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Fact Sheet

Dentistry is an essential and important part of the 
health care of your horse. Your horse’s teeth should 
be examined at least once a year. In some individuals, 
particularly for those with dental abnormalities, dental 
work may be required more frequently. 
As qualified veterinary surgeons we are able to 
provide sedation, pain relief and local anaesthesia as 
required during dental work, allowing a more thorough 
examination and treatment and less pain and stress 
to your horse. This can also be safer for the horse, 
veterinary surgeon and the handler.

Why is Routine Dental  
Care essential?
During the course of  evolution, horses’ teeth have adapted to chew 
grass and fibre, but in doing so the teeth wear down at a rate of  
2 to 3mm per year. This wear is balanced by eruption at an equal 
rate, until the horse reaches its mid to late twenties, when all of  the 
reserve crown will have erupted and the teeth begin to fall out. 

The lower jaw of  a horse is narrower than the upper jaw. When 
a horse grazes at pasture, the natural circular action required to 
eat grass brings the chewing surface of  the opposing teeth into 
contact and the teeth wear down evenly. When a horse eats hay 
or hard feed, the horse does not need the same circular action 
to chew these ‘softer’ feeds and the result is that the outer edges 
of  the top molars and the inner edges of  the lower molars do not 
come into contact and don’t wear down. The end result is sharp 
enamel edges that cause ulceration and pain.

Centuries of  cross breeding horses with differing head sizes 
has made dental abnormalities, such as hooks, overcrowding 
and abnormally positioned teeth very common. If  a tooth is even 
partially unopposed then large overgrowths will quickly form, 
causing pain and impeding chewing.  

Compounding these problems, we then put our horses in a bit 
and bridle which can press against sharp teeth and can cause 
cheek and tongue lacerations and ulceration. To work on the bit in 
an outline, the horse must drop the lower jaw forward. Overgrown 
teeth will restrict this movement of  the lower jaw, causing pain 
and resentment.

The following equipment may be used by your 
veterinary surgeon for oral examination and 
routine equine dentistry:

full mouth speculum (gag)

dental head torch or light

dental mirror

dental picks and probes

full set of  rasps (floats)

power instruments

headstand

a variety of  sedatives and local anaesthetics.
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DEntal EquipmEnt  

Recent studies have shown that up to 80% of 
all domestic horses have significant dental 
abnormalities.
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Choke is a relatively common condition seen in horses 
and ponies and is typically caused by obstruction of the 
oesophagus (food pipe) with food; occasionally a foreign 
body can be involved e.g. wood or plastic. Fortunately 
many cases of choke resolve quickly and spontaneously 
and only cases in which the obstruction lasts for longer 
than 30 minutes are likely to require veterinary assistance. 
It is important to note that this is not the same as the 
life-threatening condition in humans, where the term 
“choke” refers to blockage of the windpipe rather than the 
oesophagus. This difference means that unlike humans, 
horses with choke can still breathe.

Choke

KEY POINTS

Don’t panic! Choke is rarely life-threatening and 
many cases will resolve spontaneously. 

Seek veterinary advice if  the choke lasts more than 
30 minutes and while waiting for the vet remove all 
food to prevent your horse eating and worsening 
the obstruction

Following an episode of  choke it is worth monitoring 
your horse’s respiratory rate (normal <16 breaths/
min) and rectal temperature for several days.

Arrange regular dental check-ups for your horse 
to reduce the risk of  choke as a result of  a painful 
mouth.
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Clinical signs:
difficulty/repeated attempts at 
swallowing

stretching/arching of  the neck

coughing

food & saliva discharging from the nose

drooling

disinterest in food

occasionally a lump may be seen or felt 
on the left side of  the neck.

If  you suspect your horse is suffering from 
choke it is important to prevent your horse 
eating as this will make the blockage worse 
and more difficult to clear.

If  the obstruction doesn’t clear quickly of  its 
own accord then veterinary assistance must 
be sought. There are a number of  steps 
your vet can take to help to confirm and treat 
the problem.

