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Common Equine Ailments 
 
 
Laminitis 
 
Laminitis is a painful condition of the feet usually causing 
lameness in two or more limbs. There is often an 
underlying condition such as obesity, Equine Metabolic 
Syndrome or Equine Cushings Disease (PPID), however it 
can occasionally occur after eating too much hard feed.  
If you suspect laminitis, you should always call your vet 
immediately and confine the horse away from grass, as 
without the correct management and treatment, 
permanent lameness can occur.  
 
More information about laminitis and Cushings can be found here: 
https://www.talkaboutlaminitis.co.uk and https://www.careaboutcushings.co.uk  
 
Colic 
 
Colic is a worrying word as it covers signs of abdominal 
pain caused by such a wide variety of issues, from simple 
trapped wind to a potentially fatal twisted gut. Early 
intervention is crucial and so your vet should be called 
immediately if colic is suspected. You should ask the vet 
what to do whilst waiting for them to arrive. In mild 
cases gentle walking in a safe area can help, but it is a 
myth that allowing a horse to roll will cause the gut to 
twist!  
 
Further information about colic can be found here:  
https://www.bhs.org.uk/our-work/welfare/our-campaigns/react 
 
Foot Abscess 
 
Foot lameness is common in horses, and a foot abscess is the most common cause of sudden-onset 
severe lameness. Although the horse can be hopping lame, abscess drainage by your farrier or vet 
will lead to a good resolution. Poulticing is a vital skill for treating horses with abscesses, bruises 
and some penetrating hoof injuries.  
 
Skin Disease 
 
Sweet Itch 
 
This is a hypersensitivity (over the top!) reaction to the Culicoides midge. As such it is usually 
seasonal in the warmer weather. The horse will be incredibly itchy on its mane and tail, and can rub 
itself raw, causing painful self-injuries. The best way of managing this condition is prevention – by 

Clinical Signs 

• Reluctance to walk 

• Difficulty turning circles 

• Increased digital pulses 

• Lying down more 

• Rocking/leaning back  

Clinical Signs 

• Dull and off food 

• Pawing ground 

• Looking/kicking at belly  

• Lying flat out 

• Repeated rolling 

• Unexplained sweating 

https://www.talkaboutlaminitis.co.uk/
https://www.careaboutcushings.co.uk/
https://www.bhs.org.uk/our-work/welfare/our-campaigns/react
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stopping the midge from biting, they can’t have the reaction. Some mild cases can be managed 
with fly-spray, whereas many will require special rugs such as a “Boett”.  
 
Mud Fever/Rainscald 
 
These are both names for ‘bacterial folliculitis’ but in different areas of the body. Rashes, crusting 
and painful areas develop due to an imbalance of the horse’s natural skin bacteria. This is usually in 
areas that are repeatedly wetted, such as muddy legs or along the back. It can also occur when a 
horse sweats excessively under rugs. Treatment involves cleaning the area with a diluted antiseptic, 
rinsed and ensuring the skin is dried thoroughly afterwards. Some more severe cases may need a 
vet visit. Please do not put barrier cream onto lesions, as this will trap the bacteria in and can even 
make it worse.  
 
Allergic Reactions (Urticaria) 
 
Horses can be bitten and stung by insects, just like us, or have an allergic reaction to something 
they have touched or eaten. This can result in multiple ‘wheals’ of slightly raised plaque like 
swellings on the skin and can be very itchy. Very mild cases can be managed with cold-hosing of the 
skin, but as they can be very irritating for the horse, if they do not resolve quickly, it is sensible to 
call your vet.  
 
Leg Mites 
 
Mites are a very common finding in horses, especially those with more feather such as cobs. Signs 
including stamping the feet, scabbing of the skin on the lower legs and thickening of the skin. If left 
untreated, the skin can become chronically thickened and scarred. It is best to contact your vet if 
you suspect your horse may have mites, as a management plan will need to be made.  
 
 
Respiratory Disease 
 
Equine Asthma 
 
This condition used to be referred to as ‘heaves’ ‘RAO’ and ‘COPD’, but as our knowledge of the 
horse has developed, it has become clear that horses seem to get the equivalent of asthma. Signs 
can be as subtle as poor performance, exercise intolerance or a bit of coughing during fast work, or 
as serious as a horse having a full asthma attack when their airway is in spasm. Mild cases can be 
managed by reducing the levels of dust, spores, pollen and other airway irritants in the 
environment. Often a vet will be required to initially diagnose, treat and then help manage the 
condition longer term.  
 
Strangles 
 
Strangles is a contagious bacterial disease caused by Streptococcus equi equi. Clinical signs include 
snotty noses, coughing, enlarged lymph nodes and a high temperature and the disease is easily 
passed with both direct contact and contact with contaminated objects like clothing or water 
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buckets. Any horse with a snotty nose should have its temperature taken and a vet consulted. It is 
very important that infectious respiratory diseases are managed quickly and efficiently.  
 
Equine Influenza 
 
Flu is a contagious virus that easily spreads between horses causing signs such as high 
temperatures, severe coughing, nasal discharge and poor performance. Once infected, the horse 
can take several weeks to recover sufficiently to return to work. It can spread via contact with 
infected horses, and over a significant distance in the air. Any horse with a snotty nose should have 
its temperature taken and a vet consulted. It is very important that infectious respiratory diseases 
are managed quickly and efficiently. 
 
Further detailed information about infectious respiratory diseases can be found here: 
https://www.msd-animal-health-hub.co.uk/Healthy-Horses/Health/AboutStrangles 
 
 
 

https://www.msd-animal-health-hub.co.uk/Healthy-Horses/Health/AboutStrangles

