
How often should I clean the sheath?
This will vary from horse to horse but, on average, every two to four 
weeks should be sufficient.

Overcleaning should be avoided otherwise the normal bacteria are 
removed allowing fungal overgrowth to take place – a cursory wash is all 
that is required in most cases.

Smegma can build up leading to discomfort, swelling or infection.  

Smegma build up is more 
common in the winter, 
especially if  a horse is 
overweight as fat is partly 
stored in the sheath.  

Older geldings frequently 
have mildly swollen sheaths 
in the winter as they move 
around less and circulation 
in the sheath becomes 
poorer in the cold weather.

The sheath can be safely 
cleaned by standing next 
to the elbow of  the horse 
and gently wiping inside 
the sheath with a warm wet 
sponge. 

If  the horse resents this 
procedure, a useful 
alternative is to smear KY 
Jelly inside the sheath 
which will loosen the 
smegma flakes.
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The sheath of a gelding or stallion protects the 
penis when it is not extruded for urination or 
breeding. A wax-like substance called smegma 
is produced by the inside of the sheath to help to 
maintain healthy skin in this area and to make it 
easier for the penis to be extruded or withdrawn.

The sheaths of geldings 
tend to ‘stagnate’ a 
little as they do not use 
the penis as often as a 
stallion might.

proprietary sheath cleaning 
fluid

luke warm water

KY jelly

do not use any antiseptic 
such as Hibiscrub® as 
this will remove the natural 
bacteria.
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a clean PenIS and SHeatH
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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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REGULAR DENTAL EXAMINATIONS AND  
TREATMENT CAN REDUCE THE RISK OF CHOKE
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XLEquine Gelding Sheath care

General care

A ‘bean’ or ‘pea’ is a build-up of  
smegma in the urethral fossa, 
a small cavity in the tip of  the 
penis. This can be painful and 
irritating – sedation may be 
necessary to allow its removal.

Fungal or bacterial infections 
can cause pus to build up 
within the inside of  the sheath.

Melanomas or other tumours of  
the penis and sheath become 
more common as the horse 
gets older.
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SHeatH PRoBleMS

‘Bean’ In uRetHRal FoSSa aFteR ‘Bean’ ReMoval

What other problems may occur within the sheath?

When do I need to  
call my vet?

If  your horse’s sheath is enlarged and does not 
reduce with cleaning and exercise.

If  you notice a discharge or smell from the sheath.

If  there are any growths on the penis or sheath.

If  your horse is having difficulty urinating or appears 
to be painful around the sheath.
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PenIS WItH noRMal coatInG oF SMeGMa

SeveRely InFected SHeatH

DisCharGe on inner thiGh from Dirty sheath
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