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HEALTH ZONE Elderly

HAPPILY, HORSES ARE living  

longer than ever these days. However, the 

effects of aging are something that can-

not be avoided as the years go by. Elderly 

equines can require specialized care, and 

understanding their needs can help make 

their later years truly golden. 

Any health plan has to be tailored to 

specific individuals but that becomes 

increasingly true with age. Working with 

a trusted veterinarian is important, as is 

staying up to date on research. Caregivers 

and veterinarians both want to do what 

is best for the horse, but what that entails 

can get harder to define as an equine ages.

For those looking for the baseline 

in elderly equine care, the American 

Association of Equine Practitioners  

provides guidelines in its paper “10 Tips 

for Caring for the Older Horse.” 

“Advances in nutrition, management 

and health care are helping, horses are liv-

ing longer, more useful lives,” it explains. 

“It’s not uncommon to find horses and 

ponies living well into their 20s and 30s. 

While genetics play a role in determining 

life span, you too, can have an impact.

“You may think that turning your old-

timer out to pasture is the kindest form 

of retirement. But horses are individu-

als. Some enjoy being idle; others pre-

fer to be a part of the action. Whatever 

you do, don’t ignore the horse. Proper 

nutrition, care, and exercise will help the 

animal thrive.”

While complete retirement is usu-

ally offered in a well-meaning way, a 

recent study shows that maintaining 

some degree of activity helps horses who 

are aging. In January 2025, Scientific 

Repor ts published “A structured  

exercise regimen enhances autonomic 

Our equine friends are living longer which means they will require specialized care 
because, like humans, their needs change as they age
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function compared to unstructured phys-

ical activities in geriatric horses.”

“Importantly, ageing is not a dis-

ease but a condition in which the body  

experiences a decline in body mass, 

aerobic capacity, functional immunity, 

and autonomic function with time,” 

explained researchers. “Engaging in 

physical activity is essential for main-

taining muscle mass and immunological 

function in aged and unfit horses.”

For the study, 27 geriatric horses were 

used and studied for 12 weeks under 

different activity levels. One group was 

sedentary, one group participated in un-

structured activities, and the third group 

followed a structured exercise regimen. 

Researchers also noted that all of the 

horses had previously participated in 

equestrian sports and retired from com-

petition around the age of 15. Following 

their retirement, they either were seden-

tary or continued with physical activities.

According to researchers, the mini-

mum and average heart rates decreased 

in the structured exercise group from 

weeks 10 to 12, while no changes were 

observed in the other groups. Ad-

ditionally, heart rate variability was  

signif icantly higher in the struc-

tured exercise group compared to the  

unstructured group and, to a lesser ex-

tent, compared to the sedentary group.

“Geriatric horses participating in a 

structured exercise program showed 

improvements in both physical fitness 

and autonomic regulation compared 

to those with unstructured activities 

or a sedentary lifestyle,” researchers 

concluded. “Conversely, aged horses  

engaging in unstructured physical  

activ ity demonstrated potentially  

negat ive ef fects.  These f indings  

provide valuable insights into how differ-

ent activity levels affect autonomic regu-

lation in retired geriatric horses. 

“The study has significant welfare 

implications, suggesting the need for 

management practices to enhance well-

being, maintain welfare and, to some 

extent, preserve the economic value of 

DIET AND DENTAL CARE ARE CORNERSTONES 

TO KEEPING AGING HORSES HEALTHY
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geriatric horses after retirement. While 

there is evidence of the potential to 

sustain autonomic responses, further 

research is necessary to explore the 

muscular adaptations and related enzy-

matic functions arising from a structured  

exercise regimen in geriatric horses.”

Having a basic understanding of what 

possible changes can occur in an elder 

herd member is also a valuable tool. 

In January 2023, Immunity & Aging 

published “Immunosenescence and 

 inflammaging in the aged horse.”

“ The equine populat ion in the 

United States and worldwide now  

includes a higher percentage of geriatric 

horses than ever previously recorded, 

and as methods to treat and manage 

elderly equids are developed and re-

fined, this aging population will likely  

continue to expand,” explained research-

ers. “A better understanding of how hors-

es age and the effect of age on immunity 

and disease susceptibility is needed to 

enable targeted preventative healthcare 

strategies for aged horses.”

Researchers reviewed the current state 

of knowledge regarding the effect of aging 

on immunity, vaccine responsiveness, 

and disease risk in the horse, highlight-

ing similarities and differences to what is 

observed in aged humans. 

