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hoke
Magnetic Resonance
Imaging (MRI)

a relatively common condition seen in horses
es and is typically caused by obstruction of the
gus (food pipe) with food; occasionally a foreign
be involved e.g. wood or plastic. Fortunately
ses of choke resolve quickly and spontaneously
cases in which the obstruction lasts for longer
minutes are likely to require veterinary assistance.
ortant to note that this is not the same as the
atening condition in humans, where the term
refers to blockage of the windpipe rather than the
agus. This difference means that unlike humans,
with choke can still breathe.

MRI technology
First used in horses in the late 1990’s, MRI is now
becoming a commonly available imaging technique
for diagnostic use in equine veterinary medicine.
Initially, MRI was used on horses under general
anaesthesia, as it required the area of interest to be
completely immobile. However, more recently, with
the development
of standing MRI, itAND
is now possible
REGULAR
DENTAL EXAMINATIONS
to
scan
the
horse’s
lower
limb
whilst
the horse is
TREATMENT CAN REDUCE THE RISK OF CHOKE
under sedation. This has made using MRI more
practical on a commercial basis.

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.
HInd fetlock MRI beIng peRfoRMed
undeR standIng sedatIon
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MRI (Magnetic Resonance Imaging) is an
imaging technique that involves placing the
horse within a strong magnetic field. Radio
waves are applied to the area to be examined
and the signal produced is analysed by a
computer to produce an image. The high
tissue contrast achieved allows assessment of
cartilage, ligament, tendons, joint capsule and
bone; all on one image. MRI can image deep
inside structures and in three dimensions so
changes can be found that may not be seen
using other imaging e.g. x-ray. MRI is most
commonly used for lameness investigations.

Indications
for an MRI scan:
•

When nerve blocks have localised the source of
lameness to the lower limb but a diagnosis has
not been achieved by other diagnostic methods
such as x-rays or ultrasound scans;

•

To monitor the progression of healing of an
injury;

•

If a detailed view of the head and neck are
required.
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consIdeRatIons pRIoR to MRI
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WHeRe can an MRI scan be done?

If your horse is insured, check with the
There are a number of centres in the UK, both in
insurance company well in advance of
university and private hospitals, where MRI is available.
the scan. Insurers have varying policies
Machine types very, so individual clinics may have the
Choke is a relatively common condition
seen in horses
regarding MRI scans, so it is important to
facility to scan differing areas of the body.
and
check what cover
youponies
have. and is typically caused by obstruction of the
oesophagus
Shoes will need to be removed,(food
checkpipe) with food; occasionally a foreign
body
be involved
with the clinic first,
but can
it is often
easier to e.g. wood or plastic. Fortunately
have this done before
horse’sresolve quickly and spontaneously
manyarriving.
cases The
of choke
feet will be x-rayed
to check
there are
no
and
only cases
in which
the obstruction lasts for longer
remaining clenches left in the feet. These
than 30 minutes are likely to require veterinary assistance.
can cause a great deal of damage when
It is important
note that this is not the same as the
placed in the magnetic
field of theto
MRI
life-threatening condition in humans, where the term
machine.
“choke”
to blockage of the windpipe rather than the
Many clinics will ask
you to refers
leave your
horse for the day, so
be prepared This
for this.
oesophagus.
difference means that unlike humans,
horses
withof choke
MRI produces a large
amount
imagescan still breathe.
and data. Which takes time to analyse so
do not expect the results straight away.

ical signs:

WHat Is Involved
In tHe pRoceduRe?

culty/repeated attempts at
lowing

ching/arching of the neck

The horse will be admitted to the
hospital and allowed to settle.
Prior to the MRI the horse will be
●
& saliva discharging from the nose
sedated.
oling
The horse is walked into the scanner and
●
nterest in food
the lame
area placed in the magnetic
REGULAR DENTAL EXAMINATIONS
AND
field.
TREATMENT CAN REDUCE THE RISK OF CHOKE
asionally a lump may be seen or felt
Scanning normally takes one to two
●
he left side of the neck.
hours.
KEY POINTS
uspect your horse is suffering from
After recovery from the sedative the
●
is important to prevent your horse
horse will normally be allowed to return
s this will make the blockage
MRIworse
scannIng a fRont
foot
• Don’t
panic! Choke is rarely life-threatening
and
home.
e difficult to clear.
many cases will resolve spontaneously.
The images are read by a specialist and
●
Images
with
struction doesn’t clear quickly
ofreproduced
its
•
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if
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lasts more
results,
whenthan
available, will be reported
kind permission of
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30 minutes and while waiting for the
vet horse’s
remove owner
all
to the
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ht. There are a number of steps
food to prevent your horse eating and worsening
can take to help to confirm and treat
the obstruction
lem.
further information contact your local XLEquine practice:
• Following an episodeFor
of choke it is worth monitoring
and ponies with dental problems
your horse’s respiratory rate (normal <16 breaths/
vent them grinding their food
min) and rectal temperature for several days.
), individuals that bolt their food too
• Arrange regular dental check-ups for your horse
and those fed XLEquine
dry pelleted
or cubed
is a novel and exciting initiative conceived from within
to reduce the risk of choke as a result of a painful
e all at increased
risk. profession made up of independently owned,
the veterinary
progressive veterinary practices located throughout themouth.
United
●

ghing

Kingdom, members of XLEquine are committed to working
together for the benefit of all their clients.
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