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Abstract - In recent decades, the role of horses has increasingly shifted toward sport and leisure, resulting in heightened attention
to their long-term health and welfare. Parallel to a broader interest in natural therapies, the application of herbal medicine in
equine care has gained momentum. Commonly used medicinal plants - such as Harpagophytum procumbens (devil's claw),
Matricaria chamomilla (chamomile), Taraxacum officinale (dandelion), and Allium sativum (garlic) - are employed to support
digestive, immune, and musculoskeletal functions. Although generally considered safe, some herbs may elicit side effects,
necessitating professional guidance in their administration. Hungary possesses a longstanding tradition in medicinal plant
cultivation, facilitated by favourable pedoclimatic conditions. The country is divided into six principal cultivation zones and
remains a key European producer, particularly of chamomile. Despite its ecological benefits - such as enhancing agro-
biodiversity and promoting organic agriculture - the sector faces several challenges, including labour shortages, market
fluctuations, and environmental concerns such as overharvesting and climate change. Sustainable cultivation practices and
increased ecological awareness are critical for the resilience and future of this field. As a supplement to our work, we prepared
a questionnaire for domestic horse owners regarding the use of medicinal herbs. Our questionnaire-based study revealed that the
majority of horse owners are familiar with, and actively utilize, herbal products, primarily for managing respiratory,
musculoskeletal, and gastrointestinal conditions. The significance of using medicinal herbs in horses is also supported by the
results of two of our previously published experiments. In these two controlled feeding trials, we demonstrated that specific
herbal mixtures, administered in dried or fermented form, significantly improved the digestibility of crude fiber, crude protein,
and dry matter. The preparations were well tolerated, with no adverse effects observed. These findings suggest that
phytotherapeutic supplementation may offer a viable, natural strategy to support equine gastrointestinal health. However, further
research is warranted to optimize herbal formulations and evaluate efficacy across larger, more diverse equine populations.
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the locomotor, respiratory, and digestive systems must all
function efficiently.

1. INTRODUCTION

In recent decades, the role of horses in everyday life has

shifted significantly. Their use in sports and leisure activities
has become increasingly prominent, while the unique value
of these animals has also risen markedly (Bartos et al., 2023).
Due to their intensive, performance-oriented use and
relatively long lifespan of approximately 20-25 years,
maintaining the health and long-term usability of horses has
become a key concern for owners. For optimal performance,

Herbal medicine—also known as phytomedicine—is the use
of therapeutic plants, plant parts, or plant-derived substances
to combat infections, prevent disease, and promote overall
health (Jonas, 1997). The herbal market gained popularity in
human medicine during the 1990s, with garlic and echinacea
emerging as the top-selling herbs (Blumenthal, 2005). In
contrast, the use of herbs in equine medicine remained
relatively limited (Matray et al., 2005). In a 2025 market
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survey analyzing data from the past 4 years, it was observed
that the use of horse feed supplements has steadily increased,
and by 2026, the market value is expected to exceed USD 75
million. Europe accounts for approximately one-third of this
market. The survey data indicate that horse owners
predominantly prefer organic and herbal formulations.
Consequently, a significant increase in the use of herbal
products is also anticipated (Equine supplements product
market size, 2025), Thus, it can be seen that in recent years,
horse owners are turning to herbal remedies as
complementary treatments, especially when conventional
medications—such as steroids—prove ineffective (Marton,
2005). The successful use of herbs in human medicine,
coupled with growing concerns over the side effects of
antibiotics, growth promoters, and steroids in livestock diets,
has fueled interest in plant-based alternatives. Rodriguez and
colleagues (2021) investigated the market for herbal products
used in veterinary medicine. They found that the sector is
exceptionally broad, with the 54 largest companies located
primarily in India, the Netherlands, and the United Kingdom.
The use of herbal products is most substantial in productive
livestock species, yet such preparations are also popular
among companion animal owners. Among farm animals,
cattle production accounts for the greatest share of herbal
product use, but considerable amounts are also used in the
treatment of sheep and poultry. The study further
demonstrated that, in addition to dog and cat owners, these
products are also used significantly by horse owners.
According to predictions by Mona et al. (2018), the global
market for herbal products reached about USD 111 billion by
the end of 2023. In Hungary, Zsofia Marton's books
Horseherba (2005) and Medicinal Plants (2023) provided
detailed overviews of the most important medicinal plants
used in veterinary medicine. The primary aim of our work is
to draw the attention of horse owners and feed manufacturers
to the importance of using medicinal plants in modern equine
management. Our objectives are to present the most
important medicinal plants used in horse feeding, to assess
the current situation in Hungary, to provide an overview of
domestic herb cultivation, and to explore horse owners'
opinions and practices regarding the use of medicinal plants.
In addition, an essential aim of this work is to emphasize the
need for scientific experiments on medicinal plants to ensure
their safe use and strengthen consumer confidence.

