ASSESSING FITNESS

IS YOUR HORSE FIT & READY TO RACE?

By Dr.John Kohnke BVSc RDA

There are many ways to assess whether a horse is prepared, conditioned and fit for trialing or racing. Obviously, fitness and ability to withstand the speed and distance of exercise, and to recover quickly is a measure of the horse’s physical fitness for racing. However, the mental and psychological fitness of the horse, its general attitude towards training, soundness, temperament and adaptation to racing conditions, are important guidelines to consider when assessing a horse’s overall “fitness” for racing.

FITNESS: Speed “fitness” is often decided by speed against the stop watch or time trial over the target race distance. It is often a means to compare horses rather than fitness. A slow horse may be fit,  but lack top speed ability.
The degree of physical fitness is dependent on the speed, and distance for which the horse is being trained and conditioned. Many horses become sour if worked too hard, and as horses are not aggressive creatures by nature, when pushed too hard for too long, they become jaded and train off.

ASSESSMENT OF PHYSICAL FITNESS:

Trainers often associate the degree of fitness and ability to win a race with a good blood count. However, whilst high red cell readings are vital for maximum speed and stamina on raceday, they are only one of the factors that indicate or give a guide to overall fitness.

There are 5 key guides to assess fitness in a racehorse. These include blood count readings, respiratory recovery rate, appetite, maintenance of body weight, and freedom from muscle soreness on recovery.

Blood Tests: Monitoring the blood count at each stage in a horse’s preparation is a popular and handy means of assessing adaptation to training. Upper range red cell readings, and adequate numbers of white blood cells are useful in confirming good health and response to training, and absence of stress effects.

However, there are many factors that influence the outcome of a blood count, including the time of the previous hard or fast work, whether the blood was collected before or after work or feeding, the reaction of the horse when blood was being taken, and dehydration state. Your vet will normally take these factors into account when interpreting the results, as 

excitement and dehydration can elevate red cell readings, and may in fact mask anemia, or a less than optimum blood count in an otherwise fit and “firing” horse. 

The red cell count and haemoglobin readings usually only increase once the horse is subjected to regular pace work. Short sprint workouts over 300-400 meters 2-3 times a week will help to stimulate maximum aerobic capacity, and the blood count will respond by increasing red cell numbers, PCV, haemoglobin levels, and producing smaller cells as indicated by mid range MCV (mean cell volume) readings.

Respiratory Recovery Rate: Physical fitness can be measured by the response and willingness of a horse to exercise, and lack of fatigue and soreness following a fast hit-out, and rate of recovery in the “wind” after exercise.

A horse that pulls up “puffing” and “blowing” after a gallop may lack fitness, be anemic or have a respiratory virus or other wind problem. Up to 57% pf poor performance problems are caused by respiratory abnormalities, including post viral reactive airway disease, structural abnormalities in the throat area, and bleeding in the lungs during maximal exercise.

However, if a horse fails to get it’s “wind” back within 2-3 minutes after a hit out or race, then it is unlikely to be fit for speed exercise, and if it becomes distressed by blowing hard, have the horse examined or scoped by your vet.

If a horse fails to recover in the “wind” within 3-5 minutes of exercise, then it could be suffering from a worm burden and associated low blood count, panting in an attempt to blow off excess heat after exercise in hot weather, trying to compensate for a body salt imbalance in the blood, or getting its “wind” back due to other respiratory disease problems or airway abnormality.

Simply hosing a horse down, after a hard fast workout, squirting for 10-15 seconds under the belly between all over body wash offs, and scraping off the excess water within 30 seconds of hosing down to remove the warm water from the coat to encourage evaporation from the hot body, will often settle the “puffs” and “panting” within 2-3 minutes.

Lack of Appetite: A horse’s handling of the feed bin is a good guide to fitness, although as horses get fitter, they often reduce the bulk of the feed they can consume.

