
NEWS letter
The war against Obesity
It is time for a monumental effort in the war against obesity. I have seen 
4 new cases of weight-related laminitis in the last fortnight, and I only 
work 3 days a week, AND it’s January!

Here at North West Equine Vets we’re all very worried about the high 
number of overweight horses were seeing. Laminitis is only one of the 
diseases directly linked to carrying too much fat tissue. Don’t forget there 
will be the same amount of fat on the inside of your horse, affecting all 
his internal organs, but especially the liver and heart. We are committed 
to finding ways to help you to recognise your horse’s condition and then 
effect changes to resolve the problem.

Most of the influential organisations in the equine world are now tackling 
this situation using different strategies. You may have seen the 
“FatHorseThin” adverts produced by the Blue Cross, or example. As vets, 
we are being taught to understand the reasons so many horses are too 
fat so that we can implement the appropriate management changes. As 
owners, you can find many articles containing great advice in magazines 
and on social media platforms. (Look out for information about weight 
loss on our Facebook page.)

A modern, pro-active initiative is being trialled by the British Equine 
Veterinary Association. A traffic-light colour coding system of vaccine 
reminder stickers are placed on the front of horse passports by vets at 
vaccination appointments. Green indicates the horse is in healthy body 
condition and at low risk of obesity-related diseases. Amber means the 
horse has too much fat tissue and moderate management changes are 
required. A red sticker signals a horse that is morbidly obese and at 
great risk of fatal disease. As well as providing the opportunity to discuss 
the vet’s choice of colour at the time, each sticker has a QR code linking 
to the relevant advice video.

We know that all of you love your horses, and spend huge amounts of 
time and money looking after them. But obese horses are not found in 
the wild. Human psychologists have been consulted to discover the best 
ways to change our perceptions of how we care for our pets. 

We are here to help you look at your horse objectively, and with his 
health foremost in your mind. Exercise is absolutely vital, but simple 
adjustments to his feed, rugs or clip could also make the difference 
between an amber and a green sticker!
Clare Penter BVet Med MRCVS
 

Meet out new vet!
Robbie Dwyer MRCVs

Robbie joins North West Equine 
Vets having spent the past two 
years working in mixed practice in 
Cumbria. Prior to this Robbie 
completed an internship and a stud 
season working as an ambulatory 
vet at the Bendigo Equine Hospital 
in Australia.
Robbie has a special interest in 
equine reproduction and stud 
medicine and is currently studying 
towards his Certificate in Advanced 
Veterinary Practice (Equine Stud 
Medicine) at the University of 
Liverpool.
In his free time he enjoys playing 
cricket for Netherfield Cricket Club, 
playing golf and fell walking in the 
Lake District with his dog Gustave.
Lets all give Robbie a very warm
NWEV wlecome!



Equine Clinic, Rathmell, North Yorkshire. BD24 0LA               0808 168 5580         o�ce@nwev.co.uk
Martholme Clinic, Great Harwood, Lancashire. BB6 7UJ       01254 888 600

Behaviour
Earlier this month, I attended a course on equine behaviour run by the well renowned Gemma Pearson. 
Behaviour is an often overlooked but very important area; both for making our horses’ lives as stress-free 
as possible and for ensuring the safety of handlers and vets.

Horses are not inherently “naughty” or “difficult”, they do not behave in a certain way to “test you” or be “the 
boss” and they have no concept of winning or losing! As prey animals, they are driven by a need to avoid 
predators and survive. They will therefore react to anything they perceive as threatening; even if this “threat” 
is just a plastic bag! 
Sometimes the things we do routinely as part of a domestic horse’s life (clipping, shoeing, giving injections) 
can cause them to perceive danger and react accordingly. Our job as their owners and handlers is to 
desensitise our horses to these experiences and train them to behave in a calm manner.

Unwanted behaviours such as rearing, barging, kicking and biting are usually learnt by horses in order to 
avoid an object or situation. This behaviour is often inadvertently reinforced by us, e.g. the clippers are 
removed when the horse rears up, the vet’s hand is dislodged from their neck when they barge. Punishment 
is rarely effective; if more than 2 seconds elapses between the behavior and the punishment, the horse 
will not make an association between the two events. It is easy to make a horse fearful and confused in this 
way.

In order to work towards getting the behaviour we want (e.g. standing calmly), we need to let the horse know 
when they are behaving correctly. This can be by either positive reinforcement (giving a treat, scratching 
the withers), negative reinforcement (taking away whatever it is they find aversive, e.g. clippers) or a 
combination of both.

Clicker training can be very useful in conjunction with these techniques. The horse is first trained to associate 
the sound of the clicker with something pleasant such as food. Once this link is established, the clicker is 
then used to aid timing as the horse learns a particular behaviour. The click is made as soon as the horse 
acts in the appropriate way and the reward follows shortly after.

A common mistake that people make when trying to train horses is to rush things or start with too much too 
soon. When trying to desensitise a horse to something they dislike, it is important to start with that stimulus 
at a level that they can tolerate whilst remaining relaxed (e.g. the clippers being turned on across the yard). 
Frequent, short training sessions are the best way to achieve results.

The British Equine Veterinary Association, BEVA, produced a series of short videos last year which 
demonstrate how to approach training for common problem areas such as injections, clipping, worming, 
standing still for examination, leading and trotting up in hand. Just search for eBEVA or “Don’t Break Your 
Vet” on YouTube to see these techniques put into practice.

If you are struggling with your horse’s behaviour, remember that we are here to help you. Sudden or 
unexpected changes in behaviour can sometimes be due to underlying pain, but even if pain is ruled out we 
can provide advice on the best way to deal with your concerns.
Amy Clark BVSc MRCVS

 


