


PREVALENCE OF GASTROINTESTINAL PARASITES IN HORSES AT A POLO FACILITY IN KADUNA STATE



Abstract
The presence of gastrointestinal parasites in equine populations can have significant health implications, especially in regions with variable climatic and management conditions. This study investigated the prevalence of gastrointestinal parasites in 120 horses, comprising 64 imported and 56 resident animals, housed at a Polo facility in Kaduna State, Nigeria. Faecal analysis identified strongyle eggs (20.0%), coccidia oocyst (0.8%), and ciliate (4.2%) in 25.0% of the horses. Specifically, 21.9% of the imported and 28.6% of the resident horses were found to be infected. Among imported horses, the infection rate was 17.2% for strongyles and 4.7% for ciliates, while resident horses showed an infection prevalence of 23.2% for strongyles, 1.8% for coccidia, and 3.6% for ciliates. These findings emphasize the necessity for effective parasite control strategies to mitigate potential health risks to equine populations in similar facilities.
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1. [bookmark: _GoBack]Introduction
Parasitic infections represent a significant health challenge in equine populations globally, and often result in subclinical disease, impaired performance, and, in severe cases, mortality (Tyrnenopoulou et al., 2021). In the field of veterinary parasitology, gastrointestinal parasites such as strongyles, coccidia, and ciliates are significant due to their prevalence and potential impact on animal health. Infections with these parasites can lead to a range of clinical signs, such as weight loss, anaemia, colic, and other gastrointestinal disturbances, which compromise the overall well-being of affected horses (Mathewos et al., 2021; Muñoz-Caro et al., 2024; Phetkarl et al., 2024). The early diagnosis and management of these infections are thus crucial for maintaining optimal health in equine populations, especially in high-stress environments like polo facilities where horses are in close contact (Elmajdoub et al., 2022; Stallones et al., 2023). Hence, diagnostic veterinary parasitology plays a vital role in the prompt identification of these infections, thus, enabling veterinarians to implement timely interventions to protect animal health and welfare (Jones and Garcia, 2023).
Diagnostic methods used in the identification of gastrointestinal parasites have evolved significantly over the years, with advances in both microscopy-based techniques and molecular diagnostics (Khurana et al., 2021; Ghafar et al., 2023). Conventional diagnostic methods, including faecal egg counts and microscopic examination, remain the most widely used approaches for detecting parasitic infections in equines (Nielsen, 2022). These methods allow veterinarians to identify parasite species and assess infection intensity, which is essential for determining the appropriate treatment and deworming protocols. However, limitations exist, particularly in distinguishing between parasite species with similar morphological features (Miswan et al., 2022).
The epidemiology of gastrointestinal parasites in horses can vary significantly based on factors such as geographical region, climate, management practices, and the origin of the animals (Villa-Mancera et al., 2021; Ememe et al., 2024). In Nigeria, data on the prevalence of gastrointestinal parasites in horses, especially those housed in specialized settings like polo facilities, are limited. Polo facilities, which often house both imported and resident horses, present unique parasitic risks due to the mixing of horses from different backgrounds and environments (Schumacher and Gehlen, 2024). 
The present study was conducted at a polo facility in Kaduna State, Nigeria, where both imported and resident horses are maintained. Given the enclosed setting and varying exposure conditions, it is important to understand how gastrointestinal parasites affect these horses to develop appropriate control strategies. The aim of the study was to determine the presence of common gastrointestinal parasites, specifically strongyle eggs, coccidia oocysts, and ciliates, in horses at the facility. Findings from this study will contribute to the broader understanding of parasitic infections in equine populations in similar settings, thus, guiding veterinarians and facility managers in designing effective parasite management protocols.
2. Methodology 
2.1	Case Presentation
The study focused on a population of 120 horses residing at a polo facility in Kaduna State, Nigeria. These horses included 64 animals imported from different regions and 56 locally raised (resident) horses. The imported horses were introduced to the facility within the last two years, while the resident horses had been at the facility for several years. Both groups were housed under similar conditions but varied in their diet, exposure to pasture, and interactions with other animals.
Faecal samples were collected from each of the 120 horses and processed using standard parasitological techniques to identify the presence of gastrointestinal parasites. Samples were examined under a microscope, and eggs and cysts were identified based on morphological characteristics. The prevalence of each parasite was calculated by dividing the number of positive samples by the total number of horses in each group.
3. Result
The analysis of faecal samples revealed an overall prevalence of gastrointestinal parasites in 25.0% of the horses. Specifically, 20.0% of horses harboured strongyle eggs, 0.8% had coccidia oocysts, and 4.2% were infected with ciliates (Figure 1). The imported horses showed an infection prevalence of 17.2% for strongyles and 4.7% for ciliates, while resident horses had 23.2% strongyles, 1.8% coccidia, and 3.6% ciliates (Figure 2).


Figure 1:	Overall occurrence of gastrointestinal parasites/eggs identified in faecal samples of imported and resident horses at a polo facility, Kaduna State, Nigeria.






Figure 2:	Distribution of gastrointestinal parasites/eggs identified in faecal samples of imported and resident horses at a polo facility, Kaduna State, Nigeria.

4. Discussion
Gastrointestinal parasites, particularly strongyles, are among the most common parasitic infections in equine populations worldwide (Murnik et al., 2024). The findings of this report are consistent with existing research indicating a high prevalence of strongyles in horses (Mathewos et al., 2021; Elmajdoub et al., 2022; Phetkarl et al., 2024). The differences in parasitic infection rates between imported and resident horses may be attributable to variations in prior exposure and immunity (Mendoza et al., 2024). Imported horses, which showed a slightly lower prevalence of strongyles than resident horses, may have benefitted from prophylactic deworming protocols prior to importation (Tydén et al., 2019; Jürgenschellert et al., 2022). Also, local adaptation and exposure history might have played a role in the immunity and resilience of resident horses against certain parasites, thus, resulting in variations in infection rates (Boisseau et al., 2023).
The low prevalence of coccidia and ciliates in both groups suggests that these parasites are less common in the study population. However, their presence, even at low levels, indicates potential environmental contamination or exposure pathways within the facility (Adhikari et al., 2024), and this requires attention.
[bookmark: _Hlk182345956]These findings emphasize the need for targeted parasite control measures that take into account the origin and acclimatization status of horses. Hence, regular monitoring and strategic deworming programmes could help mitigate parasite loads in both imported and resident horse populations (Nielsen, 2022).
In diagnostic veterinary parasitology, the identification of specific parasite profiles within different equine groups is crucial for implementing effective treatment and management practices (Buono et al., 2023). Therefore, these outcomes also demonstrate the value of routine faecal examination in the detection and management of subclinical infections.
5. Conclusion
The study revealed a notable prevalence of gastrointestinal parasites among horses at a polo facility in Kaduna State, with strongyle eggs being the most prevalent. The differences in parasite loads between imported and resident horses highlight the influence of origin and exposure on parasitic infections in equine populations. Therefore, it is recommended to implement regular faecal examinations to monitor parasite loads and identify emerging patterns in gastrointestinal parasitism among equine populations. Also, there is need to adopt targeted deworming programmes based on faecal egg count results to prevent drug resistance and manage parasitic infections effectively. Furthermore, it is necessary to enhance environmental hygiene and pasture management practices within the facility to reduce the risk of parasite transmission and improve diagnostic accuracy.
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