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12  Facts About 
Bisphosphonate Use 

in Horses

In 2014, the FDA approved two bisphosphonate drugs for treating horses 
with navicular syndrome, a condition that involves the navicular bone in the 
horse’s foot. Bisphosphonates affect bone metabolism and are used in human 
medicine to treat osteoporosis.

Not too long ago, a “navicular syndrome” diagnosis left owners 
with few options for their horses. Corrective shoeing might 
help, and non-steroidal anti-inflammatories (NSAIDs) could 
possibly reduce the horse’s pain (but not without side effects, 
such as gastric ulcers). Maybe the horse would return to light 
work or end up pasture-sound. On the other hand, maybe 
not. However, advances in MRI for assessing foot lameness 
have given veterinarians a better understanding of the 
podotrochlear apparatus, which includes the navicular bone 
and its supporting structures. That diagnostic tool, along with 
the Federal Drug Administration’s (FDA) approval of certain 
bisphosphonate drugs for treating navicular syndrome have 
offered hope for those managing horses with this condition.
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1
European veterinarians have used bisphos-
phonates to treat horses for since 2003. Use 
started in France. TheHorse.com/37779

2
Bisphosphonates work by regulating the bone’s 
metabolism and slowing osteoclastic activity. 
Osteoclasts are the bone cells responsible for bone 

absorption. TheHorse.com/36802

3
The drugs are primarily used in human 
medicine. Most commonly, they are used 
to treat postmenopausal women with 

vertebral compression fractures and/or osteoporo-
sis; elderly men suffering nontraumatic fractures; 
patients with Paget’s disease (a disease that 
disrupts the replacement of old bone tissue with 
new bone tissue); and people with metastatic bone 
disease (bone cancer). TheHorse.com/37779

4
Two bisphosphonates, clodronate disodium and 
tiludronate disodium, received FDA approval for use 
in horses over the age of 4 in 2014, making the 

drugs available for U.S. equine veterinarians to help manage 
navicular syndrome. TheHorse.com/37779

5
Human studies have shown that bisphos-
phonates can remain in the body for five 
years post-treatment; in horses they have 

been identified in the body at least a year after 
treatment. TheHorse.com/37779

6
In a study looking at tiludronate disodium use for 
treating horses with navicular syndrome, research-
ers found that administration resulted in improve-

ment in about 64% of the horses that received the drug along 
with corrective shoeing, compared to an improvement in 
approximately 43% of horses that received corrective shoeing 
alone. TheHorse.com/37779
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7
Safety has not been shown for bisphospho-
nate use in horses younger than 4 years 
old, breeding animals (including stallions), 

or pregnant or lactating mares.  
TheHorse.com/37779

8  
Bisphosphonates are contraindicated for horses 
with hyperkalemic periodic paralysis (HYPP) in both 
H/H (homozygous) and H/N (heterozygous) horses. 

TheHorse.com/37779

9
Bisphosphonates should not be given to 
horses concurrently with NSAIDS such as 
firocoxib, phenylbutazone, or flunixin 

meglumine. TheHorse.com/37779

10  Bisphosphonates can play an important role in 
managing navicular bone lesions identified using 
MRI. In recent studies, researchers saw a 16% 

overall improvement using bisphosphonate treatment over 
corrective shoeing alone for horses with identifiable bone 

lesions in the podotrochlear apparatus. By the end of six 
months, nearly 50% were sound as compared to 12% of 
horses given a placebo. TheHorse.com/37431

11
Researchers studying clodronate diso-
dium’s efficacy in treating navicular horses 
found that nearly 75% of the treatment 

group showed improvement at Day 56 after one 
dose of the drug. Those horses that showed 
improvement received a second dose of the drug, 
and, at Day 180, researchers considered about 67% 
of those horses “treatment successes.”  
TheHorse.com/37779

12  Horses with renal (kidney) disease should not be 
treated with bisphosphonates.  
TheHorse.com/37779
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Watch Dr. Laura Kennedy’’s in-depth overview of bisphosphonate use in horses available now on  
The Horse’s Vet On Demand: Equine Veterinary Seminars — on your schedule!

TheHorse.com/VetOnDemand      CLICK HERE           TO PLAY VIDEO

By Michelle Anderson, The Horse digital managing editor;  
reviewed by Laura Kennedy, DVM, Dipl. ACVP, University of Kentucky 
Veterinary Diagnostics Laboratory

The new 
intramuscular 
bisphosphonate 
injection 
from Dechra Veterinary 
Products

Learn more at 
www.OSPHOS.com
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