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Internal Parasites 

• Internal parasites or “worms” can do the following things to 
your horse:  

• “Steal” valuable nutrients  

• Compromise your horse’s immunity 

• Damage certain internal organs 

• Parasite control is among one of the most important things 
you can do for your horse! 



What Internal Parasites affect 
our Horses? 
• There are a number of internal parasites that affect our 

horses: 

• Large strongyles 

• Small strongyles                                 

• Roundworms (ascarids) 

• Tapeworms  

• Pinworms 

• Bots  

• Threadworms 

• Lungworms 

 



Life Cycle of a Parasite 



Large Strongyles 

• Strongylus vulgaris (plus others) 

• Was the main parasite of concern >20 years ago 

• Infections are acquired by grazing contaminated pasture 

• Larvae cause damage by penetrating the intestinal walls, and 
then migrating along the blood vessels of the intestines 
causing damage and inflammation  

• Horses with large burdens can show 
anemia, weight loss, lethargy, or  
colic 

•  Cannot differentiate large and small  
strongyles under the microscope 

• Resistance to dewormers is not a  
concern currently 

 



Small Strongyles 

• Cyathostomes 

• Now the main parasite of concern in adult horses! 

• Also can affect young horses 

• Infections are acquired by grazing contaminated pasture 

• Larvae can burrow into the lining of the intestines and remain 
dormant for a period of time  

• Most dewormers are not  
effective during this time 

• Infection can cause colic and  
diarrhea, and considerable  
damage to the gut when large  
numbers emerge from the  
dormant stage 

 



Small Strongyles  

• Other signs of large burdens include poor coat, poor growth 
and lethargy  

• Small strongyle infections can sometimes be diagnosed by 
looking under a microscope and identifying eggs, however 
encysted larvae cannot be detected this way  

• Moxidectin and fenbendazole  
are the only type effective  
against encysted cyathostomes 

• Most dewormer types are  
effective against the other life 
stages 

• Resistance to some dewormer  
types is developing 

 



Roundworms 

• Parascaris equorum 

• Mostly a problem affecting foals, weanlings, 
and yearlings 

• Infections can be acquired outdoors and  
indoors, the eggs stick easily to surfaces such as stall walls  

• Large numbers can cause poor  body condition and growth,  
poor hair coat, coughing, pot-bellied  
appearance and impaction colic 

• Diagnosis can be made by seeing  
the worms in manure or by  
performing a fecal egg count  

• Resistance to some types of  
dewormers is common  
 



Tapeworms 

• Anoplocephala perfoliata  

• Implicated in causing some types of colic 

• Transmission is via ingestion of orbatid mites carrying 
tapeworm larva, the mites are found on pasture 

• Horses generally become infected over the spring/summer 
months 

• Difficult to diagnose, usually  
cannot see eggs  

• In Canada once per year  
deworming against tapeworms  
is usually adequate  

• Product containing praziquantel or  
double dose pyrantel 



Pinworms 

• Oxyuris equi 

• Primarily spread indoors, the eggs easily stick to surfaces 

• Adults live near the end of the large intestines and the 
females emerge temporarily to lay eggs around the anus  

• This creates irritation causing the horse to rub its tail and 
hindquarters 

• Diagnosis is based on clinical signs,  
and looking at samples of tape that 
were pressed around the anus,  
under the microscope 

• Deworming programs used to 
control other common parasites  
will also control pinworms 
 
 



Bots  

• Gasterophilus spp. 

• Fairly common infection of horses 

• Generally do not cause clinical disease 

• The eggs are ugly to look at (so more of a concern for the 
owner than the veterinarian!) 

• May contribute to gastric ulcers? 

• Remove the eggs from the 
horse’s leg and body as they  
appear 

• Treat with a dewormer  
effective against bots in  
the fall 

• Moxidectin or ivermectin 



Threadworms 

• Strongyloides westeri 

• Foals usually become infected by drinking mare’s milk 

• Does not cause disease in the mare 

• Can cause diarrhea in the foal 

• Transmission to the foal can be prevented by deworming the 
mare just prior or shortly after 
foaling 

 



Lungworms  

• Dictyocaulus arnfieldi 

• Uncommonly seen  

• Donkeys are the primary source of contamination on a farm, 
they often have a large burden but do not show clinical signs 

• Causes horses to  
experience moderate  
to severe coughing 

• Most dewormers are  
effective 

• Can be avoided by  
turning horses and  
donkeys out separately 



Signs of Parasitism  

• Lethargy  

• Dull or poor hair coat 

• Poor body condition  

• Stunted growth 

• Pot belly appearance 

• Diarrhea 

• Colic  

• Sometimes no signs! 



Classes of Dewormers 

Chemical class Active ingredient Brand name 

Benzimidazole Fenbendazole 
Oxibendazole 

Panacur, Safe Guard 
Athelcide EQ 

Pyrimidines Pyrantel Strongid, Exodus 

Macrocyclic lactones Ivermectin 
Moxidectin  

Eqvalan, Panomec 
Quest  



The Emergence of Resistance 

Drug class  Large strongyles Small strongyles Roundworms  

Benzimidazoles None Widespread Early indications 

Pyrimidines None Common Early indications 

Macrocyclic 
lactones 

None Early indications Widespread 

• Resistance is the inherited ability of worms in a 
population to survive a treatment that ordinarily would 
kill that species in that stage of infection  

• Resistance of parasites to dewormers is becoming more 
common 

• There are no new dewormer classes in the works!  

