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ColiC 
Horses are susceptible to colic during winter for sev-
eral reasons, the most obvious of which is reduced 

water consumption. Horses that don’t drink enough water are 
at risk for developing impaction colic. 

“Monitor water intake as much as possible,” Redig sug-
gests. “Heated and electric watering options can be great, 
but check them regularly for temperature and that there is no 
shock when the horse drinks. Horses will eat snow, but it is 
not an adequate source for hydration.”

Another colic risk factor associated with winter is exposure 
to wet and cold conditions. Horses wearing soaked blankets, 
for instance, can develop hypothermia-induced colic.

Also, some horses’ digestive systems struggle to adapt to a 
winter change from pasture to hay, which can lead to impac-
tion colic. Regardless of the cause, keep your eyes peeled for 
signs of gastrointestinal discomfort this time of year.
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RespiRatoRy pRoblems
Horses confined to barns for longer periods 
of time during winter are at risk of developing 

respiratory problems such as heaves, or recurrent 
airway obstruction (RAO). Many barns have poor 
ventilation, particularly when closed up to conserve 
heat in winter. Without proper ventilation, the mois-
ture produced from breathing and from urine and 
manure saturates the air and condenses on cold sur-
faces. This creates a very damp environment, which 
can cause or aggravate respiratory problems. The 
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Horses are hardy animals, especially when it comes to weathering the cold months. This doesn’t 
mean you can slack on their care, however, just because you’re riding less and staying indoors more. 
in fact, there are some health issues horses are more prone to developing during winter. Thus, The 
Horse teamed up with ava Redig, DVm, of stillwater equine Veterinary Clinic, in chilly minnesota, 
to describe six common cold weather conditions owners should watch for:

humidity, ammonia, and dust in an enclosed barn 
can be very damaging to respiratory health. 

“If your horse is stalled, try to open windows for 
airflow or keep him near an entrance where doors 
can be opened some of the time to increase fresh 
airflow,” Redig suggests.

Heaves-affected horses are best housed in a 
pasture with an open three-sided shed without 
bedding. Feed them a dust-free pellet or water-
soaked hay diet.

“Many outdoor horses can develop heaves as 
well, if they are susceptible,” Redig notes. Horses 
at risk include “horses fed round bales, simply due 
to the way they are eaten (head buried in the bale); 
immunocompromised horses; and older horses.”
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tHRusH 
Thrush is an anaerobic bacterial infection 
characterized by black, malodorous ne-

crotic (dead) material in the central or collateral 
sulci of the frog (the grooves adjacent to and in the 
middle of the triangle-shaped frog). It can develop 
during winter due to prolonged hoof contact with 
moisture—which can result from horses standing 
in pastures that are wet and muddy from snow melt 
or from owners being less diligent about mucking 
stalls, picking feet, and exercising horses. 

“Clean the horses’ feet at least daily to help pre-
vent the development of thrush,” Redig says. “This 
pertains to horses in stalls, pastures, or paddocks.”

Turnout and exercise help clean the foot nat-
urally and can also help prevent or eliminate 
thrush. 

DeHyDRation
For the same reason a horse develops im-
paction colic, he can also become dehydrat-

ed if his water source(s) is extremely cold or frozen. 
Horses must drink 10 to 12 gallons of water daily to 
maintain proper hydration. Therefore, warm troughs 
and buckets using well-grounded heating systems 
or, if this is not an option, be prepared to break ice 
frequently. It also helps if outdoor tanks are well-
insulated and protected from the wind.

“Making sure the water is … not cold will help en-
courage horses to drink,” Redig reiterates. “Also keep 
the water near the food source so horses do not need 
to walk very far to drink while eating. In the cold or 
deep snow some horses will be stiff and not want to 
walk to their water source.”

Some studies have shown that horses drink sub-
stantially more water in the winter when it’s luke-
warm rather than ice cold, so adding warm water to 
buckets might encourage horses to drink. You can 
also soak hay and serve pellets, roughage chunks, 
or beet pulp soaked in plenty of warm water to aid 
hydration.
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CHoKE
Veterinarians commonly see choke, when a large, 
poorly chewed bolus of food gets stuck in the esopha-

gus and cannot move properly to the stomach, in the fall and 
winter months. A horse with choke generally coughs, and feed 
material and saliva often pour out of the nostrils. Sometimes 
you can feel the lump in the neck and massage it to help it 
dislodge, but many times a veterinarian will need to assist.

“While this is very commonly a problem found in senior 
horses, the risk factors include the change from pasture to 
hay, horses that eat very quickly, and horses with dental is-
sues,” Redig says. “It is highly recommended to have your 
horses’ teeth checked every year to prevent and even sharp 
points, check for broken or damaged teeth, and to make sure 
the chewing surfaces of the teeth are even. This can also help 
reduce the risk of impaction colic, as mentioned.”

WEigHt loss
Horses burn up to 15-20% more 
calories trying to maintain their 

internal body temperatures for every 10ºF 
drop in the temperature below 30ºF.  To 
help keep your horse’s internal furnace 
burning (and because your pasture’s nu-
tritional value has dropped), increase the 
amount of hay (not grain) he receives to 
at least 3% of his body weight per day. The 
cecum of the hindgut digests tough, fibrous 

feeds by bacterial fermentation, a process 
that generates a lot of of warmth. 

“Increasing the hay will also help keep 
the horses’ body temperature more stable, 
as they are truly designed to graze and 
digest all day long,” Redig explains. “This 
being said, increasing the caloric intake 
with a high-quality, pelleted feed source is 
extremely beneficial for maintaining body 
condition. This is especially true with older 
horses that often require additional fat 

supplements for the extra work their body 
is doing to stay warm.”

Unfortunately, long winter coats and 
thick blankets can hide weight loss or poor 
condition. Thus, check your horse’s body 
weight and condition frequently, using a 
weight tape and hands-on evaluation. Also 
observe your horses’ interactions when 
being fed in herd settings to ensure each 
animal is getting his fair share of food. Pay 
particular attention to older horses.
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