Table 1. Most commonly used herbs for horses

1.1 Methods of Literature Review

To develop this article, we sought to identify the most
relevant scientific sources on the use of medicinal plants in
horses, alongside key findings from human phytotherapy that
may offer conceptual parallels. The literature search was
conducted primarily in PubMed, MDPI, and ResearchGate,
focusing on international publications from the 2000s
onward. In addition, the WHO monographs on medicinal
plants were reviewed to provide an authoritative
pharmacognostic background. Wherever possible, we relied
on studies published within the past few years to ensure the
inclusion of up-to-date evidence. To assess the current status
of medicinal-plant cultivation in Hungary, we consulted
domestic sources, including the national medicinal-plant
cultivation strategy and relevant statistical analyses on
production and agricultural trends.

2. MOST IMPORTANT MEDICINAL PLANTS USED IN
EQUINE MANAGEMENT

The most commonly used herbs and herbal mixtures for
horses are as follows (Fors, 2009): devil's claw
(Harpagophytum procumbens L.), chamomile (Matricaria
chamomilla L.), dandelion (Taraxacum officinale L.),
stinging nettle (Urtica dioica L.), marshmallow (A4/thaea
officinalis L.), common burdock (Arctium lappa L.),
marigold (Calendula officinalis L.), anise (Pimpinella anisum
L.), cleavers (Galium aparine L.), peppermint (Mentha X
piperita L), licorice (Glycyrrhiza glabra L.), rosehip (fruit of
Rosa canina L.), thyme (Thymus vulgaris L.), linseed (Linum
usitatissimum L.), garlic (Allium sativum L.), and vervain
(Verbena officinalis L.). The use of medicinal herbs and their
mixtures in horses is based partly on equine-specific
experience and observations, and partly on knowledge and
practices adapted from human medicine. However, robust and
well-documented scientific evidence remains limited. Key
information on the aforementioned medicinal herbs is
summarized in Table 1. Interestingly, most studies conducted
in humans and other species have found that certain herbal
supplements can modulate the immune system. However,
they generally do not enhance immune function in healthy
individuals, but may provide support in cases of immune
impairment (Parnham, 1996; Sultz et al, 1998)

rarely occurred

herb name positive effects side or negative  used parts publications
effects
antispasmodic,  carminative,
and mild estrogenic effects. allergic reactions Preedy et al. 2011
Anise (Pimpinella Often used in respiratory or interact with seeds (fruits), = Poppenga et al., 2023
anisum L.) conditions and  digestive hormone-sensitive essential oil (research involving animals,
disorders, especially flatulence medications including horses)
and mild spasms
Chamomile .. flower, )
(Matricaria anti-inflammatory, unknown essential oil, Mehmood et al, 2015;, El

immunostimulant, stomachic

chamomilla L.)

wet extract Mihyaoui et al, 2022
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(acid-reducing), antispasmodic
effects

effects observed in horses:
enhance the palatability of
horse feed (Stachurska et al.
2022); Roman chamomile
essential oil calming effects,
muscle  relaxation, calm
behavior (Kosiara and
Harrison 2021)

Common burdock
(Aretium lappa
L.)

detoxifying, diuretic, and mild
anti-inflammatory effects. It
may support liver function and
digestion
externaly use to treat skin
conditions

allergic reactions

root, seeds,
leaves

WHO, 2003; Chan et al., 2011

Dandelion fetid, antispasmodic, hyperacidity, root, flowering
(Taraxacum antimicrobial, antioxidant rarely allergic shoot and Tanasa et al, 2025
officinale L.) effect symptoms leaves
Devil's claw painkilling, appetite gastric ulcers, root. d Williams and Lamprecht,
(Harpagophytum  stimulating and antitheumatic ~ prolong bleeding - Oy 2008, Pearson et al., 2000
. extract.
procumbens) effects time (study on horses)
. . antibacterial, antiviral, anemia, dried garlic
Garlic (Allium . . .. prolonged
. antifungal and antiparasitic Lo clove, flower Tattelman, E., 2005
sativum L.) bleeding time and
effects extract

stomach ulcers

Table 1. (Contd.)

