the relationship between zinc and copper,” explains Karen Waite,
a Michigan State University Extension equine specialist. “Copper
is required for normal cartilage development, and young horses
with zinc toxicosis have a secondary copper deficiency which
impacts the growth of their bones.”

Take-Home Message

In her guest editorial in the July 2005 edition of The Veterinary
Journal, Harris wrote, “As we improve our understanding of the
value of nutrients, rather than medicines, in the management and
care of our horses, there will, I believe, be an increasing role for
supplements—but hopefully only for those that have some real
support for their use in the horse.”

Since Harris” editorial was published, the nutritional supple-
ment industry has exploded and owners and trainers have em-
braced the concept of “treating” horses through diet rather than
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Keeping Horses Focused and Willing to Perform

63-93% of Competitive Horses Have Gastric Health Issues*

S ome of the signs that a horse may be dealing with gastric health con-
cerns include loss of appetite (mild to moderate), weight loss, poor
hair coat, decline in body condition, decreased performance or decreased
willingness to perform, teeth grinding, excessive salivation, yawning, mild
diarrhea, recurrent mild to moderate non-specific colic, and increased lying
down. Many things can contribute to a horse’s potential for these issues,
including periods of food deprivation, stall confinement, a high concentrate
diet, prolonged NSAID therapy, poor mastication (chewing), a change in
management (trailering, a new environment, change in daily routine), and
overwork (prolonged periods of strenuous exercise). There is a new supple-
ment available specifically to address gastric health issues.

Platinum Gastric Support from Platinum Performance can be support-

ive in several ways. This new approach to gastric health is the only equine
supplement that contains Fermaid Ease 187,** which helps maintain over-
all condition by supporting a healthy appetite and digestion, especially in
horses dealing with training-related stress. Platinum Gastric Support also
supports a healthy level of gastric acid in the stomach, which can help main-
tain a healthy epithelium (lining) of the stomach. In addition, this formula
includes a daily probiotic to support the balance of intestinal microflora for
healthy digestive function. So, there is no need to add a separate probiotic
supplement to the horse’s regimen. For more information call 1-800-553-
2400 or visit PlatinumPerformance.com.

*based on studies of non-racing and racing performance horses

** Only Available from Platinum Performance

with drugs. Unfortunately, the majority
of nutritional supplements continue to be
produced, purchased, and administered
without any support for their use, with few
notable exceptions. Veterinarians, owners,
and trainers are therefore encouraged to
choose and administer supplements man-
ufactured by companies committed to re-
search and proving the quality, safety, and
efficacy of their nutritional supplements.
Most nutritional supplements are regard-

ed as safe, but several textbooks have been
devoted to the topic of herb-nutrient-drug
interactions. Some nutrient supplements,
particularly those containing herbs, might
not be safe when given in conjunction with
drugs or pharmaceutical products. Be sure
your veterinarian knows exactly what
supplement(s) and how much of them you
are administering to your horse.

Above all, work with your veterinarian
and an equine nutritionist to determine

your horse’s dietary requirements and ad-
dress any additional supplements he might
require.

Excerpted from The Horse: Your Guide
to Equine Health Care. Free weekly
newsletters at www.TheHorse.com
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Keep your horse focused and willing to perform with this new approach to equine gastric health.

Call 1-800-553-2400 or visit PlatinumPerformance.com.

*BASED ON STUDIES OF NON-RACING AND RACING PERFORMANCE HORSES
** ONLY AVAILABLE FROM PLATINUM PERFORMANCE

Have Gastric Health Issues:

Platinum Gastric Support is the only equine
supplement that contains Fermaid Ease® 187**

® Helps maintain overall condition by supporting a
healthy appetite and digestion
® Supports a healthy level of gastric acid in the stomach
® Helps maintain a healthy epithelium (lining) of
the stomach

® |ncludes a daily probiotic to support the balance of

intestinal microflora for healthy digestive function
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