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An internal parasite control strategy that considers 
all the factors involved is a better way to maintain 
the health of your horse.

When it comes to parasite control, a “one size fits all” 
solution can never be ideal. We need to manage the 
parasite burden in every horse differently because 
they are individuals and every situation is unique. 

It is important for us to use dewormers responsibly. 
If we use dewormers too frequently or unnecessarily, 
we could eventually reduce their effectiveness in 
controlling parasites (known as resistance). 

This booklet aims to give you an insight into the 
factors that need to be considered in parasite control, 
including tips on pasture management, diagnostic 
tests, key planning issues and dosing information, to 
provide you with a balanced and thorough approach. 

The good news is that you can influence many of 
these factors by being proactive. However, this 
booklet is just a guide and does not contain all the 
answers. This is why it’s important to consult your 
veterinarian on the specific needs of your horse.

EFFECTIVE INTERNAL 
PARASITE CONTROL 
IS MORE THAN JUST 
DEWORMING...

MANAGE PLAN DOSETEST



WHAT ARE WE TRYING TO CONTROL?
Horses can harbour several different kinds of parasites within their gastrointestinal system.6 
Some, like pinworms, are more of an irritation, whereas others, such as strongyles, can be very 
harmful. Ascarids (also known as large roundworms) are also a significant threat to the health 
of young horses, including weanlings and foals and need to be controlled. 

>  SMALL STRONGYLES 
They are the most common and harmful worms found in our horses, with the 
larval stages of this parasite giving the greatest cause for concern.1 Control 
needs to be focused on all stages of the parasite’s life cycle, with specific 
attention paid to the encysted larvae, which can cause life threatening 
disease in any age of horse.

>  ASCARIDS (LARGE ROUNDWORMS) 
This parasite is common in the intestines of foals, weanlings and young 
horses. It is an important cause of ill-thrift and poor growth and heavy loads 
can cause blockage of the intestines and colic. Eggs are shed in manure and 
survive all kinds of conditions on pastures, in soil, on stall surfaces and barn 
floors. Infections can be picked up both indoors and out. 

>  TAPEWORM 
Horses pick up tapeworm infection while grazing, by accidentally ingesting 
the forage mite (the intermediate host). Therefore, the highest risk of 
being exposed to tapeworms is likely to occur during periods of prolonged 
grazing in areas where this parasite exists.2 Tapeworm infections have been 
associated with colic and other intestinal conditions.2 

>  BOTS 
When the bot fly lays its eggs on the horse, the larvae are accidentally 
ingested by the horse as it grooms itself or a companion. The larvae can 
reside in the horse’s stomach for 10-12 months before maturing and emerging 
via manure. Treatment against bots is recommended in late fall after adult 
flies have died and before the bots mature. Removal of eggs from the horse’s 
hair coat also helps to control bots. This parasite is rarely associated with 
serious disease in the horse.8



In the Horse

On the Pasture

In the wild, horses used to roam freely over thousands of acres, with continuous access to clean and fresh pasture. 
Internal parasites and horses evolved together in this environment, developing a relatively healthy balance to 
maintain both populations. 

As most horses are now domesticated, it is usual to keep them on more restricted grazing, where they have 
limited opportunity to move onto cleaner pasture. This exposes them to parasite re-infection at a much greater 
level, upsetting the balance of the horse/parasite dynamic.

Our job as horse owners is to re-establish this balance by controlling the numbers of parasites our horses are 
exposed to, helping to keep our horses healthy and able to perform to the best of their ability.

Breaking the life cycle of the parasites using the tools at our disposal reduces the amount of challenge our horses 
face. An essential part of breaking the cycle is reducing the number of parasites on the pasture our horses graze, 
keeping the re-infection challenge to a minimum.

In turn, managing the pasture can also reduce our reliance on dewormers, reducing the drive for resistance to 
these products.

MANAGE

The larvae are consumed as the horse grazes  
(in the case of tapeworm the horse ingests the 
forage mites).

Once inside the horse, the larvae mature and 
migrate to various different sites.

As adults, they lay eggs and these are passed in 
manure and the cycle starts again. Eggs are passed 
in horse manure.

Eggs hatch and larvae develop. The larvae are 
present on the pasture (forage mites ingest the 
tapeworm larvae).

THE STRONGYLE LIFE CYCLE
(with tapeworm variations)



PRINCIPLES OF PASTURE MANAGEMENT
It may not be possible for you to do everything listed below, but the more you can do, the more it will help to 
control your horse’s parasite burden.

>  REGULARLY REMOVE HORSE DROPPINGS FROM YOUR PASTURE 
Eggs are passed in the manure, where they develop into larvae and 
contaminate the pasture. Try to “poo pick” at least twice weekly in the 
grazing season.

>  GRAZE THE PASTURE WITH CATTLE OR SHEEP 
Most internal parasites are “host-specific” – they don’t survive in other 
species. Therefore cross grazing with sheep and/or cattle may help in 
reducing horse parasite burden on the pasture.