rarely occurred

herb name positive effects side or negative used parts publications
effects
Licorice anti-inflammatory, g)?cigs_stiifrglintake mz(l) }
. mucoprotective, and antiviral nay roots, root .
(Glycyrrhiza o cause hypertension, Wang &Nixon, 2001
glabra L) effects. Used for gastritis, ulcers, hypokalemia, and extract

and respiratory conditions

fluid retention.

Linseed (Linum
usitatissimum L.)

rich in omega-3 fatty acids and
mucilage

anti-inflammatory, laxative, and
skin-supportive effects. Used in

seeds (whole or
crushed), oil

Fehlberg et al., 2020;
(study on horses)

(flaxseed) digestive health and to support Kajla et al., 2015
hoof and skin condition in
horses.
anti-inflammatory, wound-
healing, antimicrobial, and contact dermatitis or
Marigold immunomodulatory effects, allergic reactions flowers (fresh or
. . e . dried), flower WHO, 2003; Preethi et
(Calendula healthy for gastrointestinal (mostly in individuals
S . . ... extracts, al.,2009
officinalis L.) part,externally for treating minor  sensitive to tinctures
wounds, dermatitis, and skin Asteraceae plants)
infections
Marshmallow antllulc.er effect, reducfuon in Bonaterra et al., 2020;
(Althaea oxidative stress and histamine .
L Kulcsar et al., 2022
officinalis L.) release
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antispasmodic, carminative, and

Peppermint mild  antimicrobial effects. ilel;tgbllirn reactlonos; leaves. essential
(Mentha x Widely used to treat irritable ’ ) S McKay &
L T exacerbate GERD in oil
piperita L.) bowel syndrome, indigestion, SR
) ) sensitive individuals
and respiratory complaints.
fruit is rich in vitamin C,
antioxidants, and has mild anti-
ROS?hlp (Rosa {nﬂammat.ory and nausea orlallergw frplt (hip), seed Chrubasik et al., 2008
canina L.) immunostimulant effects. skin reactions oil
Commonly used to support
immune function and joint health
diuretic, detoxifying, and mild
Stlcky galange}l antl—lnﬂammatory effects. It aerial parts  Weiss & Fintelmann,
(Galium aparine supports lymphatic drainage and .
) . Joo s (fresh or dried) 2001
L) is sometimes applied in skin and
urinary disorders.
Table 1. (Contd.)
rarely occurred
herb name positive effects side or negative used parts publications
effects
Stinging nettle anti-inflammatory and diuretic digestive disorders leaves, roots,

(Urtica dioica L.)

effects, externaly use as a
shampoo for hair and skin

and diarrhea

and some
flowering shoots

Parente et al., 2025

Thyme (Thymus
vulgaris L.)

antimicrobial, expectorant, and
antitussive  properties. Often
used in respiratory tract
infections, digestive issues, and
as a feed additive

mucosal irritation in
high doses

aerial parts,
essential oil

Miguel, 2010

mild sedative, anti-
inflammatory, spasmolytic, and

High doses may cause

aerial parts,
flowering tops,
infusion, dry
extract

Wichtl, 2004

Verbena (Verbena diuretic properties. It hgs a}so hypote?nsmg or
C been used to support digestion gastrointestinal
officinalis L.) ) S .
and relieve symptoms of stress- irritation in sensitive
related gastrointestinal animals.
discomfort.

3. MECHANISM OF ACTION AND EXPERIMENTAL
EVIDENCE

Medicinal plants exert their effects through their bioactive
chemical constituents. These are compounds that either
influence physiological processes in the organism or inhibit
the growth and activity of pathogens. However, not all
substances produced by plants have pharmacological or
therapeutic activity. A compound is considered a bioactive
agent if it exerts a well-defined biological or pharmacological
effect on vital functions or pathological processes. Such
constituents are collectively referred to as biologically or
pharmacologically active substances (El-Saadony, et al.
2025)

A key characteristic of phytopharmaceuticals—medicinal
products of plant origin—is that they typically contain
multiple active compounds. These components act

harmoniously and often synergistically, complementing and
enhancing each other's effects, or mitigating potential adverse
reactions. For example, the spasm-inducing effect of
anthraquinone glycosides in rhubarb can be alleviated by
smooth muscle relaxant herbs such as fennel (Foeniculum
vulgare) or anise (Pimpinella anisum) (Barnes et al., 2007).

