FEATURE: HYDROTHERAPY SPAS

Water
~ hahies)

Water has heen used for centuries to aid healing, but just
recently spa treatment has hecome the new ‘must-have’
therapy. JULIE HARDING kicks off our.special
horsecare section by finding out whether hydrotherapy
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EMEMBER Red Rum, that legendary

horse who streaked to victory three

times in the Grand National and

finished as runner-up twice? But
‘Rummy’ almost never became a legend for he
was plagued by the crippling bone disease
pedalostitis early in his career. He was cured
thanks to his trainer Ginger McCain’s tried
and trusted exercise regime which saw Red
Rum regularly taking to the waters on
Southport beach.

Humans have bathed for centuries in an
attempt to soothe tired and aching joints,
while horse owners have spent countless
hours hosing sore legs and standing their
lame charges in cool streams in the
knowledge that the cold water has an
anti-inflammatory effect.

Fairly recently, though, water — the
element older than life itself — has been
teamed up with science to produce the
hydrotherapy spa for horses. Developed in the
USA in the 1980s and then Australia in the
1990s, hydrotherapy spas, which are now
available in the UK, offer a combination of
elements — cold water set at 2-4°, aeration,
which has a massaging effect, salt,
which has drawing properties, and
variable depth for accurate treatment.

Not surprisingly, the veterinary
profession has been reluctant to
welcome the hydrotherapy spa with
open arms. In the early days this included the
initially sceptical Professor Evan Hunt, a vet
of 30 years standing who carried out the first
clinical trials at the University of Sydney. The
study focused initially on 27 horses with
superficial digital flexor tendon damage and
suspensory ligament injuries. “Treated for 10
‘minutes three times a'week, [they] responded
with markedly improved ultrasonographic
echogenicity and fibre realignment of injured
tissues. All but two of these horses returned
to compete successfully within six months
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without re-injury,” Professor Hunt wrote in
the Journal of Equine Veterinary Science.

But how have vets in the UK taken to the
spa idea? Jenny Hall, vet to the British
eventing team, says: “It can't do any harm,
but I don't think it's the panacea that the
people who own spas believe it to be. It may
be a good addition to a horse's regime, but
I think they can manage without.

“The British team horses are elite
individuals who are well prepared and they
can do their job without a spa. We don't spend
World Class money on hydrotherapy, but if
someone felt that it was important for their
horse we wouldn't not pay forit.”

Vet Roger Lee has seen some astonishing
examples of recovery using a spa. Initially
sceptical, Roger is now a ‘convert’.

“I've referred a few proximal suspensory
injuries for spa treatment recently and it

spas really are the wonder cure their exponents claim or S
whether they will soon be water under the bridge
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has helped to reduce the inflammation and
improve the scan picture. Whether it will
shorten healing only time will tell, but it
definitely improves the quality of healing.
I am particularly keen to use spas for
inflamed joints, immediately post trauma
and after surgery.

“For me the spa also has a role in eventing
and horses competing on hard ground should
be put through a spa afterwards to reduce the
effects of concussion. The immediate cooling
effect can also help get horses through a trot-
up at a three-day event.”

the hydrotherapy
spa (above right)
mimicks the
effects of sea
water on
horse’s legs







