SAFE AND HEALTHY TRAVEL

By Melinda Roche, DVM

Now that the weather is looking up, people are looking to hit the road with their horses.  Whether hauling to a cutting, a show, a rodeo or to the mountains, there are some things that you can do to make sure your horse has a safe and healthy trip and doesn’t bring any diseases home with them.

Before leaving home make sure your horse is up to date on its vaccinations and deworming.  It is important plan your vaccination and deworming schedule around the times you plan to travel.  Vaccinations for diseases that are contagious between horses, such as equine influenza, should be administered well in advance of a trip.  There needs to be time for an adequate immune response to develop.  Vaccinating two or three days prior to leaving will be of no benefit and creates added stress for the horse.  

Make sure that you pack your own hay.  Diet changes are a major cause of colic.  If you will gone for an extended period of time, bring enough hay to mix with any new hay that you will be feeding so that the change is gradual.  Many horses do not drink well on the road.  If you are able, pack water.  At the very least, pack your own water buckets.  This will insure that you know the buckets are clean.  Water is a wonderful medium for disease transfer and not allowing your horse to drink from strange buckets or tanks can help prevent disease.  If your horse doesn’t drink well on the road, prior to your trip you can start the horse on electrolytes, added salt to feed or flavoring the water to get them used to drinking.  Some horses don’t like the taste of certain water sources and you can add apple juice, soda or Gatorade to the water so that it disguises any taste difference.  Horses that travel long distance in the heat or that are being asked to work heavily on the road, benefit from the addition of electrolytes to their diet.  Sweat and stress can cause the body’s electrolytes to deplete so the addition of electrolyte powder to their feed or paste formulations given daily can prevent muscle problems and often helps keep performance at its peak.  Right before a trip it is best to feed only hay and very little or no grain, to avoid digestive upsets.  Their regular grain can be fed during the stay but not while traveling.  Traveling with hay in front of the horse has pros and cons.  It keeps the horse busy but horses that eat with their heads elevated have an increased risk of respiratory problems due to dust that can’t be cleared from the nostrils.  If your horse has problems with this it is best to either not use hay nets or wet the hay before putting it in the net.

Many performance horses develop gastric ulcers due to the stress of traveling.  A study was done showing that horses taken on a four hour trailer ride, worked lightly for a week and then returned, had developed gastric ulcers without showing outward signs.  If your horse is sensitive to travel, colics easily, has changes in behavior or eating while traveling, you may want to discuss gastric ulcers with your veterinarian.  I have patients that do fine on the trip itself and then colic after arriving home.  Many of these patients stop this when put on ulcer medication prior to and during travel.

A common question is whether stopping for rest is beneficial to the horse.  Many horses do not benefit from overnight stops because they are unable to relax in a strange place for only 6-10 hours.  In fact these stops may be more stressful for the horse that staying in the trailer.  Overnight stops can also increase the risk of disease, because you have no idea of the health status of the horse that previously used the stall.  Many people who ship horses long distances are better to leave the horse in the trailer to rest, especially if they can have their head hang loose and put down to eat and drink so they can clear their airways of mucous and inhaled dust.  It is advisable to stop and offer water during the trip.  You do not have to unload and it is safer not to.  Putting buckets up to drop down windows is a safe and effective means of getting water to traveling horses.  Allowing a short rest from the horse keeping their balance while traveling is also accomplished at this time.  Do not take long rest breaks, studies have shown that if trailers are stopped too long, horses actually get restless and more stressed.
If you do choose to have an overnight stop, make sure that you inspect the stall or pen before putting your horse in to look for anything that may be a safety hazard.

Make sure to pack a well stocked emergency kit.  (Emergency/first aid kits have been discussed in a previous issue).  There is nothing worse that getting an injury or illness on the road and being unprepared.  If taking a long trip, map out equine veterinarians on the way.  Having of list of phone numbers, just in case, will insure that you don’t need them.  I have often had people call to tell me that they are going to be traveling through my area and just want to make sure that they have a good contact number in case there is a problem on the road.
On returning home it is a good idea to take your horses temperature twice a day for three days.  If your horse runs a fever, immediately isolate them from your other horses.  A fever is often the first sign of many viral diseases and you can stop an outbreak by practicing this simple step.

Being prepared and practicing these simple steps can make traveling safe and healthy for you and your horse. Have a good time.