All plants contain a wide variety of primary metabolites—
such as carbohydrates, fats, proteins, and minerals—that are
generally present in all living organisms. These compounds
are only regarded as active ingredients if the plant part is used
specifically because of their accumulation (e.g., high starch
or oil content). Otherwise, they are considered accompanying
or supportive substances. Occasionally, even minerals may be
treated as active components, though they are most often
classified as secondary constituents.

In most cases, however, the pharmacologically significant
compounds are specialized metabolites, including alkaloids,
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saponins, essential oils, and flavonoids. The active principle
of a herbal drug may consist of a single compound or a
complex mixture of multiple constituents—some essential
oils, for instance, may contain several thousand chemical
components (Elshafie et al, 2023; Santiago et al, 2021). These
mixtures may consist of structurally similar molecules or
chemically diverse substances. Essential oils, for example,
often comprise compounds of similar structure, whereas other
plants, such as chamomile (Matricaria chamomilla L.),
contain diverse groups of active compounds. In chamomile,
the anti-inflammatory effect is attributed to the combined
action of flavonoids, mucilaginous substances, and essential
oils (Akram et al., 2023; Bhukta et al., 2021).

Several medicinal plants are well known for their digestion-
enhancing properties, primarily documented in human
medicine (Klein et al., 1998; Racz & Szabo, 2012). However,
favourable effects of certain herbs and their mixtures on
equine digestion have also been reported (Naujoks, 2005).
Marshmallow (Althaea officinalis) is well known for the
management of cough and other respiratory problems
(Mahboubi, 2020)

It should be emphasized, however, that the effects of most
herbal preparations currently available on the market have not
yet been validated through controlled scientific experiments.
Furthermore, it is important to note that certain
phytochemicals may  interact  synergistically  or
antagonistically, and, in some cases, cause adverse reactions,
such as allergic or toxic responses, when combined
improperly (Williams & Lampercht, 2008).

In recent years, our research has focused primarily on
improving the digestibility of fibrous feeds in horses. Based
on our investigations, we can conclude that medicinal
herbs—whether in dried or fermented form—can be
effectively and safely incorporated into equine nutrition to
enhance nutrient digestibility and support gastrointestinal
function. In our experiments, herbal mixtures containing
plants such as anise (Pimpinella anisum), peppermint
(Mentha piperita), wormwood (Artemisia absinthium), and
dandelion (Taraxacum officinale) improved the apparent
digestibility of dry matter, crude protein, and crude fibre in
horses. The observed positive effects are consistent with the
known pharmacological actions of these plants, including
stimulation of digestive secretions, spasmolytic activity, and
the support of a balanced gut microbiota. (Bartos et al., 2015;
Bartos et al., 2023). Despite the relatively small number of
horses available for the trials, our results are noteworthy,
particularly given the scarcity of scientifically validated
experimental data on this topic in equine research.

Importantly, no adverse reactions or feed refusals were
recorded in either trial, indicating good tolerability and
palatability. One possible explanation for this effect is the
flavor-enhancing property of chamomile, as described by
Stachurska et al. (2022). Given the sensitivity of the equine
digestive tract and the high prevalence of colic, the
integration of carefully selected phytotherapeutic ingredients

offers a promising, natural approach to supporting digestive
health and efficiency.

4. HERBAL CULTIVATION AREAS IN HUNGARY

The development of medicinal plant cultivation regions in
Hungary can be traced back to the early 20th century. Their
emergence was driven primarily by the increasing consumer
demand and the growing importance of export activities. Key
factors in this development include agroclimatic conditions
(e.g., sunshine duration and suitable temperatures), which are
essential for optimal growth of specific plant species (Panyor,
2012).

