
If Only They Could Talk
Our regular focus on equine health.  This month, in the
second of a two-part series, MJR vet NEIL MECHIE discuss-
es some more of the conditions affecting the equine eye. 
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S I wrote last

month, a fea-

ture of eye dis-

ease is that rel-

atively minor conditions

can initially present with

the same signs as more

severe problems. That is

why it is vital that all cases

of suspected eye problems

should receive the attention

of a veterinarian as soon as

possible. 

In common with so many

other equine health prob-

lems, the prospect of a suc-

cessful resolution to eye

conditions depends to a great

deal on early detection and a

prompt start to appropriate treatment.

This principle is even more critical

with eye disease as loss of function, or

even worse, loss of the eye, can have

severe implications for a horse’s future

career. 

I explained last month, but it is worth

repeating, that horses display eye dis-

comfort in much the same way as peo-

ple. 

• The eyelids may become swollen

(chemosis), and the eyes may

appear reddened. 

• There may be excessive tears or

discharge from the eye. 

• The horse may hold its eyelids

closed or partially closed. 

• Blinking at an increased rate

(blepharospasm) may occur. 

• Excessive rubbing of the eye on

a post or foreleg may also indicate

an underlying problem. 

• Decreased pupil size can be

observed in some horses with sore

eyes.

Horses do not tolerate eye pain very

well so usually, and obviously, they

demonstrate one or more of these signs

when they have a sore eye. If any of

these signs occur, a veterinarian should

be consulted for diagnosis and treat-

ment. 

In my first part, I discussed the symp-

toms and treatment of conjunctivitis

and of corneal ulcers.  This month I

look at a variety of other problems.

Uveitis 

Uveitis is inflammation within the eye.

Uveitis can occur as either a primary

or secondary disease process. Corneal

ulcers (see July article), for example,

will often be associated with signifi-

cant secondary uveitis. Marked pain is

a common finding in horses with

uveitis. The eye is usually closed and

the pupil tightly constricted. 

The aim of treatment is to reduce

inflammation and pain within the eye,

and this is usually accomplished with a

three-pronged approach:

• Topical Steroids

o Topical steroids, such as

Maxitrol, need to be applied fre-

quently.

o The frequency of treatment will

start high but reduce.

o Prolonged treatment is likely to

be necessary, up to six weeks after

clinical signs have resolved.

• Topical Atropine

o This is used to dilate the pupil,

which will reduce pain and prevent

adhesions.

o The horse should also be kept in

a dark box, especially if it has been

treated with Atropine.

• System Anti-Inflammatories

o Flunixin is most often used ini-

tially due to its good ocular pene-

tration.

Treatment of secondary uveitis

requires the primary cause to be

addressed with the above aims in mind

as well. This is complicated where

corneal ulcers are combined with

uveitis as steroids inhibit corneal heal-

ing so cannot be used. In these cases

atropine, topical antibiotics and sys-

temic anti-inflammatories are the basis

of treatment.

Kerratitis: 

This is inflammation of the cornea, the

outer layer of the eye, without any

breaks in its structural integrity. It can

be caused by some nasty bacteria and

fungi or surface irritation due to for-

eign bodies.

Foreign Bodies

Due to the environment horses live in,

foreign bodies in the eye are relatively

common. 

The horse will very quickly show

signs of a painful irritated eye. If treat-

ed quickly with flushing and removal

of the foreign body, often a grass seed

or shaving, the eye will return to nor-

mal and no further treatment may be
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required. 

If the foreign body has caused deeper

irritation leading to conjunctivitis,

ulcers or kerratitis, further anti-inflam-

matory and antibiotic therapy may be

required.

Wounds and filling of the eye-

lids

These are fairly common due to the

prominent position of the eyes on the

horse’s head, often caused when the

horse bangs its head or put its head

somewhere it should not be, such as in

a bush or through the rails of a fence. 

The eyelids are a delicate piece of

flesh with a good blood supply, so

often bleed quite a lot and swell up

after trauma. Wounds should be

sutured where possible to maintain the

integrity and position of the eyelid as it

is a key protector of the eye itself.

These wounds often heal well after

surgical repair. 

Anti-inflammatory drugs are often

required to remove the acute filling of

the eyelids after trauma and allow the
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eye to open and close normally.

Growths around the eyes

Sarcoids are benign cancerous growths

found in the skin of horses and don-

keys.  Unfortunately, the area around

the eye is a fairly common site to find

sarcoids and these can be difficult to

treat.

Squamous cell carcinoma

Squamous cell carcinoma is a tumour

that usually affects horses with little or

no pigment around their eyes. Most

commonly affected areas are the con-

junctiva and third eyelids. These

require surgical removal.

Here at Mark Johnston Racing condi-

tions of the eye are treated very seri-

ously with the aim of relieving pain

and returning normal function as

quickly as possible.

A squamous cell carcinoma
of the third eyelid

Repair of a lower eyelid wound before and after suturing

A growth of sarcoids in the
skin around a horse’s eye.

These can grow to affect the
eyelids and eye itself, and

also attract flies to the area,
which may lead to conjunc-

tivitis.
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