
Wounds are very common injuries in equines and it 
is vital for the horse owner to be able to evaluate the 
severity of a cut.  Some wounds can be managed 
without veterinary assistance but many will require 
professional attention.  It may be possible to provide 
important first aid before the vet arrives.
Innocuous-looking wounds can be the most dangerous, 
so if you are in any doubt as to the significance of a 
wound it is best to contact your vet for advice.

First aid kit essentials:

antiseptic solution 
e.g. chlorhexidine to 
be used as a very 
dilute solution
antiseptic cream
sterile saline 
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sterile non-adherent 
dressings
cotton wool
bandages
sticky tape
scissors
thermometer.
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What should I do if….
the wound is  
bleeding heavily? 
Apply a dressing to the wound and apply 
several layers of cotton wool or gamgee, 
then bandage as tightly as possible.  In an 
emergency, tail or exercise bandages can 
be used, but always put padding underneath 
them.  If blood seeps through the bandage, 
apply more layers very firmly.  Even arterial 
bleeding can usually be stemmed like this. 
For wounds in areas that can’t be bandaged, 
maintain firm hand pressure over the wound 
using clean padding. Call the vet to attend as 
soon as possible to provide further treatment.

the horse is very lame? 
If the horse will not place any weight on the 
limb at all, leave it where it is in case there 
is a fracture underneath the wound.  If the 
horse is able to walk, very slowly move it 
to a clean yard or stable if possible.  Your 
vet should always be called if the horse is 
obviously lame and has a wound in case a 
joint or tendon sheath infection is present.

there is something  
in the wound? 
If a foreign body is visible in the wound, leave 
it in place if at all possible and call the vet to 
attend.  This may help your vet to evaluate 
the damage and it may be dangerous, to 
yourself and the horse, to remove it. 
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Choke is a relatively common condition seen in horses 
and ponies and is typically caused by obstruction of the 
oesophagus (food pipe) with food; occasionally a foreign 
body can be involved e.g. wood or plastic. Fortunately 
many cases of choke resolve quickly and spontaneously 
and only cases in which the obstruction lasts for longer 
than 30 minutes are likely to require veterinary assistance. 
It is important to note that this is not the same as the 
life-threatening condition in humans, where the term 
“choke” refers to blockage of the windpipe rather than the 
oesophagus. This difference means that unlike humans, 
horses with choke can still breathe.

Choke

KEY POINTS

Don’t panic! Choke is rarely life-threatening and 
many cases will resolve spontaneously. 

Seek veterinary advice if  the choke lasts more than 
30 minutes and while waiting for the vet remove all 
food to prevent your horse eating and worsening 
the obstruction

Following an episode of  choke it is worth monitoring 
your horse’s respiratory rate (normal <16 breaths/
min) and rectal temperature for several days.

Arrange regular dental check-ups for your horse 
to reduce the risk of  choke as a result of  a painful 
mouth.
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•

•

•

Clinical signs:
difficulty/repeated attempts at 
swallowing

stretching/arching of  the neck

coughing

food & saliva discharging from the nose

drooling

disinterest in food

occasionally a lump may be seen or felt 
on the left side of  the neck.

If  you suspect your horse is suffering from 
choke it is important to prevent your horse 
eating as this will make the blockage worse 
and more difficult to clear.

If  the obstruction doesn’t clear quickly of  its 
own accord then veterinary assistance must 
be sought. There are a number of  steps 
your vet can take to help to confirm and treat 
the problem.

Horses and ponies with dental problems 
(that prevent them grinding their food 
properly), individuals that bolt their food too 
quickly and those fed dry pelleted or cubed 
feeds are all at increased risk.
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First Aid treatment 
of a wound

Check if the horse is lame.  If it is, call your vet.

Clean the wound gently.  Gross contamination 
(such as with mud) can be hosed with water on 
a low pressure.  Dirty wounds can be cleaned 
with a very dilute antiseptic solution.  Small 
clean wounds can be flushed with sterile saline.  
Trim any long hair from around the wound.

Check if the wound is over a joint or tendon 
sheath.  Puncture wounds into these structures 
can be disastrous if not treated within 24-48 
hours so if in any doubt call your vet.  Clear fluid 
trickling from a wound over a joint could be joint 
fluid.

Decide if the wound requires veterinary 
attention (e.g. for severe bleeding, suturing, 
puncture wounds, lameness, etc.).

Apply a sterile non-adherent dressing to the 
wound.  Follow with cotton wool or gamgee, 
then elastic bandage.  Always ensure there is 
sufficient padding and that a finger can easily 
be inserted under the bandage. Sticky pads are 
available to cover wounds on areas which can’t 
be bandaged. 
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wounds over joints require urgent 
veterinary treatment to prevent an 

incurable septic joint inFection

Wound healing
Wounds can heal either by primary or secondary 
intention.

Primary intention: this means that the wound 
edges are sutured (stitched) or stapled together.  
This is only possible with clean, fresh wounds 
in some areas of the body.  The final result is 
usually neat and healing is often quicker

•

Secondary intention: this means that the 
wound heals without the benefit of stitches or 
staples but forms granulation tissue instead, 
before the skin grows over the top.  Granulation 
tissue is pink, bleeds easily and produces a 
film of yellowish fluid.  These wounds often 
take longer to heal and may form ‘proud flesh’ 
(excessive granulation tissue).  Unfortunately, 
most wounds on the lower limbs of horses 
have to heal by secondary intention because 
the lack of elasticity in the skin makes it difficult 
for the wound edges to come together. 

•

          secondary intention healing
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