Hungary's territory can be divided into six well-defined
medicinal plant cultivation regions (Figure 1.), with a seventh
category representing species that can be successfully
cultivated across the entire country. The regional divisions
established in the early 20th century are as follows:

1. The Western Transdanubian region specialized in
autumn poppy cultivation;

2. The Balaton Uplands;

3. Southern Hungary;

4. The Northern Hungarian Mountains;

5. The Great Hungarian Plain (Alfold);

6. The nationally extensive region for spring poppy
cultivation;

7. Species potentially cultivable throughout the whole
country

Figure 1. Specialized medicinal and aromatic herb
production areas

Source: Panyor,,2012.

In Hungary, the cultivation and wild collection of medicinal
and aromatic plants (MAPs) represent a significant sector
within agriculture, both economically and culturally. The
country is one of the leading producers of medicinal plants in
Europe. According to data from the Hungarian Central
Statistical Office (KSH) and the Medicinal Plant Section of
the Hungarian Chamber of Agriculture (NAK), medicinal
plant production covers approximately 6,000—8,000 hectares
annually, involving over 80 plant species cultivated for
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commercial purposes. In addition, wild collection still plays
an important role, supplying species such as Crataegus,
Sambucus, Hypericum, and Urtica. The cultivation of
medicinal plants is coordinated by the Hungarian Medicinal
Plant Association and Product Council, an organisation
established in 1992 (Czirbus, 2021).

The most commonly cultivated species include chamomile
(Matricaria chamomilla L.), peppermint (Mentha x piperita
L.), lemon balm (Melissa officinalis L.), valerian (Valeriana
officinalis L.), and echinacea (Echinacea purpurea L.). These
medicinal plants are also among the most widely known and
most preferred by domestic consumers (Panyor, 2012).
Hungary is particularly known for its high-quality dried
chamomile flowers, which are exported to Germany, Austria,
and Switzerland.

Despite its longstanding traditions, the sector faces
challenges such as labour shortages, limited mechanization,
and global market competition. Nevertheless, there is
growing interest in organic cultivation and phytotherapy-
related research, which provides new opportunities for
sustainable development (Czirbus, 2021).

It is certainly noteworthy that, in recent years, several
agricultural funding schemes have become available to
support the cultivation of medicinal plants. KAP-RDO1a-
RD12-1-24 "Horticulture — Orchard Establishment and
Support for Medicinal Plant Cultivation"; VP2-4.1.3.3-16
"Modernisation of Horticulture — Development of Medicinal
and Aromatic Plant Production"

5. ECOLOGICAL ASPECTS OF MEDICINAL PLANT
CULTIVATION IN HUNGARY

Hungary offers favorable conditions for cultivating medicinal
plants, with diverse climatic zones, fertile soils, and a
longstanding tradition in herbal medicine (Bernath &
Németh, 2001). In recent decades, however, increasing
attention has been paid not only to the economic and
pharmacological value of medicinal plant species, but also to
the ecological implications of their production systems.

From an ecological perspective, the cultivation of medicinal
plants can contribute positively to agro-biodiversity. Many
species used in phytotherapy are native or naturalized flora,
and their integration into agricultural landscapes helps
maintain genetic diversity and support populations of
pollinators and other beneficial organisms (Schippmann et al.
2002). This is especially true for extensive or low-input
systems, which are more compatible with ecological farming
practices.

Organic cultivation of medicinal plants, free from synthetic
pesticides and mineral fertilizers, plays a crucial role in
preserving soil health and reducing environmental
contamination. Numerous herbal species, such as Melissa
officinalis, Calendula officinalis are well-suited to organic

systems due to their resistance to pests and diseases (Zaki et
al., 2018; Seidler-L.ozykowska et al., 2015). Moreover, the
ecological footprint of herb production is generally smaller
than that of intensive field crops, provided that appropriate
crop rotation and soil conservation practices are applied
(Martin et al., 2023).

However, environmental concerns also arise from the
overharvesting of wild populations, particularly of high-
demand species such as Artemisia absinthium. In Hungary,
although most herbal raw materials are cultivated, wild
collection still plays a role in the supply chain. Unsustainable
harvesting may lead to the decline of vulnerable species and
disrupt native ecosystems (Marcelino et al., 2023).

Climate change further influences the ecological
sustainability of medicinal plant production. Shifting rainfall
patterns and temperature extremes affect the secondary
metabolite content of herbs, which plays a key role in their
therapeutic efficacy (Sharma & Sharma, 2020). This
necessitates both the development of climate-resilient
cultivation techniques and the conservation of plant genetic
resources through seed banks and in situ protection (T6rok et
al., 2011).

