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Colic In-Depth Discussion  
by Veterinarians at AAeP

Almost all horses with colic can be 
saved if the problem is recognized quickly 
and treatment is instituted rapidly, said 
Anthony Blikslager, DVM, PhD, Dipl. 
ACVS, of North Carolina State University, 
during the “In-Depth: Colic” portion of the 
convention’s scientific program. Horses 
with early signs of colic, he reported, tend 
to stand toward the back of the stall and 
lose interest in observing other horses and 
people in the barn. Not finishing a meal is 
another potential sign of trouble. 

Pre-planning for emergencies is im-
portant to facilitate colic treatment, said 
Blikslager. He recommended encouraging 
owners, trainers, and farm managers to 
have a plan for transporting a seriously ill 
horse quickly to an equine hospital.

Blikslager discussed colic involving the 
small intestine specifically, and he said a 
key to preventing it is reducing two major 
risk factors: tapeworm infection and feed-
ing horses suboptimal quality coastal Ber-
muda hay (applicable to owners using such 
hay in the southeastern United States). 

Tapeworm infection is very difficult to 
detect using routine fecal flotations, but 
fortunately you can use an enzyme-linked 
immunosorbent assay (ELISA) test devel-
oped in England. Pyrantel-containing an-
thelmintics offer some protection against 
tapeworms, but praziquantel is more effec-
tive. The latter can be found in combination 
products to be used once or twice a year.

When you feed a horse Bermuda hay, 
Blikslager said, feed a high-quality prod-
uct and acclimate the animal to it slowly.

Alison J. Morton, DVM, MSpVM, Dipl. 
ACVS, of the University of Florida, said 
advances in the management of colic in-
volving the large intestine include the 
availability of the antispasmodic medica-
tion N-butylscopolammonium bromide, 
the diagnostic use of ultrasonagraphy, and 
the use of enteral fluid therapies.

Enterolith impaction, which is a com-
mon cause of colic in California and other 

regions of the country, is associated with 
long-term ingestion of large quantities of 
an alkalinizing feed rich in protein, phos-
phorous, and magnesium, such as alfalfa, 
Morton said. Another risk factor is drink-
ing water with high magnesium content.

Arabians and Arabian crosses, Morgans, 
American Saddlebreds, donkeys, and Min-
iature Horses are more susceptible to en-
terolith formation than other breeds.

Modifying diet can help prevent entero-
lith impaction, she said. Alfalfa should not 
constitute the majority of a horse’s rough-
age intake, and greater than 50% of this in-
take should be grass or grass hay. Minimize 
use of wheat bran because of its high phos-
phorous content. In areas with high mag-
nesium content in the water, you should 
consider an alternate source of water.

If diet modifications aren’t possible, vets 
have suggested twice daily administration 
of an acidifying agent, such as one cup of 
apple cider vinegar. Morton noted the ben-
efits of vinegar haven’t been confirmed.

Cortisol Levels and Colic survival
Cortisol, often termed the “stress hor-

mone” because its levels rise in response 

to stress in horses and other species, might 
offer vets another tool for assessing colic 
and developing prognoses. In a recent 
study researchers examined cortisol levels 
in 29 colicking horses referred to a United 
Kingdom clinic for exploratory surgery.

“In all mammals there is a large individ-
ual variation in cortisol concentrations in 
response to stress,” wrote the scientists, led 
by Tim Mair, BVSc, PhD, DEIM, DESTS, 
Dipl. ECEIM, MRCVS, of the Bell Equine 
Veterinary Clinic. “The large individual 
variation makes interpretation of individ-
ual cortisol concentrations recorded at one 
time point confusing; however, this may be 
overcome by examination of serial cortisol 
concentrations (measurements taken re-
peatedly over time) from other species.”

Of the 29 horses in the study, about half 
were Thoroughbreds/crosses, while the re-
mainder were Warmbloods/crosses, ponies/
Arabians, and Shires. Twenty-two survived 
to be discharged from the hospital, and 
these horses exhibited significantly lower 
cortisol concentrations at admission than 
nonsurvivors (410 nmol/L vs. 764 nmol/L). 

The authors also noted that in survi-
vors cortisol concentrations gradually de-
creased, whereas in nonsurviving horses 
cortisol levels remained high until the 
horses died or were euthanized. 

“This preliminary study shows that there 
are differences in cortisol concentrations 
in surviving and nonsurviving horses after 
exploratory celiotomy (incision into the 
abdominal cavity) for colic,” they conclud-
ed. “Future studies with more case num-
bers are warranted to further investigate 
the use of serial cortisol concentrations as 
an aid in assessment and prognostication 
for horses after colic surgery.” h
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It’s important to have plan in place for transport-
ing a seriously ill horse to an equine hospital.

more onLIne
Click on the links below for more 
equine colic information from the AAEP 
convention and a video interview with Dr. 
Anthony Blikslager on the subject.

http://www.thehorse.com/aaep2009
http://www.thehorse.com/Video.aspx?vID=327
http://www.thehorse.com/Video.aspx?vID=327
http://www.ocdpellets.com/


“Remember the red, white and blue – the original formula.”
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