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Wander the aisles of any tack store or browse the pages of a horse care catalog and you’ll be overwhelmed with the
multitude of leg wraps and boots offered for sale. There must be a reason why there’s such a thriving industry of leg
protection for horses, right?

Wraps and boots are designed for horses’ legs for two primary reasons. First, they prevent injury during high performance
activities like reining and jumping, where one misstep can end a horse’s career. Likewise, a rambunctious horse turned
loose in a paddock requires being “booted up” to ensure he doesn’t sustain a leg injury during free play. Second, horses
recovering from an injury like a strained suspensory or a bowed tendon require boots and/or wraps as they re-acclimate to a
training regimen. Both of these reasons should dispel the myth that regular use of leg protection ultimately weakens a
horse’s tendons and ligaments because its musculoskeletal system somehow begins to rely on the artificial support. Why
would a horse owner want to gamble that their beloved steed might strain a tendon, whack a splint bone or grab a heel
during an intense workout? Instead, it’s safer to wager that some appropriate leg protection might prevent a costly vet bill.

When using any type of boot or wrap, it’s always better to be well versed in their proper use. Here are seven suggestions on
how to make the best of leg protection for your horse:

1. Use caution when applying any boot or wrap over a leg that has been rubbed or poulticed with liniment or DMSO. These
products create warmth in the skin and tissues as well as a sensation of heat, which can build up when covered, especially
during exercise or summer weather. That can lead to some nasty blisters. Consult your vet if you have any concerns about
the topical products you’re using on your horse’s legs.

2. One size doesn’t necessarily fit all when it comes to horses and leg boots. This especially true with various styles of
equine sports medicine boots. Too loose of a fit and they’re useless. Too tight and they can bind a horse’s leg. For these
reasons, always read the manufacturer’s instructions, generally found on the package label. Measure your horse’s leg,
including the circumference of the fetlock, to find the proper size.

3. With polo wraps, practice makes perfect. Ask your vet, barn manager or riding instructor to teach you how to correctly
apply polo wraps. Sloppy, loose wraps can end up down around a horse’s fetlocks by the end of a workout, while
over-aggressive wrapping can constrict sensitive tissues and create what’s called a “bandage bow.”

4. Fleece or knitted polo wraps aren’t the best choice for a lengthy trail ride that includes significant water crossings or lots
of muddy terrain. Polos become soggy and heavy with moisture and loose their supportive qualities. A better choice for
extreme trail rides are boots created from neoprene, the same stretchy, non-absorbent material used in wetsuits for divers
and surfers.

5. Bell boots are inexpensive insurance against a nasty heel bruise or the loss of a front shoe. Both are caused when a
horse over-reaches with their hind hoof and grabs the back quarters of their front hoof. Whether you opt for bell boots
secured with Velcro closures or the pull-on variety, always check to make sure they fit your horse’s individual conformation.
Some bell boots, particularly those made of stiff plastic, may chafe the back of a horse’s pastern, which can lead to painful
open sores. 

6. Wash your boots and wraps as necessary to prevent the potential of transferring bacteria or fungus from horse to horse,
and also to remove build-up of arena dirt and grime. Virtually all are safe to wash in cool water with mild disinfectant soap.
Then rinse thoroughly and allow them to air dry. 

7. Before entering a competition with your horse wearing protective leg wraps or boots, check with show management to
make sure such equipment is allowed. Rules vary from sport to sport. For example, jumpers and equitation horses may
compete with certain types of protective leg gear, but hunters may not. 

Leg protection is a wise choice for riders and horse owners who want to shield their horse from injury. For more



information, click on these links to previous articles on Horse Channel: Polo Wrapping Done Perfectly and A Bunch About
Bell Boots.