 

Adapted from the AAEP Parasite Control Guidelines 
 



The Emergence of Resistance 

• Current deworming practices on many farms promote 
resistance! 

• Deworming every 6, 8, 12 weeks year round 

• New arrivals being added to the herd without being dewormed or 
tested for internal parasites 

• Underdosing or not ensuring the full dose is received by the horse 

• Not having a uniform program within the barn 

• Deworming and then turning out on clean pasture 

 

 



Fecal Egg Counts 
• We use the McMaster technique, where we measure out a 

specific amount of feces and mix it with a sodium nitrate 
solution  

• We put the solution on a special grid slide and count the 
number of eggs on the slide to get the number of eggs per 
gram of feces  

• There are guidelines for  
when deworming is  
warranted  based on the  
number of eggs per gram  
of feces 

 

 



Low vs. High Shedders 

Egg count level Percentage of the adult horse 
population  

Low shedder: 0-200 eggs/gram  50-70 

Medium shedder: 200-500 eggs/gram  10-20 

High shedder: 500+ eggs/gram  20-30 

Adapted from the AAEP Parasite Control Guidelines 



Fecal Egg Counts 

• Benefits of fecal eggs counts (FECs): 

• Monitor dewormer efficacy (fecal egg count reduction test) 

• Guide dewormer selection 

• Show shedding status of the horse that day (to aid in determining 
shedding status long term) 

• Limitations of fecal egg counts (FECs):  

• A negative fecal egg count does not mean your horse is free of 
parasites! 

• Bots, tapeworms, pinworms, etc…are not typically identified on 
FECs 

• Larval stages do not produce eggs but horses can have high 
burdens  

• Encysted cyathostomes cannot be seen 



Submitting Fecal Samples 

1) Collect the freshest sample possible in a baggie or clean 
container (2-3 fecal balls is adequate) 
2) Refrigerate the sample after collection until you get it to us, 
ideally within a day. Room temperature is fine if you are driving 
it over to us directly 
3) Bring in your sample(s) during business hours between 
Monday and Friday 
4) We will perform a fecal egg  
count using the McMaster method  
and will call you with the results  
and our recommendations 

 

 



Refugia  

• Refugia is the portion of a 
population of worms that 
are left after a treatment is 
given that are normally 
susceptible to the dewormer 
used 

• This can be because the 
parasites were in a life stage 
that was not susceptible to 
the dewormer, the eggs or 
larvae were living on pasture 
or the parasites were in 
animals that were not 
treated 

It is a good thing to have refugia! 



The Importance of Refugia 

• The concept of refugia can be used to maintain a susceptible 
worm population by not deworming all the horses on the 
property at the same time (doing only the high shedders) and 
by not deworming when refugia is low in pastures (winter) 

• A study showed that treating only horses with FECs >200 eggs 
per gram leads to deworming less than 50% of the horses on a 
farm which provides a 95% reduction in overall egg shedding 
(Kaplan and Neilsen, 2010)  

• The goal of deworming is not actually to eliminate all parasites 
from every horse. A good program: 

• Minimizes clinical disease, thereby keeping horses healthy 

• Minimizes the promotion of resistance 

 



Developing a Program 

• We are aiming for everyone to adopt a “strategic deworming 
program” 

• This program will be different for each farm and there may be 
variation for each individual horse on the farm  

• All horses should be dewormed once or twice per year, 
regardless of their fecal egg counts 

• Additional deworming can be done on an as-needed basis 

• Medium to high shedding horses will need additional deworming 

• Rotation involves rotating amongst classes of dewormers 

• Foals are an exception…all foals should be dewormed every 6-
8 weeks for the first year of life starting at 2 or 3 months of 
age (which is very different than what adults require) 

• Not sure how to develop a program? Consult a veterinarian! 



General Program Guidelines 

• We recommend deworming once in the spring and once in the 
fall (after a good frost) 

• Use a macrocyclic lactone each time  

• For one of those treatments include tapeworm treatment 
(praziquantel) 

• Have fecal eggs counts performed 6-8 weeks after the spring 
deworming 

• Fecal egg counts performed in late spring/early summer will 
help determine if further deworming is needed 

• Use products that are not in the macrocyclic lactone family for at 
least one of the late spring/early summer deworming treatments 

 



Pasture Management 

• Pick manure from paddocks 2-3x/week 

• Doing so prevents the development of infective larvae 

• This is the single best thing you can do to reduce the need for 
deworming! 

• Minimize stocking density (1 horse/acre is optimal) 

• Reduces pasture contamination with eggs 

• Prevents overgrazing 

• Rotating pastures 

• Young horses should be pastured together and kept on the 
“cleanest” pastures 

• Only spread manure on fields when it is hot and dry, and when 
they can be rested for several weeks afterwards or if it has 
been sufficiently composted 

 

 



Questions? 
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