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QS U B J E C T: TYING UP

H ow can we prevent tying up from happening
in the equine athlete?

‘ Ty i ng up’ (myositis) is a term used to de s c r i b e
t he result of seve re mus c le pain in the ho rs e.
T he re could be any of a number of causes for the
o nset of mus c le pain, ra ng i ng from ove r - exe r t i o n
to a phys i o logical pro b lem with the mus c le cell
i tself.  It can be a one time occurre nce or a re c u r-
re nt pro b lem. Unfo r t u n a t e l y, the only way to
p reve nt it is to turn the ho rse out to pasture and
not ask it to perform. Since that is not usually an
option for most ho rse ow ne rs, the re are some feed-
i ng changes that can be made to help the ho rs e
a void episodes of tying up. 

1) Re p l ace a portion of the starch (grain) in the
diet with fat and fiber. This can be do ne by re p l ac-
ing some of the grain in the diet with highly
d i ge s t i b le fiber like beet pulp. To inc rease the fa t
in the diet add 1 to 2 cups of corn oil (or any
p a l a t a b le ve ge t a b le oil) per day.  The re is a pro d uc t
that is high in fiber and fat on the market called
rice bran. EquiJewel Rice Bran is perhaps the safest
to use because it has a balanced calc i u m : p ho s p ho-
rus ratio. Some manufacturers make special high
fat/high fiber feeds. An appropriate feed would
h a ve on the guara nteed analysis a fiber value of 15
to 20 % and a fat value of 6 to 12 % fat.  

2) Supple me ntation with vitamin E/sele n i u m
has helped some ho rses with myo s i t i s. Be sure yo u
c heck whe t her you are in an area of the count r y
w he re the soils are high in selenium befo re yo u
try this option. 

3) Daily supple me ntation with ele c t rolytes may
be he l pful for the ho rses whose pro b lem is due to
e le c t rolyte imbalanc e s. This wo u ld be particularly
i m p o r t a nt during work or if the ho rse is swe a t i ng. 

4)  The use of supple me ntal chromium has been
fo u nd to help some ho rses with myo s i t i s. The
ex act mechanism is not fully unde rs tood, but it
has to do with insulin and cortisol re g u l a t i o n .
KER has a chromium pro d uct called “Me t a b o le e z e ”
which is only ava i l a b le through a ve t e r i n a r i a n .

5)  As much turn-out as possible, 24 ho u rs out
on pasture is the best. If the ho rse does not have
24 ho u rs turnout then a daily exe rcise ro u t i ne is
very important. 

S U B J E C T: FAT 
I have been acutely awa re of major shifts in
recent ye a rs from low fat to high fat diets in
our performance hors e s. From my pers p e c t i ve,
it seems to be creating excellent results in sev-
e ral classes of hors e s. I guess I’m a little
concerned about where all this is going and
what kind of re s e a rch is being done to assure
the long term health of our horses is being giv-
en adequate consideration. Do we have
adequate re s e a rch and understanding of what
the impact of high fat diets might be to their
metabolism or to their ove rall physical deve l o p-
ment ? Is there adequate follow up re s e a rc h
being conducted to assure we are not cre a t i n g
something we have to deal with later in the lif e
of these performers? I’m not an “old fash-
ioned” oats and hay person, but also
u n d e rstand that sales and marketing some-
times exerts overwhelming pre s s u re on what is
good sound nutrition and common sense.

T he addition of fat to the equine diet is jus t
about the most re s e a rc hed topic in equine nu t r i-
tion. Work has been do ne invo l v i ng almost eve r y
age group and under almost every circ u ms t a nc e
you can imag i ne. Unive rsities like Virginia Te c h ,
U n i ve rsity of Ke nt ucky and Texas A&M have do ne
much of the re s e a rch, but nu me ro us othe rs have
do ne their share at ex p lo r i ng differe nt aspects.
He re at Ke nt ucky Equine Re s e a rch (KER) we have
do ne seve ral studies invo l v i ng the use of fat in the
diet of the perfo r m a nce ho rs e. The Equine Nutri-
tion and Phys i o logy Society Pro c e e d i ngs are full of
fat re s e a rch do ne over the last 20 ye a rs. 

Unfortunately, most of the studies have been
fairly short term, lasting 16 weeks or less.  This
does not answer the question of the long term
e f f e c ts of high fat diets. KER  just finished a stud y
which involved feeding high fat diets for 15
mo nt hs. Seve ral para me t e rs we re mo n i to red which
would indicate whether it was harmful to keep
them on the fat that long (we were particularly
i nt e rested in liver damage). The only differe nce we
saw was higher blood cho le s t e rol but that in its e l f
did not appear to affect perfo r m a nce in any wa y. 

