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The dreaded A word. Visions of your beloved horse turning 
into a paddock ornament flash before your eyes. But is this a 
cut and dried reality?? 

Arthritis is a term often used to describe Degenerative 
Joint Disease (DJD), though can represent any inflammation 
which affects the joint. Regardless of the underlying pathology 
it may cause pain or stiffness, swelling and a decreased range 
of motion. All of these spell huge trouble for the soundness of 
your horse right? Well, maybe not. 

Arthritis is the culmination of a complex inflammatory 
mediated process of abnormal remodelling of the joint tissues.  
In it’s complete form, arthritis involves degradation of the 
articular cartilage, that is the lining of the joint which is designed 
to ensure that when a muscle group contracts to move a joint, 
that joint can respond with smooth, frictionless, easy movement. 
Further, the bone beneath the cartilage thickens and bony 
spurs, or osteophytes, may form at the edges of the joint. 
These changes further compromise the ease of movement 
through the joint’s ideal range of motion. Inflammation of the 
soft tissues to varying degrees, degeneration of the ligaments 
and excess development of the joint capsule add to the painful 
and restricted state of movement at the affected joint. Finally, 
the structures surrounding the joint, including the muscles, 
nerves and local fat pads and bursae are often also impacted 
as the body struggles to keep the region moving as well as 
possible. 

(Image Courtesy of E. Bartnik, Frankfurt.)

Factors including age, trauma to the joint, immobilisation, 
excess bodyweight, genetic predisposition, conformation and 
mechanical factors (both musculoskeletal and hoof balance) 
have all been recognised as being highly influential in the 
development of arthritic changes, which gives us a few factors 
we can readily manipulate - weight and mechanical factors 
especially.  Furthermore, studies in both humans and animals 
have shown degenerative changes in the joints are a relatively 
common finding, including in completely asymptomatic 

individuals. This tells us that definite or suspected changes in 
the joint health doesn’t mean that pain or disability is inevitable.  

From a therapeutic perspective, when presented with a 
horse who is showing signs of arthritic changes at one or 
several joints of the body, it is important to keep in mind 
these factors which can be changed.  Firstly, and often 
most obviously, it will be important to consider the horse’s 
bodyweight. Carrying extra weight, above a healthy 3 out of 5 
range, will have an impact on the horse’s joints. In a perfectly 
sound horse, this will add pressure to the joints, and in a horse 
with existing joint changes, it will make the joints more prone 
to further degeneration and inflammation, which will make it 
harder for your horse to remain sound. 

Oh No! It’s Arthritis! 
Words By Samantha Sherrington, Osteopath and ABM Practioner. 
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Secondly, looking at the hoof balance is important. Animal 
Biomechanical Medicine (ABM) practitioners will consider 
the way the hoof is functioning in relation to the strain or 
lack thereof that will be created in the chain of joints and 
tissues all the way up the leg and into the hip and shoulder 
girdles. Recommendations to discuss imbalances with your 
farrier or trimmer can be given, and working as a team it is 
possible to take huge amounts of strain off struggling joints 
with biomechanically correct trimming/shoeing.  

Thirdly we can influence the mechanics of the joints directly.  
To do so, it is necessary to take a really thorough look at the 
way the horse is using his whole body. ABM, and Osteopathy 
specifically, are very ‘wholistic’ practices, which means that 
what is happening in one area of the body is noted to be 
hugely influential on the way the rest of the body functions 
and is therefore a crucial element in formulating a successful 
treatment plan. As a result, it is important to examine the 
whole horse thoroughly to see what tissues aren’t functioning 
well and where he might be altering his gait or his weight-
bearing and thus changing the way a joint, or group of joints 
are able to function. 

Take for example a horse who has developed a pattern of 
increased weight bearing on one front leg more than the other, 
a very common pattern which can develop from foal-hood 
and sometimes never balances out.  This simple yet repetitive 
overloading of the joints in one front leg may, over time, create 
excessive or uneven wearing on the joints of the pastern, 
fetlock, knee, elbow or shoulder. There is typically associated 
tension in the musculature and ligamentous structures, both 
within the limb and in the regions surrounding the limb 
which will ultimately create added compensatory patterns 
throughout the body as the horse endeavors to continue 
moving as comfortably as possible. These compensations 
often then mean there is increasingly uneven pressure at 
other joints throughout the body. Arthritic changes tend to 
be seen in regions where joint stress is the greatest, so it is 
important to find where this asymmetrical weight bearing 
is causing stress on the joints to help prevent degenerative 
changes from developing. From a preventative point of view, 
finding these asymmetrical movement patterns and addressing 
them as early as possible is ideal, but what about when your 
horse is hitting middle age and there are already signs a joint, 

Samantha Sherrington - 0452 472 959
Osteopath - Human - Equine - Canine

Centaurus Osteo       www.ourosteo.com
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or several joints are struggling, or your vet has definitively 
diagnosed arthritic changes in a joint?  

