
Growth and Development
Horses do not reach full skeletal matu-

rity until age 4 to 5. Many of their growth 
plates (also called physeal plates or phy-
ses) are still open and, therefore, suscepti-
ble to injury. As the cartilage at the growth 
plates matures and transforms into bone, 

bone length and horse height increase. 
Damage to cartilage might disrupt bone 
production, or future bone growth might 
be abnormal.

Depending on horse breed and bone lo-
cation, a horse’s growth plates can “close” 
anytime from shortly after birth to 5 years 

of age. In general, most horse’s growth 
plates will follow this timeline: 
■  Growth plate at the top of the coffin 

bone closes at birth;
■  Growth plates at the top and bottom of 

the short pastern bone close between 
birth and 6 months of age; 

■  Growth plates at the top and bottom of 
the long pastern bone close between 6 
months and 1 year; 

■  Growth plates at the top and bottom 
of the cannon bone close between 8 
months and 1.5 years; 

■  The small bones in the knee continue to 
develop and enlarge for 1.5 to 2.5 years; 
some of the small bones in the hock 
continue to develop until 4 years of age;

C an you imagine teeth-
ing, doubling in stat-
ure, going through puberty, and starting your full-time job all 
over the course of less than five years? As outrageous (or im-

possible) as it might seem, this feat is what many young horses are up 
against. Here we will outline a few key health care milestones young 
horses reach in their short sprint to adulthood, so you, as an owner, 
can best support their needs. 
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Youngsters
Don’t Have It Easy

Although humans have 
18 or more years to reach 
their growth potential, 
horses have to get it all 
done in the first five years 
or less. This article can 
help owners of young 
horses give their future 
champions a head start.
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■  Growth plates at the bottom of the radi-
us and ulna (the bones that make up the 
forearm) close between 2 and 2.5 years;

■  Growth plates at the top and bottom of 
the humerus close between 3 and 3.5 
years; 

■  Growth plates at the top and bottom of 
the tibia close between 3 and 3.5 years; 

■  Growth plates at the bottom of the fe-
mur close by 3 to 3.5 years; 

■  Growth plates within the stifle close be-
tween 2 and 3 years; 

■  Some of the growth plates in the pelvis 
do not close until 3 to 4 years; and

■  Growth plates within the vertebrae may 
not close fully until age 5; closure might 
take longer in males and larger breeds.

Feeding and Managing for Growth
When feeding a growing horse, be mind-

ful of caloric intake and do not let the horse 
gain too much weight too fast. Growing 
horses fed high-energy diets with nutrient 
excesses and/or deficiencies might gain 
weight and body mass faster than support-
ive tissues—including bone, tendons, and 
ligaments—can properly develop. These 
imbalances can lead to onset of develop-
mental orthopedic diseases (DOD).

On the other hand, feeding low-energy 
diets or diets with inadequate nutrient 
content might contribute to developmen-
tal problems by limiting growth rate and 
quality. This can be especially problematic 
if inadequate feeding is followed by sud-
den excessive feeding practices.

“The best option is to feed good qual-
ity forage in appropriate amounts, along 
with a product designed to supply ad-
equate essential nutrients to support op-
timal growth,” says Katie Young, PhD, 
Purina Animal Nutrition technical equine 
 nutritionist. 

Young says you can develop feeding 
programs to accomplish your goals, even 
if they do require higher rates of gain. 
She says the key is maintaining a smooth 
growth curve—it’s a balancing act. The 
protein, carbohydrates, fat, vitamins, min-
erals, and fiber must be balanced at all 
times for consistent, healthy growth. 

“Talk with your veterinarian and/or an 
equine nutritionist to help ensure your 
young horse is receiving a balanced diet 
that supports healthy growth,” she says. 

Genetics and environment can also play 
a role in a foal’s risk for developing DOD. 
Some larger breeds might be more likely 

to experience rapid growth spurts, which 
can increase their DOD risk. Young horses 
that do not receive adequate and appro-
priate exercise might also be at greater 
risk. This could apply to young horses that 
are confined to stalls and/or undergo too 
much “forced” exercise, such as longeing. 

Common Lameness Issues
The developmental problems described, 

some of which arise early in horses’ ca-
reers, can cause common lameness issues. 

Osteochondritis dissecans, or OCD le-
sions, can be observed in horses of any 
age, but they occur most often in yearlings. 
No one knows for sure why some horses 
develop OCD lesions, but genetics, envi-
ronment, nutrition, and exercise can be 
contributors. Certain breeds, such as Thor-
oughbreds, Standardbreds, and Warm-
bloods, are more likely to develop OCD, 
though any breed can develop the lesions.

