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Care of the competition
horse - what's muscle
got to do with it?

The muscle cover of competition horses is often scrutinised as a sign of fitness and
desirable appearance; but do we really know what we are looking for when assessing
this and why? And what is the best way to get equine muscles in optimal condition? This
article takes a look at equine muscles in more detail and offers advice on how fo ensure
your competition horse is fit for his job.

Understanding muscle

Muscles range in size and function throughout the body: From the huge powerhouse muscles of the

".ir‘:{r,]l,mr'm': io the tiny but precise structures that contral the movement of an eveball or the opening

of the larynx ot full exercise. Regardless of size, each muscle is given an anatomic name although it is

also common to describe groups ot muscles that work together to produce o single funchion e.q. the
‘gluteals” or the ‘quadnceps’

Fach muscle bundle is surrounded by connective issue thal separales it Irom ils neighbours and 15
made up of many thousands of muscle fibres - each representing one specialised, elongeted cel
These muscle fibres contain fibrls mede of protein thal
contrect to shorten the muscle. This process requires a
constant supply of energy, manutactured in the muscle cells
themselves from oxygen and glucose in the bloodstream.
Muscles require o huge bload supply which is why the
tunchon of the muscular, respiratory anc arculalory systems
ore inedricably linked

Movement of the limbs is created by this shortening of

muscle proteins creating o ‘pull” on the fibrous extension of

the muscle body, the tendon. Tendons are incredibly s

and elastic structures that are attached to the banes of §

limbs and trunk: maving the limbs or giving postural support.
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How can | assess topline and muscle condition?

We all want our horses to be healthy, fit ond well prepored for whalever octivities we ask of them. We
dedicote an enormaous amaunt of time 1o train ng and improving |:~.'..’f~3’|‘1'10"u'.:', so how do we know if

our hard work hes poid off?

Static evaluation

l-t:n'_‘xl.i"u';p at your horse when it is stand ng st Ilis o good
time ta evaluate his topline. Don't forget that a well-

d! The muscles of
the neck, back and croup stabilise the core, give elevation

himselt in an

developed topline doesn’t just look ¢

to movement, enable your horse to corry

aulline and are key in preventing fatigue ond therefore
injury. It is o common mistake to look fer a rounded
autline of the crest of the neck and mistake o for muscle,

when more often than not vell-defined crest actually

represents fot! Muscle is only p':_'"_;njr'f below o struciure
¢ r'||r~'{ the nuchal ligament. To find the nuchal ligament,
el behind the poll for o thick rubber band like structure

runnirg down 1o the vithers (see figuwe 3). As you get further fron igament becomes further

1 the ;‘:«_‘Ji!, the

and further oway from the bose -;‘} the mane. Anything cbove this ligament is nol muscle,

uld be firm

and well defined. The epaxial muscles of the back run on either side of the supraspinous ligoment

should obviously be minimal in o fit athlete. Below the ligament, the muscles of the neck s

the line down the middle of the back, They should be well developed, gving a rounded appearance.

Dynamic evaluation
The trot is an ideal pace of which 1o evoluate the lacomotor

or ‘powerhouse’ muscles of the fore and hindgquarters

Aqain they should be well celined. I these areas

rounced bul you cannot identify individual muscles moving it

is likely that there is o loyer of fat covering whalever muscle

may or may nol be present. This is a common m stake — 1o

confuse ‘condition” with muscular fitness

oportionally lorger thon

stablish

by |1:1||:':{..:x'lv.:':. should appear pr

the torequarters, fronsmitiing the power requ iresd 1

Q |1~_.ﬂ:1 forehand. A natural, balanced outline m‘h Qo »od
elevation gives an indication thet the core muscles and

topline are working elfectively.

Recovery from exercise

his parameter often gets overlcoked when riders are assessing muscle health and hiness ond yet <«
bes ¢ f

anad gqlucc

qued 15 1he most important. The muscles are the end poin ‘li".’J'i-.‘IIT in the body, where

wid
oxygen L:::l:-I and waste p J ucts from their

al minutes olier a workout, it "'|r.:h? bes
ould ask your vet to check

with the respirgiory or cordiovascular

urned into l'rujr_'l'-'_]r'if_'r_) energ An e quine al hlete whose mu « 11l for the b ¢

nat show SIgNs ol early 'xxhv;]l & and should be able to clear the

muscles after exercise effic y. It your horse is still pulting s

WO "

them out as this symptom could also result from problems

toking steps 1o address |n: r muscular filness. If the blem persists, you s

systems
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What exercises will help my horse build muscles?

