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This monthOsrticle is primarily for those with performance horseswho are or will be,
competing frequertly or traveling extensively this sea®n. Athletic training and
competition arehard on a horse, asarelong-distancetransport and the typical show
environmert (lots of strange horsesand peaple, lots of noise and activity day and night,
etc.). Somary of the things we do to performarce horsesare artithetical to the horseOs
nature and natural lifestyle.

The fact that mary horsesadust and seam able to cope with the physical ard
psychological stressesof training and showing is agrea tesameri to the adaptahility of
this species However, many horsesnever fully adust, and they spend the ertire show
sea®n in a state of chronic, low-grade stress.

The problemisthatthe signs of stressin ahorse canbe subtle, so they areoften
overlooked disregarded, or misinterpreted asatraining or behavioral problem. Over the
course of the show sea®n, the horse()sperformance and heath declineif the various
sourcesof stress are not idertifiedand addressed

Sources of Stress
The performance horse hasmary possible sourcesof physical and psychological stressto
contend with, including these:

* intense or prolongedexercise (whether in training or competition)

* advers ervironmertal conditions, particularly high heat and humidity, but also dust
and very cold or windy weater

* |ong-distancetransport to and from shows (i.e. trips laging longer than 6E8 hours)
* insuffi cient res betweenathletic everts or after long-distancetransport

* |ackof sleepat shows (e.g. late night everts or activity in the boardng barn, stall too
small for the horse to lie down and res comfortahly)

* new experiencesduring training or competition

* confinemen

* removal from famiiar ervironment and social group

* chargesin daily routine whentraveling ard at shows

* strange ervironmert (e.g. boardng at shows)

* preerceand activity of strange horsesand people at shows

* increagdstresslevelsin the handlersand rider

With repeaed exposure, mary horsesbecane accustomedto most of these stressors, and
thes aclivitiesor situations ceag to be a significart source of stress. However, it takes

only one new or worrisomething to stress ahorse. And, asmentionedearier, some
horsesnever quite adust to all the extra stimulation associated with training, showing,



ard traveling. (The sersitive horsesl discussedin Do Horses Get Fibromyalgia?
typically arethe oneswho areleag tolerart of this extra stimulation and who never quite
adap to therigors of competition. The same goesfor sensitive peaole)

The Stress Response

Recprdess of the source of stress, the regponse by the horseOgor the personO¥body is
the same. The stress regponseis a physiological, protective regponse to anevert that
posesathreat (whether realor perceived) to the horseOsvell-being. Physiologists
de<ribe thisregponse asread/ing the body for "fight or flight," although that phrase
impliesarather dramaic and immedate reacion to imminent danger. In less extreme
circumgtances the stress regponse is more subtle in its effects.

One of the key evertsin the stress regonse is the release of cortisol by the adrenal
glands. Cortisol is a hormone with wide-ranging effect on tissuesthroughout the body.
One effect, in particular, hasimportant implicaionsin athletic horses cortisol decreags
the movemert of glucose from the bloodstream into muscle cells (and several other types
of cels). Thisis meart to be a protective reponse, in thatit conservesblood glucaose for
essential functions, such asbrain activity. However, in anexercising horse it decreases
the availahility of thisimportart energy source to the working muscles Asareallt,
athletic performarceislower thanexpectedfor the stage of training.

Chronic cortisol relea (i.e. chronic stress) also suppressesimmune function, impairs
tissue heaing, and cawsesaloss of muscle mass asamino acids from muscle proteins are
usedto produce glucose. Thus, chronically stressed horseslose their OthoomOand
vitality; theylook alittle dull and they lackthat spark which distinguisheswinnersfrom
the Oado ranOs

In addition, chronically stressed horsesaremore suscegtibleto infections. Thatincludes
the contag ous regiratory diseases(eg. influerza, rhinopneumonitis [OrtinoQ],strargles
aswell asshipping fever (bactrial plewropneunonia asa consequence of long-distarce
tramsport). Recurence of latert EPM (equine protozoal myeloencephalitis) or herpes
virusinfection also is more likely whena horseis chronicaly stressed Furthemmore,
stressedhorsesare slower to recover from illness and from injuries(to which they, too,
aremore susceptible).

One other common effect of chronic stress is gadric ulceraton (stomachulcers. Gadric
ulcerdisea® in horsesis multifactorial. Stress (and the consequert cortisol relea)is
only one of severalfactors involved however, itOs biggie. In survey studiesof
performarce horses gagric ulcerswere found on endoscopic examination of the stomach
in about 60% of show horsesand over 80% of horsesperforming more intense athletic
acivities

ItOsvorth noting thatin those studiesonly asmall percertage of affected horsesshowed
obvious physical or behavioral signs of having gadric ulcers Whatthisindicakesisthata
horse canbe under sufficient stress to develop gasric ulcerswithout us being awareof it.

