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A beam or even strong branch of a tree works well if no stables are available. It is 

also good to have a power outlet though I do have a generator. If more than one 

horse is being treated it is often more economical to work at a vet clinic so that you 

are not paying vet travel costs and it means that the vet can carry on with their 

business around sedating horses. 

 

Q: When will I be able to ride again? 

A: Most horses are fine to ride the next day though you need to be aware that the 

sedation has a swab period of 72 hours if you are competing. 

 

 

Owner Awareness 
Owners need to be aware that there are large differences in the standards of equine 

dental care. If you want piece of mind and knowledge that your equine partner has 

received full-mouth dental care, check out your dentist’s qualifications before get-

ting that cheaper deal. Make sure you get to feel in your horse’s mouth so that you 

know what you are paying for. Make sure your dentist uses a speculum. There is 

no way a full oral examination or dentistry can take place without one. Find out if 

your dentist balances the incisors with the molars and understands the biomechan-

ics of a natural mouth. Ask when they last upgraded their education as the chances 

are if it wasn’t in the last 12-18 months they may not be aware of the best treat-

ment for your horse. Don’t be afraid to ask questions as the dentistry that your 

horse receives will have a major affect on its whole being. All associations that test 

and certify dentists require hundreds of hours of experience in the field and clinical 

practice, classroom instruction, anatomy study and training in proper technique. A 

one-week course or one-time attendance at any course is unlikely to be enough. I 

spend much of my time correcting substandard dental work that owners were una-

ware had been performed on their horses. 

 

Dentists that are currently certified by the Academy of Equine Dentistry are listed 

on the website: 

www.equinedentalacademy.com There is also plenty of additional useful infor-

mation on this site, so check it out. 
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Why do horses need dentistry? 
Horses have evolved to live in a dry semi-arid environment where they are free to 

roam an average of 30-40km/day in search of grazing and water. Their incisors are 

designed to nip off the grass. Then tongue and cheeks manipulate this food into the 

grinding cheek teeth where it is chewed and manipulated into a rope like bolus and 

saliva is added in great quantities in the first steps of digestion.  

 

Humans have domesticated horses and now provide them with conditions that are 

very different from their natural environment. Our breeding programs rarely take 

dentition into consideration and natural selection no longer takes place. This leads to 

conditions requiring all NZ horses to have a dental check up at least once a year and 

some more frequently. 

 

Reasons for dentistry: 

 Horses have hypsodont teeth which means 

that their teeth develop from a tooth bud to a set 

length and then grow no more. Unlike human 

teeth they have a large amount of reserve crown 

which is housed within the bones of the upper and 

lower jaws.  

These teeth belonged to a 4 yr old and show the 

reserve crown that will last a life time. 

 

 Sharp enamel points on the inner edges of 

the lower check teeth and outer edges of the upper check teeth result in dis-

comfort, especially in a bridled horse and lead to lacerations and abscesses 

along the cheeks and tongue. 

 

 The teeth are designed to erupt at the same 

rate as they are worn. Problems arise from 

teeth that have no opposition as they hyper-

erupt and become dominant so upsetting 

the balance within the mouth, causing dis-

ruption to function and discomfort. These 

problems left unchecked, can cause some 

horrific consequences, even in relatively 

young horses. This photo was taken from 

an 8 year old miniature! 

 

 Shedding Caps: Young horses shed 24 deciduous or baby teeth and erupt 28

-32 permanent teeth between the ages of 2 1/2 and 5 years of age (just when 

we are trying to back/harness and educate them). If baby teeth are retained 

they cause great pain, chewing difficulties and consequent weight loss, be-

havioural problems, reduced airflow and even lameness. It is not uncommon 

to find horses with retained incisors years after they have should have shed. 

Unfortunately these horses are usually labelled as ‘problem’ horses 
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Goals of your Equine Dentist 
All dental equilibration should strive to accomplish a more perfect occlusion of 

cheek teeth and incisor arcades whilst: 

 Enhancing maximum lateral excursion (side to side movement) and anterior

-posterior (backwards and forwards) movement of the lower jaw. 

 Enhancing food movement through and grinding ability of the cheek teeth. 

 Enhancing performance and athletic ability by alleviating any restricting 

and/or painful conditions present.  

 Maintaining normal arcade crown height and table angles that complement 

the biomechanical dental paradigm. 

 Not prematurely aging any of the dentition. 

 

Frequently Asked Questions 
Q: My horse is very quiet and doesn’t mind having his teeth rasped so why do you 

need to sedate him for dentistry? 

A: For the mouth to be properly balanced and all the dental problems attended to 

the whole mouth needs to be accessible. Horses that have dentistry performed 

without sedation will still have problems of which you as an owner, will probably 

not be aware. These problems will affect your horse’s comfort and the way that it 

can perform for you. 

