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Vet Susan Salter
takes a look at
sweet itch, a skin
condition that
flares up during
the summer

THOUSANDS of horses
suffer from allergic skin
problems every summer.
Clinical signs usually can
be noticeable from turn out
in spring.

There are many types
of allergic skin reactions
but insect bites from the
midge Cullicoides cause the
biggest problem known as
sweet itch.

Signs of sweet itch nor-
mally subside during the
winter months.

HOW SWEET ITCH OCCURS
Saliva from the midge bite
is the cause of a type one
hypersensitivity reaction.
This involves the release of
histamine from the horse’s
body. The reaction varies
and is unique to the indi-
vidual horse.

Horses who have a severe
reaction to the bite suffer
from a number of knock-on
effects. An immune reac-
tion causes itchy skin and
swelling in the areas sur-
rounding the bite.

This itching then causes
the horse to rub and scratch
the area causing hair dam-
age and loss, as well as fur-
ther skin irritation. Some
horses react so badly they
cannot be tacked up or rid-
den. Secondary infections
can also be a problem if
bacteria invade the broken
skin where the horse has
been scratching.

Since the clinical signs
only appear in months
when the midge is out dur-
ing spring and summer
months, potential buyers
of horses during winter
months should be aware of
the possibility of this being
a problem after acquisition
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Dealing with
sweet itch

of their new animal.

CLINICAL SIGNS

N Mild to very aggressive
itching

N Scratching

N Rubbing of the tail,
mane and back

N Hair loss in these areas

N Areas of painful broken

skin with secondary skin

infections

Thickened skin when

the problem has existed

without management

N Miserable debilitation
during the spring and
summer months

N Change in personality of
your horse as a result of
the intense discomfort
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TREATMENT OPTIONS
Envionmental manage-
ment is the first option for
dealing with sweet itch.
Veterinary intervention can
be used alongside manage-
ment if required, but not as
a replacement for correct
management.

The main objective in
sweet itch management is
the removal of the horse
from any midge infested en-
vironment or implementa-
tion of barriers to stop the
midge from being able to
bite. Midges like to breed in
areas close to water sourc-
es, especially stagnant wa-
ter and wet land and woods
where there is wind shelter.
They are most prevalent in
the environment at dawn
and dusk. Removal of the
horse from these environ-
ments or at least removing
them from those areas at
dawn and dusk can make
a significant difference to
sensitive horses.

Keeping midges away
from the horse can be
achieved with specially de-
veloped full body rugs suit-
able for summer conditions.
These sheets and rugs can
cover the belly, neck and
head of the horse giving
a large amount of body
protection from the biting
midge. Fly screens and fans
in stables are also advanta-
geous.

Fly repellents such as
deosect (cypermethrin) can
offer protection. This is
an effective but relatively
severe product and it is
advised to do a patch test
before using it all over your
horse. It can last for 14 days
but cannot be used on bro-
ken skin. Other fly sprays
can work however I would

advise clients to apply them
regularly. Just like sun-
screen these sprays often do
not last all day. Oils such as
citronella oil also provide a
barrier that midges do not
like to bite through.

VETERINARY INTERVENTION

In some cases manage-
ment techniques alone

do not combat sweet itch.
Very sensitive horses that
develop a massive type one
hypersensitivity reaction
may also require veteri-
nary intervention to help
restore comfort and break
the cycle. Drugs such as
prednisolone or dexametha-
sone can inhibit this im-
mune reaction and cascade
of events which cause the
intense itch.

These drugs can be as-
sociated with laminitis and
are not recommended for
use in any horse with Cush-
ing’s syndrome. If there is
a history or suspicion of
Cushing’s syndrome, tests
may be required before
administration of these
steroid drugs. Antibiotics
maybe recommended for
secondary infections associ-
ated with broken skin.

Susan Salter is regularly
asked to give horses antihis-
tamines. She said: “I would
encourage clients to recog-
nise that antihistamines
have variable efficacy if
given at the right time. The
right time is actually before
the sequence of events that
lead to sweet itch even be-
gin! For this reason, I do not
believe that antihistamines
have any benefit when
clinical signs already ex-
ist. There is clear scientific
evidence to suggest that an-
tihistamines probably don’t
play as important a role as
many clients might think.

