The months of August and September here in South Florida seem to be the hottest and most humid of the summer. Horses suffer the worst during these final two months and as a result of this increase in heat and humidity we see an increase in cases of Anhidrosis or Non-Sweaters. This condition can affect as many as 10% of the horse population and may even be life threatening. Although the exact cause is not completely understood, there are some successful treatments. However, as of yet there is no known cure. 

The diagnosis is fairly self evident and usually made when after normal exercise or even daily turnout the horse is noticed to be breathing more deeply and rapidly than normal. Many horses are even reluctant to walk when bringing them in from the paddocks. Their nostrils are flaring and the horse’s chest is almost heaving in an attempt to move as much air as possible. This is the animals’ way of trying to cool off… much like a dog. Most horses at this point will have an elevated rectal temperature as well. Several weeks prior to stopping sweating altogether some horses will begin showing signs of thinning hair coat on their face, neck, and sides of their chest and abdomen. The hair coat will appear dull, and some horses may have recurrent skin infections.
The treatment strategy at this time would be to cool the horse off as fast as possible. Sponging it off with a mixture of half water and alcohol works best. The alcohol is used to speed the evaporation of the water since it is the process of evaporation which accomplishes the cooling. If a fan is available I would recommend putting it in front of the horse to help speed the evaporation even more. The horses’ rectal temperature should be monitored and the sponge baths may be discontinued once it gets below 101.5 F. 

There are treatments which have been successful at times, yet no therapy other than moving the horse to a cooler climate has been proven to reliably treat this condition. Some oral supplements such as One AC and Ventipulmin are routinely used. Many horse owners report success when the horse is fed electrolytes and beer with its grain. Some time ago there were reports of some cases responding to RVI Vaccine. A more aggressive approach is the use of Lutalyse and ACTH. Lutalyse is a prostaglandin and is used to help bring mares into heat. After a small amount is injected intramuscularly it will cause mild to moderate cramping, and in normal horses profuse sweating, which may last for 15 to 20 minutes. Most horses with anhidrosis will also sweat to varying degrees after this injection. The injection is repeated at three day intervals for two more treatments. While the horse may respond to any of these treatments and start to spontaneously sweat more normally, there is no way to predict the duration of the response. Some horses, although they will sweat, will do so in patches too small to accomplish any significant cooling. One interesting observation to mention is that there appears to be an association between the use of certain antihistamines such as Tri-Hist Granules and the onset of Anhidrosis. The mechanism of action for this reaction is as of yet unknown.

Responsible management also dictates that these horses should not be ridden to the point of overheating. Exercise may only be possible if attempted during the coolest times of the day such as early morning or late evening and should immediately be discontinued if symptoms appear. Fans which move large volumes of air combined with water vapor have also been useful at reducing the air temperature around the horse enough to make them more comfortable during the heat of the day. Fortunately, many horses become more comfortable, and will even start sweating again during the winter months and may never again suffer from anhidrosis. 

