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Radiographs – x-rays are taken by the veterinary surgeon to assist 
in diagnosing conditions relating to both the skeleton and soft 
tissues of the horse.  Conventionally, x-rays have been taken using 
ionising radiation which is captured on a film.  The varying densities 
of tissues in the patient absorb some of the radiation so the x-ray 
film is exposed to different degrees.  The film is developed rather 
like traditional film camera processing to give a black and white 
image.  Many modern systems now produce a digital image with 
no need for film.  These images can be digitally manipulated to aid 
diagnosis.

Benefits of x-rays:
excellent broad-ranging diagnostic tool; 

can be portable or used in clinics;

provides a baseline status for monitoring 
development of disease or healing of injuries;  
useful add-on for pre-purchase vettings to highlight 
potential problems with feet and joints;

newer digital systems produce images suitable for 
data transmission, such as email;

measurements can be taken for diagnosis and 
monitoring of treatment.
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RADIATION SAFETY

Radiation can cause damage to tissues 
particularly those which have high activity such 
as the thyroid gland.

Persons present will be restricted in number 
and must be over eighteen years of age.

Pregnant women are strongly advised to avoid 
radiation exposure for the safety of the baby.

All personnel must wear lead aprons, neck 
protectors and lead gloves.

Radiography plates are held at arms length in a 
holder where possible.

Sedation of the patient is often needed.
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X-RAY OF ThE FOOT & pASTERN TAkINg A FETlOck X-RAY

X-RAY OF  
ThE FETlOck
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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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REGULAR DENTAL EXAMINATIONS AND  
TREATMENT CAN REDUCE THE RISK OF CHOKE
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Diagnostics

Many parts of the horse 
may be radiographed

There is a base cost for the procedure which 
covers the taking of the radiographs and 
interpretation by the vet.  

There is usually an incremental cost associated 
with additional plates.  

There may be further costs if the horse needs to 
be sedated for the procedure. 
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cOSTS

X-RAYS OF ThE TEETh cAN  
hElp TO DIAgNOSE DENTAl DISORDERS

‘kISSINg SpINES’ OR OSTEOARThRITIS MAY 
bE FOuND ON AN X-RAY OF ThE bAck

ThESE RADIOgRAphS ShOw hOw A SERIOuS 
FRAcTuRE hAS bEEN SuccESSFullY FIXED 

uSINg ScREwS

hOck X-RAY: X-RAYS OF ThE lIMbS ARE vERY 
uSEFul IN lAMENESS INvESTIgATIONS
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