CONDITIONING THE HORSE
By Carolyn Simmelink, DVM
Your horse is an athlete. Conditioning increases a horse's durability. It gives him a longer useful life. 

The benefits of conditioning transform an individual's raw ability to perform into genuine athleticism. These benefits last a lifetime.  Once a horse has been reasonably conditioned for athletic work, he never loses all of the favorable effects on the systems that contribute most to durability. The hooves become stronger, the tendons improve in their elastic rebound and the bones are better adapted to work. 

The "softer" functions of the body - the chemistry of energy production, the activity of muscles, the capability of the kidneys to excrete wastes, the efficiency of sweating- also benefit from a fitness program. These improvements are not as durable.
Every horse can benefit from a conditioning program.
*Identify the demands of the activity you wish your horse to perform.

*Evaluate your horse's current physical fitness

*Implement a program that will prepare him to perform

*Evaluate his progress by monitoring his physical and temperamental response.

Prepare your horse so there will be no surprises when it is time for him to perform. If a horse is going to race on a hard surface, he needs to train on one.
Small regular increases in exercise with only carefully applied increases in speed, distance or

intensity are best. 

The hard tissues- hooves and bones- take about 6 months of training to reach their maximal strength and density.
Soft tissues-ligaments, tendons, cartilage, fascia take even longer.
The cardiovascular system can be tuned up within a matter of weeks.
The time you take to build in structural strength with long slow miles will pay dividends in a sounder

horse who can withstand the stress of training and competition. 

Dressage horses benefit from the interval training format. They must learn how to do the movement correctly first so that the right muscles are being trained. As the muscles start to tire, stop the movement and do not let the quality deteriorate.
Jumpers need explosive bursts of energy. Grid work, gymnastic work like cavalettis, is most beneficial here. The same principle of correct training first and stopping when the quality fades applies.
All horses benefit from a warm up period. Warm tendons and ligament remain more elastic under stress. The joint fluid gets moving. The increased heart rate sends more blood to the working muscles and lungs. Cool down and Turnout should never be underestimated. They keep the blood circulating to lower the horses temperature and carry waste products away from the muscles.
Evaluation:

Temperature, Heart Rate, Respiratory Rate.

Weight

Activity Level and General Demeanor (listlessness, not wanting to be caught)

Limb Condition (lameness, filling or heat)

Muscle Development (asymmetry, tension)

Hoof Condition

Dental Status
The real key to improving condition lies in the balance between work, which needs to be sufficient to stimulate and improvement in fitness, and recovery, which allows the tissues to regenerate after

strenuous exercise. Recovery does not necessarily mean days off. Recovery means doing different

types of work on successive days to stress different tissues. Too much drilling can lead to performance problems. 
It is important to observe and listen to and believe your horse when he says he cannot do

something. Hard or new exercise results in small "micro-traumas" to the stressed tissues. This damage needs time to repair itself, eventually resulting in stronger tissue. The tissue rebuilding process has a long term beneficial outcome. As a horse's fitness increases throughout his training program, his tendons, ligaments and muscles become stronger and will have a reduced risk of injury should he take an accidental misstep when he is working or playing in the pasture.
A Training diary or logbook is an excellent tool to help you plan your horse's schedule. Include notes

about how the training goes and the horse's physical condition. Record the physical exercise your horse actually gets.
General Conditioning Program:
Working 6 days a week for 2-3 months with the target of a one day competition.
