
The GOTAFE Animal Science team at Wangaratta Tone rd Campus, recognised 
the need in the Equine community to help combat the increasing risk of 
resistance to anthelmintics in horses.  Anthelmintics are the dewormers horse 
owners use to maintain parasite control.  However, many equine enthusiasts 
are not aware that deworming without an effective strategy or when there is 
no heavy worm burden can increase the risk and development of resistance to 
dewormers in horses and ponies. 
Horses have always had some form of parasite burden and in low numbers 
cause minimal problems, which historically was maintained at low levels 
as horses and ponies grazed over vast areas of pastures. However, the 
domestication of the horse and pony in small environments with limited grazing 
area, has compounded the susceptibility and vulnerability of worm burdens in 
the horse and pony in our modern day. 
When present in moderate or high numbers, worms can dramatically impact 
the horses’ health, resulting in poor body condition, colic, poor performance, tail 
rubbing, scouring, poor growth, weight loss, anemia and general ill health. 
On more serious levels they can damage, intestines, lungs and other internal 
organs with long term damage and sometimes fatal consequences. 
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Horses are affected by 
a range of parasites

Small Strongyles (redworms) 
Small Strongyles are the most common 
parasite in horses all over the world.  The 
larvae can encyst in the intestinal walls of the 
horse and remain for up to two years until the 
conditions are right to emerge and become 
adults. These worms with heavy infestations 
can cause colic. Diarrhea, weight loss, poor 
growth in young horses or poor performance.
The FEC test is utilised to diagnose this worm 
burden in horses. 

Large Strongyles (bloodworms) 
Large strongyles are less common in horses 
with effective parasite programs, however 
they are highly destructive during their larval 
stages, infections can cause weight loss, poor 
growth, anemia (low red blood cells) and 
colic.  Severe infection in the intestine can 
cause reduced blood supply to parts of the 
intestine, leading to severe and fatal colic. 
The FEC test is utilised to diagnose this worm 
burden in horses. 

Ascarid (roundworms) 
When a horse ingests infective eggs from the 
environment, the eggs hatch in the intestine 
and the larvae migrate via the liver to the 
lungs, here they travel into the airways and 
swallowed, where they evolve in the small 
intestine until adulthood.  The effects can be 
intestinal disturbances and during migration 
coughing. In the small intestine they eat 
the food and deprive the horse of valuable 
nutrients, leading to poor growth, rough 
hair coat or the pot belly appearance. If the 
horse has a high ascarid burden in the small 
intestine this can block the passage and 
create impaction colic.
The FEC test is utilised to diagnose this worm 
burden in horses. 

Bots
Insects that are very annoying to horses 
however rarely cause major health problems.  
Laying yellow coloured eggs commonly 
found on horses legs and neck , horses lick 
them and ingest where they burrow into the 
tissue causing lesions that cause discomfort 
however heal quickly. They will pass through 
the horse in the manure and after a few 
months emerge as an adult to repeat the 
cycle. 
Targeted seasonal worming is required to 
combat this parasite.

Pinworms
If a horse has an itchy rear end it is likely 
caused by the pinworm. The pinworm lays its 
eggs outside the anus which causes irritation 
but does not impact the horse internally. The 
effect of rubbing against trees, fences, gates 
and stables does spread the infected areas 
and worming combined with disinfecting 
the affected areas is required to reduce 
reinfection.
Targeted worming is required to combat this 
parasite.

Tapeworm
Ingested by the horse while grazing, the 
horse ingests an intermediate host - a mite 
that has ingested the tape worm egg. The 
mite releases the tape worm egg into the 
horse’s gut.  The tape worm causes severe 
inflammation, ulceration and migrates to the 
Ileocecal junction (junction of small intestine, 
colon and cecum) where it can block and 
create impaction colic in horses. 
Targeted seasonal worming is required to 
combat this parasite.
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How to manage 
parasites in your 
horse
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The most effective method to manage 
parasites in horses is a combination of 
Faecal Egg Count testing and targeted 
deworming program. 
Faecal Egg count Testing method utilised 
by GOTAFE FECAL is based on the McMaster 
method. This method involves taking a fresh 
manure sample and analysing this under 
the microscope to obtain the number of 
strongyle and ascarid eggs in the horse. 
This test is performed prior to worming and 
also two weeks post worming, which can 
establish the effectiveness of the wormer 
and the potential wormer resistance in the 
horse. 
To manage bots, tapeworm and pinworms, 
a targeted wormer is given to the horse in 
Autumn and Spring.



Pasture Management to minimise 
parasite burdens for horses

Pasture management is key in worm control for horses.  In conjunction with Faecal Egg Count 
testing and targeted worming. Here are some pasture management practices.
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Resting paddocks
If you have a range of paddocks and are 
not overstocked, then this is a great option 
and also supports regrowth of pasture. It is 
important to harrow or remove manure so 
hatching of eggs is minimized.

Cross-Grazing 
Cattle can help clean up a paddock with 
heavy infestations.  It is useful with the 
knowledge of FEC testing to group horses 
who are high shedders or moderate shedders 
together, so they don’t burden naturally low 
shedding horses. Rotating older horses who 
are less susceptible to graze infested pastures 
than young stock is a sustainable choice and 
known as the ‘leader-follower system’.

Remove the manure
An age-old practice, but effective 
considering this is the main way parasites 
exit the horse.  Removing the manure is 
also removing the eggs and reducing 
the hatching possibilities. A clear winner 
reducing worm infestation in paddocks, 
especially if your horse only has one 
paddock to live in. 

Harrowing
This is effective if timed well.. ideally in the 
middle of winter or summer when conditions 
expose and kill off eggs, preventing hatching.  
If harrowing in warm and moist conditions 
this can create what is known as a hatching 
harvest and often intensify the infestation in 
the paddocks. 


