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It is unlikely that a horse will make it 
through its lifetime and never experience a 
wound. Horses have a “fight or flight” 
mechanism and when anything happens to 
startle them, they often react first and 
think later.  If they get caught in some-
thing such as fencing their first instinct is 
to leave and worry about the consequences 
later.  Therefore, horses have a well-
deserved reputation as being accident-
prone. 
 

There are several categories of wounds that one can experience. The 
two that are most commonly encountered in the field are contaminated 
and infected wounds. These wounds usually require lavage and debride-
ment. Veterinarians will routinely clean the wound with an antiseptic 
solution then lavage the wound with saline or dilute betadine solution 
to rid the wound of bacteria and superficial contaminates. 
 
There are particular wounds that occur that would be better handled in 
a hospital environment. These wounds include any that involve joint 
spaces or other synovial structures such as carpal sheath and flexor ten-
don sheaths. Wounds that may involve the superficial digital flexor ten-
don, deep digital flexor tendon and/or suspensory ligament also may 
have a better outcome if initial treated in a hospital environment. These 
wounds involving particular structures usually require sterile flushing, 
regional perfusions and multiple weeks of antibiotics for proper treat-
ment. Veterinarians will evaluate wounds and determine if field man-
agement or a hospital stay is the proper treatment for these wounds. 
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After a veterinarian determines that field management can be achieved 
and cleaning/ lavaging, the wounds will need to be evaluated and de-
termined if primary closure can be achieved. Primary closure of 
wounds is when a veterinarian will close the wound with suture and/
or staples. Not all wounds can be closed and there are many factors in 
determining whether a wound can be closed. Some of these factors in-
clude: wound type-blunt, sharp, crushing, contamination, location-
body, distal limb, bony prominences, movement, deep structure in-
volvement, tension, foreign body and size/shape. Your veterinarian 
will make this determination and explain why primary closure can or 
cannot be achieved. If factors such as swelling prevent primary closure 
the wound can be monitored for 3-4 days then closed which is delayed 
primary closure. Second intention healing is where no closure is per-
formed and the bodies healing process is allowed to close the wound. 
 
There are several stages a wound goes through in the healing process. 
The first is inflammatory and debridement phase. This is the time in 
which specialized cells from the body enter the area and start to clear 
the wound. The second stage is granulation phase. Granulation cells 
will fill in any spaces that are left in the wound. The granulation tissue 
is the bumpy pink tissue. Lower limb wounds are closely monitored 
so that an abundant amount of granulation tissue is not formed. This 
tissue is what people refer to as “proud flesh”. The third stage is 
wound contraction. During this phase the wound will shrink in size 
do to another group of specialized cells at the wound edges. The final 
stage is epithelialization. This is the final stage in which skin finally 
covers the wound. Veterinarians will closely monitor wounds during 
the healing phases. Bandaging, antibiotics, anti-inflammatories and 
topical antiseptic ointments need to be discussed and used when re-
quired. 
 
When wounds occur the first step as an owner is to keep the horse in a 
calm, relaxed and clean environment. It is always a good practice as a 
horse owner to keep bandaging material handy. Minimal bandaging 
materials include elastikon/vet-wrap, kling, gauze and support wraps. 
Once the horse is in a relaxed environment call your veterinarian to 
determine the next steps of wound management. Following these sim-
ple steps will facilitate wound healing. 
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