
   
 

Managing allergies in horses – a focus on outdoor allergens 

Does your horse start to itch when the weather hots up? Or wheeze during a schooling 
session when pollen counts are high?  

The warmer months are when we love to get out and about with our equine friends, but 
caring for a horse with an allergy to can make this time of year a challenge. It can really 
impact on the relationship between owner and horse, but with the right knowledge and 
management there are things you can do to help make life for both animal and owner 
easier and more enjoyable.  

Allergy is a lifelong condition often requiring a combination of treatments which may 
include allergen avoidance, medication and immunotherapy.  

 

 

 

 

 

Insects 

 Consider altering turn out schedules to avoid times when 
biting insects relevant to your horse are most active 
(different insects are active at different times of day) 
 Ensure fly repellents are true repellents (which stop the 
insects from approaching and biting) not just insecticides 
(which may kill after biting occurs) 
 Remember that frequent reapplication of products may 
be needed if it rains or the horse sweats 
 Fine mesh screens and fly tape can improve the stable 
environment 
 Having fans in stable blocks can help as midges are 
weak fliers 

 Make sure that fly rugs fit well and are free from tears, mud and faecal 
contamination as this will attract flies or allow them access 

 Accessorise rugs with ear nets, face masks, belly bands or tail covers 
 All garments should be changed frequently; hot weather and soiled material on the 

skin can lead to secondary infections making allergy symptoms worse  

 

Knowing what your horse is allergic to is the first step towards helping, so that you are 
able to look after your horse in a way that is specific to their individual needs. Once you 
know which pollens or insects might be the problem, you can implement strategies such 

as the ones detailed below. 



   
 
Grass and weed pollens  

 Exercise your horse on well-cut paths and tracks or include road work where 
possible, trying to stay away from long, flowering grasses and weeds 

 Consider stabling horses when pollen count is high or if grass is being cut/crops being 
harvested nearby 

 Keep your paddock weed free 
 A pollen nose net can be helpful when horses are out at grass or during exercise 

 

 

Tree pollens  

 Avoid exercise routes which pass alongside or through wooded areas during peak 
pollen season 

 Turn out away from trees where possible, or fence off areas to avoid direct contact 
 Keep hedge lines and trees well cut to limit flowering 
 Be aware that tree pollens are seasonal, with many species flowering earlier in the 

year than grasses or weeds 
 Avoid areas with high concentrations of the named allergen e.g. beech woods 

 

 

 

 

 

Avoiding allergens is the most logical solution to prevent your horse reacting, however 
there will always be times where this is difficult whether that is due to time pressure, the 

location of your stabling or grazing restrictions, or your horse’s behaviour. Often 
additional measures need to be considered to help keep your horse symptom free. 



   
 
 

Therapies 

Steroids - Prednisolone and dexamethasone are types of steroids which are commonly 
used to ‘dampen down’ the immune response to an allergen. They are usually very 
effective in offering short-term relief from allergic symptoms. If used longer-term they can 
cause side-effects in some horses and they cannot be used under FEI rules. These can also 
be given locally (by inhaler for respiratory problems or a topical spray for itchy horses) 
which reduces the risk of side-effects.  

Allergen-specific immunotherapy (ASIT) - If the individual allergens have been identified, 
ASIT can be beneficial to around 60-80% of horses. Identification of allergens can be done 
either by a blood test (serological testing) or a series of injections into the skin (intradermal 
testing). The allergens thought to be contributing to the symptoms seen can then be made 
into a bespoke, individual treatment which is used to gradually desensitise the horse to the 
suspected problem allergens. It takes a number of months for this therapy to become 
effective so other treatments are often needed alongside at least initially.  

Antihistamines and essential fatty acids - Certain types of antihistamine tablets can also be 
used, and can be effective for some horses but their effects are very variable. 
Supplementation with essential fatty acids has also been shown to be beneficial in some 
horses. 

 

Topical therapies - Shampoos and sprays can be used to help 
maintain healthy skin and repair the skin barrier where needed. 
Some biting insects will not bite through layers of oil, so using 
certain products may help by providing a protective surface 
on the skin. 

 

 

If you think your horse might be suffering from an allergy, we would always suggest you 
have a chat with your vet. They know you and your horse well and will be able to decide 

what the next steps should be in helping you manage your horse’s symptoms. 