T he equine dige s t i ve tract is de s i g ned to hand le
re a s o n a b le amo u nts of fat. Unlike ruminants, the
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small int e s t i ne of the ho rse comes befo re the ferme nt a t i o n
vat. This gives the ho rse the exc e l le nt opportunity to ge t
t he full benefit of the fat in the diet befo re it hits the
m i c robes (whe re high fat can be a pro b lem). Not that it is
not impossible to ove r w helm the equine dige s t i ve trac t
with fat – I have seen pro b le ms when ho rses are fed exc e s-
s i ve amo u nts of fat (particularly animal fat). But as lo ng
as a ho rse is eating well, perfo r m i ng well, lo o k i ng he a l t hy
a nd ac t i ng sane, I do not have any t h i ng ag a i nst add i ng fa t
in the diet. 

Re s e a rch is limited by the amo u nt of mo ney that can be
put into it. I am afraid that only time will tell whe t he r
t he re really are lo ng term pro b le ms with added fat in the
e q u i ne diet, but so far things look pretty pro m i s i ng. 

S U B J E C T: HEAV E S
We have a remarkable older Warmblood mare
who suffers from heaves. We just pulled her
a way from all hay and have gone back to alfal-
fa cubes. They worry me as it seems she will
not have enough roughage in her diet. What
are you doing in this situation? Can one suc-
cessfully breed a horse with this condition?

He a ves is the common name for the ailme nt “c h ro n i c
o b s t r uc t i ve pulmonary disease” (COPD). It is caused by a
hy p e rs e nsitivity to fungal spores which are fo u nd in bed-
d i ng, stable and hay. For some ho rses it may be a
s e nsitivity to summer pasture grass pollen. Many times the
very first signs of the disease (de c reased perfo r m a nce) go
u n i de ntified as COPD. 

C o nt ro l l i ng the dust in the ho rs e ’s hay can help COPD
ho rs e s. The best way is to soak the hay in water for 5 min-
utes befo re feeding to re d uce the fungal spore s. Ho s i ng
t he hay well will have the same effect. This has been
fo u nd to be mo re effective at re d uc i ng the spores than
f e e d i ng pelleted or cubed feed. Howeve r, the spores in hay
cubes can also be re d uced by filling the buc ket of cubes
with water (just enough to cover the cubes) and feeding
t hem to the ho rse wet. 

Ye s, your ho rse can get enough ro u g h age from hay
c u b e s, prov i ded you feed enough of them. The ho rs e
s ho u ld be ge t t i ng at least 1% of his body we i g ht in cubes -
which for a 1400 lb Wa r m b lood mare is at least 14 lbs of
c u b e s. The re are many ho rses who survive on hay cubes
b e c a use baled hay is not ava i l a b le. Howeve r, you may con-
s i der the alfa l fa / t i mo t hy cubes ra t her than stra i g ht alfa l fa
if your ho rse is used to grass hay or you are conc e r ne d
about the high protein or calcium in alfa l fa. 

A no t her fiber source used commonly in COPD ho rses is
s o a ked beet pulp. Any conc e nt rate (sweet feed or pelle ts )
can be mixed into the beet pulp just prior to pre s e nt i ng 

it to the ho rse in order to cut down on the dust in 
t hose feeds. 

For an ans wer to your question about bre e d i ng yo u r
m a re, I consulted Drs. Kevin Dippert and Vito DelVe nto of
E q u i ne Re p ro d uction Conc e p ts (Virginia). They ex p l a i ne d
that the pro b lem with bre e d i ng may be totally de p e nde nt
on the severity of COPD that your ho rse has. If the disease
is well managed with the changes in diet, then the re will
p robably not be any pro b lem. The biggest time of conc e r n
for a COPD mare is as she becomes heavy with foal in the
last trimester of pre g n a ncy. If she has tro u b le bre a t h i ng ,
t he fetus may not re c e i ve enough ox y gen. Their re c o m-
me ndation is to be sure that the mare is mo n i to red by a
veterinarian during this time. The veterinarian can re c o m-
me nd other tre a t me nts for the ho rse if she runs into
p ro b le ms. 
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H a ve a Question 
You Would Like To As k ?
T he staff of Ke nt ucky Equine Re s e a rch 

we lc o mes questions and will be happy to
a ns wer any you may wish to ask. Simply:

Mail your inquiry to 
Kentucky Equine Research, 

3910 Delaney Ferry Ro ad
Ve rs a i l le s, Ke nt ucky 40383 

P ho ne our toll free number 
1 - 8 0 0 - 7 7 2 - 1 9 8 8

Fax your question to 
1 - 6 0 6 - 8 7 3 - 1 1 6 3

E-mail us at i n f o @ ke r. c o m

Or you can post your question on our 
Nutrition Bulletin Board at w w w. ke r. c o m .
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