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while the warmer weather can make the thought of swimming with your horse 
seem pretty inviting, Hw’s pony princess Michelle o’Neill has some great tips on 
keeping safe over summer - both in and out of the water! Plus Michelle tackles the 
frustrating condition of founder and explains how we can help make our ponies more 
comfortable this springtime.

Hi Michelle, I have a Shetland pony called Dennis. He’s 
suffering from founder and I’ve tried many treatments, 
but he is still having a lot of trouble walking and 
moving around and is showing signs of pain when he 
puts  his hoofs on the ground. Do you have any ideas 
on how I can help improve the founder that my pony is 
suffering from . Thanks a lot! Emma  
Hello Emma, Shetland ponies (like lots of pony breeds) are 
renowned for being at a greater risk of founder, simply due 
to their size and their metabolism. And unfortunately, once 
a pony or horse has suffered from an episode of laminitis 
the chances of repeat episodes and chronic founder greatly 
increases. So their diet has to be managed very carefully as a 
result.
The reason Dennis is having trouble walking is exactly what 

you have already recognised; he is in pain. 
So, as Dennis’ owner, it is up to you to 
reduce that pain as much as you can and 
to try and to help prevent Dennis from 
foundering in the future. 
As with all illnesses, it is always important to 
involve your local vet in any decisions you 
make. Your farrier will also be a vital help 
you - as regular trimming or shoeing is very 
important for foundered ponies. A good 
farrier, working in consultation with your vet, 
can really help minimise the amount of pain 
Dennis suffers, by making sure his feet are at 

the correct angle and that his overall hoof health is the best 
it can be.
I am assuming from your description that Dennis founders 
when he either eats too much or eats the wrong feed. So your 
first step is to control his feed intake. You can do this by either 
putting him in a yard or small paddock with only a little feed 
or pasture hay (nothing too high in energy or protein) or by 
using a grazing muzzle.
Some horses always seem to founder when there is a flush 
of new green grass after rain or even frost. If this is the case 
with Dennis, you need to make sure you reduce his grazing 
as soon as it rains, before the green grass starts to grow, and 
then monitor his feed intake carefully.
A great commercial product that may help Dennis is 
Founderguard – which you can buy at your local produce 
store. BUT this product only works if you feed it BEFORE 
Dennis shows any symptoms of founder. And for a pony 
who experiences chronic founder, it should only be used 
in consultation with your vet. Once Dennis has eaten too 
much and gotten sick and lame, it simply won’t work. And 
remember Emma, acute periods of laminitis (where Dennis is 
having trouble moving or wanting to lie down) should always 
be treated as a veterinary EMERGENCY – so if in doubt, you’re 
best bet is to always to call your vet!
Good luck and well done for being such a caring horse owner 
- Dennis is very lucky to have you as his friend!

Hi Michelle, My name is Winona, I am 14 and I live on 
a small acreage. I have my own horse, Molly, and I was 
wondering if it is safe to take Molly in our neighbour’s 
dam? I have been horse swimming before, in the ocean, 
and I am sure Molly won’t do anything naughty or 
dangerous. But my Dad was worried that there might 
be wire or a sudden drop-off or something, because 
the water is brown and you can’t see to the bottom. I 
really want to take Molly swimming but I don’t want 
to put her or myself at risk. Will it be safe to try?
Hello Winona! Swimming horses can be lots of fun; and the 
great thing is that most horses enjoy it as much as we do! 
BUT, as with anything to do with horses and horse riding, it is 
always really important to consider both you and your horse’s 
safety and to reduce any potential risks or hazards before you 
proceed. 

The fact that you cannot see the bottom of the dam is, as 
you have already realised, an issue of great concern. Quite 
often, dams are located in or near creeks or catchment areas, 
which means that in big storms, any rubbish that is further 
upstream can potentially wash into a dam. This may mean 
there are dangerous hazards such as wire, branches, trees and 
even possibly things like old cars or tyres under the water! 
Dams can also have sink holes, sudden depth changes or 
even boggy areas where horse’s legs may become stuck or 
bogged.

For these reasons, as well as from a pure water safety 
perspective, it would be a much more sensible idea to swim 
your horse in a location where the water is clear, so you can 
see any potential hazards or even changes in depth or footing 
a lot more clearly.

We have a dam at our farm 
where we CAN swim our 
horses, but we built this 
dam some years ago with 
horses in mind, and so we 
know that it is a safe and 
clean water environment. 
But even in our dam, we 
always lead our horses into 
the water on the gentlest 
slope (as dam walls can be 
quite slippery and steep and potentially treacherous) and we 
ensure our horses are happy and calm with the environment 
BEFORE we take them swimming.

