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Selenium Deficiency in your Horse
Because of deficiencies in soil in areas of the U.S., some horses may be deficient in selenium. This article describes
symptoms of the deficiency and makes suggestions for action.

The College of Veterinary Medicine at Washington State University (WSU) recently reported cases of two horses
with severe selenium deficiency, which, for both horses, resulted in death.

Selenium, an essential trace element, is naturally found in plants, and horses can eat the selenium they need by
grazing. However, soils in some areas of the United States, particularly in the Northwest, are often deficient in
selenium, and plants growing in deficient soil are themselves selenium deficient.

Selenium plays an essential role in maintaining a healthy body, including the immune system. Horses with
selenium deficiency may show severe muscle cramping, sweating, rapid pulse, brown urine and stiffness,
according to Dr. Macarena Sanz, WSU resident veterinarian in equine medicine. According to Dr. Sanz, a horse
with severe selenium deficiency can appear in a few different ways. He may be reluctant to walk and sore to the
touch. Or he may appear normal but refuses to chew and swallow.

Selenium-deficient horses can experience compromised immune systems or nutritional muscular dystrophy where
the muscles break down. "When the heart is affected, the prognosis is very poor," she said. Additionally, foals with
selenium deficiency can be either weak at birth or normal at first, then unable to stand or nurse.

The reason foals may be affected is because the broodmare mare transfers selenium to the foal during pregnancy
and then again through milk when the foal nurses, according to Ruth Bishop's "Understanding Selenium" article in
June 2005 Horse & Hound magazine.

Bishop explains that horses usually need just 0.1 mg/kg selenium daily when inactive, then 0.3 mg/kg when in an
exercise program or working as a broodmare.

If selenium deficiency is suspected or of concern, horse owners should consult their veterinarians for confirmation
by blood test before attempting to supplement on their own because many feeds, mineral blocks and supplements
already contain selenium, and as one can see in the paragraph above, the daily selenium intake recommended is
a very small amount.

The Ohio State University Bulletin on horse nutrition notes that while selenium is essential for horses for muscle
and immune system functions, the mineral is a concern because of "its narrow range between the requirement
and toxic levels." Too much selenium can be toxic to horses, causing mane and tail hair loss, lameness, hoof
problems (including loss of the hoof wall) and, in the most severe cases, blindness and death. A veterinarian can
determine if there is a selenium deficiency, and, if so, how best to create a safe and effective supplement program.

For more great articles about horses and related issues, Please visit our online horse article archive. Just click
here Hittp://iwww.horsechitchat.com/equinearticles
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Selenium Overdose Caused Deaths of Polo Horses
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A Lechuza pony stands ready for play.
Image: New York Social Diary (2008).

The mysterious deaths of twenty-one Venezuelan polo horses was apparently due to a mistake by the pharmacy
that incorrectly prepared the vitamin-and-electrolyte cocktail that was injected into these horses prior to their match
on Sunday. A chemist at Franck's Pharmacy in Ocala, Florida added ten times the requested dosage of selenium
to the cocktail. It appears this was an error and not the result of foul play.

The cocktail injected into the Lechuza Caracas horses was based on a commercial supplement called Biodyl. It is
a vitamin and mineral supplement made in France, and is widely used there and in other countries, but it has
never been approved for use in the US.

Biodyl is advertized as "the power booster" because it supposedly aids recovery from fatigue.

"When you talk about polo ponies, we consider them equine athletes," said Don Dufresne, who describes himself
as an equine legal expert and horse lover. "A horse is so important to your game as a player, you want the horses
to be as healthy as they can be, to last as long as they can. You don't want to overexert a horse. A tired horse is
an unsafe horse."

Apparently, injected vitamin and mineral supplements are commonly used in the performance horse industry in the
United States to prevent muscle cramps and help them recover after the events.

"Supplements are used to maintain the levels of electrolytes in the body," said Loyd V. Allen, Jr., editor of the
International Journal, Pharmaceutical Compounding. "There is a lot of energy expended during those matches
and that puts additional stress [on the horses]. It's just to help to keep things where they should be."
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But mimicking the formulation of an unapproved supplement appears to violate federal law, according to FDA
officials, because compounding pharmacies are only allowed to reproduce drugs that are unavailable in the United
States in an emergency.

"The pirated drugs can present a risk to horses because they don't go through the FDA approval process," said Dr.
Eleanor Green, dean of Texas A&M University's veterinary college and past president of American Association of
Equine Practitioners. "So there's no way to know for sure that it contains the right drug or the right amount of the
drug."

Biodyl is given to high performance horses several days prior to a race or other strenuous event. According to a
Biodyl website, this supplement contains vitamin B12 (cyanacobalamin), adenosine triphosphoric acid (ATP),
potassium (potassium aspartate hemihydrate), magnesium (magnesium aspartate tetrahydrate) and selenium
(sodium selenite). It is administered either in drinking water or by injection into either the muscles (IM) or a vein
(V).

Anonymous sources told La Nacion, the national Argentinian newspaper, that the veterinarian's prescription
requested 0.5 mg of sodium selenite per milliliter of the cocktail, but the chemist added 5 mg, or ten times that
amount. According to the National Research Council, a single minimal lethal oral dose of sodium selenite in
horses is 3.3 mg/kg, but a fatal injected preparation, such as what these horses received, contains a much smaller
concentration.

"Horses need selenium. It's in their diet, said Dr. Green. "But in general selenium in high doses can be toxic."

Selenium is a naturally-occurring mineral that is essential to good health in tiny amounts, but it is fatal in large
doses. Symptoms of selenium poisoning include pulmonary edema, reduced blood pressure, unconsciousness
and death -- which are consistent with the symptoms observed in the stricken polo horses.

Franck's Pharmacy, which also compounds drugs for people, will probably be sued.
"Everybody wants to ensure that what their horses are getting is correct and is not going to harm their horse. |
thing everybody is going to become more aware of this and more cautious."

The FDA has not yet commented on the pharmacy's revelation.
Sources:

Biodyl the power booster.
CNN News.





