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Sand colic, a common cause for colic seen in the winter time that must be prevented!

By Chantal Rothschild, DVM, Diplomate ACVIM

Colic is one of the main causes of death in horses of our days. Sand colic is a common type of colic and can occur in horses of all breeds and ages including foals. It does not only occur in horses housed on sand but in those with access to dirt, concrete, gravel, rocks, and decomposed granite. Most horses tend to eat sand or dirt when they eat directly off the ground and during winter time when pasture is limited. However, some horses seem to develop a taste for sand or concrete and eat it out of habit, off the ground, walls, and posts or from wherever they can access it! Horses are constant grazers and by nature prefer to eat small, frequent meals of good-quality fiber.  Horses that eat in large boluses once or twice a day tend to finish their feed quickly leading them to later scrounge for feed off the ground accidentally ingesting sand or dirt or even intentionally eating those out of hunger or boredom.

What does the sand do internally?

As the horse ingests the sand or similar mater it passes through it’s stomach and small intestine accumulating in the horse’s large intestine (many times preferring the right dorsal colon, at the end of the large intestine). While in the large intestine the sand tends to drag back and forth over the mucosa (the lining of the intestine) causing a sand paper effect which leads to irritation, swelling, redness, and thickening of the bowel. This may interfere with the normal absorption/loss of nutrients and water from the bowel leading to weight loss and diarrhea. Additionally, the abrasion suffered by the intestine allows for absorption of toxins, endotoxins and occasionally even bacteria normally present in the horses bowel leading to fevers, depression and occasionally severe sickness.  After many months or even years the accumulation becomes severe enough to cause obstruction of the large intestine leading to more obvious and severe colic signs with gas accumulation and in some occasions even leading to a twisted colon. In moderate cases the obstruction may resolve with some pain killers, water, mineral oil and walking but recurs after a short period as the sand only moved away spreading along the intestine not being truly eliminated.   

What are the clinical signs of horses with sand?

· “ADR” = Ain’t doing right. Horses frequently do not perform well, are unhappy, unthrifty, lethargic, have a decreased appetite as their intestines hurt, among other non-specific signs.

· Weight loss and/or unable to gain weight despite receiving a good quality diet.

· Frequent diarrhea. Horses may have continuous severe diarrhea or occasional bouts of soft to pasty feces. Low grade fevers (101-102º F) may also be associated.

· Intermittent mild to moderate colic episodes. These horses seem to frequently colic but respond to medical therapy.

· Severe or fulminant colic. These are related to severe obstructions with gas distension and in some instances resulting in complications such as twists or rupturing of the inflamed intestine. Colic surgery is often required in these cases.

How to diagnose sand in a horse’s intestine?

· History: horses with intermittent colic episodes housed in sandy areas are common findings in horses with sand colic.

· Auscultation: your veterinarian may be able to hear sand when listening to your horses intestines. Many horses may have sand and at certain times not have any sounds consistent with sand but it is still helpful to try to listen for it if you suspect it as if it is present then it is proof it is there.

· Fecal sedimentation: this is an easy test where 6-8 fecal balls are collected in a rectal sleeve or plastic bag, water is added and the contents are well mixed. Then the sleeve or bag is hung for 5-10 min allowing any present sand or sediment to accumulate on the bottom of the sleeve or bag allowing for determination of its presence. It is important to notice that not all horses with sand in their intestine will be passing the sand in their feces, but if you find sand you know there is more in the horse’s intestine. In some very sandy areas a small amount in the feces can be normal.

· Abdominal radiographs (X-rays): taking radiographs of the horse’s abdomen is one of the most definite methods of determining if sand is present. This diagnostic modality is not available in most practices as it requires a large and very powerful machine typically only available in teaching or referral hospitals.

· Abdominal ultrasonography: in some occasions especially when radiography is not available ultrasonography of the horse’s abdomen can be useful as there are common changes in the intestine that can be visualized with the ultrasound.  

How to treat if your horse has sand?