“Similar to the aging population 

of people, much interest exists in 

maintaining optimal health and function 

well into late life, and strategies designed 

to preserve a youthful immune system 

in the old horse population are needed,” 

researchers explained. “In contrast to 

geriatric humans, healthy aged horses ap-

pear to be relatively effective at avoiding 

infectious diseases. Aged horses, however, 

do experience a high prevalence of im-

munosuppressive endocrine disease (eg., 

PPID), resulting in an increasingly large 

population of older horses at high risk of 

impaired immune function. 

“Interventions designed to preserve 

adaptive immunity and deter the shift 

towards a proinflammatory bias that 

occurs in old horses may prevent or 

delay age-related comorbidities and 

promote equine health well into old age.”

Proper nutrition is vital at all stages 

but can be more complex as a horse ages, 

and dental health also plays an impor-

tant role. In September 2023, the Jour-

nal of the American Veterinary Medical  

Association published “Advances in dental  

management in the equine geriatric  

patient: strategies for improved welfare.”

“G er iat r ic  horses have a  h ig h  

prevalence of dental disease, which 
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is a culmination of age-related dental 

changes and dental disease through-

out the life of the horse that may have 

long-term consequences,” explained 

researchers. “Wear abnormalities, 

diastemata with periodontal disease, 

pulpitis and endodontic disease, infun-

dibular caries, and equine odontoclas-

tic tooth resorption and hypercemen-

tosis become more prevalent with age.  

Recognition of age-related dental disease 

at an early stage can help to treat and pos-

sibly preserve teeth for longer.”

Researchers noted that it is important 

to remember that the age at which horses 

are regarded to be geriatric is higher now 

with horses performing at top competi-

tion levels well into their 20s; however, 

the age at which dental disease becomes 

more prevalent is significantly earlier 

than that, at 15 to 16 years of age. 

“Regular dental examination and 

remedial odontoplasty are recommended 

and are even more important in older 

horses to identify any early-stage dental 

disease and implement the appropri-

ate treatment to minimize long-term  

implications,” concluded researchers. 

“In addition, careful dietary manage-

ment to prevent conditions such as  

generalized peripheral caries or prevent 

food packing into diastemata aggravating 

periodontal disease can help to manage 

or minimize dental conditions. 

“With advances in dental diagnostics 

and treatments and improved equine 

management and diets, dental disease 

should not have a detrimental effect on 

older horses. Dental practitioners have a 

very important role to play in maintain-

ing the welfare of an aging horse popula-

tion.”

Another layer of the equation is the 

sentimentality that often builds around 

an aging herd member, which is impor-

tant for veterinarians and caregivers alike 

to keep in mind. In July 2020, the Journal 

of Equine Veterinary Science published 

“Aging Equines: Understanding the Ex-

perience of Caring for a Geriatric Horse 

with a Chronic Condition.”

For the study, researchers evaluated 

the experience of 1,448 people in the 

United States who currently care for or 

had previously cared for a geriatric horse 

and how that experience was qualified 

by the presence or absence of a chronic 

condition in the horse. In order to bet-

ter understand the burden of caregiving 

from the owner’s standpoint, an anony-

mous, online questionnaire was created.

“Findings from the study supported 

the hypothesis that owners of geriatric 

horses with a chronic condition expe-

rienced higher levels of physical and  

emotional care burden, regardless of the L
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Although winless in 100 starts, Zippy Chippy was a winner for his longevity. He died five 
days shy of his actual 31st birthday in 2022 at Old Friends, Cabin Creek division in New 
York, where he spent a healthy and happy retirement

A famous retiree who arrived this year at 
Old Friends in Kentucky is the 25-year-old 
Bird Town. She’s the first Kentucky Oaks 
winner to retire there

250 mg/mL
For intramuscular use in horses only.
Brief Summary (For Full Prescribing Information, 
see package insert)
CAUTION: Federal law restricts this drug to use by or 
on the order of a licensed veterinarian.
DESCRIPTION: Zycosan contains pentosan polysulfate 
sodium, a semi-synthetic polysulfated xylan. It is a 
pale yellow to brownish yellow, clear, sterile solution.
INDICATION: For the control of clinical signs 
associated with osteoarthritis in horses. 
CONTRAINDICATIONS: Horses with hypersensitivity 
to pentosan polysulfate sodium or any of the 
inactive ingredients in Zycosan should not receive 
Zycosan. Do not use Zycosan concurrently with 
other anticoagulant drugs. Do not use in horses 
with clotting disorders or within 24 hours of surgical 
procedures (see Warnings and Precautions). 
WARNINGS AND PRECAUTIONS: 
User Safety Warnings: Not for use in humans. Keep 
out of reach of children. Pentosan polysulfate sodium 
is a weak anticoagulant. Caution should be used 
when administering Zycosan if you are taking an