Finally, veterinary inter-
vention can offer the horse
great temporary relief but
it is recommended that this
time is used to employ man-
agement techniques to help
prevent your horse from
getting bitten again.

Susan Salter is a leading
equine veterinarian who has
worked in Ireland, Australia
and the middle east and is
now based in Berkshire in
the UK. Feel free to contact
Susan (suevetl6@gmail.
com) with any queries about
the content of this article.

Behaviour
Facilities

The British Princess Royal meeting John Green, chair of Festina Lente, at the 2018 HETI

Congress in the RDS

THE 16th International Congress

of Equine Facilitated Programmes
(HETT) Congress took place this week
in the Royal Dublin Society. The con-
gress ran from Tuesday to Friday. The
triennial conference enables anyone
connected to equine assisted lean-

ing and intervention to gather, share
knowledge and learn.

‘Striking the Balance’ was the over-
all theme of the congress, this was
addressed and interpreted in a variety
of different ways. There were four key-
note addresses along with a number
of research papers presented over the
course of the conference. Topics cov-
ered included horse welfare, manag-
ing supply and demand and producing
robust studies.

The congress opened on Tuesday
afternoon with an equine display or-
ganised by Festina Lente. There was
also a very stirring traditional Irish
Bodhram performance from current
and past pupils from St. Augustine’s
School, led by Sylvia Cunningham.

PRINCESS ROYAL
The patron for the Riding for Disabled
UK, Her Royal Highness the Princess
Royal, made a surprise appearance at
the congress on Thursday morning.
In her address she outlined the im-
portance of sharing knowledge and
experience and working to help and

allow more people with difficulties con-

nect to horses.

She spoke of striking the balance
between the horse and rider and learn-
ing what horses can do for us and what
we in turn can do for them.

She also encouraged continued re-
search in the field of equine assisted
interventions. However, she noted that
there is a balance to be struck between
research and reality, saying: “balance
from what you get back from the re-
search and how you apply it to the ani-
mals you work with.”

KEYNOTE SPEAKERS
William Micklem was one of two key-
note speakers on Wednesday. He also
gave a welcoming address at the open-
ing ceremony on Tuesday. In his ad-
dress Micklem touched on the journey
of Festina Lente from the beginning
to playing a major role in hosting the
first ever HETI Congress to be held in
Ireland.

Wednesday’s second keynote speak-
er, Patricia Pendry, addressed some of

the harsh realities but also how best
to fulfil the extraordinary potential
within the field of equine facilitated
learning.

Martine Hausberger was another
keynote speaker. Hausberger heads a
team of six scientists at the University
of Rennes in France, working on the
human-horse relationship and welfare.

The final keynote speaker of the
congress was Ed Bracher, CEO of the
UK Riding for Disabled Association.
Bracher has held this position since
2004 and has helped transform the or-
ganisation and increase membership.
Speaking to The Irish Field Bracher
highlighted the importance of volun-
teers within the RDA UK - they have
over 17,000 volunteers helping.

PERSONAL EXPERIENCES

Many in the audience of 350 had a tear
in their eye after Rachel Doak and
Adam Farrelly gave their personal ex-
perience of equine assisted interven-
tion and therapeutic riding.

Rachel is nine years old and capti-
vated everyone in the concert hall at
the RDS. It was impossible not to feel
uplifted by her bubbly, light-hearted
personality, combined with her deter-
mination to live life to the full. She
started therapeutic riding when she
was two years-old to help her Cerebral
Palsy, she said: “It’s much more fun
than physio!”

Adam was diagnosed with ADHD
at a young age and was recommended
to Festina Lente. He has completed
the assisted helpers programme at the
centre and now helps every Saturday.
Adam did not like riding to begin with,
however, since 2012 he has developed a
flare for it and now rides every week,
if not more.

Listening to such powerful presen-
tations from people as young as Adam
and Rachel really brought to life every-
thing that equine assisted learning and
therapeutic riding is about and why
the HETI Congress takes place.

Chairman of Festina Lente, John
Green, spoke to The Irish Field about
what a tremendous achievement host-
ing the HETI Congress is for all of
their staff and students alike, saying:
“Today (Thursday) is a big day with
Princess Royal being here, there’s a
huge sense of achievement with them
that they’re getting that sense of rec-
ognition.”



