An Ounce of Prevention is Worth a Pound of Cure
By William Hess, DVM.
A client of mine had a few horses that ran loose on 130 acres of heavily treeridden land. On this land was barbed wire, and plenty of it. This particular night,
bitterly cold of course, one of the horses never came up for dinner with the rest of
the gang, and it was not till after dusk that the search party began. A couple
hours later, and over a half mile deep into the dark woods, the horse was found
hanging upside down over a creek embankment by barbed wire wrapped around
his left hock. As quickly as they could, they cut him down and into the creek he
fell. They made many attempts at trying to get him up and out of the water, but to
no avail. By the time I arrived, he was in shock, hypothermic and nearly lifeless
from the cold creek water he was lying in, never mind the murky water and mud
into his open hock wound directly into his joint. Only half of his body was actually
in the water, and they had blankets on him long before I arrived.
How would you have handled this? What would you have done to prevent such a
scenario? Let’s recap! As a horse owner, you are well-versed in your horse’s
daily routine and behavior. To applaud, these owners recognized it was out of
character for this horse not to arrive timely for dinner. If you think there is
something wrong, there probably is!
Horses will always find barbed wire on any piece of property. No matter how little
wire there is, or how big the property is. Pastures are constantly changing, and it
is imperative that you continually clean up the mess! Down trees, exposed nails,
broken fence boards, rusty gates, and cluttered farm equipment all pose a
significant risk. As a horse owner, it is necessary that you are always assessing
risk management.
On a positive note, by acting quickly, these owners were able to free him in a
timely fashion. Once free, they tried to remove him from the water knowing that it
would draw his internal heat. With nothing else to do, placing blankets on him
helped maintain his heat.
A professor of mine in veterinary school once stated that a horse wakes up with
only two things on its mind…homicide and suicide. At the time, I believed it to be
purely facetious. Over the course of my profession, I have begun to believe it
wholeheartedly. However, many of my emergencies had the potential to be more
devastating if it had not been for a clients attempt at prevention and timely first
aid and wound management.
Horses are accident prone, and in many instances, preparation and readiness
are essential to a favorable outcome. For any emergency, have a plan. Make
sure you have arrangements for transportation if the situation necessitates it.
Midnight is not the time to realize that plan A; your trailer has a flat tire, and plan

B; your neighbors with the back-up trailer are out of town. Make sure everyone
knows who to call in case of an emergency. Have multiple numbers on your call
list. Make sure whoever is going to transport knows the directions to the hospital
or referral center. Wasted time can be our most crucial mistake. Be sure you
have a proper first aid kit that is easily accessible and only used for emergency
purposes. When you need it most seems to be the only time you don’t have
what you need!
On a final note, prevention absolutely applies to our own safety and well being. I
have treated many client wounds and even splinted a client’s fracture from
instances that could have been avoided. Horses have a tendency to behave
differently when they are traumatized or in pain. Always approach an injured
horse with caution. Down horses should only be approached from the withers
side only, never on the side of the legs. Be calm and quiet, and assess your risks
before putting yourself in harms way.
First Aid Kits
First aid kits should be labeled and readily available. At a minimum, items should
include:
Flashlight
Scissors and/or wire cutters
Thermometer
Objects for splinting or stabilizing fractures
Triple antibiotic ointment
Betadine or chlorhexidine soap
Banamine™ and/or Bute™
Vetwrap™
Non-adhesive bandages
Roll cotton
Latex gloves
Clean towels
If something is used, it must always be replaced immediately. Those that trail ride
should carry a portable first aid kit with a few necessities in a saddle bag. All
horse trailers or hauling vehicles should contain a well stocked first aid kit.
Wound Management
Wounds can certainly be deceiving. The smallest and least unsightly of wounds
can at times have a grim or monumental impact. Location! Location! Location!
Notify a veterinarian of any wounds that possibly involve joints, tendons, or eyes.
Location and cleanliness has much to do with prognosis. Wounds that involve the
eye lids or cause trauma to the eye itself can be quite precarious. It is necessary
that a veterinarian examine wounds of this nature. Puncture wounds have a
tendency to develop infection without the ability to drain well. These wounds will
prematurely close or heal externally trapping bacteria within. The result is

abscessation. For these wounds, use a syringe with a weak betadine solution
and water to flush or lavage the site.
Acting in a timely fashion with good aseptic technique will increase your chances
of a favorable outcome. Calm down! Stop the bleeding! For heavy bleeds, apply
a pressure bandage consisting of a large amount of cotton snuggly wrapped over
the wound to slow or stop the amount of blood loss. Do not hesitate and call your
local veterinarian. If the bleeding soaks through the bandage, never remove and
replace. Always add more to the site. Be sure not to remove the pressure
bandage before the veterinarian arrives. Never remove an object of impalement.
A common mistake is to reactively pull nails that have become embedded in the
sole of a hoof. Let them be till the veterinarian arrives.
Once the hemorrhage is controlled, assess the level of damage. Scan the entire
horse for any and all wounds. Take note of location, depth, and appearance of
each wound. For minor wounds, cold hose the sites and scrub with a mild soap,
such as Dove, Ivory, or Dawn liquid soap. Once the site is clean, apply clean or
sterile bandages daily. Consult your veterinarian if heat, pain, discharge, and
swelling at the site continues to worsen despite your efforts.
Consult Your Vet If:
Bleeding is difficult to manage
Impalement by any foreign object
Lameness develops
Significant change in attitude
Eye injuries of any degree
Symptoms of colic and/or founder
The horse develops a fever
Innappetance
As a horse owner, your relationship with a veterinarian should stem much further
than just help when you cannot do it yourself. If you see something out of the
ordinary or are concerned, let your veterinarian know. Waiting to see if it resolves
in many instances only makes it harder and more costly to fix.
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