Zycosan™

(pentosan polysulfate sodium injection)

breeding, pregnant, or lactating horses.
Other Warnings:
Do not use in horses intended for human consumption.
ADVERSE REACTIONS: 
Injection site reactions were the most frequently 
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site reactions were associated with clinicopathology 
changes in some cases. Other adverse reactions 
reported in more than one horse were prolongation 
of coagulation parameters (activated partial 
thromboplastin time (aPTT) and prothrombin time 
(PT)), lethargy, behavior changes, and colic.
To report suspected adverse events, for technical 
assistance or to obtain a copy of the Safety Data 
Sheet (SDS), contact Dechra at (866) 933-2472. For 
additional information about adverse drug experience 
reporting for animal drugs, contact FDA at 1-888-FDA-
VETS or online at http://www.fda.gov/reportanimalae
STORAGE CONDITIONS: Store at room temperature 
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Approved by FDA under NADA # 141-559
Zycosan is a trademark of Dechra Limited.
R 01 2023

anticoagulant. In case of accidental self-injection,
seek immediate medical attention. If product 
comes into contact with skin, rinse skin 
thoroughly with water and seek medical 
attention if needed. To obtain a Safety Data Sheet 
(SDS), contact Dechra at (866) 933-2472.
Animal Safety Warnings and Precautions:
Zycosan has been shown to prolong coagulation 
parameters up to 24 hours after injection, therefore 
caution should be used when administering this 
drug before or after strenuous activities (see 
Target Animal Safety). Due to the anticoagulant 
effects, this drug may exacerbate Exercise Induced 
Pulmonary Hemorrhage (EIPH). The concurrent use 
of NSAIDs with Zycosan has not been evaluated. 
Due to the anticoagulant effects of Zycosan and 
known anticoagulant effects of some NSAIDs, 
caution should be used if NSAIDs are concurrently 
administered. Horses concurrently treated with 
Zycosan and NSAIDs should be monitored for 
hemorrhage or other clinical signs of abnormal 
bleeding (e.g., petechiae, ecchymosis, or epistaxis). 
The safety of long-term repeat use of Zycosan has 
not been evaluated. Pigmentary changes in the 
retina (pigmentary maculopaWthy) have been 
reported in human patients following long-term 
oral use of pentosan polysulfate sodium. It is not 
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by controlling the clinical signs 
associated with osteoarthritis
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Important Satefy Information

As with all drugs, side effects may occur. For intramuscular use in horses only. Not for use in humans. Pentosan polysulfate sodium is a weak
anticoagulant. Caution should be used when administering Zycosan if you are taking an anticoagulant. In case of accidental self-injection, 
seek immediate medical attention. If product comes into contact with skin, rinse skin thoroughly with water and seek medical attention 
if needed. Horses with hypersensitivity to pentosan polysulfate sodium should not receive Zycosan. Do not use Zycosan concurrently with  
other anticoagulant drugs. Do not use in horses with clotting disorders or within 24 hours of surgical procedures. Caution should be used when
administering this drug before or after strenuous activities. Caution should be used when NSAIDS are administered concurrently due to the 
anticoagulant effects of Zycosan. If Zycosan and NSAIDS are used concurrently, horses should be monitored for hemorrhage or other clinical
signs of abnormal bleeding. The safe use of Zycosan has not been evaluated in breeding, pregnant, or lactating horses. The safety of long-term 
repeat use of Zycosan has not been evaluated. The most frequently reported adverse reactions are injection site reactions, prolongation of
coagulation parameters(activated partial thromboplastin time (aPTT) and prothrombin time (PT). Refer to the prescribing information for 
complete details or visit www.dechra-us.com.  

1. Zycosan® Freedom of Information Summary NADA 141-559  
© 2023 Dechra Veterinary Products. Dechra is a registered trademark of Dechra Pharmaceuticals PLC. Zycosan is a registered trademark of 
Dechra Limited; all rights reserved. E230089

To learn more about Zycosan®, please scan the QR code 
or visit go.dechra-us.com/zycosan
24-hour Veterinary Technical Support available: (866) 933-2472
Nonurgent Technical Support available: support@dechra.com
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age of the geriatric horse,” researchers 

concluded. “Attachment levels reported 

by participants were high, regardless of 

the health status of the horse. 

