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Fizz was 8 years old and came down with chronic 
grass sickness at the end of June. The yard we were 
at had had cases of grass sickness before in several 
their fields, but not this one. We had moved there in 
the December so had been there for over 6 months.

Early June – before EGS

I called her when we got the gate and she lifted her 
head and came wandering down the field to me. I went 
straight to her head to put her head collar on, while my 
boyfriend stood back a bit. I then heard him say from 
over my shoulder, “Why’s she shaking..?” It wasn’t 
cold, it hadn’t been raining, why was she shaking?! 
Her stomach was tucked right in, looking really tense 
and her shoulders and flanks were rippling she was 
trembling so much. She seemed happy enough, 
rummaging for sweeties and scoffing polos but the 
only option really was to call the out of hours vet. 

The vet arrived and admitted that the shaking and 
tension in her stomach did look like typical grass 
sickness, but of course because there is no test for it 
we had to rule out everything else first. She took her 
temperature and it was high but not excessively so. 
She took her heart rate and again it was high but not 
so high as to cause alarm. Next she did a rectal exam, 
then tubed into her stomach and finally took some 
bloods. That was about all that could be done for the 
night. Fizz had been sedated and by this time it was 
after 10pm. The vet said there would be little more that 
we could do tonight, so we had to just leave her to 
snooze off her sedation.

24th June, Day 2

The vet came back later the next afternoon but there 
was not an awful lot that he could do for us. He took 
her heart rate and temperature again and worryingly 
they had both increased yet again. He said the only 
thing we could do was keep her eating as best we 
could – we had found that she was keen to eat Top 
Spec Ulsakind soaked to a watery mash that she could 

just drink, more than eat. This seemed to be working 
though so we just kept feeding her, each time she 
finished a bucket we gave her another. 

We decided that we would stay with Fizz over night 
as well. As expected I didn’t sleep much that night, 
listening out for any unusual sounds coming from 
Fizz’s stable. She was obviously not very comfortable 
and kept lying down and standing up again throughout 
the night, desperately trying to find some comfort. She 
kept eating though, a bucket of Ulsakind every two 
hours all through the night. 

When the vet came back first thing the next morning 
he said she was looking a lot brighter and was pleased 
to see she had been eating lots and managing to poo 
normally with it too. He took her temperature and heart 
rate a final time and they had come down significantly 
to almost where they were when they were taken the 
first night – still high, but a lot safer. He suggested that 
we had a chronic case on our hands but given her alert 
attitude and general interested nature and the fact that 
she was eating and pooing meant that we had a good 
chance of nursing her, but it would be hard work.

We went through Baileys Number 8, Top Spec 
Linseed Mash, a lot of pony nuts (these were a 
beneficial way of disguising other feeds that were 
better for her!), Allen Page Soothe and Gain, Saracen 
Recovery Mash, Dodson and Horrell Build Up, 
Baileys Number 21, Blue Chip Pro and Molichaff’s 
Apple Chaff. Ideally what we were looking for was 
low starch and sugar, high protein, high fibre, high 
oil and preferably with rehydration qualities and pre/
probiotics.

6th July, back out on grass

I took her out for walks most days since she first 
fell ill, just 5 minutes or so initially to stretch her 
legs and because it is good for aiding digestion. I 
gradually introduced periods of grazing inhand for 
her too, starting with just 15 minutes once a day and 
building up to 20 minutes three times a day. When I 
started turning her out properly we started with just 
half an hour of supervised grazing, where I would sit 
in the field if it was a nice day, or hover at the gate 
if it wasn’t, just so that I could keep an eye on her, 
and eventually I accepted she was managing fine and 
started leaving her unsupervised for longer each day. 

13th July, 3 weeks in

I got the vet out again, just for a check, the following 
Friday, almost 5 weeks after their first visit to see 
her. I just needed to know what the next steps were. 
She was really positive but did make an important 
recommendation to “fill her colon with fibre”. Since 
Fizz wasn’t all that confident at eating hay yet she 
recommended Allen and Page Fast Fibre. The hope 
was she would munch it overnight while she still 
wasn’t able to have the hay.

20th July, 4 weeks in

She didn’t think much of it initially so I still had to 
continue to mix it with her other favourites to get her 
to eat it. Gradually she began to show more interest in 
her hay and thankfully she was able to move down to 
just the one bucket of feed at night! 

13th August

We have now had two visits from the physio. After the 
first she was reasonably happy with how Fizz was and 
said that I should start working her on the lunge and 
bringing her fitness back up, but that she would want to 
come back in a fortnight to check how she was doing. 
A fortnight later and after me lunging Fizz for around 20 
minutes every other day the physio was back and gave 
us the all clear to get going again, pending a visit from 
the saddle fitter because she has obviously changed 
shape quite a bit.

2nd September

Onwards and upwards! Aiming to make it to the BD Pet 
Plan regionals this year…take two!

THE STORY 
OF COLDWELL 
FIZZ AND 
HER BATTLE 
WITH GRASS 
SICKNESS
By Laura Carnegie
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This is good general advice to help reduce the 
risk of equine grass sickness as well as many 
other conditions – it is a perilous time of year 
for our equine friends.

SPRING GRASS, HORSES, PONIES, 
BEHAVIOUR, LAMINITIS, OBESITY, EMS, 
COLIC

*** AVOID-RESTRICT-MANAGE-SUPPORT ***

Spring is a risky time for many horses and 
ponies. Temperatures maintained above 5˚C 
over 24 hours will restart grass growth, so at 
this variable time of year, it is important to be 
vigilant and not complacent.

Spring grass has low structural fibre and a 
high sugar content, as well as being highly 
palatable and easy for horses to eat in large 
quantities. A sudden increase in the amount 
of grass in a diet, coupled with a change 
in the grass nutritional content can lead to 
hindgut disturbance, altered behaviour and an 
increased risk for a number of health issues. 
For good doers it may only take a couple of 
weeks for them to pile on extra weight which 
can become increasingly difficult to shift over 
the summer.

There is good evidence to link high fructans 
levels in grass and a number of health problems, 
specifically laminitis, colic and hindgut upsets. 
Fructans are a sugar storage molecule 

produced by grass when it is stressed. Things 
which stress grass out are sudden temperature 
changes or overgrazing. This could prove to be 
the link between the perceived increased risk of 
laminitis and frosty mornings.

1) FOR ALL THESE ISSUES PREVENTION
IS SO MUCH MORE PREFERABLE TO 
CURE!

2) REMEMBER THE GOLDEN RULE OF
HORSE FEEDING: MAKE CHANGES
GRADUALLY

3) BE VIGILANT AND REACT TO ANY
WARNING SIGNS EARLY

AVOID - Clearly an effective strategy to 
significantly reduce the risk of most of the 
problems associated with spring grass is to 
not let horses consume it. For some horses 
and ponies at very high-risk this is the best 
option but impractical for many. Horses 
shouldn’t graze grass until there has been 
a return to night-time temperatures above 
5°C and/or overcast weather as when the 
temperature is below 5°C the fructan levels  
will remain high in the grass at night.

RESTRICT - Restricting Spring grass intake is 
likely to be the most practical option for most 
horses and ponies at risk. Ways to do this 
include…

• Limiting turnout time e.g. 2h instead of 8h.
This doesn’t work for all horses and ponies
as some can eat up to 3x faster when their
time is restricted

• Turnout on bare areas but avoid stressed
pastures which can be higher in fructans

• Limit area to be grazed with fencing

• Limit intake with grazing muzzles – not
popular with some owners but effective
in most horses and ponies and can reduce
intake by 75%

• If you have a horse that’s turned out 24/7, 
consider bringing it for at least part of the
day as new grass starts to grow

• After a cold night and a clear sunny start
the fructan levels will be high in the morning
and sugar levels in grass will rise
throughout the day

MANAGE – Managing access to spring grass 
can be highly effective in reducing certain 
health problems such as colic or laminitis. 
It takes the hindgut microbiome around 3-4 
weeks to adjust to a sudden change in forage, 
such as going from 100% hay to 100% pasture.

• Introduce access to richer pasture slowly
– e.g. start with 1h a day and increase
slowly over a few weeks

• Split turnout – instead of 4h a day, 2h
morning and 2h evening would be better

• Reduce the energy value of forage fed in
the stable by soaking or mixing in some straw

• Provide hay in the field to encourage a less
severe shift in diet

SUPPORT – Prebiotics and Probiotics can be 
fed to reduce the disturbance to the hindgut 
caused by the introduction of spring grass to 
a horses’ diet. 

A preliminary study by Anna Garber who is 
part of professor Jo-Anne Murray’ Equine 
Nutrition Group at Glasgow University has 
shown the potential of Science Supplements 
Gut Balancer to support a more stable gut 
environment at times where environmental 
stressors may impact on the microbial 
populations in the horse’s gastrointestinal 
tract. The results of the study will be presented 
at the Equine Science Society conference in 
North Carolina in June 2019.

