
Horses’ eyes are easily damaged as their 
position on the head means they are at risk 
when the horse grazes near hedges or brushes 
past trees.  

A painful eye in the horse is a veterinary 
emergency.  Most conditions are easily treated 
but if untreated severe disease can occur which 
may threaten the horse’s sight in the future.  

SHEATH PROBLEMS
SUMMARY

Swollen, half  shut eyes with 
excessive tearing and blinking are 
very painful.

Treatment of  a painful eye is 
classed as a veterinary emergency.

Most corneal ulcers are easily 
treated and should heal within a 
short time period.

Inflammation of  the eyeball is 
treatable but can result in repeated 
flare ups and occasionally even a 
permanently painful, blind eye.

Some conditions may require 
urgent referral to a specialist 
centre. 
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Signs and investigation
A painful eye will usually have swollen eyelids, drooping eyelashes, 
excessive tearing and blinking.  Occasionally there will be obvious 
problems, perhaps a foreign body, such as a thorn, stuck into the eye.   

Horses have a very strong blink reflex, so the vet may need to sedate 
the horse and desensitise the upper eyelid to fully examine the eye.  

Initially, the bony structures around the eye will be examined for any 
obvious fractures.  The upper, lower and third eyelids will then be 
checked for foreign bodies, such as hay seeds, stuck underneath.  
Any obvious wounds, lacerations or foreign bodies on the eye surface 
(cornea) will be noted and the inside of  the eye will be checked for 
inflammation (seen as cloudiness) or problems at the back of  the eye.  
This examination will require a good torch and an ophthalmoscope.  

The vet will then usually apply a fluorescent stain to check for damage 
to the cornea.  Any areas of  damage will stain fluorescent green and 
these are called ulcers.  

Any wounds around the eyelids should be examined and stitched if  
possible.  
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Acute Eye injuries
and diseases
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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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DiffiCult Cases
It is very important to ensure that the horse is receiving the 
prescibed medication as treatment failure can result in loss of 
sight or even necessitate removing the eye.  Despite our best 
efforts, some horses with severe uveitis flare ups will need to 
have their eye removed for their welfare.

If it is very difficult to put in eyedrops, then a subpalpebral 
lavage system can be inserted.  This is a tube that carries 
medication to the eye surface from the withers area, meaning 
treatment can be continued without touching the horse’s head

diseases and 
Treatments

The most common painful eye 
conditions are corneal ulcers and 
uveitis.  

Corneal ulcers or scratches are 
easily diagnosed using fluorescent 
green stain. These must be treated 
urgently as they can become 
severely infected and result in the 
cornea ‘melting’ away and the 
eye rupturing.  Treatment usually 
requires antibiotic eye drops and 
serum eye drops to encourage 
healing and prevent ‘melting’.  The 
horse will usually be given anti-
inflammatory drugs for pain relief.  
Treatment for corneal ulcers is 
relatively inexpensive and usually 
results in a complete cure within a 
week or two.   

Uveitis is inflammation of  (usually) 
the internal part of  the eye which 
causes intense pain. The pupil 
becomes smaller and usually there 
is cloudiness in the cornea or front 
of  the eye. Uveitis can occur after 
corneal ulceration but is more often 
an immune response. This means 
that uveitis can recur and each 
episode may cause more severe 
changes to the horse’s eye, such 
as cataracts or a permanently 
shrunken pupil. Treatment involves 
steroid eye drops, atropine eye 
drops to open the pupil and  
injectable or in feed pain killer anti-
inflammatories. It is vital to check 
for corneal damage before starting 
steroid eye drops as these can 
worsen ulcers.  

If  there is a foreign body stuck into 
the eye itself, or a deep cut to the 
cornea, urgent surgical treatment 
may be required.
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an inflaMeD Cornea with a sub-palpebral  
lavage systeM in the lower eyeliD

applying eye ointMent to a horse’s eye 

Medical conditions
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