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Equine Colic Basics

What is Colic?

The syndrome of colic refers to a horse experiencing any abdominal pain or discomfort.  In general colic results from pain involving the GI organs, however, problems with other abdominal organs such as kidneys, ovaries, spleen, testicles and uterus can result in colic symptoms.  There are many different causes of colic and there is a wide range of potential signs of colic.
Colic Symptoms
· Reluctant to eat
· Looking or biting at the sides

· Restlessness

· Standing stretched out or posturing to urinate with no urine production

· Rolling, or trying to lay down

· Kicking at abdomen or pawing with front legs

· Increased sweating, high respiration rate and heart rate

· Decrease in number or manure piles

· Repeatedly curling the upper lip
Potential Types of Colic



Impaction Colic:

This is the term used when the intestine becomes blocked by a firm mass of food material, parasites or other foreign materials. Impactions most commonly occur in the large intestine at one of the flexures or in the ileum.  Ileal (The ileum is the last part of the small intestine that ends in the cecum) impaction can be caused by obstruction of ingesta or obstruction by ascarids (Parascaris equorum) or tapeworm (Anaplocephala Perfoliata).  Impaction is a fairly common type of colic which usually resolves with appropriate medical treatment. However, an impaction may be just the first sign in a more complicated case and if left untreated can be fatal.   A horse with dental disease may not be able to properly chew their food and is more susceptible to impaction colic.
Sand Impaction:  
This type of impaction is most likely to occur in horses that graze sandy or heavily grazed pastures. The ingested sand accumulates in the pelvic flexure and right dorsal colon of the large intestines. As the sand irritates the lining of the bowel it can cause diarrhea. The weight and abrasion of the sand causes the bowel wall to become inflamed and can cause peritonitis. Medical treatment of the problem is with. Some cases may need surgery. Horses with sand impaction are predisposed to Salmonella infection.

Gas colic: 
Gas can build up in the intestine, most commonly in the large intestine and/or caecum. The accumulated gas stretches the intestine, causing pain. Gas colics can be very painful, but usually resolve fairly easily with appropriate medical treatment.  Horses that “suck wind” or Crib can be more prone to develop gas colic.

Spasmodic colic: 
Spasmodic colic is the result of increased peristaltic contractions in the horse's gastrointestinal tract. The abnormal contractions can be very painful. It can be the result of a mild gas buildup within the horse's digestive tract. The signs of colic are generally mild and respond well to spasmolytic and analgesic medication.


Displacement/volvulus/torsion ('twisted gut"):
In a "displacement," a portion of the intestine has moved to an abnormal position in the abdomen.  Left dorsal displacement is a form of colic where the left dorsal colon becomes trapped on the outside of the spleen and against the nephrosplenic ligament.
A "volvulvus" or "torsion" occurs when a piece of the intestine twists.  Except in rare cases, these types of colic cause a total blockage of the intestine and occlusion of the blood supply leading to rapid deterioration and requiring immediate surgery if the horse is to survive.   In the early stages of a displacement/torsion colic, the signs may be similar to those of a horse with one of the more benign causes of colic. That is why it is important to take all cases of colic seriously, and to seek veterinary advice at an early stage. 
Epiploic foramen entrapment

On rare occasions, a piece of small intestine can become trapped through the epiploic foramen. The blood supply to this piece of intestine is immediately occluded. The intestine becomes trapped and surgery is the only available treatment.
Intussusception:
Intussusception is a form of colic in which a piece of intestine "telescopes" within a portion of itself. It most commonly happens in the small intestine of young horses and requires urgent surgery.
Enteritis/colitis:
Some cases of abdominal pain are due to inflammation of the small (enteritis) or large (colitis) intestines. These are serious medical cases and require immediate veterinary attention. 

Gastric distension/rupture: 
When a horse gorges itself on grain or, even more seriously, a substance which expands when dampened like dried beet pulp, the contents of the stomach can swell. The horse's small stomach and its inability to vomit mean that in these circumstances the stomach may burst. Once this has happened death is inevitable. If you suspect that your horse may have gorged itself on concentrate feeds, seek veterinary advice immediately. 

Colic caused by parasites: Large Roundworms and Tapeworms
Occasionally there can be an obstruction by large numbers of roundworms. This is most commonly seen in young horses as a result of a very heavy infestation of Parascarus equorum that can subsequently cause a blockage and rupture of the small intestine. Tapeworms can cause irritation and obstruction at the junction of the cecum.  Deworming heavily infected horses may cause dead worms to puncture the intestinal wall and cause a fatal peritonitis. A blockage of the small intestines by worms may well require colic surgery. 