One of the underlying realities about the body is that when 
one joint or area isn’t moving well, another part of the body 
will take up that movement. Think for example if you’ve ever 
hurt your shoulder, within days you’ll notice that your neck is 
starting to feel fatigued and painful. This is because your neck 
muscles are trying to step in to ‘help’ with the movement 
that your shoulder isn’t currently able to do. A similar thing 
happens when a joint is struggling due to arthritic changes. In 
this case it is possible to use the same approach to find where 
the body is compensating, and where these compensations 

have developed into restrictions. By addressing these, the body 
is able to function as best as possible and so help reduce the 
load on the degenerative joints. Another example might be 
a suspicious elbow. Elbows are a highly significant joint in the 
function and soundness of the forelimb and thoracic sling, so if 
the thoracic sling is not being activated well, regardless which 
discipline you participate in, the elbow will be taking far more 
than it’s fair share of weight with each stride. By addressing 
dysfunction within the whole region – that is, the neck, the 
scapulothoracic junction, the thoracic spine, the ribcage,  plus 
ensuring the other joints of the limbs are moving to the best 
of their ability, it is possible to take a significant load off the 
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affected joint – the elbow. Further, looking further afield to 
how the back end of the horse is operating will potentially 
allow a horse who has been overloading his front end, falling 
on the forehand if you will, to start using his hindquarters to a 
greater degree, again taking a significant load off the front end 
and affected elbow.  This reduction in load will in turn give the 
joint the best chance of pain free movement. In conjunction 
with appropriate veterinary care, which might include 
cartrophen (aka pentosan), joint injections, anti-inflammatory 
medication etc, as well as the addition of a high quality joint 
supplement (I personally like the Joint Performance ‘Equine 
Joint Support Formula Two, but anything that has a high dose 
of active ingredient and minimal fillers is worth a try) a huge 
difference to the soundness and ongoing comfort of your 
horse can be made. 

I see many horses who have been given a working diagnosis 
of ‘arthritis’ presenting with varying degrees of lameness and 
one joint or group of joints showing signs of irritation, and 
often with a very distinct feel of joint degeneration – the 
joints feel stiff and crunchy. These often scream arthritis, to the 
point they haven’t warranted any imaging because it seems 
so clear. Often it will be an older horse who, being an older 
horse, is presumed to have arthritic changes. And probably 
does.  My ears always prick up though, if that same horse 
has been working happily until very recently, and there have 

been no major traumas noted to suggest new joint irritation 
or damage.  After a thorough ABM treatment, they are often 
completely or almost sound and their ‘dodgy’ joint no longer 
feels like a huge problem. In these cases I strongly feel we 
have gotten to the joint at a point where the loading was 
becoming just that bit too much for a slightly compromised 
joint to cope with, creating a tipping point. By taking the strain 
off that joint and allowing the surrounding tissues and joints 
to do their fair share, like magic, the horse is able to function 
comfortably again. In these cases it is clearly a case of changing 
the biomechanics to allow the probably compromised joints 
to function as smoothly as possible.  Interestingly I have also 
had some who have felt quite arthritic at the outset but once 
those biomechanical factors have been dealt with, the joints 
have returned to feeling as healthy as any other joint in their 
body. These ones I think are waving big yellow flags alerting us 
to the need to pay very close attention to how they are using 
their bodies into the future to avoid those joints becoming 
chronically overloaded and truly arthritic.

It is my hope that more horse owners will come to 
recognise the signs their horse is brewing degenerative 
changes well before they become fully fledged arthritic joints, 
and by recognising those early signs we can keep our beloved 
horses working and playing comfortably into their older years.
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Pony Club NSW and Equestrian News are pleased to 
announce that Equine Pure Delights and Giddy-Up Girl 
are sponsoring the Pony Club NSW Rider Profile of the 
Month Competition!

To enter, simply answer the questions on our website at 
www.pcansw.org.au/media/competitions and email to 
marketing@pcansw.org.au - and don’t forget to include 
high quality photos of you and your horse!

Every month one lucky entrant will be chosen to win 
amazing prizes from Equine Pure Delights and Giddy-Up Girl 
valued at over $100 and Equestrian News Saddlecloth and 
have their profile featured in the Equestrian News Magazine’s 
and the Pony Club NSW State Newsletter!

Every rider of the month 
receives an embroidered 
saddle cloth

Pony Club NSW Rider of the Month

Abbey Gordon
Age 18
Mainly show riding and show jumping, but I have 

competed in all disciplines.

Pony Club: Loopline

Horse’s Name: Malibu

How many years have you been  
riding horses?
I have been riding and competing for 10 years now.
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What are some of your recent 
achievements?

Malibu and I won Horse Of The Year 2017 and runner 
up in 2018. We also won Supreme Champion Pony 
Club Horse of show at Crookwell Show 2018! That was 
definitely a highlight! 
                                    

Tell us about your all-time favourite 
horse (name, colour, height, talents, 
personality, funny habits, etc.)

My second pony for sure! Her name is Bunyip. She’s a 
14.1hh liver chestnut mare. She’s the best mounted games 
pony and she seemed to get really cranky if another horse 
beat her in a race! 

Tell us your most memorable horse or 
riding story?

Definitely re-training my thoroughbred mare, Malibu. It’s 
been a long journey but I’m so proud of her and myself for 
how far we’ve come as a pair! We’ve learnt so much from 
each other and she’s very special to me. 

Favourites
Favourite Food? Can’t beat the spaghetti bolognese 
my Mum makes! It will always be my favourite! 

Pony, Galloway or Hack? Definitely hack! I’m a tall 
rider and I prefer bigger moving horses. 

Favourite Animal? Has to be the horse for sure! 

Favourite Movie? The Man from Snowy River is an all 
time favourite of mine! 

Favourite thing to do when not riding? Spending 
time teaching my boyfriend how to ride so we can go trail 
riding! 

What do you want to be when you’re 
older?
 I’ve always wanted to be in the Mounted Police Unit in the 
future but I’m currently in a job I love and it’s amazing for my 
career as a rider! .

Who inspires you in the equestrian 
world? 

Most definitely Charlotte Dujardin! She is not only one of 
the most successful riders in the world but the relationships 
she shares with her horses are amazing! 

Pony Club NSW Rider of the Month


