Equine Cushing’s-like Disease by Lisette T. Druliner, DVM

Equine Cushing’s-like Disease (Pituitary Pars Intermedia Dysfunction) is a debilitating illness that has been recognized and treated more aggressively in the recent years. Most people recognize the old, hairy-in-the-summer horse that decorates the neighbor’s pasture as the typical Cushing’s candidate. 

These days we can diagnose Cushing’s earlier, preventing the disease’s life-threatening effects and prolonging the comfortable and useful life of the horse.

The root of the problem lies within the pituitary gland in the horse’s brain. It normally processes signals that help regulate organs such as the adrenal glands, thyroid gland, and reproductive organs. The pituitary gland is very complex and affects many other systems when it does not function properly. 

In Cushing’s disease regulation of the pituitary gland is lost. This allows the pituitary gland to function unchecked, overproducing some of its chemical signals. The most significant targets of these chemical signals are the adrenal glands. They are told by the pituitary gland to produce more cortisol which causes many of the clinical signs of Cushing’s disease.

Horses and ponies of all ages may develop Cushing’s disease. Animals older than 15 years of age are usually affected. Ponies seem to have a higher incidence of disease. The most consistent clinical signs are an abnormally long, sometimes wavy hair coat (hirusitism), an abnormal shedding pattern, an increase in drinking and urination, increased sweating, frequent hoof abscesses, and laminitis (founder). Many horses also exhibit abnormal body fat deposition over the eyes, crest of the neck and tailhead. Other clinical signs the horse may have are dental disease, sinusitis, pneumonia, voracious appetite, weight gain in the face of a reduced diet, decreased fertility, weight loss, or seizures.

There are two main tests available for Cushing’s disease. Both are minimally invasive, requiring two blood samples. The dexamethasone suppression test has been the most widely used. Another test measures the daily rhythm of secretion of cortisol, insulin, and thyroid hormone. As with any test there can be false positives and false negatives, but both tests are fairly reliable for diagnosing Cushing’s Disease. 

Treatment of Cushing’s Disease is a lifetime commitment.

The two drugs currently available are pergolide and cyproheptadine. Pergolide is the most effective, but cyproheptadine is the least expensive. Medical treatment needs to be accompanied by routine bloodwork to determine if the drug used is effective in controlling the disease. In addition, Cushing’s horses must have vigilant routine preventive health care (dentistry, deworming, vaccinations) due to their less effective immune system. A high quality, balanced diet is also important.

Equine Cushing’s-like Disease can be very debilitating and life-threatening. It can be managed well with medication, diet, and proper health care. 

If you suspect your horse may have this disease, have your veterinarian examine and test him or her. Horses of any age or breed may develop Cushing’s disease. Early detection and treatment is the key to avoiding dangerous episodes of laminitis or infection. If you have any questions about this disease I urge you to contact your veterinarian.
