What is Videoendoscopy and How Can It Help Your Horse?

By Sarah Sampson, DVM
A videoendoscope is an instrument which contains a tiny videocamera that can be passed into areas we would otherwise be unable to see. This enables us to recognize several disorders of the respiratory tract, esophagus, stomach, urinary tract, and uterus.

Respiratory Tract: Endoscopy provides an invaluable means of assessing the upper and parts of the lower respiratory tract of horses. It is helpful in establishing the origin of respiratory noises seen with many upper airway problems, but also for localizing the site of exudates (discharge) or hemorrhage (bleeding) that might originate from problems in the guttural pouch, nasopharynx, or lungs.

Esophagus: Endoscopic exams of the esophagus are important to diagnose obstruction (choke), stricture (a narrowing of structure due to previous damage caused by obstruction, or trauma, or as a congenital problem), compression from structures around the esophagus, esophagitis (inflammation caused by gastric reflux), perforation of the esophagus, esophageal diverticulum (out pouching), neoplasia (cancer), and megaesophagus (loss of muscular control of the esophagus). 

These horses and foals can present with any of the following signs: inability or trouble swallowing, excess salivation, nasal discharge containing food particles, frequent choke episodes, inappetance, and/or depression.

Stomach: Disorders of the stomach of horses and foals are now being diagnosed with increasing frequency because endoscopes have now been developed that can reach into the adult horses stomach (a distance of up to 3 meters). Gastric ulceration is now known to exist in at least 25-50% of foals, young horses in training, high level performance horses, and possibly even higher in racehorses. We also see a significant number of pleasure horses with gastric ulcers. The gastroscope enables diagnosis by visual inspection of the stomach lining where ulcers can be seen and graded on severity and location. It is also important to rule out gastric neoplasia (cancer). 

The horses and foals with gastric ulcers can present with any of the following signs: 

colic (especially recurrent colic episodes), inappetance, bruxism (teeth grinding) or abnormal head movements or yawning, poor weight gain and/or poor condition, poor performance, and/or behavior changes.

Diagnosis can only be made definitively with gastroscopy. It is important to note that signs of gastric ulceration can be subtle and infrequent, so if you are at all concerned please contact one of our doctors to discuss this. Gastric ulcers are very treatable with a product called Gastroguard® and can heal completely thereby saving your horse from multiple colics and improving performance quickly.

Urinary Tract: Endoscopy of the urinary tract is an extremely useful diagnostic aid when the complaint is abnormal urination. Visualization of the urethra and bladder can help to diagnose abnormalities in structure or function as well as stones in the bladder or urethra, or neoplasia of the bladder. These horses present with signs that may include: frequent, short urinations, hematuria (blood in the urine), inability to urinate (can look colicky because they strain to urinate), and/or interrupted urine streams.

Uterus: Uteroscopy is now being done to evaluate cysts within the uterine lumen and determine feasibility of their removal, to locate, evaluate, and biopsy masses; and to visualize the oviducts at openings and cervix. Definitive diagnosis of the above disorders involving these structures is very important in determining treatment options that will produce the best chances of fertility. Many of these problems have excellent outcomes with fast and effective intervention. 

At Northwest Equine we have several different sizes and types of endoscopes that enable us to diagnose these multiple disorders in your horse. We welcome your questions regarding any problems you are concerned your horse may be experiencing.