Clinical signs of OCD lesions might 
include lameness and increased fluid 
in the joint with normal activity, or the 
horse might not exhibit outward signs of 
orthopedic disease until starting strenu-
ous exercise. OCD can occur at any site 
of growing bone and developing joint, 
but the most common sites of OCD le-
sions are the stifle and hock and, less 
frequently, the fetlocks. If you are consid-
ering buying a yearling or young horse, 
talk with your veterinarian about using 
radiographs (X rays) to detect OCD le-
sions during a prepurchase exam. 

Strengthening the Immune System
As a young horse’s body grows and 

changes, his immune system also develops. 
Repetitive exposure to a variety of infec-
tious diseases primes an immune system; 
most yearlings’ and 2-year-olds’ systems 
have not experienced this. Therefore, hors-
es in this age group are at increased risk 
of getting sick if they come into contact 
with infectious viral or bacterial diseases 
at shows or events where these animals 
commingle—just as child ren entering kin-
dergarten are at increased risk of getting 
sick and/or bringing home a bug. Young 
horses are especially susceptible to equine 
influenza, equine herpesvirus-1 & -4, Strep-
tococcus equi (strangles) infection from 
commingling, and to Eastern equine en-
cephalomyelitis from mosquito  exposure.

Vaccination is always a critical compo-
nent in protecting horses against infectious 
diseases, but for youngsters it’s even more 
important. Vaccines help the immune sys-
tem develop “memory” and build protec-
tive responses to future challenges by in-
fectious pathogens. Your veterinarian can 
help you design an appropriate vaccination 
strategy to help protect your young horse. 

Young horses’ naive immune systems 
can also make them more susceptible to 
internal parasites. Young horses might 
require four to six dewormer administra-
tions per year depending on their fecal egg 
count exam results and other important 
management considerations, including:
■  Stocking density (horses per pasture);

Young horses that do not receive adequate and appropriate exercise, including turnout, may be at 
greater risk for developmental orthopedic disease (DOD).

ADVERTISING FEATURESPONSORED BY

http://www.merck_animal_health.com


■ Manure removal approach;
■  Feeding practices (fed off the ground or 

in feeders); and
■ Pasture conditions (drylot or grass).

Your choice of deworming agent(s) will 
be determined by the target parasite, his-
tory of drug use on the farm, and whether 
parasite drug-resistance has been detected 
using fecal egg count reduction tests. Ma-
ny yearlings might still harbor ascarids, 
which are primarily present in foals, so 
consider this worm a target parasite dur-
ing Year 2 of life. With that in mind, select 
dewormers such as fenbendazole (includ-
ing larvicidal fenbendazole) and pyrantel.

Your veterinarian can help you design 
a parasite control program that is tailor-
made for your young horse. 

Pre-Training Pointers
Before your young horse enters train-

ing, it is important to work with your 
veterinarian to make sure he is physically 
prepared for work. Some things he or she 
might check for include: 
■  Physical development Does your young 

horse have adequate muscle and bone 
to support a saddle, rider, and the an-
ticipated exercise demands?

■  Dental care If a horse develops wolf 
teeth, which can interfere with the bit, 
your veterinarian will most likely pull 
them at age 2. 

■  Vision What might seem like a training 
issue could actually be an ocular prob-
lem. Have your veterinarian perform a 
thorough eye exam.

■  Heart Your veterinarian should screen 
your horse for any heart irregularities to 
ensure he can handle the workload. 

■  Hoof care While many young horses are 
kept barefoot, they still need regular far-
rier work to remain sound.

Take-Home Message
Young horses face many physiologi-

cal changes during these developmental 
years. Work with your veterinarian to plan 
your youngster’s health protocols accord-
ingly. This critical period can play a sub-
stantial role in your horse’s future health 
and athletic  career. 

For those readers who own adult hors-
es, pick up the July issue of The Horse for 
a special feature on both pleasure and 
performance horse care, brought to you 
by www. HorseCareforLife.com. h
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AbouT THE AuTHor
Earl Gaughan, DVM, Dipl. ACVS, is an equine technical 
services veterinarian for Merck Animal Health who has been 
active in the leadership of various veterinary organizations.

Equine Life Stages
LivE Question & Answer Events

TheHorse.com and Merck Animal Health  
are partnering to bring you free audio Q&A 
events with leading veterinarians about equine 
life stages. Each event will discuss a specific life 
stage, special considerations in care, and answer 
questions from the live audience.

