
 

 

 

Arthritis 
 
What is Arthritis?  
 
Arthritis is a common problem in performance and older horses. Arthritis is inflammation of the 
joint. It is also known as osteoarthritis or degenerative joint disease (DJD). Classic signs include 
heat, swelling, lameness, stiffness, and in severe cases enlargement and grinding of the affected 
joints. 
 
Although any joint can be affected in horses, the most commonly involved are knees, fetlocks, 
hocks and stifles as these are the highest motion joints. 
 
The signs of arthritis include:  

• Lameness  

• Stiffness in the gait 

• Reluctant gait  

• Loss of flexibility & suppleness 

• Swelling around affected joints. 

 
 
Treatment:  
 
Unfortunately, there is no current cure for arthritis in animals or people. The goal of arthritis 
management is to reduce the inflammation in the affected joint, relieve pain, and slow further 
damage to the joint.  
 
There are a number of options to consider which can be used in conjunction or separately to try 
and make your horse as comfortable as possible  
 
The first or most efficacious in my opinion would be joint injections. For these to be effective we 
would first be identifying which joints are in particular are causing the problem (in Axel’s case - 
most likely the metacarpophalangeal joint / fetlock joint which we found by flexing his joint in 
the lameness examination.  
 
Joint injections like hyaluronic acid (HA) and polysulfated glycoaminoglycans (GAGs) as well as 
corticosteroids can help relieve the joint from inflammation and the associated pain.  
The second option would be Pentosan Polysulfate Sodium, otherwise known as Arthropen or 
Synovan. Which is a monthly injection given into the muscle. This works on promoting 
regeneration of cartilage matrix and repair of injured tissue. As such it is suitable for horses with 
damaged/traumatic incidents to joints, joint inflammation either chronic or acute or other 
diseases or syndromes that effect the bone or cartilage.  



 

 

 
 
 
 
 
The third option would be dietary supplements such as Alljoints (Collagen Hydrolysate 2000 mg, 
Chondroitin Sulphate 350 mg, Glucosamine Sulphate 10,000 mg, Green Lipped Mussel Powder 
1400 mg, Vitamin E 160 mg) or 4cyte (Epitalis, Green lipped mussel). These supplements have 
anti-inflammatory properties and also help stimulate a healthy cartilage matrix for joint 
function.  
 
Lastly, Oral non-steroidal anti-inflammatory (NSAID) drugs such as phenylbutazone can also be 
used for pain management, but long-term use can have negative side effects such as gastric 
ulcers and the potential for kidney damage. We look to using systemic anti-inflammatory drugs 
like bute as a last resort to help keep the horse as comfortable as possible.  
 
  



 

 

 
Typical Management Plan :  
 
Farriery:  
Short term ice feet 15-30mins twice daily. Easy boots or padding on affected feet.  
Longer term, regular trimming and corrective shoeing after he becomes more comfortable. 
Regular trimming and shoeing every 4-5 weeks. May need heel pads or bar shoe in future.  
Ground surface:  
Ideally, a soft surface to assist in pain relief. Either a stable with a thick layer of shavings or 
bedding is appropriate. If this cannot be provided, soft boots (E if bare footed or a corrective 
shoe should be placed by your farrier.  
 
Diet:  

• During an acute bout of laminitis, do not let graze on any pasture, if you are unable to 
move your horse off grass, create a small yard with very minimal grass pick available.  

 

• A modified diet with recommended forage, digestible fibre and appropriate mineral 
supplement is needed.  

 

• An example of a good forage for laminitic ponies is low quality pasture hay, Rhodes grass 
hay and some Teff hays. Teff hay can have variable amounts of starches so may not be 
the first to reach for. Lucerne hay is also low in starch but caloric dense so may not be 
best for ponies that are easy keepers. Soaking lucerne is also recommended to help 

leech out excess sugars. 

 

• Combined with recommended amounts of Speedi-Beet to meet protein nutrient 
requirements and lucerne chaff, to provide adequate fibre as well as a vitamin/mineral 

supplement to complete the diet.  

 

• An example diet for a 500kg horse: 

o AM 1-2 biscuit low quality pasture hay – supply in a hay net if he is stabled to 

help combat boredom.  

o Either AM or PM, Speedi-Beet: can feed up to 0.5kg (dry weight) per 100kg body 
weight safely. I would recommend for a 500kg horse 400g per day on a diet of 
poor quality hay. Would start with a small amount, for example 100g soaked for 
at least 15 minutes, 1 part Speedi-beet in 5 parts water (in this case 0.5L). The 
longer soaking the better, can prepare the day before and feed within 24 hours 
of soaking. Directions can also be found on product packaging. One dipper of 
lucerne chaff as well as a vitamin/mineral supplement.  

o PM 2 biscuits pasture hay / e.g. lucerne soaked for 20 minutes. 

o Access to a salt lick 

 



 

 

 