The other really important thing to remember when we are 
considering entering into any water environment with our 
horses, is our ability to retain CONTROL of the situation. If 
you’re in situation where you and your horse are in ‘deep 
water’ (literally!) you cannot simply do a one-rein safety stop 
or get off if something goes wrong. It can be quite difficult to 
get away from a thrashing and scared horse if things go awry 
in the water – so make sure the horse you ride is comfortable, 
calm and familiar with swimming before you go any further. 

Finally, if and when you do find somewhere suitable to swim 
OR if you get the chance to take your horse to a beach for 
a swim over summer, make sure you take lots of time to get 
your horse used to the water to avoid any scary situations. 
Most importantly of all, as with ANY RIDING ACTIVITY you 
undertake, make sure you have someone responsible with you 
at all times to help keep you safe AND ensure that you are 
wearing the appropriate safety equipment for the activity you 
are undertaking!

It is very important 
to take care of 
your horses feet, 
especially if he has 
suffered founder. 
Regular trimming 
or shoeing and 
keeping his hooves 
soft and supple with 
hoof dressing are 
important.

A murky and muddy dam 
can hide all sorts of nasty 
hazards for horse riding



Dear Michelle,
I have an older gelding (15-20yrs) and we have had him 
for almost a year, but he has a very large ‘pot belly’. 
We have fed him supplements and other treats and have 
wormed him twice but his ‘beer belly’ just won’t go 
away. He is also not very food absorbed like our other 
three ponies. He is still in good condition, despite being 
one of those ponies who would rather starve and watch 
the other horses in their paddocks than eat himself 
and be on his own! When we bought him, he was very 
underweight because his ‘non horsey’ owners thought his 
potbelly meant he was fat. Please help! Elise

Your pony is very lucky to have a concerned owner like you 
looking after him Elise! It can be very hard to get older horses 
and ponies back to good condition after they have gotten 
very poor - so you are doing a great job!

If your pony is in good condition, but is just has a pot belly, 
there may be nothing to worry about. Horses, like humans, 
come in all body shapes and sizes. One of my favourite old 
broodmares always looks like she has a pot belly, but in fact it 
is just that she has a bit of a sway back and so her belly hangs 
a little lower than the other horses. But to be on the safe side, 
there are a few things you can do to make sure that your 
pony is healthy and that his ‘big belly’ is nothing to worry 
about.

I would firstly make sure that his teeth have been done 
by a qualified dentist. This will ensure that he is making 
the most of any feed he is eating. As a horse gets older, 
problems with their teeth can leave them unable to grind 
and digest their feed easily. For this reason, 
it is really important that his teeth are not 
sharp or infected and that he is grinding 
his feed correctly to maximise his digestion. 
Remember, a regular visit from your vet 
or horse dentist should not be seen as an 
‘unnecessary expense’ – but rather as a 
saving on future feed bills, because a horse 
with good teeth is maximising his eating 
potential!

Exercise may also help to reduce his pot 
belly if it caused by lack of activity. As your 
horse is older, it is also important that he 
gets gentle exercise to help reduce other 
problems like arthritis. You may also be able 
to teach him a range of stretches to help 

him us his back 
more. I have a 
lovely equine 
body worker 
and she has 
shown me lots 
of different 
stretches to 
help my horses 
use their 
bodies more 
effectively. My 
old barrel horse 
Chuck had to 
do stomach lifts 
every day and 
he now looks 
much better 
for it!

Finally make 
sure your 
pony is on a 
balanced diet. 
Being an older 
pony I would 
recommend you use a feed specifically designed for older 
horses, such as Mitavite Gumnuts. If you feed a balanced 
ration, then you will make sure he is getting all the nutrients 
he needs to live a long and happy life!

MITAVITE GIVEAWAY! Thanks to the team at Mitavite, every HW reader 
who has their letter featured in HW’s Help Line column will receive a gift voucher 
for a bag of Mitavite Xtra-Cool horse feed; it doesn’t get any cooler than this! 

Check out www.mitavite.com.au to find your nearest Mitavite stockist! You can 
e-mail your horsey questions to Michelle at mail@horsewyse.com.au or  

post your letters to ‘Ask Michelle’ c/o HorseWyse Magazine, PO Box 260, Pambula,  
NSW 2549, Australia. And remember, no problem (or pony) is too small to Ask Michelle!
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Your horse needs regular dental checkups to 
keep their teeth healthy and working well.


