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S P O N S O R E D  B Y

Sarcoids in Horses

Sarcoids are, at best, ugly skin tumors that detract 
from a horse’s aesthetic appeal and economic value. At 
worst, they’re aggressive lesions that don’t respond to 
treatment, or come back with a vengeance, and interfere 
with tack placement. But what exactly is a sarcoid?

Sarcoids make up 20% of all neoplasms (abnormal tissue 
growth) in horses and are the most commonly diagnosed 
skin tumors in horses. In fact, sarcoids make up a reported 
36% of all equine skin tumors.

Veterinarians and researchers have long 
surmised the cause of sarcoids, with the 
general belief being that they’re associated 
with the bovine papillomavirus (BPV). 
Recent European-based research has added 
credence to that hypothesis, suggesting BPV 
variants have become adapted to horses and 
are probably the cause of most sarcoids. 

While the transmission route of sarcoids is unclear, a 
2016 study led by researchers at the Cornell’s College of 
Veterinary Medicine found that blame might rest on, at 
least partially, genetic 
differences in immune 
function between 
horses. The study 
mirrors findings in 
humans that show 
some people have a 
genetic susceptibility to 
human papillomavirus, 
which can cause 
cervical and other 
cancers.

By Michelle Anderson, The Horse Digital Managing Editor; reviewed by 
Stephen White, DVM, University of California, Davis

 20%  
of all neoplasms 
(abnormal tissue 
growth) in horses  

are sarciods

Sarcoids and Melanomas  
are Different

Melanomas are skin cancer tumors most 
commonly found in gray horses.

Sarcoids are
36%  

of all equine 
skin tumors

Sarcoid Melanoma

The 6 Types of Sarcoids
➤	Fibroblastic: Fleshy masses that might bleed eas-

ily and/or have a moist or hemorrhagic (prone to 
bleeding surface.

➤	Occult: Often-circular, or nearly circular, flat, 
gray, hairless, and persistent. 

➤	Nodular: multiple, discrete, solid nodules of 
variable size, which might ulcerate and bleed. 

➤	Verrucose: “Warty,” gray, or crusty and might 
contain small, solid nodules, possible surface 
ulceration; well-defined, or covering large, ill-de-
fined areas. 

➤Malevolent: A rare, aggressive tumor that spreads  
extensively throughout the skin.

➤	Mixed: Two or more types.

Common Sarcoid Locations

Sarcoids can develop anywhere on the 
body, but are usually located on the: 
➤	Paragenital region
➤	Ventral thorax
➤	Abdomen
➤	Head

They are most frustrating for horse 
owners when they occur where tack is 
usually placed, such as at the girth or 
near the poll.
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When you’re out in the field, it can often be difficult to have all 
the proper diagnostic tools and solutions available to deliver a 
skin diagnosis - until now!

TO ORDER CONTACT YOUR  
DISTRIBUTOR OR CALL 877.786.9882

DIAGNOSE SKIN CONDITIONS
WITH CONFIDENCE
& INCREASE YOUR CLINIC’S PROFITABILITY

KINETICVET
RESPECTED FOR SCIENCE. LOVED FOR RESULTS.

“Many of our patients suffer from diseases not previously diagnosed, mainly because they were never looked for. 
Cytologic examination remains one of the key components to effectively treating skin disease in animals. It leads 
to rapidly gained information to create a treatment plan and in deciding if advanced diagnostics are indicated. 
Cutaneous cytology, skin scraping and trichograms certainly can help increase a practice’s revenue, but more 
importantly it is the most medically sound thing to do for a patient.

ORDER 
TODAY!

• SCALPEL NO. 10
• NITRILE EXAM GLOVES LG (PR)
• SLIDES (2) W/ MAILER & HOLDER (2)
• SWAB CULTURE LIQUID AMIES
• GAUZE 4” X 4” (5)

• NEEDLE 22GX1
• VACUTAINER 6 ML RED
• SYRINGE 10 ML
• BIOPSY PUNCH 8 MM

Our new Dermal Diagnostic Kit is designed to easily help 
you determine your patient’s skin issues both efficiently 
and effectively. NEW DERMAL DIAGNOSTIC KIT CONTENTS:

– Chris Reeder, DVM, Diplomate ACVD,
Animal Dermatology Clinic, Louisville, KY.
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Diagnosis
Veterinarians can definitively 
diagnose sarcoids via biopsy. 
However, the act of sampling 
the tumor can sometimes 
cause it to grow worse, so 
often diagnosis is done based 
on the tumor’s location and 
appearance. The horse owner 
must make a decision as to 
whether or not it’s better to 
chance a possible worsening 
of the tumor to get a definitive 
diagnosis or presumptively 
treat the tumor with the risk 
that it isn’t actually a sarcoid.

Treatment
Sarcoids tend to be notoriously difficult for 
veterinarians to treat, often returning worse 
(larger and more aggressive) than the original 
tumor. Treatments traditionally have included:

➤	Surgical excision, with a 36-50% success 
rate and a 50-64% recurrence rate;

➤	Cryotherapy (freezing), with 60% success 
rate;

➤	Interstitial brachytherapy (radiation), with 
a success rate of anywhere from 50% to 
100%;

➤	Chemotherapy (cisplatin), which research-
ers performed with 96% success in one 
study;

➤	Imiquimod topical antitumor medication 
that works as an immune response modi-
fier, which results in about 56% remission; 
and

➤	Topical bloodroot powder and zinc chloride 
solution paste, with a 56% response rate.

A University of Pennsylvania School of 
Veterinary Medicine (PennVet) study looked 

at treating sarcoids with autologous tumor cell 
vaccination, a promising option for treating 
cancers in various species. In this modality, 
a therapeutic agent is produced by isolating 
tumor cells from an individual, in this case 
a horse. The tumor cells are processed into 
a vaccine, which is then administered to 
the individual from whom the tumor cells 
were isolated. The PennVet team evaluated 
18 horses with sarcoids that underwent the 
procedure, 16 of which were available for 
follow-up. Ten months later, 75% of the horses 
had a decrease in the number of sarcoids, and 
nearly 69% resolved completely. 

An autologous tumor cell vaccination study showed 
promise for treating sarcoids. Veterinarians surgically 
derived the vaccine from the horse’s existing sarcoids.
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