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Chronic 
Diarrhoea

Chronic persistent low grade diarrhoea in adult horses 
refers to those cases that are often described as “his 
manure has always been a bit loose” and by definition 
diarrhoea persists for 2-3 weeks or longer. The faeces is 
generally more loose than normal, and is more similar 
to cow pat consistency rather than watery.

Unfortunately there isn’t always a straight forward 
answer to the cause of chronic diarrhoea. They are often 
very frustrating cases which require diagnostics and 
treatment trials.  

In these chronic cases, the horse can compensate for the 
fluid lost through the faeces and generally doesn’t pass 
faeces more frequently than usual. You may also notice 
weight loss, a dull rough coat and lethargy but generally 
no colic symptoms and a normal temperature.

Causes of chronic diarrhoea

The causes of chronic diarrhoea are many, and this is by no 
means an exhaustive list:

•	 Dietary change – this should not cause diarrhoea for 
longer than 1 week

•	 Infectious - Chronic salmonellosis, Lawsonia (mostly 
young horses and usually with other clinical signs)

•	 Parasitism – Strongyles such as cyathastomes or 
Strongylus vulgaris infestation

•	 Drugs – Antibiotic or non steroidal anti-inflammatories 
such as phenylbutazone

•	 Sand induced colitis

•	 Inflammatory bowel disease or malabsorptive disorders 
(such as granulomatous enteritis)

•	 Chronic peritonitis, abdominal abscessation

•	 Neoplasia – Lymphosarcoma, squamous cell carcinoma

•	 Non gastrointestinal causes – Chronic liver disease, 
congestive heart failure, renal disease (other clinical 
signs are evident)

•	 Idiopathic chronic diarrhoea, which means there is no 
specific diagnosis. Many chronic diarrhoeas fall into this 
category

Small Animal Hospital
•	 Preventative	Medicine
•	 Hospital	&	Surgery
•	 Desexing
•	 Microchipping
•	 Digital	Xray	&	Ultrasound
•	 Laboratory	Testing	Onsite
•	 Hydrobath	&	Grooming
•	 Puppy	Preschool	&													

Dog	Obedience

Equine Hospital & Farm Animal Services
•	 Stable/Property	Visits	-	NO	TRAVEL	CHARGES
•	 Equine	Hospital	&	Surgery
•	 Equine	Dentistry	&	Mobile	Crush
•	 Lameness	Investigation
•	 Prepurchase	Evaluation
•	 Microchipping	&	Freeze	Branding
•	 Digital	Xray	&	Ultrasound
•	 Endoscopy	&	Gastroscopy
•	 Stem	Cell	Treatments,	IRAP	&	PRP
•	 Specialist	Equine	Vets
•	 Laboratory	Testing	Onsite

Equine Reproduction Centre
•	 Routine	Mare	Scans	(discounted	Mon,	Wed	&	

Fri	at	our	Marburg	Repro	Centre)
•	 Artificial	Insemination
•	 Embryo	Transfer
•	 Embryo	Freezing
•	 Stallion	Collection	&	Freezing
•	 Infertility	Investigation
•	 Neonatal	Foal	Care
•	 New	post	&	rail	paddocks	with	shelters
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Sat 7:30am-1pm 
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Diarrhoea is always an abnormal finding in the 
horse and an indication of a problem that could get 
much worse. 

While a sudden and copious onset should be treated 
as an emergency, in this article Dr Sarah Van Dyk 
from WestVETS Animal Hospitals and Equine 
Reproduction Centre, discusses chronic, persistent, 
low grade diarrhoea in the adult horse, the type that 
is often described as: “always a bit loose”.

Call the vet! 
Diarrhoea appearing suddenly that is particularly 
watery or copious can be very dangerous as 
there is a high risk of dehydration, endotoxaemia 
and even death in some cases. The horse may be 
febrile, showing signs of colic or straining. 

These acute cases should be treated as 
emergencies and a veterinarian contacted 
immediately. 
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in the adult horse
by Sarah Van Dyk, BVSc (Hons)
WestVETS Animal Hospital and Equine 
Reproduction Centre
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Diagnostics

Cases of persistent diarrhoea can be a diagnostic challenge. 
History taking is very important to give your vet all the 
information possible. This may include the age of the 
horse, history of parasite control, whether other horses on 
the property are affected, what the pasture looks like and 
duration of clinical signs.

