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Probiotics in Foals and Horses

Basics
Overview
· Probiotics are live organisms (bacteria) that exert a beneficial effect on health

Bacterial Strains Used
· Bacterial species often used are Lactobacillus, Bifidobacterium, Streptococcus, and Saccharomyces
· New research on the gastrointestinal bacterial microflora is now available and suggests that other species such as members of the Clostridia family should be used instead

Mechanism of Action
· Have antibacterial effects
· Interact with the immune system
· Competitive exclusion of pathogens

Regulations and Quality Control
· North America
· Probiotics are not considered “drugs” and therefore do not have to undergo the process of drug approval
· Have to be labeled in a truthful and non-misleading manner; however, this is not always rigorously enforced
· No obligation to perform quality control measures—research has shown that only 15% of over-the-counter products contain the correct ingredient at the specified amount

Evidence for Use
· Few studies are available and difficult to compare
· In adult horses probiotics are mostly studied as adjunct treatment for acute diarrhea
· The current evidence for efficacy is weak and inconsistent in adults. Positive effects shown in studies are usually limited to single parameters and a true benefit for the horse is questionable
· In foals negative effects have been shown in some studies

Safety
· In adults no adverse effects have been reported
· In foals several studies have shown a negative effect of probiotics

Recommendation
· Use of over-the-counter-probiotics cannot be recommended based on the lack of quality control and weak evidence for efficacy

Future Perspectives
· The bacterial microbiota (intestinal flora) consists of thousands of species
· Transferring all of these species through a practice called fecal microbial transplantation is likely more effective than just using one or a few bacteria, as is done in probiotic treatment
· Fecal microbial transplantation has been shown to be effective in the treatment of gastrointestinal diseases in humans and is being studied in veterinary medicine
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