astric ulcers are erosions in the
stomach lining caused by over-
exposure to acid produced by
the stomach. They are becoming
increasingly common with reports
of up to 93 per cent of racehorses, up to 63 per
cent of performance horses, and even up to 37
per cent of leisure horses being affected.
Unfortunately, the signs are not always easy
to spot. They can be vague and non specific
and vary from horse to horse. It is for this
reason ulcers are significantly under diagnosed.
Some of the signs a horse suffering from
ulcers might exhibit are:-
@® A change in temperament — well-behaved
and placid horses can become bad tempered,
even biting and kicking out in severe cases.
@ Poor performance - this can range from
not wanting to go forwards and reduced
performance, to bucking and bolting.
@ Recurrent colic — often seen after eating food.
The attacks may occur over weeks or months.
@ A dull coat.
@ Pain when the girth is tightened.
@ Loss of or reduced appetite, leading to
weight loss. Owners may see the horse refusing
his normal feed or becoming fussy over forage.
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Gastric ulcers are a commonly diagnosed issue in leisure
and competition horses. XLEquine vet Gemma Lamble has

the lowdown on the worrying condition
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It is important to remember a horse may only
show one of these symptoms and not all of
them. For example, a horse that is eating well
and hasn’t lost weight could still be suffering
from gastric ulceration.

Risk factors and diagnosis
High concentrate feeds, prolonged periods
without food, lack of access to grass and
an increase in competition work — including
harder training regimes and more time being
transported — can increase the risk of ulcers.
They are seen commonly in highly strung
horses and can also occur following illness or
treatment with some medications.

! Gastric ulcers are i
seen in competition
and leisure horses
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aAn endoscope allows™

vets to view the inside
of a horse’s stomach
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The only way to diagnose gastric ulcers is
through gastroscopy. The horse is sedated and
an endoscope - a tube with a camera on the end
- is fed down the nose and into the stomach. To
enable the entire stomach to be viewed, food is
withheld for 12 hours and water for four hours.

Horses tend to tolerate gastroscopy well and
are back in their stables and eating again once
the sedation has worn off.

The stomach is split into two distinct areas.

The top (squamous) section is pale pink and its
lining has no protection from stomach acid. Ulcers
occur in this area when excess acid splashes up
onto the unprotected stomach lining.

The lower section (the glandular region) is a
deeper pink and has a natural mucus coating to
protect it from acid. Ulcers occur in this region
when the protective coating is lost and acid
contacts the unprotected lining underneath.

Severity and prognosis
Ulceration can vary from mild inflammation of
the stomach lining to severe, deep erosions.
Ulcers are graded from 0 (no ulceration) to four
(large areas of deep bleeding ulceration).

It may sound like a design flaw to have a
big part of the stomach unprotected from acid
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but horses have evolved this way. They are
designed to graze constantly which means
there would always be fibre in the stomach,
soaking up the acid, and a constant stream of
saliva to neutralise the acid.

However, with modern management and high
concentrate feeds excess acid can quickly build
up leading to ulceration.

The good news is the majority of cases
can be treated but medical treatment and
management changes are required to allow
ulcers to heal.

Treating ulcers

There is a licensed medicine available to treat
ulcers, which reduces the amount of acid
released into the stomach. In addition to this,
changes to diet and management are key.

It may not be possible for horses to have
constant access to grass but as much turnout
as possible is beneficial.

Having ad-lib hay or haylage while stabled
is important. What additional feed the horse
has should be discussed with a vet. However,
the diet is most likely to include chaff, such as
alfalfa, and little or no concentrate.

Chaffs encourage the horse to chew and
produce saliva, which buffers acid. It also helps
form a fibre matt within the stomach to prevent
the acid from splashing around.

Ulcers take time to heal. With squamous
ulceration, healing tends to be quicker and we
often see a good improvement, if not complete
resolution, when gastroscopy is repeated after
28 days. Glandular ulceration can be more
complicated. The reason for the loss of the
protective layer is not always known and it’s not
possible to completely prevent acid exposure.

These ulcers can take longer to heal and can
require more medication. It is for this reason
that vets recommend repeating gastroscopy
after 28 days to check progress.

If you are concerned your horse may be
suffering from gastric ulcers, contact your
veterinary surgeon to discuss it with them. [l

i i
Constant access to
forage is vital for
stabled horses
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Excellence in Practice

Enhance your skills with XLEquine

XLEquine is a group of independent

equine veterinary practices who

work together to share experience,

knowledge and skills, to deliver the

highest standards of equine healthcare.
Member practices have developed

a series of EquineSkills workshops

to provide up-to-date, practical

healthcare training to horse owners.
The workshops are endorsed by the

Association of British Riding Schools.

What are EquineSkills
workshops?

These practical training courses are led

in a friendly and informal environment.
Each one takes place in an interactive and
engaging learning environment to ensure
attendees gain new, useable skills.

Who are the teachers?
Uniquely, our large team of equine
vets and nurses deliver all of our
workshops. This means you have the
peace of mind that the knowledge you
receive is current and from a reliable,
trusted source.

All of the course leaders are
accredited trainers, ensuring workshop
standards are consistently high.

Who can attend?
The simple answer is - youl!
EquineSkills workshops cater for all
levels of horse ownership, from new
owners to experienced riders, coaches
and equine paraprofessionals.

Our trainers are experienced in
teaching delegates at different levels

biécbver expert tips td :
help keep your horse

&

of knowledge and experience, and
tailor workshops accordingly.

If you love horses and want to
increase your practical skills and
knowledge, EquineSkills workshops
are for you!

The topics

Six workshops are currently available:-
@® Understanding Your Horse'’s Back;
@® First Aid for Your Horse;

@® Old Friends and Saying Goodbye;

® How Do Horses Learn?

@ Equine Foot Care;

@ Feeding fundamentals: The

Inside Tract

All delegates receive a comprehensive
workbook to take home, to consolidate
new knowledge and skills learned, as
well as a certificate of attendance.

A healthy outlook :
The ‘Feeding Fundamentals’ workshop
covers diseases affecting the gut and :
will help you understand how to manage :
horses with special dietary needs.

Whether you have a competition
horse in training, a good-doer who :
suffers mild bouts of laminitis or a
retired veteran, this course is for you.

The practical session will enable you
to body condition score your horse and :
create an appropriate nutrition plan so he :
safely loses, maintains or gains weight :
as necessary. You will go home with a :
factbook and an XLEquine weigh tape
to monitor your horse’s weight.
@® For more information or to book
a course, visit: www.equineskills.co.uk.

yqeqoineSkilléj

GROWING EQUINE KNOWLEDGE
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