IN CASE OF EMERGENCY
Written by Melinda Roche, DVM for The Progressive Rancher magazine 2007
Sooner or later, if you own horses, you’re going to have an emergency.  It is well known that the only way to avoid a wreck with horses is not to have them.  But what fun would that be?  Therefore, it’s always a good idea to be prepared and have a plan of action, in case of emergency.

The first step to recognizing a problem is, knowing what is normal for your horse.  Be familiar with your horses eating and drinking habits as well as consistency of manure.  Be aware of normal behaviors that your horse exhibits.  Deviations from these daily normal values should be noted and observed more closely.  It is also a good idea to know how to take vitals signs on your horse.  Parameters such as temperature, heart rate, respiratory rate, gastrointestinal sounds, hydration status and gum color can be very important information to help you and your veterinarian decide if you have a true emergency situation.

Have your veterinarian show you how to accurately get these values.  The temperature is taken rectally with either a mercury or digital thermometer.  I prefer a digital because it is easier, quicker and less likely to get sucked up.  The thermometer should be placed at least an inch or two into the rectum and angled slightly so as to contact the internal surface and not manure.  Normal temperature in a horse is 98-101 degrees F.  Temperatures over 101.3 degrees in adult horses are considered fevers.  Neonatal foal temperatures can be normal up to 102 degrees.  The heart rate is taken either with a stethoscope on the left side of the chest behind the elbow or by pulse rate from a peripheral artery.  Listen or feel for 15 seconds, then multiply by 4.  Or listen for a full minute. A horse’s normal heart rate is 28-44 beats per minute, depending on conditioning.  The respiratory rate is taken by observing the chest wall or nostril flare.  This should be done by watching for 1 minute.  Most horses, at rest, have rates of 12-16 breaths per minute.  Gastrointestinal sounds are taken by listening to the abdomen in 4 areas with a stethoscope.  Normal horses have 1-2 rolling sounds per minute in each quadrant.  Hydration is assessed by gum moisture, refill time on the gums and skin tent over the shoulder.  This is done by pinching the skin over the point of the shoulder.  The skin should fall back quickly.  The skin on the neck has variable elasticity and often tents in normal horses.  Gum color should be pink.  It is a good idea to practice taking vital signs when your horse is feeling fine.  Knowing your horse’s normal values will help you determine if something is wrong.  If your horse appears to be sick, uncomfortable, or off feed, and these values are abnormal, call and discuss the situation with your vet.
It is always a good idea to have a first aid kit stocked and available.  These items can be readily obtained from your veterinarian and supply store.  Have enough materials on hand to wrap two legs and treat two horses.  Ask your veterinarian for medications to use in case of emergency.  It is important to have them on hand but I do not recommend giving them until you have spoken with your vet about the problem.  Keep the items in one portable container such as a toolbox, plastic container or tote bag.  If you travel a lot, it is a good idea to have one in the trailer and one in the barn, to avoid forgetting to load it.

The next step is, knowing when a problem needs immediate attention or if it can wait for a more convenient time.  A horse that is frequently getting up and down, pawing, restless, not eating, rolling or thrashing, can be experiencing colic which is an emergency.  If the horse is going down try to keep them walking, but not to the point of exhaustion.  If they are lying quiet, let them lay and call your veterinarian immediately for instructions.  Horses that exhibit severe pain after being worked or have discolored urine, may be experiencing exertional rhabdomyolysis (tying up), this is also an emergency.  Also considered emergencies are wounds that are bleeding profusely, have large pieces of tissue protruding from them or have exposed joints.  Injuries involving the eye should also be taken care of rapidly.
Problems that need to be seen soon, but not necessarily immediately are; horses off feed but not exhibiting discomfort, puncture wounds not involving a joint surface, diarrhea and acute lameness with limb swelling.  If you have a problem, call your veterinarian.  It is better to discuss the situation and decide a plan of action together, than not call and have a potentially life or soundness threatening situation later.
When dealing with horses it’s not a question of whether you’ll have a problem, it’s when and where.  By being prepared for an emergency we can often improve the outcome.  A teamwork approach with your veterinarian is essential.  I have often seen horses for performance or life ending injuries that, if treated when they had occurred, would have be very treatable.  Know your horse and know when to seek help.
NORMAL VITAL SIGNS
Temperature 98-101 degrees F

Heart rate 28-44 beats/minute

Respiratory rate 12-16 breaths/minute
FIRST AID KIT

Thermometer



Stethoscope


Scissors




Gauze squares

Cotton leg wrap material (2)

Saline solution for irrigating wounds or eye


Gauze wrap 



Triple antibiotic eye ointment


Vetwrap (at least 2)


Wound ointment


Non-adherent wound dressing

Betadine solution


Large syringe to flush wound

Surgical scrub or wound cleanser


Latex gloves



Elasticon tape

Duct tape



Syringes and needles


Flunixin meglumine (Banamine)

Phenylbutazone (Bute)


Your veterinarians phone number
