
Epistaxis is a clinical term which simply means 
nose bleeds.  This may be from one or both 
nostrils and can originate anywhere in the 
respiratory system – from the nose and sinuses 
to the lungs. 
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Epistaxis

Causes

A FrActurE oF thE SinuS bonE (Arrow) Following 
hEAd trAumA which prESEntEd with EpiStAxiS

Various causes of  bleeding exist with differing 
degrees of  importance.

Head trauma is the most common cause, 
and may have an associated sinus fracture.

Exercise induced pulmonary haemorrhage 
(EIPH) is commonly found in horses 
exercising intensively (racehorses, 
intermediate/advanced eventers and some 
dressage horses) where small blood vessel 
rupture occurs in the lungs.

Foreign bodies (often twigs) can sometimes 
induce spontaneous bleeds.

Occasionally, infections (sinusitis) will 
damage blood vessels but more usually 
cause both blood and pus to run down the 
nostrils. 

Less often, tumours and growths can occur 
causing recurrent bleeds e.g. ethmoid 
haematoma.

A fungal infection, guttural pouch mycosis 
(GPM) is the most serious cause, potentially 
causing a life-threatening bleed within a 
relatively short period (24 to 72 hours.)  This 
is uncommon in the United Kingdom.

Trauma to the lining of  the nasal cavity 
due to passage of  a stomach tube for the 
treatment or investigation of  choke or colic.

1.

2.

3.

4.

5.

6.

7.

KEY pointS:

bleeding from the nose can start from many places in 
the respiratory tract;

most causes are not life threatening;

diagnosis may require a number of  tests;

treatment may not be necessary and will depend on 
the cause of  the bleeding.
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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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medical conditions

treatment
often not required;
will depend on the 
underlying cause of the 
bleeding;
may occasionally not be 
possible.

Most cases of  epistaxis are a 
‘one-off’ and probably due to minor 
damage inside the nose, like a 
human nose bleed. However, if  there 
is a large amount of  blood produced 
or if  bleeding recurs, you should 
seek advice from your vet.
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investigation:
examination by your vet;
x-rays of the head to look 
for sinusitis, fractures and 
growths;
endoscopy of the nose, 
throat, sinuses, guttural 
pouches and windpipe 
using a long, slim, flexible 
camera;
rarely MRI and CT can be 
used.
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ExErciSE inducEd pulmonArY hAEmorrhAgE cAn prESEnt AS  
blEEding From thE noStrilS Following intEnSE ExErciSE
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