THE PREPURCHASE EXAMINATION

By Melinda Roche, DVM

Owning a horse can be a big investment in time, money and emotion.  When purchasing a horse it is important to know what you are getting into.  As the saying goes, the cheapest part of owning a horse is buying it.  The last thing you want is to buy a horse with a problem that will cost you in the long run for treatment, or worse that will render the horse unable to perform.  That’s why it is important to investigate the horse’s overall health and condition through a purchase exam conducted by an equine veterinarian.  Whether you want a horse as a family pet, a pleasure mount, a breeding animal or a high performance athlete, you stand the best chance of getting one that meets your needs by investing in a purchase exam.
Preparing for the exam

Purchase examinations may vary, depending on the intended use of the horse and the veterinarian who is doing the exam.  It is important to choose a veterinarian who is familiar with the breed, sport or use for which the horse is being purchased.  It is not appropriate to use the horse’s regular vet for this exam.  You should not use the vet of the seller, even if they have never seen the horse.  In some rural areas, this may be difficult.  If there is no other choice the vet should explain that they are doing the exam for the buyer and that there are no loyalties to the seller.  Explain to your veterinarian, your expectations and primary uses for the horse, including short- and long-term goals.  Ask your veterinarian about which procedures should be included in the exam and why.  Be present during the exam if at all possible.  
The seller or seller’s agent should also be present if possible.  The seller should be able to provide a history of the horse.  If the seller is not present, try to have them speak with your veterinarian to get an adequate history of the horse.  A pre purchase exam is done for the benefit of the buyer and the costs involved are the responsibility of the buyer.  This insures that there are no biases.  If the seller is present, discuss the exam findings with your vet in private.  This is to ensure that you are not pressured by the seller or given excuses for things that the vet may find.

If you are buying a horse a long distance away, I recommend working with your vet to find in vet in that area to examine the horse.  That vet can consult with your vet and send exam findings.  This helps to avoid shipping the horse a long distance, prior to an exam, and then finding out it has a problem.

The exam
A pre purchase exam includes a complete physical exam, including vital signs, oral exam, eye exam, examination of limbs, joints, tendons, basically everything visible.  The horse is then examined for soundness.  I often do this by longing or working the horse under saddle to observe movement in all gaits.  Then an evaluation is done with the horse moved in straight lines, and circles on firm ground to look for lameness.  Flexion of the joints, followed by trotting the horse off, are done to look for lameness induced by joint stress.  It is very important that the exam is done in an appropriate environment to evaluate soundness.

If the horse is found to be lame, the exam is discontinued.  Depending on the intended use of the horse, x-rays are often taken of the front feet and selected joints.  This is especially important for performance and working horses.  Additional testing may included, but is not limited to, breeding soundness exam, bloodwork, endoscopy, ultrasound exam and drug testing.

The purpose

The veterinarian’s job is not to pass or fail the horse.  Rather, it is to provide you with information regarding any existing medical problems and to discuss those problems with you so that you can make an informed purchase decision.  Your veterinarian can advise you about the horse’s current physical condition, but cannot predict the future.  The findings of the exam represent that one moment in time.  The decision to buy is yours alone to make.  However, you equine veterinarian can be a valuable partner in the process by providing you with objective, health-related information.