Even a normally “good doer” or “easy keeper” will reduce its feed intake by 10-15% when it is fit and coping with the exercise load in advanced training. However, if a horse drops back on its appetite by 25-30% when in hard work, then it is either not handling the work load because it is not fit, or has other problems, such as gut ulcer, mental stress or simply too much bulk of feed to consume. High oat diets can be handled by some horses in early training, but are unable to eat the bulk required once they are ready to race with a “tight” gut. Therefore, cutting back on oats as the basic energy source, and replacing it with half the amount of cracked corn, rolled barley, or one sixth of the volume as blended cooking oil, will provide adequate energy in a smaller volume of feed.

Maintenance of Bodyweight: The general appearance of the horse is also often used by experienced trainers as a measure of a horse’s readiness or relative “fitness” to race. Fit horses display an increased level of general activity, and often a willingness to work. Most “fit” horses have a medium condition score, with a “tight” but not tucked-up gut, and a healthy short coat. Any horse that is losing bodyweight either has a heavy worm burden, poor teeth, lack of adequate energy in the diet, or is stressed by hard work or training, which is often evident in the younger, nervy horses.

Freedom from Muscle Soreness: The ability of a horse to adapt to exercise with a step-wise increase in speed and distance of work without muscle “soreness” in the rump or hind limb area indicates that the animal is handling the work load. However, if a horse becomes “picky” in its appetite, sour towards handling and exercise “blows up over the back” or becomes “stiff behind” in its action the morning after a hard workout or race, then it is unlikely to be muscle fit for the intensity of the exercise. Muscle fitness usually goes “hand-in-hand” with conditioning work. Obviously, too much fast work too early will increase the risk of acid build-up in the working muscles, and in bad cases, elevated levels of muscle enzymes in the blood. Conversely, if a horse is not being worked fast enough with all-out sprint work in the final phase of preparation, muscle enzyme levels may be in the lower normal range, simply because the muscles are not being stressed sufficiently during training.

Other Assessment Tests: Heart rate recovery is also used to assess a horse’s general physical fitness. Unfortunately, a heart rate meter is required to provide accurate heart rate recovery readings. In general terms, a horse that can recover to 120 beats per minute within 3 minutes of hard, fast exercise over at least 500 meters or more, can be considered cardiovascular fit.

Willingness to work is also a useful guide to a horses ability to cope with training, and recover within a 3-5 minute period. A sour, stroppy attitude could mean the animal is over trained, sore or can’t handle the intensity of work.

Maintaining Mental & Physical Fitness:

The “Fit and Fresh” horse

There are a number of indicators of fitness that help you decide how a horse is adapting to training. Maintaining the blood count, appetite and willingness to work is important to ensure continued fitness and performance over the horse’s preparation and racing campaign.

There are three major points to consider in keeping a horse fit and fresh in training.

Firstly:  Provide regular short sprints at an all-out gallop over 400-500 meters twice weekly. This will help to stimulate maximum oxygen need and the red cell response. Obviously regular worming to remove the blood loss from bloodworms and redworms, as well as providing adequate nutrition for bone marrow response is part of maintaining blood cell numbers and overall “fitness” to race.

Secondly:  Provide a daily supplement of iron and B complex vitamins as a “foundation” to the diet, even if you are using prepared feed mixes. A product such as Feramo-H will provide a wide range of trace minerals, including iron and copper, as well as Vitamin A and D, and B complex vitamins to correct feed deficiencies and imbalances, as well as help maintain the appetite and general condition in horses in hard work. Feramo-H also contains the trace element selenium to ensure muscle strength as the horse adapts to its training program.

If a horse becomes a picky eater once it starts fast work, a daily dose of a vitamin liquid such as Pulse 8 will help maintain the appetite and interest in feed. An iron supplement, such as Ironcyclen liquid, provides a highly absorbable source of iron, copper and cobalt – the three principal minerals for blood production to help maintain sufficient blood mineral intake to meet training demand, and counteract losses in sweat when given each day.

And Lastly:  Don’t be frightened to program in a regular 3-4 days of lighter exercise once every 14-21 days to reduce overall stress. However, remember to be careful to cut the grain level back accordingly to match the level of work. This will help to reduce the risk of tying-up once the horse resumes full training again, and also risk of “fizzy” or “above itself” behaviour in a horse that is fed too much energy in relation to its work load.
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