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FIRST AID
During the COVID-19 pandemic it seems prudent to remind ourselves
of some first aid for our horses...

Down/Trapped Horse
Many situations can result in a horse being stuck lying down, or trapped 
in some way. There may well be solid obstacles restricting his 
movement, or he may be injured and unable to stand. While you wait for 
the vet to attend, there are several actions you can take to reduce the 
horse’s distress. BUT, human safety MUST come first, so DO NOT 
attempt to help your horse on your own. We advise you wear hard hats. 
Approach the horse at his back always remembering that his head and 
legs may suddenly struggle dangerously. Talk to him in a low, calm 
voice. Try to undo or remove any tack or rug straps which may 
complicate the situation, though a head collar may be useful if left on. 
Of course, if the horse is cold or wet, blankets and rugs can be laid over 
him (but not fastened) to keep him warm. 
Wrapping a jumper or coat round his 
head as a blindfold might calm him and 
discourage him from struggling. It can 
also protect his eyes from injury.Gently 
pulling backwards on handfuls of his 
mane may be all that is needed to give 
the horse enough room to stand, especi-
ally if he is cast against a stable wall. 
Once the forelimbs and neck have room to swing into position, he will 
usually flex his hindlimbs enough to be able to stand. However, you 
should not be tempted to loop ropes around his legs until a vet arrives 
and can sedate him. In cases of severe entrapment, the fire brigade 
may need to be called. Most will have one or more men trained in 
animal rescue and specialist equipment. It is dangerous to try and 
release a horse’s limbs from, for example a fence or rails, without him 
sedated. Often the obstacle will need to be dismantled around the horse 
to free him. Horses partially submerged in water in a ditch do not tend to 
struggle, but those in dry ditches often do. You will need to keep the 
muzzle out of water as he tires and gets colder, while you sit for help to 
arrive.The majority of down horses walk away afterwards as if nothing 
had happened, but even if you are able to get him up yourselves, a 
check up by a vet is recommended.
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Microchipping Law

Many of your horses will already 
have a microchip, this should be 
noted in their passport. Those who 
have had a passport mark-up & 
application completed after 2009 
will almost certainly have a 
microchip, as that is when it 
became compulsory.  But, older 
horses may not. From this October, 
ALL horses will be legally required 
to have a microchip.The 
government is making the change 
to bring horse ownership in line with 
dog ownership, to try & reduce the 
number of illegal abandonments of 
all equines. All equines will be able 
to be traced to an owner, as all 
chips are registered with the 
Central Equine Database. If you 
think your horse needs a microchip, 
we can scan him & implant one if 
necessary. We will provide the ‘chip 
itself, and we are obliged to register 
them ourselves, online. The cost is 
£24 incl. VAT, and will be most 
economical if combined with a Zone 
Visit (currently £15). The microchip 
barcode sticker will be placed in 
your horse’s passport and the vet 
will sign and date next to it. Your 
breed society may require you to 
send them an updated copy of the 
passport page, for their records.



Choke:
Choke can appear very distressing; horses often appear anxious, cough repeatedly, extend their neck and 
may have frothy discharge and/or food material coming from their nostrils. 
It is important to remember that the term choke is a misnomer, it is 
actually an obstruction of the oesophagus and not the windpipe. Whilst 
it is can be very uncomfortable for the horse, it is rarely serious. If you 
suspect your horse has choke, remove all food and water from them and 
place them in a quiet stable if possible. Call your vet for individual advice; 
most cases will resolve within a short period of time without any treatment. 

Acute, severe lameness:
Sudden onset lameness is a relatively common occurrence and can have many possible causes. When 
first assessing your horse, try to establish the following:

 Which leg/legs are affected?
 Will the horse place the foot on the floor and take weight on the leg?
 Are there any obvious wounds or areas of swelling?
 Are there any objects stuck in the foot? 

     You can also check whether your horse has an increased digital pulse; 
     the easiest place to feel this is at either side of the back of the fetlock 
     joint. A strong, bounding pulse may indicate a foot problem such as 
     laminitis or a foot abscess. Call the vet as soon as you can; whilst waiting 
     for them to arrive it is helpful to wash any mud off the affected leg and 
     pick out the foot. If there is something stuck in the foot (such as a 
     nail), the vet may recommend that you leave it in place as long as it is not 
     stuck out and could be driven deeper in. If you do have to remove a 
     penetrating object from the foot, make sure to note how deep it was 
     embedded and in which direction. As tempting as it may be, do not give 
     your horse any pain relief such as bute or danilon. Giving this before the 
     vets arrival may make it more difficult to assess your horse and limits 
     which injectable medications can then be used.

Breathing difficulty:
Episodes of respiratory distress often occur in horses with a history of equine asthma, but can also 
occasionally happen in horses which have never had any previous respiratory conditions. You may notice 
flared nostrils, an extended neck, cough, increased breathing rate and increased effort, possibly with a 
‘heave line’ where the abdominal muscles are prominent. A horse’s normal resting respiratory rate should 
be 8-16 breaths per minute, you can measure this by timing 
whilst watching your horses chest move or placing a hand in 
front of their nostril to feel their breath.  If your horse has a high 
respiratory rate and is showing signs of difficulty breathing, call 
your vet immediately. If your horse is in a stable, move them 
outside into the fresh air whilst waiting for the vet to arrive. 
Conversely, if you find your horse struggling to breath in the 
field,  particularly if it is a warm day, bring them in to a stable 
free of bedding. Try to keep the environment calm and quiet to 
avoid stress worsening their condition.