By Dr David Marlin with our sincere thanks 
davidmarlin.co.uk

AFTER A SLOW START UK GRASS GROWTH 
RATES NOW AT SAME LEVEL AS MAY 2018 
Dr David Marlin on managing grazing. 
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One of the key subjects we are asked 
about for an EGS risk reducing strategy 
is about worming, why, when, how, who, 
what!  Here EGSF Committee member 
Jacqui Matthews provides an overview on 
the main issues to consider. 

Prof. Jacqui Matthews,  
BVMS PhD FRSB FRCVS

RCVS Specialist in Veterinary Parasitology

Intestinal worms are common important 
pathogens of horses. Infections occur in 
animals of all ages, though young and geriatric 
horses are more likely to show signs of 
worm-related disease. Different worm species 
affect horses and ponies: foals are susceptible 
to the ascarid, Parascaris equorum, and 
cyathostomins (small strongyles) are the 
main parasite of adolescent and mature 
horses and ponies. Other worms, such as the 
pinworm, Oxyuris equi, and the tapeworm, 
Anoplocephala perfoliata), can cause problems 
in some individuals.  Clinical signs of 
infection are most often seen in those horses 
or ponies that have a high worm burdens.

DEWORMER RESISTANCE
Resistance to dewormers complicates 
effective worm control in horses and is a real 
problem in cyathostomins and P. equorum 
populations. Cyathostomin resistance is 
reported to all three main anthelmintic classes 
licensed to treat roundworm (nematode) 
infections in horses, these being the 
benzimidazoles, tetrahydropyrimidines and 
macrocyclic lactones.  Indeed, resistance 
to benzimidazole compounds is almost 
ubiquitous in cyathostomin populations in 
developed regions. In some populations, 
multi- class resistance is reported, with a 
lack of effectiveness of macrocyclic lactones, 
pyrantel and fenbendazole compounds, 
leaving no chemical options left for control. 
Macrocyclic resistance is widespread in P. 
equorum populations, and there are also 
reports of resistance in this worm type to the 
other two anti-nematode dewormer classes. 
Resistance is transferred from one generation 
to the next generation in worm DNA. In the 
presence of resistance mutations, each time 
a dewormer is applied, the majority of worms 

that survive treatment are resistant. After 
repeated treatments with the same dewormer 
over time, worms with a resistant genotype 
dominate and the dewormer fails to kill many 
worms. This can be detected as a failed 
drench check or by the presence of clinical 
signs in animals which have been previously 
treated. Horse movement between sites 
without appropriate quarantine procedures 
allows the flow of resistance genes between 
populations. Dewormer resistant populations 
do to not change back to sensitivity, even 
when the worms have not been exposed to a 
specific drug type for several years.  

So far, dewormer resistance has not been 
reported in tapeworm or in the large strongyle, 
Strongylus vulgaris. That does not mean 
to say that resistance in these worms has 
not occurred, just that it has not yet been 
identified. 

The extent of dewormer resistance in small 
redworms and ascarids is disturbing, 
especially as there is no prospect of new 
dewormers coming to the market in the near 
future. Judicious use of these medicines 
should now be a priority and worm control 
methods that reduce the frequency of 
dewormer use need to be applied. 

WORM CONTROL PLANS 
Worm control strategies need to take account 
of yard management, local climatic conditions 
and worm life cycles. Managing pasture 
contamination should be the focus of control 
plans. Fields should not be over-stocked 
(i.e. no more than 1-2 horses/acre). When 
‘resting’ paddocks, allow adequate time for 
the death of the free-living worm stages on 
pasture. In the UK, resting for 6-9 months; 
over winter to mid-summer the following year 
is recommended. Dung should be removed 
from pasture, especially when paddocks are 
grazed intensively. Removal twice per week 
is recommended. Horses on paddocks where 
there is no dung removal have been shown to 
have a reduced strongyle egg reappearance 
periods after treatment with moxidectin, 
increasing the need to further treatments and 
providing unneeded selection pressure for 
resistance. If it is to be used on grazing land 
dung should be composted for at least six 
weeks, with regular turning so that a minimum 
of 50-70°C is reached to kill worm eggs. In 
the UK, harrowing is not recommended; our 
climate is neither sufficiently dry nor hot to kill 
worm larvae when spread across paddocks.

Dewormers should be applied as:

1. targeted treatments based on the results
of diagnostic tests such as a FWEC or a
tapeworm test.

2. strategic treatments to kill species and
stages of worms that cannot be detected by
conventional diagnostic FWEC testing and

When applying targeted treatments, for 
accurate testing, samples must be collected 
from fresh dung (passed in the previous 
12 hours). A representative sample must 
be collected as worm eggs are not evenly 
distributed across a pile. Take 30-40 grams (a 
good handful) by sampling small quantities 
from three-five different dung balls. The 
sample should be placed immediately into 
a zip-lock bag with all air expelled before 
sealing. If samples are not taken to a lab 
immediately, they should be refrigerated until 
transfer, and processed within 5 days. At the 
lab, a method with a high sensitivity should 
be used. 

The dewormer used previously determines 
when a test should be performed; tests should 
be done 2-4 weeks after the egg reappearance 
period is complete for the last treatment. 
Standard egg reappearance periods for 
common dewormers are: 

• pyrantel and benzimidazole – 4-6 weeks

• ivermectin - 8 weeks

• moxidectin - 13 weeks.

In the UK, diagnostic-informed treatments 
should be used spring to autumn. Regular 
FEC testing identifies horses most prone to 
infection and hence at risk of disease. There 
are no published guidelines that define the 
cut-off egg count value on which to base 
treatment, but most sources recommend 
deworming horses shedding 200-500 EPG. 
The threshold chosen depends on a history 
of grazing management; for example, a 
higher threshold (500 EPG ) could be used 
with adult horses kept on clean pasture at 
low stocking density compared to a lower 
threshold (200 EPG) for a group of yearlings 
grazed at high stocking density where there is 
no dung removal. Horse owners should ask 
their veterinarian or other prescriber to use 
their knowledge of the yard management and 
treatment history to make a judgment on what 
egg count threshold to select for deworming. 

Worming 
Advice
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Home bred Kyzyl Double or Quits, Sam to 
his friends is a rare Anglo-Teke stallion, who 
has recently returned to full health following a 
three month battle with grass sickness. 

‘Wednesday 8th September - Day 1. Evening. 
Sam’s off his food. He trashed his feed 
this morning, so I’ve come back to check 
tonight, and he hasn’t eaten up. Instead he 
looks colicky; he’s tucked up and tense, 
stamping around, clearly uncomfortable. But it 
passes quickly, and he settles. His pulse and 
temperature are normal. I look in at bedtime, 
and again in the night, and he’s standing 
quietly, eating hay. Or so I think…

Day 4. Sam’s more tucked up than ever, and 
trembling. He has also been sweating up 
intermittently, though I never actually catch him 
wet. Another bran mash goes on the muck-
heap; we compromise on a good helping of 
bran in his Alfa-A and beet pulp, with a sprinkling 
of barley on top, in a number of small feeds 
throughout the day. His droppings are down 
to one a day. I begin to realise he’s not actually 
eating any hay - just chewing it interminably, 
then dropping it into his bed and burying it.

Day 15 - 21. Slow progress. By the end of the 
week he’s daily eating 6 lbs Racehorse Mix, 
2 lbs bran, 6 lbs carrots, a small helping of 
sugar beet and as much grass as I can cut, 
in addition to grazing. But that’s his limit; he 
doesn’t eat more, and when I try to take him 
to graze too soon after a feed, or for too long, 
he quickly gets gastric reflux. He still refuses 
alfalfa chaff, and the beet is his only bulk food 
apart from the grass. He tries to eat haylage, 
but it makes him choke horribly. He gets 
terribly angry with it and strews it all round the 
stable, burying it in the bed then digging it 
up again. The muscle tremors have stopped, 
as has the awful snuffling, and most of the 
tightness round his bottom rib has relaxed, 
though he still tucks up again after eating. 
It’s impossible that he’s actually gained true 
weight on these bare maintenance rations, and 
I begin to understand how much of the rapid 
emaciation of EGS is caused by dehydration, 
as well as the tense ribcage. The Pink Powder 
now goes in the cut grass - a big help, as he 
hates the syringe. He is up to three dung-piles 
a day - progress! I’d never thought I’d be so 
keen to shovel horse-s**t.’

Sam was on the danger list for ten weeks, but 
made a full recovery. The above are extracts 
from his daily log. To follow the whole story 
of his illness, including symptoms, enzyme 
levels, treatment and other details, see 
kyzyltekes.co.uk/sams-grass-sickness-
diary.html. 

Sam finally started his competitive career last 
winter. He has brought back five rosettes from 
five outings in dressage, show jumping and 
eventers’ challenge, including one win. Fit and 
strong, he loves cross-country schooling, and 
is an exciting ride for his 64-year-old owner/
breeder.

Sam has since begun his stud career, 
with three Anglo-Teke foals on the ground 
including the home-bred Kyzyl Doubloon. 

Sam aged 5 ½ months

SURVIVOR STORIES
SAM BY GILL SUTTLE
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A LETTER FROM  
(SOUTH) AMERICA! 

Dear Equine Grass Sickness Fund,

Thank you for providing so much useful information about EGS on your website. It was an invaluable source to me when my 6 year old gelding 
Fiestero was diagnosed with EGS in February 2016.
 