>  REST THE PASTURE 
Resting a pasture may or may not achieve a reduction in the parasite 
burden. It depends on the weather conditions and the time of year. 
Prolonged periods of hot and dry weather in the summer can help reduce 
numbers. Some parasites may be able to survive periods of freezing during 
winter months. Holding horses off a pasture through winter/spring until 
July is reported to make the pasture “safer”.7  

>  COMBINE HARROWING WITH RESTING 
Harrowing dirty pasture just spreads the worm eggs and larvae over the 
fields. However, if combined with pasture resting with appropriate weather 
conditions (e.g. hot and dry), it can benefit overall pasture management.

>  TRY NOT TO OVERSTOCK PADDOCKS 
Overstocked fields make the pasture harder to manage and the quality of 
the grazing suffers.

>  REDUCE PASTURE SIZE 
Pasture can be divided into smaller areas so they can be alternately grazed 
and rested.

NOTE: Pinworms are not a pasture parasite – similar approaches to barn hygiene should be followed to break the life cycle of this parasite.



TEST
The monitoring of parasite burdens plays an important part in worm control. 
An available – and accepted test – is the Fecal Egg Count

FECAL EGG COUNT (FEC)
A Fecal Egg Count gives you an indication of adult parasites in your horse by measuring the number of worm 
eggs in a manure sample. This test can detect the presence of adult stages of small and large strongyles, as well 
as large roundworms (ascarids). FECs are normally reported as eggs per gram (epg).

It will not measure your horse’s total parasite burden as it does not reliably detect tapeworm infection and it does 
not detect the presence of larval stages, for example encysted small strongyle larvae.

THEY ARE USEFUL BUT NOT THE WHOLE ANSWER.
Remember – a low level of parasite burden in your horse is acceptable and may actually be of benefit.4

What is this test useful for?
•  To indicate the level of strongyle egg shedding from your horse (low, moderate or high).

•  To target your deworming treatments by only dosing horses shedding a significant egg burden. 

•  To check that your deworming programme is working. You can take a test before and 14 days after treatment7 
– a failure to significantly reduce the egg count in your horse may indicate resistance to the type of dewormer 
you used. (Note: Talk to your veterinarian about how to interpret the results since there may be other  
factors to consider.)

•  To determine the parasite status of a new horse.

Remember, eggs are not shed at a constant rate and immature parasites don’t lay eggs, so a FEC will only ever 
provide a snapshot of a horse’s adult worm burden at that particular time. 



WHEN SHOULD I TEST?
Ask your veterinarian for his/her recommendations. However, some guidelines that may be helpful are:
•  During spring and summer, a FEC can be used in order to dose strategically. If the egg shedding rate is low, 

dosing may not be required at that time.

•  At the very least, a FEC should be conducted annually in the grazing season as a way to check that your 
parasite control program is working effectively.

•  New horses should be quarantined and a FEC used to test parasite status of the new horse.

DON’T FORGET...
•  An FEC won’t detect encysted small strongyles, the most potentially harmful stage of this parasite. Horses  

can have burdens in the order of several million encysted larvae yet show a negative or low (<100 epg) FEC.3

•  Pinworms are not reliably detected in standard FECs, however, there are other ways to diagnose this infection.

•  Tapeworms shed eggs sporadically so diagnosis cannot reliably be made using FECs.

•  Bots are not identified in FECs.

WHAT 
PARASITES 

CAN BE 
IDENTIFIED?

FECAL EGG COUNT

Adult small strongyle •

Adult large strongyle •

Adult large roundworm (ascarid) •

Larvae x

Encysted small strongyle x

Pinworm x

Tapeworm x  
(eggs are infrequently seen)

Bots x



PLAN
Managing the pasture, testing for worm burden and dosing with the appropriate dewormer should form the basis 
of a parasite control plan, for your barn or for an individual horse.

However, there are several other factors that can impact your horse’s parasite burden. These must be considered 
carefully, both when putting your plan together and as it evolves over time, to make sure you are doing the best 
job you can.

AGE
Young animals are more prone to infection with parasites and are often the main source of egg shedding and 
hence pasture contamination. This group should be managed accordingly. 

The environment of mares and foals should be as well managed as possible, reserving the “cleanest” pasture for 
younger animals. On some farms, it may be beneficial to deworm mares prior to foaling, however, discuss this with 
your veterinarian first and identify what products would be safe for this use. 

HEALTH STATUS
Horses that normally cope well in a certain 
environment may shed higher levels of parasite 
eggs if they are ill and their immune system is 
compromised, as their baseline tolerance has  
been affected.

NEW HORSES
You can never be sure of a new horse’s parasite 
burden. It should be quarantined (for controlling the 
spread of any infectious disease) and FEC-tested 
on arrival at the farm. It should also be treated with 
a dewormer that includes activity against encysted 
small strongyles. This is to help avoid bringing 
resistant worms onto your premises.