A study of cortisol levelsin show jumpersillustratesthis samepoint in aslightly
differert way. In this study blood cortisol levels in three groups of show jumpersN
schooling level (leas experienced, intermedate level, and opencompetition (mast
experiencedN werecompared, both atthe homefarm and ata show. As you might
expect, cortisol levels were higher in the schooling horsesthanin the more experienced



horses and they were higher at a show thanat the home farm. But evenin the sea®ned
show jumpers competition cawsed anincrea® in blood cortisol.

Indicators of stress in performance horses B
Thus, chronic or repeatd stressN whether physical, psychological, or bothN hasthe
potertial to adversly affect ahorse's performarcein a variety of ways, including the<e:

* |owerthanexpeciedperformarce at a single competition (seebelow)

* declinein performance either at anevent laging severaldays or over the ertire
sea®n

* prolongedrecovery following competition

* increagdpotertial for injury

* prolongedhealng following injury

* increagdsusceptibility to infections, and prolongedrecovery following infection

* decreasedappetite or "picky eaker'; mayprecede or be associated with gagric
ulceraton

* weight loss or poor muscle developmert for the diet and training stage
* |oss of "bloom" or vigor
* "souring" or developing a bad attitude to training and competition

* increaginthefrequerncy or intersity of repetitive behaviors (Osatle vice))at shows

Decreasdperformarce may be marifesedaslower thanexpectedfitness for the level of
training (e g. slowertimes ealier onset of fatigue, higher heart rates slower recovery
timeg. Or it maytake the form of anincreasdincidence of errorsin horsesperforming
precise marewers(eg. jumping, dressage).

Minimizing Stress and its Effects

There areseveral things we cando to minimize stress and its effects on health and
performarce in show horses For the most part, it just takescommon serse, good basc
horse managemert, ard alittle sympathetic projecion (i.e.if the situation stressesyou,
chancesareit stressesyour horse aswell). Hereare some of the mast importarnt
maragemert strateges

« feedlots of good quality hayN for most horses having hay availabe atall times
(except during transport) isthe bed approach

 limit travel to 8 hours per dayN for longer trips, it is wise to stop after 8 hours,
unloadthe horse, ard allow the horse to eat, drink, and reg overright before
continuing on your way

* allow plerty of red betweenathletic activitiesand after long-distance transport

« provide asmuch pea@ and quietasyou cancreae in the show ervironmertN it is
particularly importart that the horse feels safe enough and hasroom enough to lie
down and sleepat night (bedthe stall deepy, turn off all possible lights at night,
avoid disturbing the horse at night)

 try to maintain consistercyN in particular, maintain afamiliar diet, daily routine
(egpecially with regardto feedng), handlers and (if possible) company



* allow plerty of down time at home between competitions; allow asmuch pagure
turnout aspossible during thistime

« awoid overworking the horseN eg. once she isready for competition, rely on her
training and memay, and simply maintain her fitness and flexibility with regular
tak-appropriate exercise, rather thanrelerntlessly schooling her over jumps, doing the
samedressage tes over and over, efc.

* take good careof yourself (good food, plerty of red) and pay attertion to your own
stress levels

And evenwith all of the above, adaptogenic herbs canbe a wonderful addition to the
nutritional programin horseswho travel and compete often

Adaptogenic Herbs

Adaptogeric herbs areplarts that contain substanceswhich improve the body's ahility to
handle stress ard resst disea. In other words, adaptogens erhance the body's adagtive
regonse to a wide variety of stressful everts.

Adaptogeric herbs have beenusedin humans and animals for certuriesin Asia. Over the
padg 50 years they have beenextersively studiedby sciertists in Europe, particularly in
thefield of exercise physiology. In fact, adaptogenic herbs areamong the most studied
plant substancesthat are used for nutritional or medcinal purposes Over 1000 sciertific
studieshave beenpublished on the biological effects of Eleutherococcus (Siberian
ginserg) alone. Extersive sciertific study and certuriesof empirical use indicat that
adaptogenic herbs are very safe, with minimal side effects noted evenin studiesusing
high dose rates

Several differert plarts have beenfound to have adaptogenic properties The following
herbs are among the most studiedand most potent adaptogers.

*  Eleutherococcus senticosus (Siberianginserng)

*  Rhodiola rosea (goldenroot or rose root)

*  Schizandra chinensis (Chinese magholiavine)

*  Echinopanax elatus (Asiandevil's club)

*  Aralia species including 4. mandshurica (Manchurianarala)

General properties of adaptogens

The specffi ¢ effects on the body diff er somewhat with eachherb, but most adaptogens
sharethe following properties

* stimulate theimmune system (in particular, they increase the number and potercy of
white blood cells)

* actasartioxidans

* delaythe onset of fatigue during exercise

* haveaprotective effecton the heart muscle
* improvethe sense of well-being

* |oweror stahilize blood glucose levels (aninsulin-like effect)



* optimizeglucose utilizaion by various tissues including muscle

* optimizelipid metaholism (utilization of fats for energy production)
Other specific propertiesvary with the herb. For examge:

Eleutherococcus senticosus moderatesthe stress regonse, increagsredstanceto
heatstress, stimulatesbile production (which erhancesdigegion and absorption of
dietary fats), and hassome arti-inflammairy and artibacterial activity.