He got sick towards the end of a 2 month trail ride in the Chilean mountains. The recovery process was a little bumpy. He arrived at the vet in quite 
weak condition, nearly no eating and passing of stool. I am not sure anymore if you are referring to this on your website but we used common 
vegetable oil administered daily orally to help with gut motility when he was constipated. We also gave cisapride orally and some injections that are 
usually used on humans after intestinal surgery. Other than that it was a lot of nursing. After a couple of days he developed diarrhoea which we were 
first very happy about because there were very little sounds in the gut for some time. We struggled to put weight on him though and at some point the 
vet feared we might have to put him down. Thankfully he survived.

 
I would say Fiestero recovered completely. The first 18 months after the disease I felt like he is not yet as strong as he was before. He started to 
sweat and breathe heavy rather easily with exercise. This might be due to weight/muscles loss though because we struggled to put weight on him 
for a while. Mentally he was back to his old self after a couple of months.

 

Now when I was in Chile last year Nov 2017-Feb 2018 he was really fit and strong. I couldn’t notice any difference to his condition before the disease.

Thank you again!
Warm regards,
Christina
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ARAMIS’ 
STORY
By Danielle Tennant

29th April 2017, it was show-prep day! After 
months of ground work he was off to his first 
pony party. Out came the hose, shampoo 
and scissors. After his bath, I noticed he was 
slightly shaking. Thinking it may be down 
to the cold water or, as 2 of my friends were 
helping, we’d overphased him doing it all at 
once. On went a fleece and he seemed fine 
later on in the evening. This was the first grass 
sickness sign; tremors. 

30th April, show day. At only 4 years old he 
was impeccably behaved. He travelled really 
well and did all that was asked inside and 
outside the ring. He grazed at the show in 
between classes and looked very impressed 
that he’d managed to come home with a red! 
Along with placing in all this other classes, it 
couldn’t have gone better. I was just so proud 
of him. No signs of what was about to come. 

The next morning I found him at the back of 
his stable, sweating, shaking and very tucked 
up. Immediately I thought it was colic and the 
vet was called. After an examination the vet 
ruled out colic and suggested it was muscle 
related due to the tremors and sweats. He 
also had a heart rate of around 80bpm. She 
gave him some Bute and I kept an eye on 
him for the rest of the day. He didn’t get any 
worse, but there was no improvement. He was 
still bright in himself, but I could tell something 
was up. At this point he had slowed down 
eating and drinking. 

The next day there were still no changes, he 
still had the tremors and was still sweating 
profusely. Again the vet was called out and 
Aramis examined again. It was at this point they 
mentioned the possibility of grass sickness. Not 
knowing much about it, I was unaware of what 
this diagnosis was to entail. He recommended 
keeping him eating and drinking as much as 
we could, and to keep monitoring him. By the 
evening he had deteriorated so quickly we 
couldn’t just keep an eye on him. Around 11pm 
the vet was called back up, he was sedated and 
had a rectal exam done. This showed nothing 
up but a small compaction. He suggested the 
next step could be to keep him as comfortable 
as possible overnight and get him admitted 

to Three Counties Equine Hospital for further 
investigation first thing in the morning. It was a 
very long night!

Once at Three Counties he had lots of bloods 
and scans to determine whether it was GS 
or not. His heart rate was still around 80bmp 
which was very worrying. A few hours later I 
got the phone call I was dreading; it was grass 
sickness. Although it can’t be diagnosed 
officially without taking the relevant biopsies, 
he was ticking almost every box of an acute 
GS case. The only positive was that he had 
survived the first 48 hours, which was unheard 
of. I knew he was ready to fight! 

I made the decision to bring him home from 
the vets to where he was more comfortable. 
Once he was out in the field his symptoms 
would improve, the sweating would calm 
down and the tremors decrease, so this 
seemed the best option for his recovery. Back 
home I was lucky enough to have a set up so 
that I could leave his stable open and he can 
go to and from the field as he liked, and come 
back to rest whenever.

It was now operation ‘get him to eat and drink!’ 
My friends got into contact with a few feed 
companies who were very kind in sending out 
feed samples. This helped so much in finding 
out what feeds he preferred without spending 
100’s on what could have been wasted bags 
of feed. Some days he would eat a cereal 
type, and the next he would turn his nose up 
at it. The bags were his little pick ‘n’ mix! There 
was no guarantee what he would eat day to 
day and that meant just giving him whatever 
he would take. Some days this would include 
crisps, chocolate bars, and even fruit pastilles. 
If he wanted it he got it. He had licks and fruit 
and veg hung around his stable in a bid to get 
him to eat. Getting him to drink was just as 
much of a task. He had apple juice added to 
his water; squash made up for him to drink 
and even stole fizzy Vimto off a friend one 
day! We tried anything. 

The Gate Riding Club 

Stable days 
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The days went by and he lost more and 
more weight. The dehydration was starting to 
show and damage was starting to be done. 
He was put on an IV drip to help him and 
maybe encourage him to drink as well. He 
did improve after this and started to drink in 
little amounts, if I wasn’t trying him with a feed 
I was getting him to drink; there was always 
something to do. Then one day I managed 
to find a feed he liked! Feeds began little an 
often, every hour, day and night, just to try and 
get some weight back on. I had to add water 
to the feed to help stop the choke he kept 
presenting with, but it also helped with his fluid 
intake. Slowly but surely he was on the up! 

One thing I had to make sure was done, 
was keeping his mind active. His body was 
trying to shut down and I had to stop his 
mind doing the same. Hours I’d spend in the 
stable chatting away to him, grooming him 
and playing with him.  There were good days 
and there were bad days but there was never 
a pattern. 5 good days could still be followed 
with 5 bad, and that mentally took a lot of 
getting used to. He suffered from choke for 
quite a few months, along with the intermittent 
colic. He got sores under his tail from being 
so tucked up and the posture they take up 
with GS, and he also lost his hair in patches 
over his whole body due to the sweats. But 
he kept fighting, day by day he still had that 
twinkle in his eye and I knew while he still had 
that I would keep going with him, by his side 
every step of the way. 

After around 3 months of living at the stables 
for round the clock feeds and checks, he 
was finally starting to look like a normal horse 
again! He was clearing his feed bowls and 
slowly gaining weight. He was drinking more 
and more and got stronger by the day. His 
heart rate stayed quite high, but it was a start 
in the right direction. 

The months that followed were accompanied 
by a new set of problems. His feed still had 
to be watered down drastically to avoid the 
choke that kept presenting itself. This was 
caused by the damage to his oesophagus 
that occurred from the grass sickness. 

A few times the vet was called to assist, but a 
lot of the time he was able to clear it himself. 
This also affected his hay intake due to not 
be able to swallow it properly, so still to this 
day he doesn’t have any hay. Once he has 
gained a bit more weight I was able to start 
slowly mixing in different feeds to make sure 
he was getting all the vitamins and minerals 
he needed, and to make up the lost fibre from 
not eating hay. At one point he was carrying a 
little too much weight, which I never thought I 
would see! 

Next on the list was his gut. He was getting a 
green discharge from his nose, and with the
intermittent colic we needed to have a look
into it. So the vet was booked to come and
scope. It was then he was diagnosed with
delayed gastric emptying, which explained 
why he was still only passing small droppings. 
This was also the cause of the nasal 
discharge. With management this has settled 
and there has been a big improvement. 
Another problem was his heart. The rate it was 

beating at was still very high, and being at the 
point of wanting to bring him back into work 
we needed to get it addressed. He was young 
horse that was getting rather bored of just 
going to and from his stable! So again the vet 

was booked to come and see him along with a 
heart specialist. He was hooked up to an ECG 
and we did some gentle exercise to monitor 
the impact this had on his heart rate and how 
he coped with the increase. 

She prescribed him some medication and 
was satisfied that if bought into work slowly, 
with the vets help, he would be fine. 

We’re now over a year on from the diagnosis 
and he is doing amazing. He still gets the 
sweats which I have to monitor throughout the 
hot summer days and the cold winter months, 
but he his back to his cheeky happy self. He 
has started some in hand and ground work 
again and is doing really well. With some 
more luck we hope to be back on track to 
backing him very soon! There were a lot of 
tears, stress and sleepless nights but I’d do it 
all again if he needed it. 

The IV drip

Having a lazy day

May 2017 - July 2018

His pick ‘n’ mix feeds
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HEALTHY HORSES 
NEED HEALTHY  
PASTURE AND 
HEALTHY SOIL 

Horses have evolved to eat pasture plants and these pasture plants, along with the soil that they need to grow, require care.  
Once you start to stress your pasture (by overgrazing or lack of maintenance for example), you start to stress the plants and 
the soil and the resultant degradation starts to spiral downwards. When a pasture is failing two things are happening, both 
of which are linked. You have a reduction (sometimes an elimination) of certain desirable pasture species and you have soil 
degradation. The good news is when you start to improve one you also start to improve the other.

