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Equine Hearts

Horses’ hearts have the same
four chambers as us, and other
mammals. However, they live
far heart healthier lifestyles
than us, so many of the cardiac
diseases we see in humans are
absent in horses.

A donkey’s resting heart rate is 36-
68bpms.

High heart rates can indicate if As an animal gets fitter, their resting
an animal 1s stressed, exerting heart rate can drop, so it is useful if
itself physically or in pain. In you know your horse or donkey’s
conditions such as colic, heart resting heart rate or pulse rate. If you
rate can be an indicator of how get use to listening or taking a pulse,
serious the situation is. For then it also means when your equine
example, a heart rate of over is unwell you can check their heart
64 bpm is more likely to be rate.

surgical than a heart rate of 44
You can see a horse’s jugular pulse
if you look at their neck. In a
normal calm horse when their head
Is up this can come to about a third
of the way up the horse’s neck.

When their heart is having to work
harder this can go significantly
higher. A jugular pulse over
halfway up the neck is a concern
and should be checked by a vet.

Heart murmurs are sounds
produced by the turbulent flow of
blood through the heart.




Limb swelling or swelling under a horse’s
abdomen can be a sign of later stage
cardiac disease. However, there are lots
of potential causes of this (please see our
website for previous newsletter on limb
swelling) so on its own doesn’t mean the
horse is in heart failure.
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Atrial fibrillation is the most
common clinically
significant arrhythmia in the
horse. The horse will often
have a high heart rate, and
they can tire easily. It can be
treated with medication or
electro conversion under

If we hear an arrhythmia when we general anaesthetic.
auscultate the horse’s heart, we may However, there is a risk they
recommend they have an ECG. All can revert back to atrial
normal horses every hour will on fibrillation with either

average have two abnormal beats at rest,  treatment.
so it is important we record an ECG over
an extended period of time.

Heart murmurs are often not
significant in the horse as
their hearts are so large they
can cope with a level of
inefficiency. However, some
are more significant, so we
grade them 1-6 with 1 being
very quiet and 6 being loud
enough to hear with your
stethoscope not touching the
horse.

If your horse’s murmur is
grade 3 or above it is worth
further investigation of your
horse’s heart to identify the
cause. An ECG may also be
recommended.
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