NOTE: 
• Because of the threat of ascarid infection  

in foals and weanlings, deworming is 
usually started at 2 to 3 months of age,  
and continued on a regular basis during 
their first year of life.8

• For foals/weanlings/yearlings, guidelines 
for interpreting strongyle egg numbers 
in FECs differ from those used for adult 
horses, and there are no guidelines for 
“acceptable” numbers of ascarid eggs.8 

• Ask your veterinarian to recommend 
products suitable for this age of animal  
and its parasite risks. 



TIME OF YEAR
Because testing is never completely accurate, it is also important to consider the seasons when formulating your 
parasite control plan.

For example, deworming during the grazing season targets strongyles, a major threat on pasture. In the fall, after 
grazing is finished, consider deworming for tapeworms and bots if these are perceived as threats in your area. 

HISTORY
Consistent record keeping will enable you to develop a comprehensive history of how your horse copes with its 
parasite burden within its environment throughout the year. In time you may be able to reduce the amount of 
testing you need and reduce the amount of dewormers you use.

PINWORMS (Oxyuris equi) 
• severe itching of the tail region 

BOTS (Gasterophilus spp.) 
• stomach irritation
• stomach ulceration

ASCARIDS (roundworms) 
• liver and lung damage  

• intestinal blockage  
• mild to severe colic

SMALL STRONGYLES (cyathostomins) 
• severe diarrhea
• rapid weight loss
• colic

TAPEWORMS  
(Anoplocephala perfoliata) 
• spasmodic colic
• ileal impaction colic  
• ileocecal intussusception colic

LARGE STRONGYLES 
• weight loss 

• arteritis 
• colic



DOSE
We try, through pasture management and testing, to balance the horse/parasite dynamic. However, dosing with 
dewormers is essential in many situations to reduce the parasite burden in the horse and re-establish the balance. 
Part of your plan will be to treat for different parasite threats when certain conditions are met.

For example:
•  Your FEC is over a certain threshold level, indicating the horse is shedding a high number of eggs that are 

contaminating the pasture. For strongyle eggs, ~200 epg has been suggested.7 However, it is good practice to 
discuss test results with your veterinarian.

•  You have determined that your horse has a significant risk of tapeworm infection. 

•  You have a new horse that needs dosing while under a quarantine. 

Selecting the right dewormer
The process of pasture management, testing and planning should help you develop a good understanding of  
what parasites you need to kill. If a dewormer is required, select the one most appropriate for the parasites you 
are targeting.

Don’t under dose
Horses should be treated accurately, according to their weight, as it is important to avoid under-dosing, which 
increases the risk of resistance development. Use a weight tape or weigh scales to determine the weight of your 
horse and ensure your horse is actually given the right amount of dewormer.

PARASITE
QUEST+GEL 

(MOXIDECTIN & 
PRAZIQUANTEL)

QUEST GEL
(MOXIDECTIN)

IVERMECTIN & 
PRAZIQUANTEL IVERMECTIN STRONGID 

(PYRANTEL)
ANTHELCIDE 

(OXIBENDAZOLE) FENBENDAZOLE

Adult small 
strongyles x x x x x x x

Encysted small 
strongyles x x – – – –

x (“double 
dose” for 5 days 

– see label)

Large 
strongyles x x x x x x x

Adult ascarids x x x x x x x

Bots x x x x – – –

Tapeworm x – x – x (“double dose” 
– see label) – –

Pinworms x x x x x x x



SO WHAT IS RESISTANCE?
Resistance is when a parasite population that was previously controlled by a drug is no longer susceptible to it at 
the recommended dose and when this situation is considered irreversible.5 Maintaining the effectiveness of the 
dewormers we currently use is the basis behind the manage, test, plan and dose approach to deworming. 

Resistance may develop for a number of reasons, such as artificial selection by horse dewormers. The active 
ingredient of the horse dewormer still kills the sensitive parasites in the population; however, those parasites not 
affected and thus not killed, go on to create new generations of resistant parasites. When this resistant population 
of parasites reaches a certain level, there is said to be “resistance” to that active ingredient.5

What drives the development of resistance?
There are a number of factors that may be involved in the development of resistance. Two important ones are:

1)  The level of exposure to a specific dewormer: 
•  Frequency of use: the more often a dewormer is used, i.e. the shorter the time between dosing, the more 

parasite generations are exposed to the drug, which exerts greater selection pressure for resistant worms.5

2)  The correct use: 
•  Under dosing: parasites that are exposed to a dewormer at an insufficient dosage to kill them may survive 

and pass their “immunity” to subsequent generations.

Correct use of the right dewormer at the right time will help maintain the health of your horse and the 
effectiveness of the dewormers we have available. Performing a FEC at an appropriate interval after deworming 
will show you if it was effective. 



SO WHAT 
SHOULD I 
CONSIDER?

MANAGE PASTURE TO MINIMIZE RE-INFECTION

TEST REGULARLY AS A WAY TO HELP ASSESS PARASITE BURDENS

PLAN A PARASITE CONTROL PROGRAM

DOSE WITH THE RIGHT DEWORMER AT THE RIGHT TIME

TALK TO YOUR VETERINARIAN

STRUCTURE YOUR PARASITE CONTROL IN A SIMPLE PROGRAM
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