Let’s start with the soil. In a healthy pasture, very roughly what you see above ground i.e. the length and health of the plants, 
is repeated below ground in the volume and health of the root system. Short, stressed, overgrazed pasture plants have short, 
stressed unhealthy root systems. The root system of a plant does several jobs – apart from the obvious one of feeding the 
plant - the roots also prevent soil compaction (by keeping the soil particles apart). The easiest way to prevent having short 
stressed plants, and the resultant soil problems, is to reduce the grazing pressure by, at the very least, introducing a rotational 
grazing system. We advocate and teach people how to implement The Equicentral System – a horse and land friendly method 
that is good for horse welfare, good for the land and good for you! When a pasture is overgrazed the soil becomes compacted 
and often becomes mineral and nutrient deficient. Compacted soil repels rather than absorbs water, so even a good rain shower 
can actually harm compacted soil rather than benefit it. Bare compacted soil also attracts weeds. This is because nature does 
not like bare soil and attempts to protect it with something, usually weeds. Many weeds are opportunists and respond to the 
soil conditions, many are actively trying to repair the soil. Once you can identify the weeds on your land it will give you a good 
indication of what is happening with the soil. So to improve the soil, maybe have a soil test done, identify the weeds and learn 
what they are trying to tell you. 

You can reduce the compaction using mechanical methods (by using a tractor with certain implements), by adding minerals such 
as Gypsum or by employing a more natural method which also improves your grass species, we call it round bale mulching. 
Mulching involves feeding hay, round bales if possible, on bare patches on your land and allowing the hay that is wasted to rot 
down. This so-called wastage covers and protects the soil in the same way as when you mulch your garden. It creates a cool 
moist environment for the micro-organisms etc. in the soil to begin to repair the soil and equally importantly the left-over hay 
contains many ‘free’ seeds which will hopefully germinate. Alternatively you can use old or spoilt hay on the bare areas and 

remove the horses until it has broken 
down. Our Facebook group (Equicentral 
Central) has many examples of people 
getting very excited about the huge 
improvements they have made to their 
land using this simple method.

In summary the very best way to 
compensate for failing pastures is to 
ensure they don’t become overgrazed 
in the first place by following the 
practices described in The Equicentral 
System. More information on all the 
above issues along with practical 
achievable solutions can be found on 
our website www.equiculture.net.

By Jane Myers, Equiculture

You may have heard the term 
‘you are what you eat’, well 
the same applies to horses.
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Rocco is my little boy’s 10 year 
old beautiful pink pony. He was 
diagnosed with grass sickness 
on the 28th May 2017 by Hird 
and Partners Equine Hospital. He 
stayed in hospital for 3 days where 
they had him on fluids and were 
able to remove an impaction. They 
then sent him home to start his 
recovery.

It was super hard work and we 
drenched him for 8 weeks with a 
lamb hand feeding bottle, using 
veteran vitality and pureed prunes. 
There were days when we spent 
all day cooking different purees: 
carrot, apple and cabbage, and 
garlic, apple and molasses mint 
rolls, pretty much anything at all 
that might tempt him.

We kept a daily diary of his food 
intake and his amount of stools.

We also listened to his gut sounds 
with a stethoscope. 3 per 60 
seconds is said to be normal.

If he pooed we had a party! He 
started to eat after around 11 weeks. 
Sloppy, soup consistency food.

Some days he would show signs 
he was struggling to swallow so 
we massaged his neck. Turmeric 
powder in 40ml of sunflower oil 
every morning helped keep him 
going to the toilet regularly.

His first time out (his choice) was a 
walk around the farm on the 15th 
October.

We have let him lead the way and 
he was trying to get out of the 
stable. Human contact, especially 
with his best friend Oscar, played 
the biggest part in his recovery. 
Oscar spends time eating his 
dinner in Rocco’s stable, sharing 
his sandwich and brushing his sore 
and skinny bones. 

18th December was the first time in 
the field with his pals, he cantered 
off shaking his head and of course 
we all cried. We had tried to take 
him out numerous times but he 
refused to leave the barn, a lot 
of the time he spent wandering 
around whilst I mucked out, almost 
like a yard dog.

18th February back on board! 2 
figures of 8 in trot and a wander 
down the lane. Taking it extra 
slowly and again letting Rocco 
lead the way. He eats grass and 
manages a small bayonet in 24 
hours but his hard feed kept him 
alive. 50kg a week some weeks 
and he is 11hh. We continue to 
love and cherish our survival pony. 

Feeds we tried:
• Veteran Vitality
• Mint rolls
• Ready Mash
• Prunes
• Veg kebabs
• Cabbage and garlic
• Carrots, apples, mints,

ginger nut biscuits
• Saracen Releve
• Competition mash
• Speedi-beet
• Live yogurt
• Molasses

OUR DO’S 
AND DON’TS

DO:
• Try anything
• Feed little and often
• Take the days they eat a

mint as a positive
• Love them, cuddle them,

keep them warm
• Keep a diary
• Look after YOU
• Approach feed supplier

for samples

DON’T: 
• Expect too much
• Take it to heart when

they won’t eat
• Give up
• Stop trying
• Stop reading other case

studies. They may have
your pony’s answer.

ROCCO’S STORY  
By Jessica Beesley
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When ‘grass sickness season’ rears its ugly head we are invariably 
traumatised by the tragic stories of sudden loss which emerge. Many 
owners are left feeling haunted and wracked with guilt. ‘What if..’ and 
‘if only…’ are common themes, despite the fact that it is very difficult 
to predict when and where cases might occur and although the advice 
we give can help reduce the risk of a case there is nothing yet that can 
guarantee you will not have a case. Data suggests that approximately 
95% of grass sickness cases are fatal, and for acute and sub acute 
cases there is sadly nothing that can be done. 

Against this backdrop we are always delighted to hear your survivor 
stories and have featured some of the most recent ones here to help 
show that, despite the odds against them, it is possible for certain 
horses with the chronic form of grass sickness to survive. Making 
the decision whether to nurse a horse or not can be one of the most 
heartbreaking moments in a horse owners life, and the welfare of the 
individual horse is paramount. It is a complex decision with many 
factors to consider, which must be taken together with the advice of 
your vet. If you are faced with this difficult situation you are welcome 
to call the EGSF office or speak to one of the experienced team at the 
Royal (Dick) Vet. 

Silver Djinn, our treasure
Suffolk based Jan Goldsworthy wrote in with the story of her gorgeous 
grey Arab stallion in the hope that it would give heart to others 
struggling with chronic grass sickness cases.

In 2010 we had grass sickness on our property. All four horses came 
down with it within 48 hours of each other. Words cannot describe 
the pain and trauma we all went through. It was in September, and 
my chestnut Arab stallion was put down straight away having had an 
acute grass sickness diagnosis. It was heartbreaking. Tragically our 
gypsy cob was put down two weeks later.

The other two had chronic grass sickness so we had the next six 
months of nursing them back. We fed them a diet of dandelion, nettle, 
rosehip, marigold, tinctures and peppermint to start. I then added 
in small amounts of feed each day. They gradually built up enough 
appetite to eat every four hours. They barely drank water for several 
months but took in fluid through their feed. 

Gradually we moved them onto new grass away from the fields and 
they improved. Sadly the other horse was put down in the spring due 
to increased management problems as he just couldn’t calm when out 
with other horses. The success came eventually though as we have 
been able to witness our then 3 year old arab colt grow into a beautiful 
stallion. I now ride him and he has been shown in a ridden class at 
the Royal Norfolk Show. He is very healthy and happy six years on, 
an absolute treasure. At now 10 years old Silver Djinn (Cassidy) is a 
super special lad and almost human companion!

EGS Survivor enjoys success at medium dressage
Congratulations to Carol Andrews of Wimbledon Stables, whose 
dedicated nursing helped bring Minnie through her battle with EGS.

These before and after pictures show the miraculous recovery that 
Minnie made. She was in intensive care for 2 weeks and received 
round the clock care to keep her alive. Owner and breeder Carol 
Andrews spent weeks at her side, living in the hotel next door to the 
equine hospital and would hand feed her tiny bits of wet food and take 
her for short walks. It was a year before Minnie could drink water out 
of a bucket and three years before her breathing returned to normal. It 
was Carol’s love and dedication and Minnie’s zest for life that kept her 
alive. ‘She wanted to live and fought to do so’ says Carol.

Minnie has continued to grow stronger every year and has competed 
at prestigious events such Royal Windsor Horse Show and Hickstead 
in dressage, showjumping and showing and has been a successful 
team member for the Southern Region of British Dressage. 

Marota, our polo playing EGS survivor!
Jo Stoveld writes: ‘Marota was diagnosed back in December 2016, 
she spent 2 weeks at the Dick Vet and then I nursed her at home.

I didn’t bring her back into any sort of work till the start of May 2017 
and we took things very slowly as I certainly didn’t want to push her 
in any way. She surprised me and she made it back on to the polo 
field in July! She played just three times as I didn’t want overdo things, 
knowing what she had been through.

Now we are back up in Scotland & she is enjoying just lightly hacking 
out a few times a week to keep her ticking over until the weather turns 
bad, then she will be on holiday till our Polo season starts again.

