
Summer Heat Poses Threat to Horses
With the season’s hottest days upon us, knowing the signs of heat exhaustion and heat stroke could save your
horse.

By Toni McAllister

08-22-2007

On Aug. 12, Testament, a fit 4-year-old Thoroughbred, collapsed near the winner's circle at Saratoga Race Course in New
York after suffering from heat exhaustion. The temperature in Saratoga Springs was 82 degrees that day, with the humidity
at 49 percent. The day was just hot enough and the competition fierce enough that the young gelding fell … and then fell
again. 
Luckily, Testament is making a recovery, but it doesn’t always turn out so well. Left unchecked, Testament’s serious bout
with heat exhaustion may have led to hyperthermia.

Hyperthermia, a combination of heat exhaustion and heat stroke, is a malfunction of the body’s heat-regulating system.  

Weather conditions that render high temperatures and high humidity are primary factors that can trigger hyperthermia.
Horses at work are most at risk, but so are stabled horses that don’t have adequate ventilation. 
Signs of heat exhaustion in
horses include:WeaknessRapid breathingElevated body temperature (105-108 F)Muscle tremorsHeavy sweatingCollapse
Signs of heat stroke in horses:Rapid deep breathing followed by collapseExtreme body temperature (115 F)Death is likely 

The biggest difference between heat stroke and heat exhaustion is the absence of sweat in horses suffering from heat
stroke. A horse’s heat-regulating systems, which include the ability to sweat, effectively shut down during heat stroke.

The best first-aid treatment for both heat exhaustion and heat stroke is to reduce the horse’s body temperature—fast. Spray
the horse with cold water; use ice if it’s available. Place fans in front of the horse if possible and call your veterinarian out to
administer fluids and provide additional treatment as needed.

Hyperthermia is preventable. Don’t exercise your horse during periods of extreme heat and humidity. Instead, house him in
an area that receives sufficient breeze—preferably a shady pasture that gets some wind. Provide abundant clean, cool water
for him to drink. Let him eat as normal and provide a free-choice salt block as well.   

Remember, even racing-fit horses can succumb to heat exhaustion and heat stroke. 