Mark your calendar for the remaining events in the series: 

➤ Adult Pleasure and Performance Horses / July 17

➤ Senior Horses / October 16

➤ Mares & Stallions / December 19

PRESENTED BY

The Young Horses Q&A with Dr. Earl Gaughan  
will be held on May 15. Submit your questions 
now and sign up to receive a reminder at  
TheHorse.com/EquineLifeStages!

HorSE CArE For LIFE
Recognizing the need for reputable science-based health care and nutritional information, Merck 

Animal Health and Purina Animal Nutrition joined forces to develop a one-of-a-kind program: Horse 
Care for Life. This program is based on your horse’s age and use, which makes it a convenient 
one-stop-shop for breeders, professional competitors, weekend trail riders and all 
horse owners between. Access to Horse Care for Life is available exclusively through 
your veterinarian. For a site preview, visit www.HorseCareforLife.com.

http://www.merck_animal_health.com
http://www.TheHorse.com/EquineLifeStages
http://www.HorseCareforLife.com


Test Your Young Horse Health Knowledge 

ADVERTISING FEATURE

 1 At what age do horses reach physical maturity? _____________________ 

 2 Nutritional imbalances can lead to _____________________ .

 3 In addition to nutrition, _____________________ and _____________________  

can lead to the onset of developmental orthopedic disease.

 4 Osteochondritis dissecans, or OCD, happens most frequently in what age group? 

_____________________

 5 What can veterinarians use to detect OCD in young horses during a prepurchase exam? 

_____________________

 6 _____________________ can help a young horse’s immune system develop “memory”  

to protect it from infectious disease. 

 7 _____________________ are often considered a target parasite in young horses. 

 8 If a young horse has _____________________ , they should be removed before training begins  

to prevent bit interference. 

 9 Your veterinarian should screen a young horse for _____________________ irregularities  

before training begins.

 10 While many young horses are kept _____________________ , they should still receive  

regular hoof care.

Answers: 1. 4 or 5; 2. Developmental orthopedic disease; 3. Environment and genetics; 4. 
Yearlings; 5. X rays; 6. Vaccines; 7. ascarids; 8. Wolf teeth; 9. Heart; 10. Barefoot
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Ascarid: A type of roundworm.

Equine herpesvirus: A virus that can cause abortion in mares, respiratory infection, and/or neurologic disease. 

Equine influenza: An important viral respiratory disease of horses caused by subtypes (A1 and A2) of equine influ-

enza virus, an orthomyxovirus.

Immunization: The administration of a vaccine in order to produce protective immunity against the infectious dis-

ease agent(s) present in the vaccine.

osteochondritis dissecans (oCD): Cartilage disorder characterized by the presence of large flaps of cartilage or 

loose cartilaginous bodies within a joint.

Strangles: Extremely important, highly contagious bacterial disease of young horses caused by Streptococcus 

equi; characterized by inflammation of the pharyngeal mucous membranes, with swelling, inflammation, and 

abscess formation in the associated lymph nodes; also called distemper.

Wolf teeth: Small, nonfunctional teeth located in the “bars” of the mouth (the area between the incisors and the 

grinding cheek teeth), usually just in front of the second premolar (the first grinding cheek tooth) that are usu-

ally removed prior to training. Not all horses have wolf teeth.

Yearling: A horse that is between 1 and 2 years old.

Have you checked all these important items off your young-horse health-care list?

  Consult your veterinarian to create and implement a vaccination plan for your yearling

  Consult with a veterinarian or nutritionist to create a balanced diet for your growing horse

  Monitor lameness issues that can indicate OCD, and take radiographs if necessary

  Start regular hoof care program for your yearling

  Perform fecal tests to identify any possible parasite load

  Deworm based on fecal tests, if applicable

  Have your veterinarian conduct a heart exam

  Have your veterinarian conduct an eye exam

  Have a veterinary dentist conduct a dental exam and, if applicable, extract wolf teeth prior to training

  Ensure your horse has adequate physical maturity prior to training.
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Whoa.
This is it. Horse Care for Life is now online. It’s the 
easy online tool for every horse at every life stage, 
available only through your veterinarian. Track your 
horse’s health, get information tailored to your horse 
and retrieve your records from anywhere.

Try it, and you won’t know how you lived without it.
Get a sneak peek at horsecareforlife.com.

Horse Care for Life is a trademark of Intervet 
Inc. Copyright © 2013 Intervet Inc., d/b/a Merck 
Animal Health, a subsidiary of Merck & Co., Inc. 
All rights reserved. Photography: Vince Cook. 
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