Marota is thriving & blooming I have sheer admiration for this horse, 
she put her trust in us & never gave up the fight.’

A CELEBRATION OF EGS SURVIVORS

She has qualified for 
the Regional Dressage 
Championships on five 
occasions, finishing in 
the top ten every time. 
She is now enjoying 
success at Medium 
level.
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On the 9th of May 2016 my world fell apart. My 
8yr old Falabella was diagnosed with sub-acute 
grass sickness. He was diagnosed at 1:30pm 
after coming in from the field, with no clinical 
signs other then severe muscle tremors. By 
4:30pm he’d gone downhill so much he was 
admitted to the local equine clinic from where 
he never returned. At 8:30pm I received the 
dreaded phone call to say that Badger was 
rapidly getting worse and it was now time to say 
my goodbyes. I made the short trip to the clinic 
and within ten minutes of my arrival Badger 
passed away peacefully with me at his head. 

Then two days later, as if things then 
couldn’t get any worse, my 5yr old mare was 
diagnosed with chronic grass sickness. The 
heart wrenching feeling of losing Badger was 
suddenly back and I was preparing myself for 
losing a second, just days after the first.

For the first three weeks I stayed with Pete 
around the clock just to make sure she’d eat. 
The first few days she’d only eat apples and 
drink Ribena! She was still with us, so I was 
feeling a little more positive, but I kept telling 
myself that I was going to lose her any day 
now so not to be too heartbroken should she 
pass away. Turned out I had a little fighter - she 
wasn’t going to give up and I wasn’t going to 
give up on her, neither was my amazing vet! I 
spent my days just sitting with her, willing her to 
keep fighting.

On week two I started taking her for very short 
walks to a nice patch of grass to try and lift her 
spirits. She enjoyed this but it made her very 
tired and I’d find for the rest of the day she 
wouldn’t stand up.

Roughly six weeks in she then developed 
laminitis due to a mixture of stress and a course 
of steroids she was on. This was a major 
setback. I ended up in tears on the phone to the 
vet whilst she lay lifeless in her stable, fearing I’d 
lose her when the vet arrived. But this little mare 
wasn’t ready to go yet and once again bounced 
back despite the odds against her. 

We’re now almost a year on from diagnosis and 
I never thought I’d still have Pete here today. 
She’s battled through everything that was 
thrown at her, and is now finally backed and 
slowly starting her ridden education. I have to 
say it was very hard work, both mentally and 
physically, with a lot of tears along the way. I 
couldn’t have got through any of this without 
the amazing support of my vet, not only during 
her work hours but even after hours when she 
wasn’t on call. The emotional support she 
gave me was second to none and I’m eternally 
grateful to her for this.

To this day I am frightened that grass sickness 
will one day hit me again, but all I can do is keep 
going and try not to let the fear affect me too 
much. It’s not something I’d wish anyone to go 
through. To see your fit and healthy pony go from 
happy and healthy at 8am to having a heart rate 
of 105bpm within just 12 hours and then lose all 
ability to swallow is the worst thing ever. I’ll never 
forget Badger’s suffering  or that day in a hurry. 

PETE’S SURVIVAL
By Emma Pearson, Gillingham, Kent



JORGI AND SUMMER
By Caroline Casey

Summer arrived on Orkney in August 2014. I 
immediately fell in love with her and Summer 
and my daughter Jorgi (5) clicked straight away.

Summer stayed on the same grazing until May 
2015, when I moved her to my mother’s farm 
for 2 weeks and she was wormed when she 
arrived there. Summer liked to be home though 
and never settled. She became very stressed, 
running up and down the fences and neighing 
all the time, so we decided to take her home.

Jorgi and Summer had a pony club rally the 
weekend we took her home. She began to 
shake intermittently and was also very foamy at 
the mouth, I just put it down to Summer being 
cold and liking her new bit. How wrong was 
I.......

When she arrived home from the rally the 
tremors became worse. She stood in the 

vet out that night and he diagnosed chronic 
grass sickness. My heart sank, I was just heart 
broken, thinking this was the end. We had the 
choice to send Summer away to be nursed but 
I decided against it, I didn’t want to cause her 
any more stress and I just wanted her home 
with me. I do always wonder what if I had given 
Summer a gut balancer before moving her to 
different grazing and worming her, would things
been different? So needless to say I always 
give one now.

I was lucky with Summer, she never stopped 
eating and she never lost drastic weight. To 
start with I took her in every night so I could 
monitor what she was eating and keep a 
eye if she was passing any dung. She had 
numerous feeds put in front of her every night 
to encourage her to eat. She would always 
pick from each one but LOVED a fruit salad 
with watermelon, melon, strawberries, pears, 
apples, banana etc.

She was very keen to get out on the grass 
every morning and I would leave her out as 
long as possible because I knew that’s where 

all day offering carrots and polos and Summer 
never turned them down. She stayed in good 

lashes and mucus coming from her nose. She 
always neighed and trotted over every time I 

helped me a lot. I never took my eye off her, I 
likely drove everyone mad but I just wanted to 
be home near her. I had been told she
would get worse before she got better so I 
suppose I was always waiting for that and I was 
very, very lucky that never happened.

I was willing to try anything to see if it would help. 
I sent a piece of her mane away for a nutritional 
report which told me she was extremely low in 
copper and magnesium, and had bacteria in the 
hind gut amongst other things. My report told me 
which feeds and supplements to give. I believe

this played a huge part in her healing because I 
was giving her body what it needed and I think 
that helped her through her grass sickness. I also 
tried homeopathic remedies and powders and
distance healing.

After 7 and a half weeks Summer’s tremors 
stopped and was beginning to look like herself. 
I was just delighted, I thought we have won! 
Summer has kicked grass sickness’ butt!!!

Summer came slowly back into work in 
September 2015. Jorgi was over the moon
to have her best friend back. The pair of them 
are non stop! They enjoy going to pony club 
and local shows, every weekend is busy with 
horses, horses, horses and I wouldn’t change 
it for the world! We are extremely lucky to still 
have Summer, she really is “one In a million “ 
and “ worth her weight in gold ‘.

“ Whoever said that diamonds are a girl’s best 
friend never owed a horse “

Spring / Summer 2016
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Well done Bart!
By Kenny Samuel

Almost two years ago at the end of April 2014 Bart was nine years old. He was fit and in good condition. He 
travelled to Hartpury in March 2014 where he represented Almond riding club in the BRC show jumping finals. 
About four weeks later he sweated up badly while travelling to a local competition which was out of character. 
Over a period of a few days he suddenly started losing condition and weight with signs of patchy sweating along 
with muscle trembling. Bart was diagnosed with EGS and was taken into Clyde Veterinary Practice where he 
received first class treatment for the next week before being nursed at home for the rest of the year.

We were in a very fortunate position to have an on site supply of fresh young grass which he seemed to find easier 
to eat and supplied him with a natural diet as well as moisture. He was also fed a porridge like feed of Allan and 
Page Calm and Condition with the addition of Top Spec Digestive Aid.

After about two months he began to show signs of improvement and after six months he returned to some light 
exercise. Patchy sweating continued but has improved over time. There were also changes in his coat which have 
taken almost two years to return to normal.

This year 2016 Bart has returned to normal work and has been out and about with some dressage
and working hunter,representing Almond Riding Club at Rockrose and Blair WH qualifier at SNEC.

I’m pleased to say that Bart is now  back to normal and enjoying himself as he did before EGS.
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On 4th May 2014, my vet confirmed our worst fears - my 
promising 4yr old Arab Arty had Equine Grass Sickness. We 
were heartbroken, having just backed him a few days before.

She ran through our options, strongly advising we put him 
down there and then before he suffered. Option two was not 
encouraged - fight with and for him and try to get him through 
it. Luckily he is a fighter and still had a bright eye so we went 
for it. The first few days weren’t so bad apart from keeping 
him eating, he was reasonably himself if a little tired, just no 
interest in food. After that the decline was fast.

He developed rhinitis which hindered his breathing and killed 
any appetite he had left. At this point I was with him almost 
24/7 - feeding and checking him every hour through the night 
and day. At times I’m not sure who was most exhausted, me 
or Arty! The first 12 weeks I wouldn’t leave him longer than 
an hour and a half alone in case he gave up, I’m sure it was 
the fact that we wouldn’t let him stop that kept him fighting. 
I managed to lose my job and my partner at the time due to 
being with him all the time, but it didn’t really matter as he 
was my sole focus.

He couldn’t eat or drink and all his fluids were done by
syringe hourly, it was a mammoth task but necessary. He 
loved cranberry and apple juice and learnt to open his 
mouth for the syringes! He was also on laxative and oil 
every two hours to keep his gut lubricated.

I kept a diary of everything, every gram he ate, millilitre he 
drank and every poo - we got very excited when he did 
a poo! Despite a very dark few weeks, and a couple of 
occasions when we decided enough was enough he kept 
rallying round. The rhinitis was the worst. It knocked him 
back badly at every bout, he went back to refusing food and 
water and hand syringing paste and fluid in was the only 
way, along with much Vicks and Vaseline and hot steamed 
hay in a towel also helped clear his nose.

