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Donkey: Hyperlipaemia

Clinical signs of 
Hyperlipaemia:

refusal of  feed, depression and lethargy;

mucus-covered, dry dropping balls and 
halitosis (bad breath);

congestion and reddening of  the 
mucous membranes (gums) and 
increased heart and respiratory rates as 
the condition progresses;

unsteadiness on the feet followed by 
collapse and death (due to organ 
failure);  

The clinical presentation may be complicated 
by signs associated with other diseases 
such as liver or kidney failure.
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Fact Sheet

DIAGNOSIS

A proportion of  hyperlipaemia cases have 
characteristically cloudy blood samples due to 
high triglyceride (fat) levels in the circulation.

Blood analysis should be performed in all 
cases to assess the severity of  the disease and 
should also be used to assess organ (liver and 
kidney) function, hydration status, metabolic 
disease and white blood cell counts

Key POINtS

Hyperlipaemia is associated with a high mortality 
rate and therefore early recognition is essential. 

Occurs when the body’s energy supplies are 
limited or nutritional demands are increased, 
coupled with insulin resistance (donkeys and 
ponies are inherently insulin-resistant). 

Any donkey that goes off  their feed and is dull and 
lethargic should be assessed for hyperlipaemia.

Risk factors include obesity, stress, increasing 
age, gender (mares more susceptible), pregnancy 
& lactation, concurrent disease.  

Treatment should be rapidly instigated. Mildly 
affected cases may be managed with feed and 
oral drenches. More severe cases may require 
intensive care, including feeding via a stomach 
tube and intravenous fluids.
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Donkeys (and small pony breeds) are at particularly high risk of 
developing hyperlipaemia - abnormally high levels of triglycerides 
(fat) circulating within the blood. This occurs when the body’s 
energy supplies are limited (e.g. off feed) or nutritional demands 
are increased (e.g. pregnancy, disease) coupled with a metabolic 
abnormality called insulin resistance (donkeys are inherently 
insulin resistant). Hyperlipaemia can be a primary condition or 
secondary to anything which causes a donkey to go off its food.

Hyperlipaemia is associated with a high mortality (death) rate 
due to organ failure and therefore recognition of ‘at risk’ animals 
is essential. Prompt and aggressive intensive care treatment 
of affected animals is essential to optimise their chances of 
survival.  

ClOuDy Serum IN A 
blOOD SAmPle (Due tO 

HIGH FAt levelS) IS A 
CHArACterIStIC SIGN.
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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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treatment
Any underlying illness or disease 
should also be treated.  

Reduce energy demands and stress: 
Keep companions close by, wean 
foals from lactating mares. 

Nutritional support: All donkeys 
should be offered highly palatable, 
high energy feeds including freshly 
cut grass. Feeding together with 
drenching with glucose solution 
(100g glucose powder) 3-4 times 
daily may be sufficient to correct 
mildly affected cases.  
More severely affected cases and 
those refusing feed need to be fed 
via a stomach tube passed up the 
nose and into the stomach, using 
a combination of  warm water, 
electrolytes, glucose powder, and 
Ready Brek®. 

Fluid therapy either by stomach tube 
or, in the more severely affected 
cases, by intravenous drip is 
important to maintain hydration. 

Anti-inflammatory medication, anti-
ulcer medication, multivitamins and 
anabolic steroids may also be given 
dependent upon the individual case. 
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StreSS e.G. SePArAtION ANxIety,  
CAN be A trIGGer FACtOr

reGulAr DeNtAl exAmINAtIONS wIll HelP PreveNt
DeNtAl DISeASe wHICH CAN be A rISK FACtOr

PreveNtION

Prevention is certainly better than cure. Be aware of  
the risk factors and take steps to ensure that these are 
minimised or avoided where possible e.g. keep up to date 
with preventative dentistry treatments, manage gradual 
weight loss for obese donkeys and ensure that the correct 
type and quantity of  feed is being provided.

risk factors for Hyperlipaemia:
another underlying disease e.g. Cushing’s disease

rapid weight loss

dental disease

increasing age (hyperlipaemia is uncommon in 
donkeys < 18 months)

stress e.g. transport, management changes, 
separation anxiety

feeding concentrates

pregnancy and lactation

obesity

cardboard bedding.
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Many XLEquine practices regularly liaise with The Donkey 
Sanctuary with regard to treatment and management of  
donkeys. XLEquine would like to acknowledge the work they do 
to transform the quality of  life of  donkeys in the UK and abroad. 
The Donkey Sanctuary is a charity that will never turn away from 
a donkey in need. They rely on donations to continue providing 
for donkeys and mules worldwide.

www.thedonkeysanctuary.org.uk
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