“This exploratory study provides the 

equine practitioner a greater under-

standing of the care burden experienced 

by owners of geriatric horses, particu-

larly of owners of geriatric horses with a 

chronic condition, who rely on their vet-

erinarian to guide their management and 

health care decisions. Veterinarians can 

help prepare and support clients as they 

navigate the complexities of caring for an 

older horse with a chronic condition.”

Staying alive is one thing, maintain-

ing a high quality of life is another. It is 

often a major factor when dealing with 

a health crisis, especially when it comes 

to older horses, and it is an issue that 

impacts horse owners around the globe. 

In August 2024, BMC Veterinary Re-

search published “ ‘How long is life worth 

living for the horse?’ A focus group study 

on how Austrian equine stakeholders as-

sess quality of life for chronically ill or old 

horses.”

“Quality of life (QoL) provides a 

comprehensive concept underpinning 

veterinary decision-making that encom-

passes factors beyond physical health,” 

explained researchers. “It becomes 

particularly pertinent when seeking 

responsible choices for chronically ill 

or old horses that emphasize their well-

being and a good QoL over the exten-

sion of life. How different stakeholders 

use the concept of QoL is highly relevant 

when considering the complexity of these 

decisions in real-life situations.”

During the study, seven focus group 

discussions were conducted, and they in-

cluded horse owners, equine veterinar-

ians, veterinary officers, farriers, and 

horse caregivers. Analysis focused on 

similarities and differences in the views 

of these different groups.

The study showed agreement when it 

came to the importance of the individu-

ality of the horse for assessing QoL and 

the relevance of QoL in making decisions 

about veterinary interventions. However, 

researchers found differences between 

the groups in terms of the time required 

to assess QoL, stakeholders’ contribu-

tions to QoL assessments, and challenges 

resulting from those contributions. 

“While owners and caregivers of horses 

emphasized their knowledge of a horse 

and the relevance of the time they spend 

with their horse, the veterinarians in the 

study focused on the differences between 

their own QoL assessments and those of 

horse owners,” researchers concluded. 

“In response to challenges regarding QoL 

assessments and decision-making, stake-

holders described different strategies 

such as drawing comparisons to human 

experiences. 

“Differences between stakehold-

ers regarding equine QoL assessments  

contribute to challenges when making de-

cisions about the care of chronically ill or 

old horses. The results of this study sug-

gest that individual and collaborative re-

flection about a horse’s QoL should be en-

couraged, for example by developing prac-

ticable QoL assessment tools that support 

relevant stakeholders in this process.”

One of the hardest parts of working 

with animals is the fact that they are un-

able to say how much pain they are (or 

aren’t) in. This means those that know 

them best have to assess the situation to 

the best of their abilities. In November 

2022, the Equine Veterinary Journal 

published “Pain severity scores for com-

mon equine disorders as provided by 

horse owners and equine veterinarians.”

The cross-sectional study aimed to 

compare estimates of pain experienced 

by horses as provided by veterinar-

ians and horse owners and to determine  

factors associated with individuals 

who perceive horses to be experiencing 

extreme pain or minimal pain. 

It was conducted by sending internet-

based questionnaires to horse owners 

and veterinarians that included items 

related to recognition of pain in horses, 

estimated degree of pain experienced by 

horses, and demographic information. In 

all, 553 horse owners and 263 veterinari-

ans took part. Respondents were primar-

ily from the United States. 

“Pain scores varied widely and dif-

ferences in median scores from horse 

owners and veterinarians were small,” 

researchers concluded. “Horse owners 

providing high pain ratings were more 

likely to have <10 horses and to not have a 

college degree. Those providing low pain 

ratings were less likely to own <10 horses. 

Veterinarians providing high pain rat-

ings were more likely to be employed in a 

mixed animal practice and to lack board-

certification in a veterinary specialty. 

Veterinarians providing low pain ratings 

were more likely to be male. Assessments 

of the degree of pain horses are experi-

encing vary widely among horse owners 

and equine veterinarians.”

Caring for an elderly animal comes 

with its own unique experiences, and 

often there is not a straightforward 

answer. However, armed with the lat-

est information, those in charge of aging 

equines can approach the situation with 

the compassion and knowledge it can 

often require. B

One area of concern for elderly 
horses is the health of their teeth, 
so regular dental check-ups 
should be on the calendar
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