Our saviour food wise was the fantastic Rowan And 
Barbery’s Ready Mash Extra. It was all he ate for 8 weeks 
straight aside from grated carrot and tiny amounts of grass. 

It literally saved his life - he’s still on it now!

At 20 weeks, and just after we had cleared bout 3 of rhinitis, 
I cut my hourly checks back to three times a night...and at 
24 weeks we both got out first full Night away from each 
other!!!

By this time he was building up again, going for walks in
hand and looked like a horse rather than a skeleton. At 29 
weeks I sat on him for the first time since diagnosis...and 
second time in his life! Since that point we have had a few 
setbacks and he still gets bouts of rhinitis if he’s stressed 
or upset. But a slow build up of gentle work over the last 18 
months has given me an amazing, talented young horse! 
And an unbelievable bond.

He has had some fab help during the EGS from my friends 
and family, and since his recovery the support we have 
received in training for our goal has also been immense. 
We hope to complete an event towards the end of the 
year, having hunted during the winter, and he won his first 
dressage this spring! Show jumping next month and then 
let the cross country schooling commence in preparation  
for September!

Many thanks must  
also go to all the  
members of the EGS  
Awareness Group  
on Facebook who  
helped us through  
some of our darkest  
days, and threw so  
many ideas at me  
to try. Also the EGS  
Fund who sent us  
information and help  
to fund raise with a  
5k run, and the  
vets in Edinburgh  
who patiently talked 
me through many a  
problem and panic,  
despite us not being  
under their care.

Arty’s Struggle
By Samantha Moody



NURSING A 
CHRONIC 
GRASS 
SICKNESS 
CASE 
Douglas K Callaghan REVN,  
Equine Veterinary Nurse R(D)SVS

The Equine Grass Sickness Fund helps fund 
a grass sickness nurse at The Royal (Dick) 
Vet School of Veterinary Studies. Here EGS 
nurse Douglas Callaghan gives us some 
advice on nursing a chronic case.

Nursing your own horse suffering 
from equine grass sickness (EGS), is 
undoubtedly one of the most difficult 
experiences as an owner. Not only is a great 
deal of time and patience required but it 
quickly becomes an emotional roller coaster. 
No two days are the same, often cases 
show improvement after improvement for 
a few days, before appearing to relapse for 
a day or so. For this reason it is important 
for owners to keep a diary of events. This 
allows owners to look back and see whether 
any improvement has been made from the 
previous week. In the initial period it may 
appear there is only deterioration and no 
improvement. However, gradually, they 
deteriorate less and become more stable 
before slowly starting to improve over the 
coming weeks.

Feeding
In the early days the ‘usual’ feeding rules 
definitely do not apply. Tempting the patient 
to eat is paramount whether it be with apple 
sauce or salt & vinegar crisps! 

We first have to establish how well the horse 
can swallow and whether they are able to 
manage forage (hay, haylage and grass). 
In some instances even chaff is too much 
for them. These cases are started on mixes 
or soaked cubes, made into porridge-like 
consistency. Soaked grass pellets can be useful 
for increasing fibre intake in these cases. 

Syringing food should be avoided or if 
deemed necessary undertaken with extreme 
caution. Complications of syringe feeding 
can often be fatal. Many horses are unable 
to swallow and much of what is syringed in 
inadvertently ends up in the animal’s lungs, 
causing pneumonia which is often fatal.

Having established what consistency of 
feed the horse can cope with we then begin 
trying different feeds to see which one/ which 
combination they prefer. In the beginning they 
may only eat a few mouthfuls before losing 
interest. Whilst it is important to tempt them to 
eat, it is also important that they are not over 
faced and are given time to rest. Ideally feed 
should be offered every two hours during the
day until midnight, after this the horse should 
be allowed to rest for a good few hours. 

Once they are able to swallow drier mixes/ 
cubes we then introduce a little chaff, slowly 
building up to hay or haylage. In many 
cases it is often several weeks down the line 
before we consider offering hay or haylage. 
We will give them grass/ turn-out long before 
this, as grass is much easier for them to 
prehend and swallow. 

When a more normal appetite has 
developed then the horse can be regarded 
as an underweight animal and feeding can 
be adjusted to address this. EGS patients do 
not gain weight at the same rate as ‘normal’ 
underweight horses. We believe this to 
be due to them having a higher nutritional 
demand; probably because their bodies 
spend some time in a catabolic state (they 
use their muscles for energy). 
Companions and stimulus
EGS patients often become reclusive and 
lose interest in their surroundings. Therefore 
providing companions and a stimulating 
environment can often be beneficial. 

A companion who will share a feed bucket 
or hay net with the patient is ideal. It allows 
the EGS horse to observe normal horse 
behaviour and encourage them to eat. A human 
psychiatric consultant would describe an EGS 
patient’s mental state as being that of a severely 
depressed anorexic, if they were a human. 

Many owners nursing cases at home have found 
that their cases have benefited from being in a 
busier part of the yard where there are things 
for them to watch. One riding school had even 
made a small pen in the corner of the school so 
their horse could keep an eye on lessons!

Please email Douglas if you need advice 
on nursing a chronic case: 
douglas.callaghan@ed.ac.uk

Spring 2015
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The first thing you are going to need is lots of patience! 
A horse diagnosed with chronic grass sickness can take 
several months, if not a year, to regain most of his normal 
appetite. In addition he will appear to be very fussy, 
one day liking his feed soaked, another day preferring 
it dry and crunchy. Just to really test you he will also 
change his mind about what he likes on a regular basis, 
everything from mixes, cubes, beet pulp, carrots and 
grass chops becoming flavour of the day or not.

The good news is that, if your horse/pony still has the 
desire to try to eat, there is a  good chance of success, 
if you define success as having a horse with a good 
bodyweight and a fairly normal appetite a year after being 
diagnosed with grass sickness. Certainly we are pleased 
to have helped the recovery of horses owned by people 
who have contacted the TopSpec helpline for advice. 

When we first hear from an owner their horse has usually 
lost a huge amount of weight and has great difficulty 
eating as well as a disturbed appetite. Because this means 
that their horse is weak and needs constant nursing care, 
the horse is often kept in a stable, perhaps with some 
turnout if they are strong enough. However one of the 
best and most tempting feeds for a horse suffering from 
chronic grass sickness is grass, so until he is safe to graze 
in-hand be prepared to cut as much grass as he will eat 
with e.g. hedge trimmers, and provide it freshly-cut, in 
large wide trugs on the stable floor.

Horses evolved to graze for about sixteen hours a 
day and their digestive systems are therefore suited 
to ‘little and often’ feeding of forage. The best feeding 
programmes are based on this principle and maximizing 
forage intake, whilst minimizing size and starch content 
of hard feeds. Most horses should be fed as much forage 
as they wish to eat i.e. ad-lib; the problem with horses 
suffering from chronic grass sickness is that they often 
don’t want to eat forage, or more frustratingly want to 
but cannot, because of the difficulty in swallowing due to 
damage to their nervous system. 

The damage to their nervous system is widespread and 
can have long-term consequences but in this article we 
will concentrate on how we can gently overcome the 
damage to the digestive system. In ideal circumstances 
a consistent supply of fibre to the hind gut helps to keep 
the population of cellulolytic (fibre-digesting) bacteria 
dominant and thus the acidity (pH) of the hindgut remains 
close to neutral. But when horses suffering from chronic 
grass sickness cannot eat much long fibre the food source 
for the beneficial, fibre-digesting bacteria in the hindgut 
is drastically reduced leading to a microbial imbalance. If 
that horse then eats cereals or high-starch (cereal-based) 
compound feeds, the sugar and starch-digesting bacteria 
in the hindgut are stimulated by the increased feed supply, 
further upsetting the microbial balance. This in turn affects 
the acidity of the hindgut and the digestive efficiency of 
the hindgut is greatly reduced. It is not uncommon for a 
horse with chronic grass sickness to have diarrhoea if he 
does not have enough fibre in his diet.

Obviously a thin, weak horse needs his hindgut to be 
working as efficiently as possible so it is important to try 
and stimulate the fibre-digesting bacteria with a supply 
of fibre, if needs be in a pre-ground form, at least in the 
short term.

Because the horse needs to gain condition it is best to 
source a supply of fibre cubes that contain no straw and 
have good quality ingredients including a little protein. 

FEEDING A HORSE WITH CHRONIC 
GRASS SICKNESS
By Nicola Tyler BSc (Hons), Nutrition Director, TopSpec Equine
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Struggles with Grass Sickness
Caroline Colwill from Ipswich lost two horses to grass sickness in recent years, and was inspired by the loss to help raise funds for grass sickness 
research. Together with her family and owners at their yard they held an annual show, sold off books and rugs and collected donations in their tin 
amounting to a fabulous £500. Here Caroline tells us about her struggles with grass sickness:

As I walked towards William, our beautiful piebald gelding, I was planning the day’s hack. He saw me coming and for the first time he didn’t look 
delighted to see me. I noticed a strange smell as I caught him, but other than that he looked well, just a little off colour. I was taking no chances; 
he was a very special horse. The vet was called and we waited, almost unconcerned. Noting prepared me for the diagnosis. I had read about grass 
sickness but was only aware of the chronic symptoms. We rushed him to Newmarket as I had to know for sure. Sadly it was confirmed as acute  
EGS and the very next morning, just like that, he was gone.

