Ask A Vet: Digging Deep for a Fine Horse Dewormer
Sunday, August 5, 2012
Dear Dr. Weldy’s,  
Which wormer is the best for horses?  There are many to choose from and I am confused about which are right for my horse.


Dear Reader, 
     While this question comes up quite a bit in my day to day interactions with horse owners, it does not have a simple answer.  There is not one particular dewormer that is better than another and no one dewormer will be your solution.  Additionally, there are no deworming products that are capable of being 100 percent effective in ridding the horse of all parasites.  However, killing all of the parasites is not necessary in order to improve your horse’s feed efficiency, reduce pasture contamination, or improve overall health.  Our equine friends can tolerate a low number of worms and still remain virtually unaffected.  
     The use of deworming agents follows two basic types of programs.  Continuous deworming involves a daily dose either throughout the year or only in the grazing season.  With strategic deworming, the dose is given only at certain intervals or when fecal egg counts rise.  Both programs are best implemented with good manure management procedures.  
Utilizing one or more of the following practices can greatly reduce your dependence on deworming products. 

    1.  Pick up and dispose of manure droppings in the pasture twice weekly.
    2.  Regularly break up manure piles to expose eggs and larvae to the elements. 
    3. Do not spread horse manure on fields that are to be grazed by horses.
    4. Rotate pastures to decrease egg loads and interrupt the life cycle of parasites.
    5.  Keep the number of horses per acre to a minimum to reduce fecal contamination.
    6.  Use a feeder for hay instead of feeding on the ground.
    7.  Remove bot eggs regularly to prevent ingestion.
    
     Fecal egg counts can be used as a tool to evaluate your deworming program.  These are typically done by your veterinarian and can help determine which horses tend to have low counts and require less deworming, as well as horses with consistently high counts that require more deworming.  You can also use multiple egg counts over a longer period of time to decide if resistance is developing generally or if a particular product is not effective.  A negative fecal does not mean that a horse is free of internal parasites.  Adult worms do not produce eggs constantly and can be present with a negative fecal.  Immature stages of intestinal worms do not produce eggs at all and can be present in large numbers when fecal egg counts are zero. 
     When using dewormers, it is very important to rotate product ingredients, not just brand names to prevent chemical resistance.  There are many safe and effective products available today.  Consult with your veterinarian to design a plan for your horse.  A good parasite control program can help you realize your horse’s potential.                              
-Dr. Wade Hammond
