
Equine Asthma 

Equine Asthma: What You Need to Know


Equine asthma is more than just a term; it’s a condition that affects our equine friends in ways that 
can be quite serious. You may have heard it referred to as heaves, recurrent airway obstruction 
(RAO), chronic obstructive pulmonary disease (COPD), or even inflammatory airway disease (IAD). 
But at its core, it all boils down to the same thing: equine asthma, an inflammatory respiratory 
issue that definitely calls for some veterinary attention.




What Exactly is Equine Asthma?


So, what does equine asthma mean for your horse? Well, it’s all about inflammation in the 
airways. When a horse suffers from this condition, their airways become inflamed, which leads to 
thickening of the lining and a buildup of mucus. This makes breathing a real challenge! Often 
triggered by environmental allergens like dust, this condition isn’t contagious, so your other 
horses are safe.


Equine asthma tends to flare up during the summer months when allergens are more prevalent, 
but it can also be a year-round concern. The good news is that with the right steps, you can 
manage and even alleviate some of your horse’s symptoms.


Symptoms to Watch For


Equine asthma can range from mild to severe. If your horse is experiencing severe asthma, you 
might notice them struggling to breathe even when they’re resting. Here are some common signs 
to keep an eye out for:


	•	 Coughing: A telltale sign that something’s off.


	•	 Wheezing: Noisy breathing can indicate trouble.


	•	 Nasal Flare: You might see their nostrils flaring as they breathe.




	•	 Nasal Discharge: Mucus buildup can lead to runny noses.


	•	 Exercise Reluctance: If your horse seems hesitant to move or takes longer to recover after 
exercise, it’s worth investigating.


	•	 Fast Respiratory Rate: Rapid breathing can be concerning.


In more severe cases, look for:


	•	 Increased Respiratory Effort: Noticeable effort even while resting.


	•	 Heave Line: This is a prominent line that forms just behind the rib cage due to straining during 
exhalation.


If you notice any of these symptoms, don’t hesitate to make an appointment with your vet. It’s 
always better to be safe than sorry!


What Causes Equine Asthma?




Equine asthma usually occurs when your horse’s lungs overreact to allergens found in their 
environment. Common culprits lurking in your horse’s stable or hay include:


	•	 Dust


	•	 Mould


	•	 Mites


	•	 Toxic Gases (like ammonia from waste)


	•	 Bacteria


	•	 Pollen (especially during the summer, which can trigger a specific type of asthma called 
summer pasture associated severe equine asthma).


Sometimes, other respiratory illnesses like strangles or equine flu can contribute to the 
development of asthma.


Diagnosing Equine Asthma


If your vet suspects that your horse has asthma, they’ll likely conduct some tests, which may 
include an endoscopy. This involves inserting a thin, flexible tube with a camera through your 
horse’s nostrils and down into their windpipe. It sounds a bit intimidating, but it allows the vet to 
see exactly what’s going on in those airways. Your horse will typically need to be sedated for this 
procedure.


Additionally, your vet might run tests to identify specific allergens that trigger your horse’s asthma, 
helping you manage the condition more effectively.


Treatment Options




Managing equine asthma often starts with environmental adjustments. Your vet will work with you 
to create a personalised management plan, which may include reducing dust, bacteria, and 
ammonia in your horse’s environment. Alongside these adjustments, anti-inflammatory 
medications can be prescribed to ease the lung inflammation.


For more severe cases, bronchodilators might be necessary. These medications help open up the 
airways, making it easier for your horse to breathe. They can be administered in various ways—
through feed, inhalation, or injections.


Tips for Managing Your Horse’s Asthma


Since equine asthma is triggered by environmental factors, there are several proactive steps you 
can take to help your horse breathe easier:


	•	 Regular Turnout: Make sure your horse spends plenty of time outdoors. Fresh air does 
wonders for their lungs. If you’re concerned about them overeating fresh grass, consider using 
a grazing muzzle instead. Just remember, this isn’t suitable if your horse has summer pasture 
associated severe equine asthma, so always check with your vet.


	•	 Choose the Right Bedding: Dusty bedding can aggravate asthma symptoms. Opt for dust-
extracted bedding like wood shavings to help keep those airways clear.


	•	 Keep Ammonia at Bay: Ammonia from urine is a common trigger for asthma. Regular mucking 
out of the stable is essential to keep the ammonia levels low. Using rubber flooring can also 
help as it’s easier to clean thoroughly.


	•	 Sweeping Precautions: Before you sweep or muck out, take your horse out of the stable. Dust 
can linger in the air, so give it about 30 minutes to settle before bringing them back in.


	•	 Soak or Steam Hay: Hay is a key part of your horse’s diet, but it can be super dusty. Soaking 
or steaming hay can help minimise dust exposure while preserving nutrients.




	•	 Ventilate the Stable: A well-ventilated stable helps keep dust and mould at bay. Open doors 
and windows to let fresh air circulate and ensure the ceiling height is sufficient for good airflow.


	•	 Store Hay Wisely: Keep hay stored away from your horse’s stable to further reduce dust 
exposure. After all, it’s one of the biggest sources of dust in their environment!


By keeping an eye out for symptoms and following these management tips, you can help your 
horse live a more comfortable life with equine asthma. And remember, when in doubt, reach out to 
your vet!