Three years later my lovely (and only) home bred filly started to act slightly strange around dinner time, rolling and displaying colicky symptoms. 
It struck me that this could be EGS but I put it to the back of my mind, surely I couldn’t be that unlucky? I had tried for years to get her mum, Zoe, 
who I had owned since I was 15 into foal, and also owning her Dad, Charlie, we had the whole happy family.

The vets were baffled at first and four days later I took her in to be monitored. It was still very up and down for days but as the list of symptoms 
increased we knew. The vets recommended that we put her to sleep, but I wanted to fight. We never had that opportunity with William and I wanted 
to give her every chance. It was torture to watch her struggle. The weight fell off her and every day I was adjusting her rugs and soon I was putting 
smaller sizes on her. Feeding her was such a battle. At first she was so strong and she fought me every step, every 3 hours day and night I battled  
to keep her alive but she just could not eat. As tears streamed down our faces my husband helped me to try to get her to eat, we tried every food to 
tempt her, you name it we tried it. After seven weeks we decided to move her home from the yard to live with us. She loved it and our children were 
feeding her titbits 24/7. Things were finally looking up and she would eat small handfuls of feed at a time. We stopped using her nebuliser for her 
rhinitis and the vets became hopeful. I was even measuring her to see if she was gaining any weight.

One Sunday morning I awoke to a bang in her stable and I just knew it was bad news. The day before she had done so well, happily grazing for  
around 20 minutes at a time. I rushed down and she was lying cast facing the back of her stable. She lost mobility over the next hour as we waited 
for the vet but I knew it was over. She’d been through hell and all for nothing. I blamed myself that I’d put her through it, but I had to try. If she  
fought, I fought. Would I do it again? Yes I would, some survive and we had to hold on to that. It kills us as good caring owners to watch our  
beautiful horses succumb to this evil disease with no way of preventing or curing it. I had so much help and I want to thank all the people who 
supported me, especially my family at home, and Joyce at EGSF was always at the end of the phone for advice. Please keep fundraising, if we  
all work together we will find an answer and put a stop to all this suffering.

There are some straights e.g. alfalfa pellets/grass cubes, 
and at least one blend (a mixture of straights balanced 
for the major minerals calcium, sodium and magnesium) 
available that will serve this purpose well. They can be 
fed anywhere from slightly damped to a very wet gruel 
depending on the horse’s preference that day.

Always keep a fresh net of haylage or hay in front of your 
horse but do not be surprised if he cannot handle it for a 
few weeks. 

Having established the best supply of fibre you can from grass 
or a selection of the products mentioned your thoughts should 
turn to vitamins and minerals as these are essential for your 
horse to both repair and maintain himself. The most palatable 
and suitable supply of these would be in a high protein feed 
balancer, ensuring that just a small volume of feed smacks a 
really strong nutritional punch. Once again they can be fed 
anywhere from slightly damped to a wet gruel but do not 
wet them until half an hour before they are 
going to be fed, this will avoid losing some 
nutritional value. Because a top specification 
feed balancer will reduce the requirement for 
hard feed your horse will be better able to gain 
condition despite his reduced appetite. 

But what about the early days when your 
poor horse is just standing there, head hanging unable 
to eat. Is there anything you can do? Nutritionists at 
TopSpec spent several years researching a feed additive 
that stimulates appetite and aids the digestive system. 

It includes vitamin B12, pure, protected yeast, mannan 
oligosaccharides, grass and mint. The additive is in powder 
form and in the early days could be offered mixed with yogurt 
and syringed into your horse’s mouth. *Please note: great 
care needs to be taken doing this to avoid aspiration, 
consult your vet before attempting to use a syringe. The 
ingredients in it will stimulate appetite and great success 
has been had with our customers using this method. The 
damp powder is also mixed with every type 
of feed offered so that the strong smell of 
grass and mint becomes associated with 
feed. Gradually (within a week) it is usually 
possible to stop syringing the additive in as 
the horse nibbles away gently at his bucket.

The key thought to bear in mind is to let 
your horse eat anything in the early days but to ensure you 
only offer small amounts of high starch feeds like flaked 
maize, and offer larger amounts of high fibre feeds in order 
to keep his hindgut healthy. A healthy hindgut is the key to a 
good appetite.

As his appetite returns you should increase the protein content 
of his hard feeds to enable him to regain lost muscle.

Nicola Tyler B.Sc. (Hons), Nutrition Director, TopSpec 
Equine Limited. 

Editor’s note: Nicola can be contacted on the TopSpec free 
Multiple-Award-Winning Helpline 01845-565030
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THE WORST DAY OF MY LIFE –  
I LOST MY TWO BEST PONIES
By Liza Batiste, Guernsey

In February the equine world was shocked to hear that there were three cases of 
EGS on Guernsey, the first ever recorded. Owner Liza tells us her traumatic story.

Eddie came to us two years ago. As he was nervy we put him with Cas & 
Flyer and they all got on well. Eddie got his halter off within a couple of 
days - it took two weeks to get it back on and a further six months for him 
to really relax. He has his funny little quirks, like I have to pick his feet up 
for the farrier, the farrier cannot pick them up himself! I bought Cas and 
Flyer as foals, Cas was a late developer but such a star. He knew he was 
handsome, how to show off and we had started to do well in the ring.  
Flyer was a character that had the potential if he kept all four feet on the 
ground. Judges liked him, but he liked to pretend he was a circus pony! I 
had such high hopes for them, but …

On Tuesday 11 February there was torrential rain again so the ponies and 
horses stayed in. The afternoon was better so they each had a wander 
around the yard to stretch their legs. Cas, Flyer and Eddie were the last 
to go out and stayed out until about 8pm. When they came in they had 
a little treat of Readigrass whilst I made their suppers.  When I gave Cas 
his supper he was lying down. He got up for a very small nibble and 
then started going down and rolling. My first thought was colic as the 
symptoms were very similar. Meanwhile I could see Flyer in his stable 
through the talk grills and noticed he had diarrhoea and he hadn’t eaten 
his supper. The vet took a blood sample from Cas and a faeces sample 
from Flyer. When we looked in on Eddie he too hadn’t eaten his supper, 
the vet said to keep an eye overnight and they would get the samples 
tested first thing.

I checked on them every hour and all seemed fine except none of them 
were eating.  At midnight Eddie was trembling in the corner of his stable 
but by 3am he had stopped so I went to get a few hours sleep.

I woke at 7am just as Mum was coming in, she said they hadn’t eaten. I 
cleaned out the remaining stables, filled haynets up and was just putting 
the last of the haynets in when I saw Eddie foaming at the mouth. I went 
over and touched him and he shot to the back of his stable. When he 
turned round I thought ‘He can’t see’ and his whole nervous system 
seemed to be affected in some way, a minute after that he was soaked in 
sweat.  I called the vet straight away and went to try and calm Eddie down. 
He was trembling and making a snoring sound. While waiting for the vet 
he collapsed and tried to get up but couldn’t. I tried to keep him calm, 
talking to him all the time and telling him in no uncertain terms that he 
had to fight whatever was going on and hang in there. The vet arrived and 
checked his heart which was beating at over 100bpm and checked for 
stomach sounds. She did mention Grass Sickness but because he didn’t 
have all the clinical signs and there had never been a confirmed case in 
Guernsey it seemed unlikely. When Eddie nearly doubled in pain I think 
we both thought that was it.

As I came out of Eddie’s stable I saw that Cas had a few beads of sweat 
appearing around his ears and eyes, so I checked on Flyer and he too 
had beads of sweat and within minutes they were both soaking wet. As 
we went to check Cas, Flyer collapsed. For the most part Cas stood in his 
stable with his head leaning against the side of the stable like he had a 
really bad headache and Flyer just stayed lying down, very quiet but his 
breathing getting louder.  

The vet wanted to see which field they had been in (which was just a 
complete mud bath really, nothing to eat), where their feed was kept and 
what their hay was like to try and figure out what we were dealing with.  
After several hours and doing everything she possibly could, she left us to 
it and Mum sat with Eddie while I split myself between Cas and Flyer.  

About 2pm Eddie tried to stand, he was very stumbley and fell over a 
few times but in the end did manage with Mum helping him to keep his 
balance. Cas was still leaning against the stable wall and Flyer was still 
down and very quiet.  

At about 3.30pm Cas started making a really loud snoring sound and started 
stumbling and falling over. I tried desperately to keep him calm, praying the 
vet would arrive very soon.  Flyer was still down and very quiet apart from 
his breathing, I really felt very guilty that Flyer was all on his own.

