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Poor Vision In Horses Can Be Cataracts 
Horses can hav.e cata

racts, just like people. 
Symptoms are gf:merally 

the same: poor sight. 
"A cataract is a cloudy le

sion that develops in the 
lens of the horse's eye," ac
cording to Dr. Dennis 
Brooks, renowned veteri
nary ophthalmologist at the 
University of Florida, 
Gainesville, Fla. 

Actually that is a lay
man's term for the problem, 
Brooks emphasized in ex
plaining the difference be
tween a cataract,_ which in
volves the lens, versus a 
white or opaque coloring in 
the cornea. 

"The lens containing a 
cataract is a deep structure 
down inside the horse's eye, 
whereas the cornea is the 
clear portion at the front of 
the eye," Brooks clarified. 

Cataracts are not med
ical emergencies, but are 
usually slow-forming le
sions. Inflammation of the 
cornea can be a medical 
emergency if the outside of 
the horse's eye becomes 
cloudy. A veterinarian 
should be contacted imme~ 
diately. 

"From 5 to 7 percent of 
horses have cataracts rang
ing from very small and in
significant to large and the 

cause of blindness," Brooks 
said. 

Main causes of cataracts 
are trauma, nutritional im
balances and equine re
current uveitis, which 
creates inflammation in~ 
side the eye and is referred 
to as ERU. However, in 
some cases the tendency to 
d~velop the condition is in
herited. 

"Dominant inheritance 
has been reported in ~el
gian and Thoroughbred 
horses, and Morgan horses 
sometimes will htive sym
metrical cataracts that do 

not interfere with vision," 
continued Brooks. 

"There is little effect on 
vision in horses with incipi~ 
ent to early immature 
cataracts, while eyes with 
mature cataracts are blind/' 
Brooks stated. "Vision loss 
is proportional to the size of 
the cataract and its location 
within the eye lens." 

Assessment of visual 
function can be made by 
distant observation of the 
horse walking, feeding and 
interacting with other 
horses. Visually impaired 
horses may demonstrate 
reludance to run or even 
walk. 

"However, some horses 
with bilateral cataracts 
appear to do quite well 
in familiar environments," 
Brooks acknowledged. 

Differences in head pos
ture may also be associated 
with cataracts, because a 
unilaterally blind horse 
may attempt to keep its 
sighted eye toward activity 
in its environment. 

Other indications of 

"Bubbles" in this horse's eye are swollen lens fibers, 
indicating early cataract formation. This was caused by 
equine recurrent uveitis, which creates inflammation 
inside the eye and is referred to as ERU. 

cataracts are multiple small 
spots or bubbles in the eye 
lens. 

Congenital cataracts, 
which may be present at 
birth or develop later in 
life, typically appear in 
both eyes at the same time. 

Surgical removal with a 
procedure called pha
coemulsification is the most 
common treatment for 
cataracts. 

"Foals are easiest to do 
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because ·the globe size is 
small enough that there is 
generally less risk and 
healing is usually quick," 
Brooks explained. 

Adult horses are also 
candidates for cataract sur
gery, but are more difficult 
due to the large size of the 
eye. 

"If the horse is healthy, 
does not have ERU and 
has the personality and 
temperament to tolerate 
aggressive postoperative 
topical therapy and repeat 
examinations, it can be 
a candidate for cataract 
surgery," Brooks qualified. 

Horses with cataracts 
caused by ERU do not re
spond well to surgery, but 
recent advances in tech
nique have increased the 
success rate. 

"In phacoemulsification 
cataract surgery, an ultra
sonic needle is used to irri
gate the anterior chamber 
and then fragments and 
emulsifies the cataract and 
aspirates the anterior 

chamber contents," Brooks 
described. 

While there can be com
plications from cataract 
surgery, there is usually a 
quick return to normal 
activity with phacoemul
sification, as there is 
little inflammation post
operatively, Brooks com
mented. 

Reddening, if present at 
all, usually clears in days. 
Foals and horses typically 
regain sight quickly, the 
surgeon added. 

An intractable horse is 
an unsuitable candidate 
for cataract surgery. To 
be considered for lens 
extraction, the horse must 
be in good physical condi~ 
tion. 