Colic caused by parasites: Cyathostomes

Acute diarrhea can be caused by cyathostomes or "small Stronglus type" worms that are encysted as larvae in the bowel wall, particularly if large numbers emerge simultaneously. The disease most frequently occurs during the winter. Animals suffering from cyathostominosis usually have a poor deworming history or have developed resistance.

Ulcerative Disease:


Horses with GI ulcers can exhibit signs of colic.  Ulcers can have several possible causes, including parasites, stress or NSAID usage.
Other Causes of Colic:

Change in diet amounts, types, and feeding frequency


Dehydration (for example from lack of water or excess sweating with decrease water consumption)


What to do:

1.  Call your Veterinarian
2.  If your horse is rolling, try to get your horse up and start walking.  It is important to keep your horse from rolling or getting down.  A colicy horse can cause a displacement or volvulus by violent rolling.  If your horse is content to stand quietly you can allow them to rest, but you should begin to walk again with any attempt to go down.  Try to not walk your horse to the point of exhaustion.
3.  Take all food away from the horse until the veterinarian arrives.
4.   Do not administer any drugs until your veterinarian has seen the horse, or unless he/she tells you to do so.
Information to Provide your Veterinarian:
· Take your horse’s temperature, pulse and respiration rates. 

· Note what his appetite has been like in the past day or so, and the consistency and frequency of defecation. 

· Has his water intake been normal? 

· Are his gums a normal color?  Measure the capillary refill time (tested by pressing on the the gums, releasing, then counting the seconds it takes for color to return);
· Has your horse had access to any unusual feedstuffs in the past day or so?

· Has there been a change in diet, new batch of hay, new grain stuff?

· Have any medications have been administered?

· Have there been any changes in management, environment or exercise pattern?
· When was your horse last dewormed and with what?
· Listen for and note the presence or absence of abdominal / digestive sounds or lack of them
· Is there a past episodes of abdominal pain?
· breeding history and pregnancy status if the patient is a mare, and recent breeding history if the patient is a stallion.
How to minimize the risk of colic:

1. Be sure that all feed is stored behind closed doors. If for some reason a horse manages to escape from their stall and gets into a feed bin or storage container, they can overload on carbohydrates resulting in colic.

2. Do NOT allow horses access to any spoiled or moldy feed, stagnant water, or otherwise contaminated sustenance.

3. Do NOT feed horses on the ground. This can result in the horse unintentionally eating dirt or sand resulting in sand colic.

4. DO feed horses at the same time every day. Horses have very sensitive digestive systems, and if their feeding routine is disrupted, even if only by an hour or two, it's enough for some horses to colic.

5. DO deworm horses regularly. A good parasite control program can help prevent colic caused by parasites. Utilize fecal testing to determine its effectiveness
6. Feed the minimum amount of grain and other high carbohydrate-rich foods as necessary to maintain healthy weight and energy. Feeding excess grain can cause colic. Limit the amount of grain provided in a single meal, divide daily concentrate rations into two or more feedings rather than one large one to avoid overloading the horse's digestive tract. At least half the horse's energy requirements should be supplied through hay or forage. A better guide is that twice as much energy should be supplied from a roughage source than from concentrates.  Hay is best fed free-choice.
7. Feed only the SAME TYPE of feed to a horse regularly. Change in feed can easily cause colic. If moving a horse to a different type of feed is necessary, do so in small stages, weaning them slowly onto the new feed.
8. Supply plenty of fresh, clean drinking water, (The only exception is when a horse is excessively hot. Then it should be given small sips of lukewarm water until it has recover.)

9. Avoid medications unless they are prescribed by your equine practitioner, especially pain-relief drugs (analgesics), which can cause ulcers,

10. Reduce stress. Horse's experiencing changes in environments or workloads are at a high risk of intestinal dysfunction

11. Check hay, bedding, pasture and environment for potentially toxic substances, such as blister beetles, noxious weeds, and other ingestible foreign matter,

12. Provide exercise and/or turnout on a daily basis. Change the intensity/duration of an exercise regime gradually.

13. Check the teeth routinely and have your veterinarian float teeth when needed
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Helpful Websites For more information:

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Equine_colic
http://www.gaitedhorses.net/Articles/Colic.html 
http://www.equusite.com/articles/health/healthColicFacts.shtml
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