
During my 12 years of working as an
equine vet there have been huge advances
in the technology used and, as a result, in
the quality of radiographic images
obtained. In my first role as an ambulatory
first-opinion vet in Lincolnshire we used
the most basic system which involved
travelling to examine the horse with a
bundle of individual cassettes, within each
of which was a radiographic film. 

Radiographic film consisted of a plastic
sheet which was coated on both sides with
an emulsion. This emulsion was sensitive
to both white light and x-rays and it turned
black when exposed to either of these two
types of radiation. The images of the
patient were shot on site and the cassettes

velocity. These electrons collide with a
metal plate to form a beam of radiation.
This beam is then focused on the part of
the body of which you wish to obtain an
image. 

As the radiation passes through the body
it is absorbed at different rates by the
different tissues within that target area.
There is a detector on the other side of the
body which picks up this radiation after it
has passed through and creates an image.
The radiation finds it difficult to pass
through dense tissue, such as bone, and
these show as white areas on the images;
but radiation passes easily through soft
tissues, such as tendons and ligaments, and
these show up as darker areas. 
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procedure, allowing quicker diagnosis of problems and

therefore more rapid treatment of horses.

OHNSTON RACING are
delighted to announce we now
have a new digital radiography
system which offers the very

latest technology in equine radiography. 
Radiography is one of the main diagnostic
tools an equine vet utilises, and with much
of our work being focused on orthopaedic
cases, a large proportion of our time is
spent obtaining and interpreting images of
the distal limbs.

Radiographs are used primarily to
obtain images and details of bone and
joints. This is achieved by producing
radiation using an x-ray generator. Such a
generator is a vacuum tube which uses a
high voltage to release electrons at a great
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then had to be transported back to a dark
room at the veterinary practice. 

A lengthy process followed of removing
each film from the cassettes and placing
them in a series of tanks of liquid. Firstly,
the film was placed in a developer liquid
and after a while the liquid was rinsed off.
It next went into a tank to “fix” the image
on the film, after which it needed to be
washed again and finally left to dry.
During this whole process the film could
not be exposed to white light or the image
would be lost. The result of this arduous
and time-consuming process was an image
which, when compared to the radiographs
we have today, was barely diagnostic.

Over the past 10 years at Johnston
Racing we have been using a computed
radiography (CR) system to take the
images we wanted. This, thankfully, was a
huge step up from the former method of
taking images on a film and then
processing them manually. With the CR
system you still had individual cassettes,
but within these there was a reusable plate.
The image would be taken with an x-ray
generator as normal but the cassette was
fed into a digital processor which
generated the image on a computer screen
and then wiped the plate ready for the next
exposure. There were numerous benefits to
this system: it provided vastly better image
quality, had a much quicker developing
time, and the images could be saved
digitally and then sent via email to referral
centres for a second opinion if necessary. 

Despite the many advantages of this
system there were some limitations. You
still had many cumbersome cassettes, with
each plate only capable of providing one
image at a time. The processor for
generating the images was a large unit
which was not portable and as a result you
could view the images only after they were
taken. This meant that if some images were
non-diagnostic you had to return to the
animal and repeat the procedure for the
necessary images.

But now we have moved on to the latest
in radiography technology which is digital
radiography (DR). These systems have an
x-ray generator and a single detector plate
which is linked to an image-processing
computer, either a laptop or even a small
tablet. The original DR systems were
expensive, bulky and required a cable to
provide a communication link between the
detector and the computer which processed
the data into an image. 

On the latest models there is a wireless
connection between the detector plate and
the computer, allowing for images of
extremely high quality to be taken and
viewed in a matter of a few seconds. The
system is fully portable with a much

shorter processing time, and the higher
quality images than with the CR system
allows improved diagnostics. As with the
CR system, the images obtained can be
stored digitally and sent via email to
referral vets for second opinions. 

These systems do not come cheap  –
costing about £30,000  --  but our recent

purchase shows our commitment to
providing the very best treatment for
our horses. And, as with all veterinary
procedures at Johnston Racing,
radiographic examinations (including
second opinions from orthopaedic
specialists if necessary) are included in
the daily training rate.

John x-rays a fetlock joint using the latest equipment acquired by Johnston Racing

Within seconds of taking an x-ray, the image is available on the laptop