 

Q: How often should my horse have a dental check-up? 

A: The general rule is that all adult horses should be seen at least once a year. 

(It is a good thing to write on your calendar since teeth are out of sight and out of 

mind, so easily forgotten). Horses that are high performance/competition horses 

should be seen every 6 months as should those aged 2½ - 5years. Other recommen-

dations may be made for specific individuals. 

 

Q: How much does it cost. 

A: As I charge for work performed cost varies from horse to horse. Yes it is more 

expensive than running a few floats to remove sharp edges but it is money well 

spent - an investment if you like. Currently my prices start at $80 and as a guide 

line, usually range from $130-170 + GST for first visit will as there will be lot of 

work that needs doing. Then as long as the maintenance plan I recommend is ad-

hered to it gets cheaper. The sedation needs to be paid for separately. To put it into 

perspective, work out how much a qualified farrier costs on an hourly basis. Dis-

counts are available for owners of 3 or more horses where dentistry is performed 

on the same day. 

 

Q: How long does the dentistry take? 

A: Generally around an hour for each horse at a first visit. Plus I need about half an 

hour each to set up and take down my gear so for just one horse I am likely to be 

about 2 hours. 

 

Q: Can you do the dentistry in my horse’s paddock? 

A: I am set up so that I can perform dentistry just about anywhere however it is 

preferable to have somewhere that I can hang my dental halter. Continued... 
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Sedatives and Analgesics  
These help to relax your horse and keep 

it comfortable during dental procedures. 

They are an important factor with power 

tool use and to enable me to perform pro-

cedures that would not otherwise be pos-

sible without the risk of fracturing teeth 

or of injury to myself, the horse or you as 

the handler. They need to be administered 

by a veterinarian. Once the horse is sedat-

ed they remain standing but the head will 

become heavy and lowered. I use an ad-

justable, padded dental halter or a stand to 

support the head so that I can see right to the back of the mouth using a very bright 

headlight. As the jaw is relaxed I can make the necessary measurements to ensure 

everything is correct for that horse. Once 

dentistry is finished the sedation will have 

worn off enough for the horse to be transport-

ed if needed. 

 

The incisors tend to vibrate whilst being 

worked on as they are single rooted teeth so 

sedation makes the precise adjustments to 

these teeth as pleasant as possible for the 

horse. You may think that your horse doesn’t 

need precision dentistry but even 1 mm of 

excess tooth can cause an imbalance leading to teeth related difficulties. 

 

Qualifications 
I have trained through the College of Equine Dentistry 

Australia and Academy of Equine Dentistry in Idaho, 

USA. I regularly return to upgrade and update my edu-

cation so you can be assured of the most modern ser-

vice.  

 

I carry an extensive range of quality, specialised dental 

instruments, have performed dentistry in three conti-

nents and feel very passionate about what I do. It is 

very satisfying providing horses and owners with 

something better than they’ve probably ever had be-

fore. It is so rewarding watching horses improve and to see them performing better 

and with far less restraining gear (providing they get correct training). In time there 

is a complete change in body shape and on lookers will tell you how well your 

horse looks. 
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 The baby teeth/caps need to be shed at the correct time to allow normal erup-

tion of the permanent teeth. The bumps that may be seen under the lower jaw 

of a young horse are usually dental cysts caused by the permanent tooth being 

unable to erupt into the oral cavity by the baby tooth that is sitting on top of it. 

Consequently the only place that the permanent tooth can develop is down or 

up (as for the upper teeth). Many of the serious dental problems that I see in 

adult horses were initiated by caps not shedding at the correct time. In some 

cases retained caps can be found still in 

the mouth years after they should have 

shed. 
 
 Bit Seats: The use of a bit is unnatural 

and can be uncomfortable for a horse. 

Much relief is provided by the removal of 

wolf teeth that, if present, are situated 

right where the bit lies. Also a procedure 

called bit seating can give relief to the 

tongue and bars of the mouth. It is a 

rounding of the first premolars that allows your horse to pick the bit up off its 

tongue and place it in the area that the bit seat forms. Bit seats also provide 

greater airflow and aid the entry of food for grinding. I recommend them for 

all horses that are expected to work into the bridle or race. 

 

 Soft grass means that the concentrations of enamel running in bands across the 

cheek teeth do not wear as they should. Instead they become protuberant and 

wear on the softer dentin and cementum areas on opposing teeth causing a 

washboard appearance to the teeth which 

locks up the lower jaw causing loss of 

function and performance. 