In conclusion, the ecological dimension of medicinal plant
production in Hungary is twofold: on the one hand, it offers
opportunities for sustainable agriculture and rural
development; on the other, it presents challenges in resource
management and environmental protection. Strengthening
ecological principles in both wild harvesting and cultivation
practices is essential for the long-term viability of the sector
(Kulcsar et al., 2023).

6. ANALYSIS OF QUESTIONNAIRE DATA ON THE
AWARENESS AND USE OF HERBAL PRODUCTS
AMONG HORSE OWNERS (ORIGINAL RESEARCH)

The purpose of this study was to examine the extent to which
horse owners, whether they own one or multiple animals, use
herbal preparations or blends, in what areas they apply them,
and with what outcomes. A self-developed questionnaire was
used, comprising single-, multiple-, and open-ended items.
The target population comprised horse keepers in Hungary,
who were primarily reached via social media platforms. The
questionnaire ~ was  completed anonymously. The
questionnaire was administered and made freely accessible to
the general public from October 4-14, 2024.

In the first section of the questionnaire, respondents were
asked to provide answers to socio-demographic questions.
This part gathered information on the respondent's gender,
age, highest level of education, place of residence, duration
of involvement with horses, and the intensity of work their
horses were subjected to. The subsequent section focused on
medicinal plants, their use, and perceived effects.
Respondents were asked whether they had previously used
herbal or medicinal plant-based products in horses; for which
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purpose or condition they applied them; how they selected the
appropriate product; whether the use was preventive or aimed
at treating an existing issue; and whether the product was used
as a supplement to pharmaceutical treatment. Further
questions focused on the following aspects: the amount of
money spent on such products, the respondent's general
preference for natural remedies, the brand and form of the
product used, and finally, whether the respondent had been
skeptical about the efficacy of herbal or herbal-based
preparations.

6.1 Demographic and professional background of
respondents

The survey received 104 responses.

A total of 81.9% of the questionnaire respondents were
female and 18.1% were male. This gender distribution aligns
with the growing female presence in the equestrian sector and
reflects a broader trend in the use of herbal medicine, which
has traditionally attracted more interest among women.
Regarding educational background, the majority of
participants held either university/college degree or
completed secondary education (high school), accounting for
68.6% of all respondents.

The geographical distribution of respondents within
Hungary: responses were received from 14 out of 19 counties,
with the highest participation from Zala County, followed
closely by Baranya County.

Participants were also asked about the duration of their
involvement with horses or equestrian activities. Nearly half
of the respondents (47.6%) reported having 11-20 years of
experience. This was followed by those with 6-10 years of
experience (24.3%) and those with over 20 years of
experience (17.5%). Only 10.6% had less than 5 years of
involvement, including a small portion with less than 1 year
of experience.

6.2 Use and Perception of Medicinal Plant Products
Among Equine Owners

The results reveal that 43.7% of participants had used both
medicinal herbal products and herbal blends, while a further
significant proportion used herbal blends alone, indicating a
higher prevalence of their application. The most common
reasons for use (Figure 2) were respiratory and
musculoskeletal issues, followed by digestive and hoof-
related problems. Other areas, such as liver detoxification,
skin, coat, nervous system, immune function, and geriatric
support, were also reported.

Regarding product selection, 42.7% of owners relied on a
veterinary ~ recommendation,  while  others  chose
independently (30.1%) or based on peer advice (22.3%).
Notably, a few respondents used personalized consultations
provided by product brands. The majority of users (74.8%)
used herbal products to manage existing health issues, with

only 25.2% using them preventively. Herbal supplements
were used alongside conventional medical treatments in
39.8% of cases.

Financially, 74.8% of respondents reported spending between
10,000 and 30,000 HUF (per month) on such products, with
some stating they would spend "as much as needed." A strong
preference for plant-based products was evident, with 96.1%
favouring them over alternatives. Among brands, FitoCavallo
and Pacitea were the most frequently used, followed by
TopVet, Biodopp, and Stiefel. A few owners reported using
self-collected herbs or consulting herbalists.

In terms of formulation, 50% of respondents preferred dried
herbs, while powdered forms (22.5%) were also popular.
Other formats included creams, liquids, pellets, syrups, and
tablets.

