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Dental problems such as tooth root abscesses, fractured teeth and 
periodontal disease will commonly require dental extraction as part of 
the treatment protocol. 

Dental extraction can be a time consuming and difficult process 
(even when the teeth feel loose!) and requires a wide range of 
surgical equipment. Dental extraction should only be carried out by a 
veterinary surgeon with experience in dental surgery.

1. Oral tooth 
extraction
Oral extraction whilst the horse is 
standing is the preferred method of  tooth 
removal. There are fewer complications 
compared with surgical repulsion.  
Unfortunately oral extraction is not 
possible in all diseased teeth. It may not 
be possible to orally extract teeth with 
fractures and dental decay. Some teeth 
may fracture during oral extraction and 
require surgical repulsion to complete the 
procedure.

Horse’s molar or cheek teeth can be up to 
10cm in length with a large and extremely 
strong periodontal ligament holding the 
tooth within the jaw bone.  Oral extraction 
often requires time and patience! 
Extraction is carried out under heavy 
sedation, often with the use of  dental 
nerve blocks and pain killers. 

Once the correct tooth is identified, 
the gum margin is separated from the 
tooth edge using dental elevators and 
forceps are applied to the tooth. A gentle 
rocking action is applied to the tooth for 
a prolonged period (this is often several 
hours) to loosen the tooth and breakdown 
the periodontal ligament. Once sufficiently 
loose the tooth can be gently but firmly 
elevated out of  the tooth socket. 

The remaining socket may be packed with 
impression material or left to granulate.
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Choke is a relatively common condition seen in horses 
and ponies and is typically caused by obstruction of the 
oesophagus (food pipe) with food; occasionally a foreign 
body can be involved e.g. wood or plastic. Fortunately 
many cases of choke resolve quickly and spontaneously 
and only cases in which the obstruction lasts for longer 
than 30 minutes are likely to require veterinary assistance. 
It is important to note that this is not the same as the 
life-threatening condition in humans, where the term 
“choke” refers to blockage of the windpipe rather than the 
oesophagus. This difference means that unlike humans, 
horses with choke can still breathe.

Choke

KEY POINTS

Don’t panic! Choke is rarely life-threatening and 
many cases will resolve spontaneously. 

Seek veterinary advice if  the choke lasts more than 
30 minutes and while waiting for the vet remove all 
food to prevent your horse eating and worsening 
the obstruction

Following an episode of  choke it is worth monitoring 
your horse’s respiratory rate (normal <16 breaths/
min) and rectal temperature for several days.

Arrange regular dental check-ups for your horse 
to reduce the risk of  choke as a result of  a painful 
mouth.

•

•

•

•

Clinical signs:
difficulty/repeated attempts at 
swallowing

stretching/arching of  the neck

coughing

food & saliva discharging from the nose

drooling

disinterest in food

occasionally a lump may be seen or felt 
on the left side of  the neck.

If  you suspect your horse is suffering from 
choke it is important to prevent your horse 
eating as this will make the blockage worse 
and more difficult to clear.

If  the obstruction doesn’t clear quickly of  its 
own accord then veterinary assistance must 
be sought. There are a number of  steps 
your vet can take to help to confirm and treat 
the problem.

Horses and ponies with dental problems 
(that prevent them grinding their food 
properly), individuals that bolt their food too 
quickly and those fed dry pelleted or cubed 
feeds are all at increased risk.
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•
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2. Surgical tooth 
extraction
If  the identified diseased tooth is not 
amenable to oral extraction, then 
there are a number of  surgical options 
available to your veterinary surgeon. Most 
of  these require general anaesthesia.

Dental repulsion is the most common 
surgical technique. After surgical incision 
over the diseased tooth roots, the tooth 
is punched out from the root into the 
oral cavity using a metal punch and 
surgical mallet. This requires careful intra-
operative x-rays to ensure the correct 
positioning of  the instruments. This 
method will lead to the destruction of  the 
tooth root and post-operative radiographs 
are required to ensure complete removal. 

The roots of  the back four upper cheek 
teeth may sit within the sinuses of  the 
head of  the horse. If  these become 
infected they often cause a sinusitis with 
purulent nasal discharge, often with 
a pungent smell. Repulsion of  these 
teeth requires exposure of  their roots by 
flapping open the sinus cavity.

Recovery and aftercare of  the patient 
is more involved than that following oral 
extraction.

SIgNS OF A dISEASEd TOOTH 

Some horses with diseased teeth may show no clinical 
symptoms and may only be detected at a routine dental 
check up. Signs that may be seen include:

dropping food (quidding)

weight loss

bad odour from mouth

head tilt or shaking

facial swelling (possible abscess)

nasal discharge.

●

●

●

●

●

●

X-RAy OF LOwER MOLAR AbSCESS wITH pRObE INSERTEd 
INTO TRACT TO HIgHLIgHT THE AFFECTEd TOOTH

dECISION TO REMOvE TEETH

As dental extraction can be time consuming, costly and not 
without potential complications, careful assessment must be 
made by your veterinary surgeon to establish the need for 
extraction and ensure the correct tooth is removed.

Thorough oral examination, using sedation, head stand, 
dental headlight, dental mirrors and picks will help identify 
any evidence of  diseased teeth. Dental radiography can 
identify diseased teeth including root abscesses.

FRAgMENTEd MOLAR TOOTH FOLLOwINg 
REMOvAL by dENTAL REpuLSION
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