About 5pm Eddie’s snoring sound had subsided, he had stopped 
trembling and was getting steadier on his feet so Mum went and sat with 
Flyer while I carried on trying to reassure Cas.  Cas and Flyer’s heart rates 
were still high but Eddie’s had come down a bit.  At about 6.30 pm the 
vets decided to give Cas a sedative because they were worried that he 
was going to hurt himself falling over all the time. They said for us to go 
inside to warm up, have something to eat.  I couldn’t really eat anything 
as I felt so sick but had a cup of tea and went back out half hour later 
and found Cas had gone.  The vet confirmed Cas had gone and checked 
Flyer. His gum colour was looking good, his breathing seemed a bit better 
but his heart rate was still rapid. Other than that all seemed fine, he even 
appeared to want get up. As we tried to help him he made a funny noise, 
his heart rate went completely through the roof and within seconds Flyer 
too was gone.  I had lost my two best boys within an hour of each other. I 
can honestly admit that day was the worst day of my life.  

Several weeks on and Eddie is doing OK. He definitely has his grumpy 
moments and is a lot more sensitive, but he is a fighter and we are hopeful 
he is going to kick this.  It must be so hard for Eddie because everything 
has changed; he lost his two companions is probably wondering why he 
feels a little weird.

This is such an awful disease and you feel completely helpless. We were 
very unlucky for three ponies to get EGS at the same time and because 
they were the first ever confirmed cases of EGS in the island of Guernsey 
I feel I have to make others aware of this horrible disease. So that Cas and 
Flyer’s early departure is not just another sad statistic I am organising a 
Charity Showing Show on 27 July to raise funds for the EGS Vaccine Trial. 
I so hope the vaccine trial is a success, if it is I will be the first on the 
Island to have my ponies vaccinated.

Eddie Flyer Cas



diagnosed with EGS. Distraught, owner Leanne MacDonald 

with the disease. At the same time four other owners had 
decided to do the same thing, and Leanne followed their stories 
with interest, each owner trying to support the others in their 

Candyfloss Experience

Monday 8th July. The vets came out in the afternoon, and we did 
the eye lash test. In the drops went and we agreed there did appear 

my heart of hearts I knew. Candy will stay at home and I will care 
for her. She still has a bright sparkle in her eyes so PTS is NOT an 
option, we WILL beat this.
Sunday 14th July. Candy was a lot brighter, she ate 2 lots of 
chopped carrots for brekkie and I left some in her stable. She still 
won’t eat anything but carrots, apart from a wee nibble at some 
chaff. Hand picked grass is making her cough so I have stopped that. 
Herbal tea was a favourite today, she must have drunk 8/9 litres of 
it. She is tremouring nearly all the time now, its not a nice thing to 
watch. I want to pick her up and wrap her up in cotton wool.
22nd July Candy has lost 1in from round her girth, and weight 
from her chest, shoulders and hind quarters this week. This illness is 
trying real hard, but we ain’t quitters, it won’t win.
Thursday 1st August. Candy has had a bit of a strange day 

yet Candy has kicked its butt and carried on regardless. The Grass 
t 

stance that they talk about today, she has been like that an awful 
lot. She has hardly eaten anything, which isn’t Candy at all. This 
afternoon she lay down and I sat with her for a wee while and 

Beri, Zag, Poppy, Candy,

Chyna

noticed she was doing what I can only describe as mild thrusting motions 
and her eyes were closing at the same time. Very bad tremours, and she has 
struggled with her temperature as well. A look of being very tired and fed up.
11th August. Candy has just been eating hay, so long as I stood with a 
scoop of herbal tea so that she could take mouthfuls of liquid. She ate it for 
about 10/15 mins. I’m so happy, I cried my eyes out, what an amazing sight 
it was. She is now out grazing to celebrate.
26th August. When Candy started with Grass Sickness 8 weeks ago, I 
found this Awareness group on Facebook, the folk have been amazing and 
supported Candy and I through this awful illness. There were 4 other horses 
with Grass Sickness at the time, Poppy, Chyna, Beri and Zag. I followed 
their stories, and helped them as much as I could and they all followed and 
supported Candy, internet friendship at its best. It is with much regret that I 
have to say that Poppy, Chyna, Beri and Zag are all at Rainbow Bridge now 
running free. If I could get my hands on this illness I would pull it limb from 
limb. I’m so terribly sorry to the mums that are left heartbroken, it makes me 
even more determined to get Candy through this in honour of her pals.
2nd Sept. Today gets better, Candy has just had a slurp of water out of her 
water bucket, she hasn’t done that for 9 wks. AMAZING.
10th Sept. I’m hoping to organise a sponsored ride, to raise awareness of 
Equine Grass Sickness and also raise money for the Vaccine Trial and research 
into EGS. This wont be just any old sponsored ride, I have asked if anyone, 
esp the mums of 4 very special horses if they would like to organise one in 
their honour, that’s 1 each, and if anyone else wants to organise one the more 
the better, they will all be held on the same day right across the country, that 

talking.
14 Sept. I have just seen Candy do a lovely canter, coordination was right, 

 very nice 

21st Sept. Another cracking day for our Candy, doing all the things a 
cheeky, healthy little pony should be doing. Eating, Sleeping, Peeing and 
Poohing! Our vet came out today. When she arrived Candy and Faith were 

 weight on 
and she just looked better. On closer examination Candy’s heart rate is 
down to 52 and her guts sounded good, she even commented on Candy 
being happier about being touched. When she was ill Candy was very, very 

stand being clapped. It had to be very gentle strokes, now she 
being groomed and clapped.

The Fabulous Five’s EGS Awareness Rides

Thanks to Candy and to commemorate all the lives that have been lost to EGS 
a series of rides will take place across the UK in 2014 to raise awareness and 
raise money for the vaccine trial. Please register your interest in participating 
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Madge - An Update - 5 years on 
By Laura-Jane Macholc

I bought 5 year old Highland Miriam of Combebank, known 
as Madge to her friends, 5 years ago and within weeks of her coming 
home she got Chronic Equine Grass Sickness. We were extremely 
lucky that she survived. It was my best present ever when, a week 
before Christmas 2008 we knew she was going to pull through. Her 
story and an earlier update have been in previous issues of Equine 
News. The reason for this update is that this year we are finally 
there.....! We bought Madge to do 20-35km endurance rides. We 
chose her because we have her uncle and he adores endurance, so we 
hoped she would too. She lost so much muscle mass due to CEGS 
that it was August 2009 when we began her ridden education. 
She had a couple of months ridden then a horrid winter meant 
months off and we were nearly back to square one. The following 
winter I badly broke my leg and was not fit to ride for 7 months, then 
another bad winter. She managed a couple of 15km Pleasure Rides 
in 2011 but was very slow at 6 and 7km/hour, well below the
speed limits of 8-12k/h needed to get a “completion”.

Last spring all our ponies had a respiratory problem and by the time 
we were over that the wet weather had set in and most of the local 
rides were cancelled due to floods. She did one PR and again was 
far too slow. I began to despair that she would ever reach her 
endurance potential. However she has other strings to her bow and 
we have taken her to a few Mountain & Moorland inhand classes. 
In 2010 she won her class and in 2012 she went one better, not
only winning her class but getting section reserve champion at our 
local show, the best result any of our ponies has got at this show 
in 22 years! She looks in great shape, now we just needed the stamina.

She has blossomed this year in the better weather and has finally
realised horses can canter up hills! We have managed more hacks, 
building up distance and speed as the weeks go by and it has worked.

Copyright West 

 

End Photography

We took her to Seaton Carew PR in May for her first outing 
this year. Madge thoroughly enjoyed the ride which included 
riding through an industrial estate, part of the town and finally the 
best bit of all, lots of beach! She achieved an average speed of 
9.9k/h over 16kms. Six weeks later we took her to the Elephant 
Trees Ride in Hamsterley Forest, this time only 15kms along
forestry tracks but with a few slopes. My husband rode her 
whilst I rode her uncle, Douglas, who is 23yo now. It was magic
to have them matching strides at canter along lovely grassy tracks, 
Madge ears pricked but Douglas had his ears back....not impressed 
that she was now fast enough to keep up with him. They did an 
average of 9.86k/h.

Despite being a lot fitter now Madge still sweats a lot, her 
saddle cloth is always wringing wet, so when the really hot 
weather came we decided she would be best left at home. 
To combat the sweating we encourage her to drink Horse 
Quencher before and after rides to maintain her hydration.

Her next ride came in early August on a cloudy day with 
showers. It was a nice mix of forestry tracks, quiet lanes and 
fields but there was one extremely steep climb. Poor Madge 
stopped at the bottom and looked horrified as my husband on
his mare vanished upwards. This was Madge’s first 20km ride 
and we did a speed of 8.33k/h, slower than the previous 2 rides, 
reflecting the hill and the extra distance, but still in time. The 
photograph shows her at 19kms and I think you will agree it 
looks like she is enjoying herself. We have 3 more rides planned 
this year which, if she completes them in time, will add 52km 
to the 51km she has already done. In a good season our regular
endurance ponies will average 200-400km so I will be very 
pleased if she does 100km this year, it will give us a good 
foundation for the future.

At times in the last 4 years I have wondered if we would ever 
get her to complete a short ride but in hindsight I think the slow 
progress has actually suited her. She has matured mentally and 
enjoys her outings, which is very important to us. Literature 
states that it takes about 7-19 months to return to full work 
but I just wanted to give hope to those folk who think their horse
may never compete again as, after 60 months, we are there!