 

 Environmental problems: for example 

injury. Normally contact with opposing 

teeth keeps the chewing/biting surfaces 

even, but horses with teeth missing or teeth 

in poor alignment are in special need of 

regular treatment. This photos is of a 2 yr 

old and already the lower central incisor is 

preventing the lower jaw from sliding to the near side 

 

 Some horses have genetic  

            problems with their teeth such  

            as parrot mouth (see insert),  

            supernumary (extra) teeth etc 

 

 

 

 

bit seat 
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 Feeding horses from containers that 

are set above ground level causes a 

misalignment of the upper and low-

er teeth leading to unnatural wear 

and so to problems such as hooks, 

ramps and steep angles in the inci-

sors. The hook in this photo is ex-

treme but even a tiny one will be a 

problem for your horse and develop 

for a number of different reasons 

 

Recognising Dental Problems: 
 

Many horses show no outward signs of dental problems and in fact some of the 

worst problems have been found in fat, apparently ‘healthy’ horses. They simply 

seem to grin and bear their discomfort or may be don’t know any better. By the 

time this type of horse shows signs it is in real strife so relying solely on appear-

ance or physical indications for dental attention is not a good idea. Having said 

that, the following is a list of the more common ways a horse tells us it is in need 

of dentistry: 

 Loss of body condition or hollowing over the loins and an enlarged stom-

ach. 

 Dropping feed whilst eating or difficulty with chewing. Horse acting like 

he’s mad with the feed, shaking it or butting it with his head or dunking it in 

water to soften it. 

 Packing the cheeks with feed. 

 Large undigested particles in the manure or loose watery stools. 

 Colic. 

 Behavioural problems or a change in behaviour. 

 Biting or chewing anything he can get hold of -including you! 

 Riding problems. The list is huge but includes problems such as: finds work 

easier on one rein than the other, trouble with transitions or turning, can’t 

hold vertical flexion, finds working in a rounded outline hard to maintain, 

on the forehand, failing/difficult to stop, bucking, lack of rhythm, shying.  

 Head problems. For example: head shy, head tilting, head tossing, bit eva-

sion, chewing the bit, locking the jaw, opening the mouth. 

 Foul odour coming from the mouth, nasal discharge or swelling of the face, 

jaw or mouth 

 Dental cysts –bumps under the jaw in young horses. 

 Dull, long coat in an otherwise healthy horse or pony 

 Need for repeated visits from a chiropractor. 
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Why choose full mouth dentistry? 
Only full mouth dentistry is going to return the horses mouth to the natural state 

that it was designed to be in. A balanced mouth not only affects the way the horse 

eats and gains nutrients from the food that it eats, but also affects the horse’s tem-

perament, its life expectancy and the way it can move and perform for you which 

will in turn affect the muscle development and overall appearance. So, it is health, 

comfort and performance that improve with full mouth dentistry and with that the 

value of the horse, the owner’s enjoyment and competition results. I aim to restore 

full function  and comfort to the temporo-mandibular joint, TMJ (where the lower 

jaw joins onto and articulates from the skull) 

 

All the teeth are attended to during a 

routine full mouth dental treatment  

That includes the incisors at the front 

of the mouth as well as those hard to 

reach ones right at the back of the 

mouth.  

 

Usually the existing problems will 

require more than a stroke or two from 

a hand float/rasp. Also it is important 

to continue with the maintenance plan I prescribe otherwise the problems will re-

turn. 

 

Unlike humans when a horse closes its mouth pressures are shared between the 

incisors, cheek teeth and TMJs. If you shut your mouth hopefully your lower inci-

sors will sit behind your upper ones. Not so with a horse. They are in contact at the 

same time as their cheek teeth. This means that any problem incisors will have a 

direct affect on how the cheek teeth can function and visa versa. Put simply; all the 

teeth need to be treated. 

 

Power tools 
Power tools are not a new invention; there were pedal driven models around in the 

1880’s. Many dental techniques were lost during the 1930’s and 1940’s when trac-

tors replaced draft horses and cars replaced the lighter breeds used for drawing 

buggies. Only recently has there been a renewal of interest in equine dental prob-

lems. Modern equine dentists make use of power tools: 

 They enable problems to be addressed, that by their very nature cannot be 

accessed with manual floats. 

 They quickly and efficiently reduce protuberant teeth without the risk of 

tooth fracture that cutters can cause. 

 In trained hands they are safe to use on teeth of all ages. 

 They enable more specific work to be carried out so that exact spots can be 

pinpointed providing a superior job and avoiding the unnecessary loss on 

surrounding teeth that can occur when trying to reduce a high area with 

floats/rasps 

 The time required to perform major work is greatly reduced. 

 

incisors 

Hard to reach 

area 

Full mouth dentistry has not been 

used on this skull 


