Alternatives to Bute –are they required and do they work?

Phenylbutazone, usually known simply as Bute, is one of the oldest and still the most frequently prescribed medicines for horses.  Sold in this country under the trade names Equipalazone and Pro Dynam, Bute is used for the alleviation of pain and inflammation in a wide range of clinical conditions and particularly for horses with long standing lameness.
	Bute has been proven in numerous clinical trials to be effective in managing pain associated with chronic osteoarthritis, laminitis and navicular syndrome, as well as inflammation following joint sprains, tendon and ligament strains, and surgery.  It is also cheap – at least for a veterinary medicine - with mobility restored to many older, arthritic horses for around 50p per day.
	Despite its efficacy and cost effectiveness, some horse owners are reluctant to keep their horses on Bute in the long term.  Concerns over its potential side effects, together with a possible desire to use more natural products, has led to the development of a range of Bute alternatives.  The most common ingredients of these are MSM (methylsulfonylmethane or dimethylsulphone) and the herb Devil’s Claw,
So, do we need these products?  Do they work?  And, is Bute really as toxic as the internet forums would have us believe?  It is this last question that is perhaps easiest to answer.
Phenylbutazone is a nonsteroidal anti-inflammatory drug and belongs to the same chemical class as aspirin, paracetamol and ibuprofen.  Adverse effects reported with Bute in horses include ulceration of the mouth and gastrointestinal tract, blood clotting defects, anaemia and kidney damage.   

When side effects of Bute occur it is generally the result of long-term use, too high a dose, or a combination of the two factors.  Initial dosing for a horse should not exceed 4 g phenylbutazone per day, which is the equivalent of four sachets of Equipalazone or Pro Dynam.  This is then usually reduced after several days to 1 g given twice a day, and then tapered down to 1 g once a day.  Following this course, lameness and stiffness associated with arthritis can often be kept at bay with one sachet given every second day. 
There are, unfortunately, no accurate statistics on the frequency of Bute side effects.  In my veterinary experience, which now reaches nearly 21 years, they are unusual bordering on the rare.  I cannot recall having to stop Bute medication in any horse or pony in the last 10 or so years but then, as my wife will testify, my memory is not what it was!
The key to avoid toxic effects is to avoid over-dosing, both on a daily basis and in the longer term.  Only give as little as is needed is the best advice.  Special care must be taken with young and old horses, as well as in animals that are underweight, affected by parasites, dehydrated or receiving other medications such as antibiotics (penicillin, gentamicin, trimethoprim sulphonamide) or the diuretic frusemide.  
Early signs of toxicity include dullness, inappetence, diarrhoea and filling of the limbs.  Grinding of teeth and drooling of saliva may also indicate the development of ulcers in the mouth or stomach. 
There are two instances where Bute is contraindicated, these being its use pregnant and lactating mares as well as horses competing in certain events.  Phenylbutazone and its principal metabolites do cross the placenta and are excreted in milk, which can expose the foetus and suckling foal to high concentrations of the drug.  
Bute and other nonsteroidal anti-inflammtory drugs are on the prohibited substance lists of the FEI and the British Horseracing Authority.  Medication should be stopped in sufficient time prior to competition, which will be between 7 and 14 days depending upon the dose of Bute prescribed.
	So-called Bute alternatives offer the promise of controlling pain and inflammation without the risk of side effects or contravening anti-doping regulations, as well as providing a means of pain relief in mares that are pregnant or lactating.  The use of cartilage-protecting joint supplements was discussed in the last issue of this magazine; these are safe and may also be of benefit in these situations.
The major Bute alternatives contain, as their active ingredients, Devil’s Claw, MSM or both.  They are sold under the trade names of Buteless, Zerobute and NoBute, as well as purified Devil’s Claw and MSM products, and are usually added to the horse’s feed.
Devil’s Claw is a plant (Harpagophytum procumbens) that grows in Madagascar and the Kalahari Desert in Namibia.  Extracts from its roots have been used by African people for centuries for their painkilling and anti-inflammatory effects, as a tonic for the relief of arthritis, rheumatism, fever and muscle soreness.
There has, however, been no scientific investigation of the efficacy of Devil’s Claw in horses and support for its use comes from the testimonials of owners.  My personal experience and view is that it appears to work in some horses but not others, and that this is not necessarily related to the type or severity of condition that the horse is suffering. 
In contrast, there has been some scientific scrutiny of MSM in horses, which is related to the anti-inflammatory dimethyl sulfoxide (DMSO).  It is promoted as a natural source of sulphur that relieves pain and inflammation associated with arthritis and recurrent airway obstruction.  Studies have shown that horses do absorb dietary sources of MSM and that it has the potential to modify inflammation.  Ointments containing MSM are also available, although there is little evidence that it is absorbed through the skin.
So how, and when, should Bute alternatives be used?  My advice to clients is to use Bute first and, if that works, switch to an alternative should they wish once the condition is under control.  It is unusual for an alternative to work if Bute itself proves ineffective.  
It is also wrong to assume that the alternatives will be cheaper.  Devil’s Claw products can cost around £1.50 a day to feed to a 16.2 hands horse, which is roughly £1 more than a sachet of Bute a day.  Going natural does come at a price!


Figure Legends
Fig. 1.  Special care must be taken not to overdose young foals with Bute.
Fig. 2.  The Devil’s Claw plant derives its name from its characteristic fruits, with two long curved prongs.

 
