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Q: I have a 19-year-old TB mare who I have had for two years. She has a hard lump under her eye which she has had since we got her. She has recently started tripping a lot and I was wondering if this could be anything to do with it and if there is anything I can do? She doesn't seem to be blind as she reacts in both eyes but is this a sign she could be going blind? 

Sam, Kaukapakapa

The lump under the eye does not appear to be restricting vision so is unlikely to be the cause of the tripping. It is hard to see from the photo the exact nature of the lump but if it is growing in size it probably warrants investigation. If you are unsure if she is going blind then the most comprehensive test is to make an obstacle course for her to weave her way through. This does not have to be high tech, a few trotting poles, cones and other obstacles sensibly placed in a driveway or such like will work perfectly. Simply place her at one end of the course, her food at the other and let her walk to her food. If she can see the obstacles and walk around them then her vision is likely to be good. 

At 19 she may well be developing cataracts or other degenerative processes in her eye - a simple eye exam by your veterinary surgeon should be able to rule out these conditions.

Tripping is more often associated with limb pain or shoeing imbalances. If the foot does not leave the ground early enough and subsequently has a short flight time then it may not be placed correctly on landing, increasing the risk of tripping. By making the break-over of the foot or shoe earlier such as using a rockered shoe and/or a rolled toe the foot can leave the ground earlier, increasing foot flight time and giving more time for correct placement of the limb. A good, if a little extreme, analogy is trying to run in flippers – the extra toe length means that the foot is very late to break over into flight mode and correct placement of the foot for the next stride is difficult and often results in a trip.
It is certainly worth mentioning to your farrier that your horse has started to trip as a few simple changes to shoeing or trimming may improve or even solve the problem. You farrier may ask you to get your vet to radiograph her feet to highlight imbalances and aid in correct trimming and shoe positioning. 

Occasionally tripping can be the first sign of foot or limb pain. For example front limb heel pain combined with a downhill slope can often show initially as a trip or general cautiousness to move downhill. For a tripping horse it is always worth ruling out the simplest things before looking deeper for a potential medical cause.

 
Q: I have just had a faecal count done on my hunter and pony, and it came back 0 strongyles, 0 oxyuris and 0 anaplocephala, which I think is a great reading; but the vet receptionist then said I should still drench as there is a worm that doesn't show up. My two equines are the only ones on the property, and the paddocks are cross-grazed with sheep. My questions are:1. Is this just supporting the drench companies?  2. What's the point of getting counts if you have to drench anyway?
Looking forward to your answer. 
Diane, Rotorua
 
Diane I understand your frustration. Firstly I must commend you on getting faecal worm egg counts done rather than blindly worming your horse. The veterinary receptionist is partially correct as there is one of the worm family's that doesn't reliably show up on worm egg counts - this is the tapeworm family, but with a negative faecal egg count at this time of year I would be advising you not to worm your horse.  

The simplest way to answer your question fully is to explain my current protocol for worming horses. Following this protocol is likely to save you money and be beneficial to your horse’s health and it’s not every day that your vet can save you money! Although this is not perfect for every situation it can easily be adapted and as a clinic we have instigated this protocol at several large pony clubs with good success. As a result the pony clubs are using a lot less worming products and saving money in the process. Reduced exposure to worming drugs decreases the risk of worms becoming resistant. For the majority of horse owners in your situation this protocol is ideal.

The year is split up into the four seasons. Faecal worm egg counts are performed in spring, summer and autumn. If there is a positive result in these three periods of over 200 eggs per gram of faeces the appropriate horse is wormed with a straight ivermectin wormer, not a combination.  A result of less than 200 eggs per gram of faeces is considered a negative. A low worm burden of less than 200 eggs per gram is of no functional significance to your horse but does encourage natural immunity to these worms to develop.
For winter a triple combination wormer is used preferably with moxidectin rather than an ivermectin base. Encysted round worms hibernating in the gut over winter are a possible unseen problem which may emerge when spring starts. A horse may have a negative faecal worm egg count and still have encysted round worms. Hence treatment is required to avoid a mass emergence of these worms into the gut in spring which can cause a large amount of damage to the gut wall and potentially a fatal diarrhoea. Moxidectin will kill these encysted worms in-situ without causing damage to the gut lining. The second reason for the worming is that faecal egg counts do not pick up tape worms. For the majority of horses a single worming a year for tape worms is more than sufficient. Very occasionally horses that encounter a high tape worm exposure from the paddock will require a second worming in the summer. If you are concerned that you horse is exposed to a high level of tape worms then either a blood test to check for tape worms or second dose of straight praziquantel in the summer can be performed.

In summary for the majority of horses a single dose of triple combination wormer in winter is all that is required on a yearly basis especially those which are kept in small herds or on their own and do not experience a high egg load on the pasture. Faecal worm egg counts in spring, summer and autumn monitor your horse’s worm or hopefully lack of worm burden and prevent over-use of wormers. Not only is this approach cheaper than the conventional approach of regular worming doses but it reduces the chance of resistant worms emerging. As there are no new worming products predicted to hit the market for years to come, protecting the efficacy of the products we currently have available is paramount. 
Q: We have a nasty condition in this area we call 'Taupo Itch.'.. it comes at this time of year when they are on grass... vets I have spoken too are not sure if it is an allergy or a grass mite. It causes the horses to rub severely, causing patches on their stomachs, shoulders and side of their faces where they lie on the grass. I have had them rubbing their stomachs so badly that they bleed.... it drives them crazy and then is uncomfortable for them when a girth is put on. Talking to some friends from the Horowhenua they get something similar. Most people I have talked to have not found a cure. I have recently got some ear tags that are put on deer to prevent ear mites and ticks, Python Ear Tags ( I know the guys up north use them to prevent ticks on their horses). I have attached one to the covers of the horses that have a problem and it has really helped. 
I'm not sure about vet approval - what do you think?
BH, Taupo 

 

The Python ear tags are very useful in the prevention of ticks during the risk periods. I tend to recommend at least two per horse and they can be attached to the mane or tail. They need to be in contact with the skin to work. If you are working you horse regularly then tying the tags into a section of plaited mane or tail hair works well and the tags can be removed during work. The tags tend to work for around 6-8 weeks and will need to be replaced before their action starts to wane and are a great alternative to Permoxin washes or using Fipronil (Frontline) spray.
Taupo itch unfortunately does not appear in dermatology text books and as you are well aware is difficult to treat. If you are finding that the tags are helping then I would suggest that you continue to use them. The disease appears to be some form of allergic reaction to a seasonal allergen and as I am sure you are aware there are definite risk periods during the year when the disease is more prevalent.

The skin appears to over-react to contact with this allergen causing reddening of the area and itchiness. The majority of horses appear to respond well to conventional treatment for allergic skin disease such as steroid, usually prednisolone or dexamethasone. For some horses a short steroid course will bring their symptoms under control and that is all that is required. Others will require continued treatment throughout the risk period until the allergen levels have subsided. Pre-treating horses that are known to suffer from the condition before the known risk periods is preferable to fire fighting an episode as considerable self trauma to the skin can be caused before the symptoms are brought under control.
 

