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The importance of
advanced preparation

It can be useful to leave a plan of your arrangements with your yard owner or temporary carer,
so that if you are unavailable in an emergency situation, your wishes can still be respected.

Methods of euthanasia
Once the decision has been made to euthanase, it is
important to consider the method you would prefer. There
are two forms of humane destruction commonly available
for horses; by injection or using a gun.
Both provide a quick, painless death for the horse and
the decision of which to use is based on the owner’s
preference, the body disposal method and the cost.
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Humane killer pistol – can be performed by a
veterinary surgeon, a hunt kennelman or a licensed
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training and hold a current firearms licence.
• Don’t panic!
Choke is rarely life-threatening and
(Note: Depending on the individual horse, an injectable sedation may be given
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cases
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before either procedure but this can only be carried out by a veterinary surgeon.)
●

•

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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Making the decision
In an emergency situation (e.g. an irreparable broken leg),
the decision to euthanase your horse may need to be made
quickly in the interests of welfare with little choice in the
method or location.
However, in the non-emergency situation, the decision is
often reached following a period of deterioration due to old
age, illness or injury. In these circumstances, it can be very
difficult to decide when an end point has been reached. It
is therefore important to take time to consider the situation
carefully and ensure the best decision is reached for your
horse.
It can be helpful to discuss this with your vet who will be able
to provide a sympathetic, informed opinion of your horse’s
condition, as well as practical answers to your questions.

Possible reactions
It is important to be aware that, while the horse will be
unconscious almost instantly and so will not experience any
distress or pain, some involuntary reactions can occur which
may be unexpected, or distressing to the owner. These can
include:
●

a sudden and/or uncoordinated collapse to the floor – this
can be especially pronounced if a gun is used;

●

twitching muscles, limb movements or sudden air intake;

●

considerable blood loss from the nose and bullet hole if a
firearm is used;

●

the eyes usually remain open in death and the heart may
beat for several minutes after euthanasia.
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after the procedure
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If you have any questions regarding the
information in this factsheet, please contact your
local XLVets Equine practice. Further information
can also be found on the British Equine Veterinary
Don’t panic! Choke is rarely life-threatening and
Association (www.beva.org.uk) and World Horse
many cases will resolve spontaneously.
Welfare website (www.worldhorsewelfare.org).
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
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•
•
•

For further information contact your local XLEquine practice:

Following an episode of choke it is worth monitoring
your horse’s respiratory rate (normal <16 breaths/
min) and rectal temperature for several days.
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