Exercise 1s crucial if you want o build muscle and fitness. The aims ‘C-* Q musciec gevelopment
programme are twofold: to increase muscle profen synthesis and therelore the size and :.Tn:x‘;;'l'x of the
muscles; end 1o influence the recruitment of different types of muscle fibres, de _-.':nr_ﬁr‘g on the d ;:_:[_'-li",:;

in which your horse is competing

There are different types of muscle fibres present in varying proportions in ecch muscle: Fost fwitch
(Type 2] and slow twitch (Type 1). Lorge proporfions of fost hatch fibres in @ muscle mean explosive

prwer 15 generaied - 101 u:;(r.nn;.n|'.e when peroming in a short sprint flat race or tach ing the puissonce

wall. These muscles fatique q'_icl.ly, Slow twitch tibres are present in greater numbers in muscles used

tor postural contral and con work far prolonged per ods of time.

The best way io ensure that the carrect types of muscles are being recruited and conditioned is to
train your horse for the work that he will be doing. However, in disciplines where working in an outline
and v.w:-rL,ir_q the topline is not the norm, these horses will shl benefit from additional core muscle

< cn‘-:hh-::'nlr'-;] as Ihese supportive muscles can help to reduce i-‘xiw_ ry. There are even exercises that you
can d::n with your h-:-r':-’_‘ on the :;'::.xlr'.-:i to work these areqs elk 1o o n:g;lr.'m-.:ul ;.-fwr. '::-1|:v.:r(:p st 10 get

morne l'l"l?'”ll”lﬁ:'..

A gradual increase in the intensily of work that is asked of your horse is also important te prevent injury.
g f F jury
d by the University of Liverpoo! suggests thot horses could sulfer from a condition

|

A
VIUSCIe o

Recent waork -:'r.‘Jr"-:']I.. Cled

his is the pain and musc

m

very familior to humaon othletes: DOMS or Delayed O

doemuoge generated by unos tomed exercise that you miglr actually have experienced yourselt - tor

'm and become very sore and stiff around 24 hours

exomple when you have done ch’ at the g

afterwards. It is likely that he are not immune from these eltects and while unlikely to be senously

defrimenial to health, pain, peor perdfarmance and resistance to training are certainly undesirable. Build

sk _q*:]r_ix_;r_]Hj,' ond be vigilont for signs of soreness and poor performance that

y !
YOur NOrse S level of w

up
could indic

ote that you have overdane il
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What nutrition is required to build muscle?

cellular s na i:ng; shmulales muscles to graow in size and :.I!!:H-.’.,]TII. Muscle is L.:'l!:ll.:uf[', oemng ‘tumed

over’ i.e. broken down ond replaced. When the rate of protein synthes

; ]"ir_:hr;r tharn that of

adolion, musc awe in size. In arder 10 support this process, the right nutrition needs to be ir

place. Muscle protein synthesis is o process thot requires energy, but not too much, or excess energy
will be loid down as fat, Depending on the energy source, some animals will clso become ‘fizzy” if 100
many concentrates are provided.

Mast harse awners know that dietary protemn i1s required 1o build muscle, Muscle is compnsed of

around 70% protein which in turn is made up of its building blocks: amino acids. Dietary protein,

once digested and broken down info ils conshivent aminge acids, 15 reassembled 1o form equine

e protein. However, too much protein in the diet may not all be taken up and used effectively b
‘ f Oy

sady ond will be metabolised to energy and tal rather than muscle
here are around 21 amino acids that make up equine muscle protein. 10 of these are ‘essential’
amino acids which must be supplied in the diet, The rest con be menulactured by the horse, Some

of these amino acds: lysine, methionine and threonine can actually be growth lin iting if not present

in the diet, this is especiolly important in young horses, The bronched chain amino acids leucine,

solevcine and valine have also been shown to have a key role in stimulating muscle protein synthesis

n many speces

f

doemaqge aond repoir processes thot your horse will be _:n}j.pj:r_'f to during tro ning Pro

Dietary protein therefore has a critical role 1o play in maintaining the balance between the tissue

'-'Ifﬁ‘l" { an

additonaol source of protein that is very digestible in the small intestine and that delivers o superior

profile of amine acids such as Equitop Myoplost con be potentiolly beneficial o ongoing pertormonce

{4
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