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Foot abscesses
At this time of year, as the ground starts to get wet and muddy, we frequently see foot abscesses as a 
cause of lameness. An abscess develops when bacteria enter the foot through a hoof crack, up the white 
line or along the path of a shoe nail, and a pocket of pus develops between the sensitive laminae and the 
hoof wall or sole. A wet environment softens the foot and makes it easier for bacteria to gain access.

Many horses will show a sudden onset, severe lameness, usually in one leg. They may have a hot hoof 
and the digital pulse (best found by placing your fingers either side of the back of the fetlock) is usually very 
strong. In some cases, there may be swelling of the lower limb or pus draining from the coronary band. 
Your vet will use these signs along with a thorough examination of the foot and the use of hoof testers both 
to diagnose and locate an abscess. 

The only way a foot abscess will resolve is if drainage is created to release the pressure. Some abscesses 
will rupture on their own, occasionally through the coronary band or heel bulbs, but most will require the 
foot to be pared with hoof knives and a small hole made for the pus to escape through. The shoe will need 
to be removed to ensure that this is done thoroughly. Sometimes it is not possible to establish drainage at 
the first visit, and your vet may instruct you to regularly poultice the foot using warm water in order to soften 
the hoof horn and encourage the abscess to burst. Poulticing is continued for 5-7 days in all cases to help 
draw out any remaining pus and protect the defect in the foot. Box rest is recommended at this time to keep 
the foot dry and lower the risk of the horse pulling the poultice off. Antibiotics are rarely helpful in 
uncomplicated foot abscesses as they are not good at penetrating the hoof capsule; however they will 
sometimes be prescribed if a concurrent infection (such as cellulitis) is present or if the vet is concerned 
that the pedal bone may be involved.

Recurrent foot abscesses can be a sign of an underlying problem, 
such as chronic laminitis, a growth within the foot called a 
keratoma or deep infection within the pedal bone. In these 
cases, the vet may advise xraying the foot so that appropriate 
treatment can be undertaken. The good news is that these 
incidences are in the minority, and the majority of foot abscesses 
we see are straightforward to treat with no lasting effects.

Good farriery is essential in preventing abscesses from developing 
in the first place, as cracked or overgrown hooves are much 
more susceptible. Some horses naturally have poor quality hoof 
horn and may benefit from a supplement containing biotin, zinc 
and methionine. Avoiding long periods spent in very muddy or dirty 
conditions wherever possible and thoroughly picking out your 
horses feet as soon as they are brought in from the field will also 
reduce the risk of an abscess developing.



USE WINTER WISELY!

Consider the wild horses of the world. They do not tend to suffer with obesity and all the conditions 
associated with it (eg. laminitis, hyperinsulinaemia). This is because any weight they might have gained 
during the summer grazing will be lost as they utilise body fat to stay warm during the winter. Horses have 
evolved over millennia to use this natural cycle of weight loss and gain to stay healthy.

But we mollycoddle our horses! We tend to imprint our human feelings and experiences onto them. We feel 
sorry for them when we feel cold, and it is tempting to spoil them. We don’t like to see them lose weight in 
winter, so with every summer weight gain, our horses are getting fatter and fatter year on year. Research 
shows that we owners are rather poor at recognizing when our horse is overweight. A conversation with a 
North West Equine Vet might be a good place to start. Instead of being offended if we are told our horse is 
overweight, we should use the information to take charge of the situation. We are responsible for our horse’s 
health, and we control his calorie intake and usage.

It is very difficult indeed to encourage weight loss during summer by diet alone. Winter, however, gives us 
the perfect opportunity to get some weight off our horses gradually. The following advice is aimed at healthy 
horses with no underlying conditions. The very young, the very old, the pregnant or the nursing mares, may 
well need to maintain weight through winter.

RUGS. Most domestic horses in light work do not ‘need’ a rug at all. They are waterproof and warm with a 
full winter coat of hair. Horses do not have to burn calories to maintain their core body temperature until the 
outside temperature reaches 0c. Compare this to humans, who, left naked, would start to use energy to stay 
warm if the temperature dropped below 20c. In very wet and windy conditions, a no-fill rug will keep your 
horse clean and dry. 
Clipped horses do need a rug to provide the insulation that the long hair coat would have done. But to 
achieve weight loss, remember they need to burn more calories to stay warm.

FORAGE. Fibre is what horses have evolved to eat. Their specialised gastro-intestinal system is designed 
to provide them with all the nutrition and minerals they need, from grass and shrubs alone. But grass quality 
drops significantly during winter, and many horses have little or no access to it due to yard restrictions. We 
must judge the amount of extra forage we need to provide to keep the hind gut working. As we are wanting 
our horses to lose weight though, remember to wait until they actually are losing it before providing extra 
winter rations.

HAY NETS. The smaller portions of hay we are using when dieting our horses can be fed in a small-holed 
net. This helps many horses eat more slowly, especially overnight. The gut stays healthy, and the horse is 
kept occupied.

HARD FEED. If we are honest with ourselves, most of our horses are in only light to moderate work. Their 
energy and nutritional needs can be met with forage alone. A vitamin and mineral lick can be provided. If our 
horse lacks the energy he needs for the work we are asking him to do, then we can add in hard feed.
If the weather turns very cold for a prolonged period, extra rations of hay are much more beneficial than extra 
hard feed. The horse’s specialised hind gut ferments grass and forage, creating energy in the process, and 
providing a very efficient internal ‘central heating’. Hard feeds are digested in the small intestine, with no 
fermentation process, and therefore no heat production.

AIM TO SEE THE RIBS! We should be aiming to see our horse’s ribs at the end of winter. The general 
perception of what is a healthy weight for a horse needs to change. We must teach ourselves to perform body 
condition scoring on our horses. We must remember that horses are not big humans. They do not feel cold 
when we do, they are not designed to eat starch and sugar, and they evolved to walk many, many miles a day. 
They have very different needs and, and we are responsible for providing them with as close to a natural, wild 
existence as we can.

EMBRACE WINTER AND USE IT WISELY TO KEEP YOUR HORSE HEALTHY!
 


