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Therearemore senior citizenstoday than ever before. It isnot unusual to seethem
jogging, swimming or doing aerobics. In fact, there are even senior Olympic competitions.
Much the samethingistrue of horses. There arealso moresenior horsestoday. Itis
estimated that about 20 per cent of the U. S. horse population isover 20 yearsold. And many of
these older horsesareridden and perform varioustasks.
Do older horses perform aswell asyounger ones?
Resear ch from Rutger s Univer ity compared exercisein older and younger mares. The

aver age age of the six young mareswas 5.3 year s, whilethe six older mares averaged 22 years

old. They were kept on pasture, fed atypical hay-grain ration and were not exercised or



trained for four months before being tested on a treadmill.

Thetreadmill wasinclined 6 percent and started at 4 meter s/second, was increased to 6
meter g/sec, then increased 1 meter/second until the hor ses fatigued.

Thereweredifferencesin total running time, maximum oxygen uptake and maximum
velocity (or speed) obtained.

These data indicted that older horsesdid not perform aswell asyounger ones. Older
hor ses wer e dlower, were not ableto takein as much oxygen asyounger horses and fatigued
sooner .

Both groups of horses wer e physically unfit as neither had been exercised for four
months prior to this study.

Younger maresin thisstudy had an oxygen capacity of 117 ml/kg/min. Oxygen
consumption is consider ed a measur e of athletic ability. Older mareswere about 24 per cent
less efficient at exer cisethan younger mares. They also performed work less efficiently than
younger mares as noted by their performance on the treadmill.

I nterestingly, older mares are probably better athletesthan older women aswell asfit
human athletes. Moderatdly fit, healthy, older women have an oxygen uptake of 22 ml/kg/min
compared to 60-80 mil/kg/min of oxygen uptake by dite Olympic-caliber human athletes. Older
women are only 28-36 per cent as efficient as better human athletes.

Elite, fit horses have the capacity of greater than 145 ml/kg/min oxygen uptake. The
older maresin thisstudy had an oxygen capacity of 90 ml/kg/min. So they werethreetimes

better than older (but fit) women athletes and dightly better than fit, human athletes. But the



older mareswere only 62 percent as efficient as elite, fit hor ses.

How does oneréate thisinformation to the performance of older hor ses?

For onething, we should not expect as much from older hor ses as from younger ones.
But older horses are still good athletes.

Yet older horses must be properly fit before being required to perform strenuous
activities.

Pleasure and trail riding are not strenuous activities. But, one does not take a 24-year -
old gelding out of the pasture and ride eight hours on Saturday without preparing the horse for
such exercise.

Older horseswill probably take longer to get physically fit compared to younger horses.
So factor in extratimein your conditioning and training programsfor senior equine athletes.

They will fatigue quicker, too. Stop strenuous activities and allow them to recover
befor e proceeding.
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