Rhodiola rosea stimulatesa moderat increase in beta-endorphin levels (which may
be how it improvesthe sense of well-being), increagsattertion span deaceagsmental
fatigue and situational anxiety, and decreasesthe releas of adreraline (another of the
stress hormones) during stress. (By the way, 10w tried Rhodiola myself whenstressed,
and | canatted to its bereficial effect!)

Schizandra chinensis helps protectthe liver from viral and chemical injury, hassome
bereficial effects on digedion and healing of gadric ulcers and hassome anabolic
(tissue-building) acivity.

Aralia isaparticularly cool one. In addition to being a potert adaptogenand
artioxidart, it helps protectagainst gagric ulceration and helps the body heal existing
ulcers In one study using rats, Aralia extract wasaseffectve ascimetidine (Tagamef®)
in relving gadric ulceration.

Adaptogens and the performance horse

Although these herbs have beenwidely studiedin other species very little research has
yet beendone on their specffic effects in horses However, pracical usein performarce
horsesand in horseswith various medcal problemshasdemamstrated that the bereficial
effects notedin other speciesalso apply to horses

In particular, these herbs canhelp the performarce horse in the following ways:

1. By supporting optimal immune function, they aid in resstanceto infection and
recovery following illness or injury.

2. By supporting optimal glucose and fat metabolism, they aid in the delivery and
efficient use of these fuels in the working muscles thes effects allow the horse
to perform at his natural bes¢ and maintain hisleanmuscle mass throughout the
competition sea®n.

3. By moderaing the stress regponse, they help protectagainst gadric ulceration;
some of these herbs also aid in the healng of existing gadric ulcers

Studiesinto the effects of adaptogers on exercise cagacity in other specieshave produced
conflicting reaults. Some studiesshowed a positive effect on exercise capacity; others
showed no effect. An effectis most likely in untrained (i.e. unfit) subject, and is maost
consistertly seenasanincreas in endurance (i.e. adelayin the onset of fatigue). Most
studiesin fir humanathletesshow no effect on performance. Sofar, pracicalusein
performarce horsessupports a similar conclusion: that adaptogenic herbs should not be
considered"performance-erharcing” substances but rather nutritional supplemerts
which simply support optimal health and function.



Using adaptogenic herbs in horses

Most, if not all, of these herbs arereadly availabe through herbalists and at some heath
food and natural grocery stores The simpleg way of getting theminto your horse,
though, isto feeda product called APF by Auburn Laboratories(www.auburnlabs.com).
[Seldom will | recanmend specific productsin this column. | mertion this one here for
severalreamns: (1) | realy believein it; (2) IGn impressedby the care this compary have
takenin the reseach, development, and quality control of this product, and by their
commitmert to clinical researchand to ongoing resarch and developmert of adaptogens
for usein horses and (3) it is unique in anoverfat market of nutritional and herbal
supplemerts for horses]

APFwasdewelopedby anequine veterinarianfor use in performarce horses It contains
thefirst four adaptogenic herbs listed above, in tincture (alcohol-based) form. The liquid
iseasly dispensedfor daily dosing, asit comesin a dropper bottle with measireson the
dropper ard dosing recanmendations on the bottle. Whenmixed with the horseDdeed
moast horsesreadly eatit, so daily use of this product is quick and eay, egpecially when
youOréraveling or at shows.

Regardess of the form in which you administer adaptogenic herbs (individual herbs or a
blerd suchasAPRP), the bed approachisto begn feedng the herbs during training,
although itOdine to begin their use any time during the show season. You may find,
though, thata higherinitial dose is neededin horsesalread/ under stress. In horseswho
train and compete for most of the year, you canecaromize by increasng or decreasng
the dose along with the horseOsompetition or travel schedule. For examge, the dose can
be increasedin the weekbefore and during travel and competition, and decreasedto a
mainterance level athome.

None of these adaptogenic herbs nor APFitself is prohibitedunder USEF rules This
product also complieswith the spirit of the much-more-stringert FEI rules in thatit does
not alter the horseOperformarce. As with good nutrition, it simply helps the horse do his
natural be¢ and stay heathy throughout the competition sea®n. Howewer, if you wart to
erron the side of caution, discontinue administration of these herbs 1 weekprior to an
FEl evert. (Check with the marufacturer for more spedfic information.)

By the way, if youOe arider or groom who is prone to Orformarce anxiety,Oinsomnia,
colds ard flu, or other stress-related disorderswhenyou travel or show, you may wart to
consider taking some adaptogenic herbs yourself. You canbuy the individual herlsin
capsule form from health food or natural grocery stores and Auburn Labs offersan APF
for humans aswell asthe one for horses

And on that note, IOl wish you a safe and successful show sea®n. Have fun out there!
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