The final question aimed to assess whether the horse owners
were, had become, or remained skeptical regarding the use of
medicinal plants and herbal-based preparations. The results
indicate that the majority of respondents (65%) held a
positive opinion and continue to do so, while an additional
25.2% reported that, although they were initially skeptical,
their doubts had since been dispelled. Altogether, this
represents 90.2% of respondents expressing overall
satisfaction or acceptance of herbal remedies. Nevertheless, a
portion of participants (8.7%) remained unconvinced about
the benefits of medicinal plants, and a small minority (1%)
reported disappointment with the outcomes of herbal
treatment.

These findings indicate significant interest and confidence in
herbal therapies among horse owners, supported by
increasing veterinary involvement and a trend toward natural
solutions in equine health care, largely based on positive
experiences.

7. DISCUSSION

In agreement with previously published literature, our
findings indicate that certain medicinal plant-based
formulations can be successfully utilised in equine therapy,
either as preventive interventions or for targeted support in
specific disorders. In recent years, interest in herbal and
botanical products has grown markedly not only in human
medicine but also in veterinary applications, including equine
care. According to the results of resent survey, it seems that
most horse owners are familiar with various herbal
preparations, and an increasing proportion actively use them.
The main areas of application include the prevention and
management of respiratory, digestive, and musculoskeletal
problems, with improved nutrient digestibility being
particularly relevant. Enhanced digestion can contribute to
better performance, maintenance of overall health, and a
reduced risk of colic and gastric ulceration (Bartos et al.,
2015).
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Figure 2. The most common reasons for using herbal
supplements (%)

Reproduction and pregnancy [l 3,1
Urinary tract health W 1,1
Circulatory health [HEEEl 3,1
Eye health Il 2.5
Skin and coat condition NNEEEEGEG——— 11,1
Liver functiom and detoxification NN 7,6
Nervous system and behavior I 4,5
Geriatric health IS 59
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Horses possess one of the most sensitive and vulnerable
digestive systems among domesticated livestock species,
necessitating careful attention to feed quality (Bartos et al.,
2015). Colic remains the most common health issue in horses
(Durham, 2009). Our horse related research has emphasized
the improvement of equine digestion through dietary and
phytotherapeutic interventions.

Respiratory health is another critical factor in equine
performance. Modern stable environments often present
multiple risk factors—such as elevated ammonia levels and
airborne particulate matter—that may impair respiratory
efficiency (Ivester et al., 2014). Certain herbs, such as
peppermint (Mentha piperita), fenugreek (Trigonella
foenum-graecum), and anise (Pimpinella anisum), have the
potential to support respiratory function, even in mild cases
of dysfunction, thereby positively influencing performance.

In musculoskeletal care, similar to human medicine, some
medicinal plants may be beneficial for addressing common
conditions such as strains and inflammation. For instance,
comfrey (Symphytum officinale) has shown promise in
promoting soft tissue healing (Staiger, 2012). Moreover,
herbs such as anise, dandelion, and peppermint - also
included in our experiments - have been linked to enhanced
lipid digestion (McKay & Blumberg, 2006; Clare et al.,
2009), which may indirectly benefit hoof health through
improved absorption of fat-soluble vitamins and bioactive
compounds (Feedmark Ltd., 2025).

In the treatment of the respiratory and musculoskeletal
systems, the herbs mentioned were used partly on the basis of
human clinical experience and partly on observations in

animals. Specific equine-targeted experimental evidence is
still limited.

It is evident that medicinal plants can play a valuable role in
equine therapy. To promote knowledge in this field,
educational courses and professional lectures dedicated to
phytotherapy are strongly recommended. Notable examples
include the professional workshop organized in 2005 with the
support of the Hungarian Veterinary Chamber, which focused
on the role of phytotherapy in alternative veterinary practices,
and the launch of the highly regarded university-level
program in Medicinal and Culinary Herb Cultivation.

Hungary offers exceptionally favorable conditions for the
cultivation of medicinal plants, thanks to its diverse climatic
zones, fertile soils, and longstanding traditions in herbal
medicine (Bernath & Németh, 2001). The most commonly
cultivated species include chamomile (Matricaria
chamomilla L.), peppermint (Mentha % piperita L.), lemon
balm (Melissa officinalis L.), valerian (Valeriana officinalis
L.), and echinacea (Echinacea purpurea L.). Hungary is
particularly known for its high-quality dried chamomile
flowers, which are exported to many European countries.