There is much debate as to what works better to treat horses with intestinal sand accumulation, however one thing seems to be well know. It is much easier to prevent a horse from eating sand then to try to get rid of it once it is inside it!

· Mild cases: cases where horses have sand accumulation in their intestines and are in the stage of being ADR, loosing weight or are having occasional mild diarrhea and/or colic episodes that easily resolve they can be treated by:

· Removing them from the sandy environment or preventing them from further ingesting sand (see prevention strategies below). In some cases this alone has been shown to be sufficient in clearing the horses intestine of the sand, however this may take several months to a year and meanwhile the horse must be medically managed for the clinical signs he or she is presenting.

· Psyllium therapy: psyllium is available as a powder or pellet form and is believed to form a gelatin in the horse’s intestine trapping the sand and dragging it out in with the feces. The success of this therapy has been debated in some studies being shown to be very helpful in eliminating large amounts of sand while in others not showing much effect. This may be due to the kind of sand or matter involved and the severity of the case. In very mild cases your veterinarian may recommend you feed 1 or 2 cups of psyllium a day to your horse on a one week per month basis or something alike. It is important to realize that frequently large amounts of psyllium (1-2 Lbs) are necessary to be effective in sand removal and this may only be accomplished by repeated nasogastric (stomach) tubings.

· Moderate cases: cases where the horse is having a painful episode with a sand obstruction of the large colon causing constipation and gas accumulation can be treated by:

· Pain killers (Banamine, Bute, Buscopan, etc…)

· Mineral oil and water via nasogastric (stomach) intubation (to help lubricate the intestine so the obstruction can slide through and to soothe the lining of the intestine so that the sand and feces cause less friction causing less inflammation).

· Psyllium: tubing of large amounts (1-2 Lbs) of psyllium 2-4 times a day mixed in mineral oil has a better chance of being effective in trapping sand and removing it from the horse’s intestine in cases where passing of feces can be achieved. 

· Fluid therapy: in some cases in addition to the nasogastric water administration intravenous (IV) fluid therapy is necessary to re-hydrate the horse and soften the feces mixed with sand in the horse’s intestine so that the obstruction can be broken down and ultimately passed.

· Other laxatives: other laxative alternatives such as magnesium sulfate, DSS among others have been used to assist in passing of the obstruction. 

· Removal from sand and maintenance therapy must be continued as described above for mild cases.

· Severe cases: cases where all of the above therapy have been tried but have not been effective in relieving the obstruction and/or the colic pain ultimately require colic surgery, especially if a twist or torsion is involved. Surgery can be risky in these cases as it is important to remember than in addition to all the risks of a regular colic these horses have the additional risk that they have an intestine that has been chronically irritated by the sand and is consequently inflamed, thickened, swollen and friable being more likely to tear and rupture during surgical manipulations.

 How to prevent sand colic?

This is the most important part of this article, please read with attention and try to implement these precautions if your horses have access to sand or similar matters. Many times the diagnosis of sand colic comes as a complete surprise to many owners that because they do not see their horse(s) eating sand or similar matter do not realize how much sand they ingest just grazing or searching for left-overs on the ground. Here are some important strategies:

· Maintain the feeding area free of sand or dust by using rubber mats, concrete or wood. Ensure that a large area is covered as horses tend to scatter their feed around their eating area and search for those later.

· Feed in bins, buckets, troughs, or feeders.

· Feed adequate amounts of good-quality forage and fiber to your horse (s) to decrease the inclination to eat dirt or sand.

· Feed smaller amounts of hay as frequently as possible. A three times a day feeding seems to be a good compromise for most horses. 

· Avoid overgrazing of pastures in order to make horses less likely to eat dirt when searching for grass.

· Avoid turning horses out on dirt or sand paddocks during hungry hours of the day; plan to turn them out after eating their hay.

· Ensure horses have free access to a mineral block and fresh good quality water.

If you believe your horse (s) may be suffering from intestinal sand accumulation or would like assistance to better develop a program to prevent sand colic on your facility please do not hesitate to contact us. This is important to us and we will be glad to help you! 

