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Sand and dirt hide in unexpected places like hay bales, grass pastures…   
and your horse. SandClear™ Natural Psyllium Crumbles contains a  
premium psyllium seed husk to support the removal of sand and dirt   
from the ventral colon. Veterinarian recommended to help maintain   
a healthy digestive tract for horses of all ages, including foals. 

SandClear™ helps protect
horses from sand colic.

Visit farnam.com to learn more.

Your Partner in Horse Care™

Buy 5
SandClear™ 3 lb.

& your next is

FREE!

Enroll at 
HorseCareLoyalty.com

to start saving!
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5 KEYS TO PREVENTING

IMPACTION COLIC
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Intestinal blockages  
are more common in 
the winter, but they  
can occur at any time  
of year. 

I
mpaction colics occur when a 
mass of foodstuff gets lodged 
within a horse’s gut, blocking the 
flow of digestive materials. This 

can happen when food is inadequately 
chewed or is too fibrous to be broken 
down efficiently via digestion. The slow-
ing of gut function resulting from in-
activity can also lead to impactions. 
Regardless of the cause, the end result 
is the same: a miserable horse with a 
painful belly. 

Severe impactions may require sur-
gery, but many can be resolved with 
medication and/or the administration 
of fluid via nasogastric tube. 

The chances of an easy resolution 
are better when you catch an impaction 
early. Keep an eye on the volume and 
consistency of your horse’s manure and 
let your veterinarian know if you see 
a dramatic and/or sustained change. 
Other early signs include loss of appe-
tite and depression. As a blockage de-
velops, a horse may paw, roll and show 
other signs of abdominal pain.
    Impaction colics are more common 
in winter, when horses eat more dry hay 
and may drink less water, but they can 
occur at any time of year. Reduce your 
horse’s risk by keeping up with a few 
basic management measures.



i m p a c t i o n  c o l i c5    E Q U U S  k e y

1. Guard against dehydration. 
Getting a horse to drink enough 

water seems to be more of a worry in 
the heat of summer, but hydration is im-
portant year-round. Ideally, a horse will 
drink eight to 12 gallons of water a day. 
If he takes in less, he may not produce 
enough saliva to adequately lubricate 
his feed as he chews, and impactions 
become more likely. Of course, your 
horse needs continuous access to fresh 
water, and in the winter that may mean 
adding a bucket heater or taking other 
steps to prevent freezing. You can also 
encourage him to drink by offering  
water containing dissolved electrolytes 
in addition to a bucket of plain water. 

If you’re not sure your horse is drink-
ing enough water, you can check him for 
dehydration by using a skin-pinch test: 
Grab a fold of skin on the point of the 
shoulder (not the neck as you may have 
been taught years ago) and pull it away 
from your horse. Let the skin go and 
count the seconds until it snaps back 
flat. In an adequately hydrated horse, it 
will return in one or two seconds. Any 
longer indicates dehydration, and a de-
lay of six to 10 seconds warrants a call 
to your veterinarian. 

2. Monitor your forage quality.  
As you work your way through 

your hay supply, pay attention to the 
quality of each bale. Coarse and stem-
my forage is difficult to digest and 
can make a horse more susceptible 
to impactions. If your only remaining 
hay is poor quality, consider invest-
ing in a new shipment or switching to 
a complete feed or perhaps hay cubes. 
Soaking coarse hay may increase its  
digestibility a bit, but steaming it will 
improve it even more.

3. Schedule regular dental  
exams. A horse whose teeth 

are not grinding his feed adequately is 
swallowing larger particles and longer 
stems, which are more likely to pass 
through the stomach and small intes-
tine undigested and develop into  
blockages. Schedule routine dental  
examinations at least once a year for  
an average adult horse, or every six 
months or more for older horses and 
those who have had tooth troubles in 
the past. Your veterinarian will float  
your horse’s teeth---rasp them to re-
move sharp edges---and look for other 
signs of impending trouble. In older 
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wear may necessitate a special diet to 
help avoid impaction.

4. Provide plenty of opportunities 
for exercise. Even if you keep  

up your regular riding schedule dur- 
ing the cold-weather months, turn  
your horse out as much as the weath-
er allows. Grazing and walking in a 
pasture helps to keep ingesta moving 
through his digestive tract. Horses  
who live in pastures are less likely to 
experience impactions than are those 
kept in stalls, and regular exercise will 
help keep any horse healthier.

5. Keep up a well-planned  
deworming schedule. The  

damage internal parasites can do  
to a horse’s intestinal walls can  
cause several health issues, including 
an increased risk of impaction colic. 
Fecal egg counts can help you to  
monitor the parasite loads carried by 
each horse in your care, and your  
veterinarian can help you devise a  
deworming schedule appropriate for 
each individual that will also limit the 
development of resistance. 

 Definition: abdominal pain 
caused by intestinal blockage 
with food or other ingested 
material
 Causes: dehydration, 
the consumption of foreign 
materials or large amounts of 
too-coarse forage, inadequately 

chewed hay or feed, lack of 
exercise, injury to the intestines
 Signs: manure output that 
diminishes and is unusually 
dry, depressed attitude, loss 
of appetite in the early stages. 
A horse may also paw, seem 
distressed, roll or show other 
signs typical of abdominal pain.
 Diagnosis: Your veterinar-
ian will perform several proce-
dures in a case of suspected 
colic to identify the type and 

severity. Specific tests might 
include inserting a nasogastric 
tube to check for a buildup of 
gas or fluid in the stomach; a 
rectal exam to feel for impac-
tions, other masses or gas dis-
tentions; a check of vital signs 
including pulse, listening for 
gut sounds, etc.
 Treatment: For an  
impaction in the large intestine, 
a veterinarian will insert a  
naso gastric tube to administer  

water and possibly mineral oil  
or other medications, such as  
Epsom salts, which have a lax-
ative effect. Banamine or other 
nonsteroidal anti-inflammatory 
drugs may help reduce the 
horse’s discomfort. In more 
severe or long-standing cases, 
additional fluids may be admin-
istered intravenously. Block-
ages in the small intestine are 
more likely to require surgery 
to remove the obstruction. 

IN BRIEF:
Impaction 
colic




