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Urticaria is one of the most commonly 
encountered skin diseases in horses. It is an 
allergic reaction manifested in the appearance 
of soft raised skin nodules or plaques. It tends 
to be seasonal with the highest incidence 
occurring in the late spring or summer months.

Clinical signs 
The signs of  urticaria are the sudden 
appearance of  soft nodules or raised 
doughnut-shaped areas over part, or most, 
of  the horse’s skin. If  severe they can ooze a 
clear liquid called serum.

They are occasionally itchy but are not 
normally painful. 

The horse is unaware of  its dramatic 
appearance as otherwise its health is normal. 
If  the horse becomes irritated by the disease 
then veterinary attention should be sought.

The areas affected are usually of  cosmetic 
significance only and will usually resolve within 
a few days. Some cases may take up to a 
fortnight, or occasionally longer.

There may be a history of  recent changes 
in the diet, environment or in management 
regimes.

Many causes have been implicated such as 
pollen, fly bites, stings, certain diets (often 
cereal based) or drug administration.

Physical factors can also trigger urticaria such 
as temperature extremes, intense exercise, 
stress or physical pressure.
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Key points:

THeSe SwelliNgS USUally appeaR SUddeNly 
aNd NoRmally coveR aReaS oveR THe Neck 

aNd FlaNkS bUT caN appeaR oveR moST oF THe 
HoRSe’S body

disease occurs following exposure to 
an allergen (the substance to which 
the horse is allergic);

usually only of cosmetic significance;

may resolve spontaneously following 
change in the environment, diet or 
management;

treatment with steroid injection is 
often necessary;

likely to reoccur as the cause (allergen) 
may be difficult to pinpoint.
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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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medical conditions

prevention

The causal allergen may be difficult or impossible 
to pinpoint.

It can be encountered through inhalation, ingestion 
or contact.

If  the allergen is known, then excluding this from 
the environment or diet will be helpful.

Drugs which provide a trigger should be avoided.

Some causes are physical such as extremes in 
heat or cold, stress or severe exercise and these 
are more difficult to control.

Fly repellents or fly rugs may be useful.

Certain cereal based diets may be best avoided.

Reducing stress can be helpful.

Detailed examination of  the horse’s recent history 
can be useful for identifying the allergen and its 
future avoidance.
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treatment 
If  the allergen has been identified then removal would 
be the ideal treatment.

If  the allergen is unknown then changing the 
environment, management or diet may cause the 
condition to resolve.

A skin biopsy will confirm the condition but will not 
identify the allergen.

If  seasonal, and fly bites or stings are the cause, then 
fly repellents and rugs should be considered.

Symptomatic treatment of  locally affected areas 
with mild antiseptic solutions and the application of  
corticosteroid and antibiotic creams may be useful.

If  severe a steroid 
by injection or 
in feed may be 
required. 

Skin patch testing 
can be helpful 
in identifying the 
allergy and then 
a desensitising 
programme can 
be instigated. 
Blood tests are 
fairly unreliable. 

Antihistamines 
can occasionally 
be useful.
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