Most reliable reports of 
vision after successful 
cataract surgery in the 
horse indicate that vision is 
functionally normal. 

Brooks advised to have a 
veterinarian check a horse 
if there is any indication of 
poor vision. 



Poor Vision In Horses Can Be Caused By Cataracts 

Horses can have cataracts, just like people. 
Symptoms are generally the same: poor sight. 
"A cataract is a cloudy lesion that develops in the lens of the horse's eye," according to Dr. Dennis Brooks, 

renowned veterinary ophthalmologist at the University of Florida, Gainesville, Fla. 
Actually that is a layman's term for the problem, Brooks emphasized in explaining the difference between a 

cataract, which involves the lens, versus a white or opaque coloring in the cornea. 
"The lens containing a cataract is a deep structure down inside the horse's eye, whereas the cornea is the 

clear portion at the front of the eye," Brooks clarified. 
Cataracts are not medical emergencies, but are usually slow-forming lesions. Inflammation of the cornea 

can be a medical emergency if the outside of the horse's eye becomes cloudy. A veterinarian should be con
tacted immediately. 

"From 5 to 7 percent of horses have cataracts ranging from very small and insignificant to large and the 
cause of blindness," Brooks said. 

Main causes of cataracts are trauma, nutritional imbalances and equine recurrent uveitis, which creates 
inflammation inside the eye and is referred to as ERU. However, in some cases the tendency to develop the 
condition is inherited. 

"Dominant inheritance has been reported in Belgian and Thoroughbred horses, and Morgan horses some
times will have symmetrical cataracts that do not interfere with vision," continued Brooks. 

"There is little effect on vision in horses with incipient to early immature cataracts, while eyes with mature 
cataracts are blind," Brooks stated. "Vision loss is proportional to the size of the cataract and its location with
in the eye lens." 

Assessment of visual function can be made by distant observation of the horse walking, feeding and inter
acting with other horses. Visually impaired horses may demonstrate reluctance to run or even walk. 

"However, some horses with bilateral cataracts appear to do quite well in familiar environments," Brooks 
acknowledged. 

Differences in head posture may also be associated with cataracts, because a unilaterally blind horse may 
attempt to keep its sighted eye toward activity in its environment. 

Other indications of cataracts are multiple small spots or bubbles in the eye lens. 
Congenital cataracts, which may be present at birth or develop later in life, typically appear in both eyes at 

the same time. 
Surgical removal with a procedure called phacoemulsification is the most common treatment for cataracts. 
"Foals are easiest to do because the globe size is small enough that there is generally less risk and heal

ing is usually quick," Brooks explained. 
Adult horses are also candidates for cataract surgery, but are more difficult due to the large size of the eye. 
"If the horse is healthy, does not have ERU and has the personality and temperament to tolerate aggressive 

postoperative topical therapy and repeat examinations, it can be a candidate for cataract surgery," Brooks 
qualified. 

Horses with cataracts caused by ERU do not respond well to surgery, but recent advances in technique have 
increased the success rate. 

"In phacoemulsification cataract surgery, an ultrasonic needle is used to irrigate the anterior chamber and 
then fragments and emulsifies the cataract and aspirates the anterior chamber contents," Brooks described. 

While there can be complications from cataract surgery, there is usually a quick return to normal activity with 
phacoemulsification, as there is little inflammation postoperatively, Brooks commented. 

Reddening, if present at all, usually clears in days. Foals and horses typically regain sight quickly, the sur
geon added. 

An intractable horse is an unsuitable candidate for cataract surgery. To be considered for lens extraction, 
the horse must be in good physical condition. 

Most reliable reports of vision after successful cataract surgery in the horse indicate that vision is function
ally normal. 

Brooks advised to have a veterinarian check a horse if there is any indication of poor vision. 



Dr. Dennis Brooks, renowned professor of oph
thalmology at the University of Florida, is with a 
Belgian horse on which he performed cataract eye 
surgerY. The patient responded effectively to the 
treatment. 

"Bubbles" in this horse's eye are swollen lens 
fibers, indicating early cataract formation. This 
was caused by equine recurrent uveitis, which 
creates inflammation inside the eye and is 
referred to as ERU. 


