First-Aid for Laminitis
Improve your horses' chance of surviving laminitis with these first-aid tips.

1. Think back on your horse’s recent health history. Has he been suffering from any illness, including
fever, colic, disease or injury? These factors can predispose a horse to laminitis. If your horse has a
history of laminitis, then you already know he’s a high-risk candidate for the disease.

2. Has your horse had a recent diet change, or has he indulged in something that’s normally off-limits or
carefully rationed, such as grain or other sweet feed? Too many carbohydrates (sugars) at one sitting are
a trigger factor in some laminitis cases. Another factor: pasture grass. Spring and fall pastures contain
higher levels of fructans (sugars), and are the culprits in many laminitis cases.

3. Pay attention to your horse’s demeanor. Does he seem worried? Look at his stance. Is he trying to
shift weight off of both front feet, or maybe a particular limb? If so, he’s in pain.

4. Look at your horse’s hooves. Are there any defects—any wounds or draining tracts around the heels
or coronary bands? Draining tracts can indicate an abscess, and an abscess often goes hand-in-hand
with laminitis. Are his hooves worn down extensively? A barefoot horse worked on hard surfaces over a
long period of time can suffer dangerous wear and tear that predisposes him to “road founder” (another
layman’s term for laminitis).

5. Check for heat and increased digital pulse along all four hooves. To check for heat, palpate each hoof.
Does one seem warmer to the touch than the others? To check for an increased digital pulse, feel
behind each fetlock. A bounding digital pulse can indicate inflammation and pain associated with
laminitis. Keep in mind that laminitis can strike one hoof, or more! Most often, laminitis affects the front
feet.

6. Trotting a horse out is a way to evaluate soundness, but if you suspect laminitis wait for your
veterinarian to arrive first. Trotting a lame horse—particularly one suffering laminitis—for an extended
period can cause further damage. If your horse is suffering a bout of laminitis, he will probably be
reluctant to move, but just in case, keep him in a stall or small paddock while waiting for the vet’s
arrival.

7. Immerse the affected hoof or lower limb in a tub of ice and water (from just below the knee and
down) until your vet arrives. This step in the laminitis first-aid protocol is critical: The cold therapy brings
down inflammation inside the hoof and helps slow further damage. For many horses, this step can make
the difference in recovery.

8. Don’t medicate your horse unless your vet advises. If your vet is expected to arrive soon, withhold all
feed, particularly feed high in sugar (sweet feed, spring or fall pasture grass, et cetera).

Laminitis is a life-threatening disease, and sometimes even the best care doesn’t change an unfortunate
outcome. However, with prompt veterinary attention and proper first aid, your horse’s chances at a
successful recovery increase immensely.
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