A good start is to take a blood test to look for signs of 
infection, deficiencies, protein levels and organ function. 
Evaluation of a faecal sample is very important and can 
give a lot of information. Your vet may examine the faeces 
under a microscope and send the sample to a laboratory for 
culture or PCR. Sand may be detected in a faecal sample by 
filling a glove with manure and water and waiting for it to 
settle

Following this, further diagnostic workup may include an 
abdominal ultrasound to examine the gastrointestinal tract. 
Samples of peritoneal fluid may be taken at the same time 
for analysis. 

Endoscopic examination of the stomach, rectum and 
descending colon can be done to visualise the inside of 
these parts of the gastrointestinal tract for abnormalities 
and take biopsies. Biopsies are useful to look for 
inflammatory, infiltrative disease or neoplasia of the 
gastrointestinal tract. Taking a biopsy sample of the rectum 
does not require a general anaesthetic however in some 
cases it may be necessary to do an exploratory laparotomy 
to take intestinal and liver biopsies which requires a 
general anaesthetic. 

Other diagnostic aids include absorption tests and response 
to therapy.

Treatment

Treatment really depends on the outcome of diagnostic 
tests, however in many cases finding the cause for the 
diarrhoea is not possible and different treatments can 
be trialled until there is a positive response. It is best to 
consult your veterinarian before commencing treatment. 

For suspected strongylosis, de-wormers containing 
ivermectin, moxidectin or fenbendazole are most effective; 
consult your veterinarian for an appropriate treatment 
regime.

Management of nutrition is important. In some cases a 
change of diet to grass hay is seen to be of some help. For 
sand colitis cases, psyllium supplementation in feed helps 
move the sand through. There are a number of herbal 
remedies designed for aiding in the treatment of diarrhoea 
which may be helpful. 

Immunosuppressive drugs such as corticosteroids are 
sometimes implemented in cases of inflammatory bowel 
disease or neoplasia. Antibiotics are seldom helpful in 
chronic cases of diarrhoea.

Another possible treatment which is uncommonly used 
due to the lack of availability and variable response is 
administration of caecal contents from a dead horse to 
restore microbial balance.

Although there are many diagnostics and possible 
treatments available, these cases tend to be very frustrating 
for you as a horse owner and before you start attempting 
to find the cause for your horse’s chronic diarrhoea, you 
should be prepared for the fact that a particular cause may 
not be found.

In approximately 65% of 
diarrhoea cases, an underlying 
cause is never identified.

“

Ph
ot

o 
co

ur
te

sy
 W

es
tV

ET
S

an
dHEALTH WATCH

PROUD-AID IS A UNIQUELY FORMULATED PASTE
DESIGNED TO PREVENT & ELIMINATE PROUD-FLESH

• Bandaging is not necessary

• Minimizes scarring and promotes healing in the
   treatment of cuts and wounds.

• Helps protect from gross contamination and invasive
   dirt from entering the wound.

• 2 year expiry

PROUD-AID
PROUDFLESH WOUNDCARE TREATMENT FOR HORSES

“FORMULATED TO AID IN THE PREVENTION AND TREATMENT OF PROUD-FLESH

AVAILABLE FROM PRODUCE 
STORES, SADDLERIES 
& VETERINARIANS or 

CONTACT: (03) 6356 0170
proudaid@bigpond.com

TRADE ENQUIRIES
AIRR - (03) 5821 0922

Animal Supplies Pty Ltd
(02) 8868 8600

www.proud-aid.com.au

®

®

BEAT
Greasy Heel

• Effectively treats greasy heel and rain scald

• Unique “water activity control”

• Well-tolerated by horses

• Proven in veterinary trials

 No need to remove scabs!

Enquiries contact equiproaustralia@gmail.com 
or visit www.equiproaustralia.com.au

From this.....to this in 5 days, then.....to this in 6 weeks! 

*Actual case study starting August 2007. All rights and copyright reserved by Equitech.

Equitech Mud Stop
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