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  Prairie Vista Veterinary Hospital    
Sand Colic Notes                David T. Harder  DVM
Colic is still the number one cause of death of horses today. In many areas sand is the most commonly seen form of colic. Due to the nature of soil in Reno County (and surrounding counties), sand colic is highly prevalent. 
Sand colic is the result of the building up of sand in the intestinal tract of the horse. There can be as much as 150 pounds of sand lying in the bottom of the horse's belly.

The sand presses on the bottom of the intestine, and prevents blood from entering that area, which may lead to constant low grade pain or even severe acute pain.  Eventually, sand can build up to the point where it completely blocks a loop of intestine. At this point, the horse becomes very painful from the buildup of hay and water in front of the blockage. Once this pressure builds to a certain point, it either pushes out the sand blockage or ruptures the intestine like an overfilled balloon. The intestinal rupture is always fatal!

Bran (Red Flakey Wheat Chaff) can be added to the diet to help with the sand problem. Keep in mind that bran is high in Calcium and low in Phosphorus and as such must be used in moderation unless feeding alfalfa as the primary roughage.

Psyllium is the best feed stuff known for the prevention of sand colic. It is fed in such small amounts that your horse cannot gain weight from its use nor will it cause any nutritional imbalance when fed normally.

Mineral oil does help loosed up tightly bound sand, but it does not move it out as well as psyllium and horses may not eat it. Vegetable oil is digested before it can help.
MASON JAR TEST

The mason jar test is a method of assessing if your horse is passing sand. Put six fecal balls or their equivalent into a glass jar. Fill half full with water and shake well. Let settle for fifteen minutes and then check if there is any sand lining the bottom of the jar.
If there is much sand at the bottom of the jar, it means that your horse is moving a lot of sand through (or you used manure that had touched sand). This is good in that at least it is coming out. Prevention of ingestion must be increased.

If there is no sand at the bottom, it means either your horse is not eating any sand or that your horse is not passing the sand it has eaten. In either case, repeat the test several times. If it is negative every time, use psyllium every day for a week, testing daily. If still no sand, then your horse probably is not eating sand.

Sand Colic and Feeding
Ingestion of sand and subsequent accumulation can cause a variety of clinical symptoms in horses. Signs of large amounts of sand in a horse's intestine range from poor weight gain or weight loss in spite of an otherwise adequate diet to intermittent diarrhea or frequent to severe episodes of colic.

All horses in our Reno County area are at risk for sand accumulation. Our soil is naturally very sandy, so any horse eating feed either in the form of hay, green grass, or on the ground, is prone to ingest some sand. Dietary changes can prevent problems with sand. 

The first step in prevention is to feed off of the ground in tubs, bins or wall feeders.  Many horses still pull at least half of their feed out of any feeder and finish it on the ground, but these horses are still spending 50% less time eating off of the ground. In addition, placing rubber mats under and around feeders will help prevent horses from eating directly off of the ground. The natural position for a horse to eat is with a lowered head, so low height feeders are ideal for proper salivation and swallowing. 
The second step in sand prevention is feeding psyllium, the indigestible fiber
found in Metamucil or Equi-aid. Psyllium will aid in the removal of sand from the
gastrointestinal tract and prevent build up if fed on a regular basis. Beet pulp has
also been effective in preventing sand accumulation. It contains an indigestible
fiber similar to that of psyllium. Pulp’s main advantage over psyllium is that it is less
expensive. Beet pulp is also a source of soluble carbohydrate so it provides
some extra calories and may be especially useful for those "hard keepers." The
disadvantages of beet pulp are that to be effective it must be fed daily and it must
be soaked for 12-18 hours before feeding or it has the potential to cause
impaction colic. 

Finally, many people believe that they are controlling sand by feeding bran mashes. Although bran is a good laxative and helps during a sand colic, it is not as effective at removing sand.