The cultivation of medicinal plants is ecologically important
because it can positively influence agro-biodiversity. Many
species used in phytotherapy are native or naturalized flora,
and their integration into agricultural landscapes helps
maintain genetic diversity and support populations of
pollinators and other beneficial organisms (Schippmann, et
al. 2002; Licata et al., 2022). It is also important to highlight
that medicinal plants are generally suitable for organic
cultivation, which plays a crucial role in preserving soil health
and reducing environmental contamination (Jiang et al.,
2022). Moreover, the ecological footprint of herb production
is typically smaller compared to that of intensive arable crops
(Martin et al., 2023).

Despite their potential, the use of medicinal plants in equine
nutrition requires caution (Poppenga, 2001). The scarcity of
rigorously designed horse-specific trials makes it difficult to
define standardised dosages or predict potential adverse
effects. Professional guidance from veterinarians or certified
phytotherapists is therefore essential, particularly when
herbal supplements are used alongside pharmaceutical
treatments, due to possible interactions.

To reduce the risks of side effects, allergic reactions, or
interactions, further research is necessary to clarify the effects
and safety profiles of specific herbs. Our recent experimental
trials, along with Zs6fia Marton's 2023 publication, may help
raise awareness and support the integration of medicinal
plants into equine healthcare.

Our previously published experiments (Bartos et al., 2015;
Bartos et al., 2023) provide valuable initial data in this field,
demonstrating that herbal preparations can be well accepted
by horses and can measurably improve nutrient digestibility.
These results highlight the potential role of phytotherapeutic
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products in the prevention and management of digestive
disorders in equine medicine and may increase confidence
among both horse owners and veterinarians. Furthermore, the
positive outcomes support the potential inclusion of such
herbal blends in commercial equine feed formulations or
reward-based treats.

It is important to note, however, that only a relatively small
number of horses were available for the above-mentioned
experiments. Therefore, similar studies should ideally be
conducted on larger equine populations. In such studies,
variability due to individual differences could be reduced, and
the positive effects observed in the experiments could be
more robustly supported. However, conducting equine trials
is challenging in most cases due to the limited number of
animals kept at a single facility and the high economic and
intrinsic value of individual horses. This largely explains why
studies involving large horse populations are rarely reported
in the international scientific literature.

The questionnaire survey conducted during this work was
designed to explore horse owners' practices regarding the use
of medicinal plants and is subject to undeniable limitations,
including its voluntary nature and the fact that it was
conducted exclusively within the Hungarian equestrian
community. Nevertheless, the results are noteworthy and
clearly indicate that the use of medicinal plants in horse
husbandry and nutrition may become increasingly significant
in the future. According to international trends, the veterinary
use of medicinal plants is most extensively applied in
gastrointestinal treatments (Rodriguez et al., 2021). In horses,
in addition to their digestion-enhancing applications,
medicinal plants are also widely used for the management of
respiratory and musculoskeletal conditions. Our survey
findings strongly support this observation. The primary
reason for this difference is that, in food-producing livestock,
the digestive system plays the most decisive role in
productivity. Horses, by contrast, are performance animals,
where—beyond digestive efficiency—the proper function of
the respiratory and muscular systems is equally critical.

In summary, in line with international trends (Mona et al.,
2018), the use of medicinal plants in equine healthcare is
becoming increasingly widespread in Hungary, as is their
application in human medicine. These phytotherapeutic
preparations appear particularly effective at enhancing
digestion and alleviating respiratory disorders, and may also
support muscle and hoof health. This growing significance is
reinforced by the results of our own experimental studies and
by survey findings among domestic horse owners. Beyond
their nutritional value, medicinal plants offer ecological and
economic advantages — particularly in regions such as
Hungary, where environmental conditions are favourable for
high-quality cultivation. Nevertheless, the currently available
horse-specific  scientific ~ evidence remains limited,
highlighting the need for further controlled trials to verify
efficacy, optimise dosage protocols, and assess long-term
safety. Strengthening the scientific foundation of equine
phytotherapy would not only increase confidence among
horse owners and veterinarians but also foster the

development of targeted, herb-enriched feeds and
supplements for equine health management.
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