Horses and ponies with dental problems 
(that prevent them grinding their food 
properly), individuals that bolt their food too 
quickly and those fed dry pelleted or cubed 
feeds are all at increased risk.
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XLEquine Routine Dental Care
General Care

Routine Dental Rasping 
(Floating)

A thorough oral examination will be carried out 
by your vet. This will involve the use of  a gag (or 
speculum) and light. Some sedation may be given 
to allow a more thorough assessment and more 
effective rasping.

Once dental overgrowths and sharp edges have 
been identified on your horse’s teeth, these will be 
rasped (floated). This will leave these edges smooth 
and prevent further pain or trauma. This process 
may be carried out using hand tools (rasps), power 
tools or a combination of  both. 
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CHEEK tEEtH OF 3 YEaR OlD HORSE
note sharp enamel point causing ulcer

SamE HORSE aFtER RaSpinG

Even in horses with moderately severe mouth lacerations 
and dental disease, the desire to eat will be maintained 
and the problems may not be obvious without a full dental 
examination. Signs of  dental problems include:

dropping food (quidding)

weight loss

bad odour

bitting problems or evasion

head tilt or shaking

facial swelling/nasal discharge

colic or choke.
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HOW Can YOu RECOGniSE 
DEntal pROblEmS?

How often should your 
horse’s teeth be checked? 

birth  
- 18 months

Check for alignment. 
Deciduous (baby) teeth can 
get sharp enamel points too.

18 months 
- 4 years

During this time all deciduous 
teeth (caps) are lost and 
36 - 44 permanent teeth 
erupt. Routine dental care 
is essential during this time. 
Before putting a bit in the 
horse the teeth must be 
examined and any wolf  
teeth assessed for potential 
interference.   

4 - 18 years Regular checks every 6 -12 
months.

>18 years
Regular checks as teeth 
wear down. Dental disease is 
common in the older horse.

We recommend your horse’s mouth is examined at least once a 
year. The interval for inspection and treatment will vary between 
individuals and the problem presented. Please ask your vet to check 
your horse’s teeth as part of  its annual vaccination and check up.

XLEquine - Better Together. Go to www.xlequine.co.uk
XLEquine - Better Together

Choke is a relatively common condition seen in horses 
and ponies and is typically caused by obstruction of the 
oesophagus (food pipe) with food; occasionally a foreign 
body can be involved e.g. wood or plastic. Fortunately 
many cases of choke resolve quickly and spontaneously 
and only cases in which the obstruction lasts for longer 
than 30 minutes are likely to require veterinary assistance. 
It is important to note that this is not the same as the 
life-threatening condition in humans, where the term 
“choke” refers to blockage of the windpipe rather than the 
oesophagus. This difference means that unlike humans, 
horses with choke can still breathe.

Choke

KEY POINTS

Don’t panic! Choke is rarely life-threatening and 
many cases will resolve spontaneously. 

Seek veterinary advice if  the choke lasts more than 
30 minutes and while waiting for the vet remove all 
food to prevent your horse eating and worsening 
the obstruction

Following an episode of  choke it is worth monitoring 
your horse’s respiratory rate (normal <16 breaths/
min) and rectal temperature for several days.

Arrange regular dental check-ups for your horse 
to reduce the risk of  choke as a result of  a painful 
mouth.

•

•

•

•

Clinical signs:
difficulty/repeated attempts at 
swallowing

stretching/arching of  the neck

coughing

food & saliva discharging from the nose

drooling

disinterest in food

occasionally a lump may be seen or felt 
on the left side of  the neck.

If  you suspect your horse is suffering from 
choke it is important to prevent your horse 
eating as this will make the blockage worse 
and more difficult to clear.

If  the obstruction doesn’t clear quickly of  its 
own accord then veterinary assistance must 
be sought. There are a number of  steps 
your vet can take to help to confirm and treat 
the problem.

Horses and ponies with dental problems 
(that prevent them grinding their food 
properly), individuals that bolt their food too 
quickly and those fed dry pelleted or cubed 
feeds are all at increased risk.

•

•
•
•
•
•
•

Fact Sheet

REGULAR DENTAL EXAMINATIONS AND  
TREATMENT CAN REDUCE THE RISK OF CHOKE




