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2008 
New Equine Vets 
William Hodge BVSc, MRCVS 
Billy graduated from Liverpool in 2007 with the clinical prize in equine studies (Barrie Edwards 

Prize in Equine Studies) for the highest overall equine marks in the final year. His clinical 

interests include lameness/diagnostics (imaging, ultrasound, radiography), orthopaedics, airway 

disease, TB racing injuries/disease and clinical pathology. 
 

Billy has recently finished a one year internship at Minster Equine Clinic, York, with the ability to 

perform lameness investigations, anaesthesia, medicine workups and routine/general practice 

equine care. His plans for the future include obtaining a certificate in Equine General Practice 

and hopefully, with the knowledge and experience gained from the internship we will soon be 

utilising new innovative treatment options for wounds, tendons and ligament injuries using 

platelet rich plasma (PrP). Billy will be joining Dalehead on the 28th  July.  

 

Catherine Speakman BVetMed, MRCVS 
Catherine graduated in 2004 from the Royal Veterinary College, London beginning 

her career at Deben Valley Equine Veterinary Clinic in Suffolk where she has 

worked for four years. Her interests lie in the diagnosis and treatment of 

lameness, dentistry and stud work. Much of Catherine’s continued professional 

development (CPD) has been directed towards the challenge of diagnosing and 

treating injuries in the sport horse. 

 

Within her previous practice Catherine has had responsibility for all the 

orthopaedic and poor-performance work-ups, with many cases which would 

previously have needed referral being treated by Catherine at the clinic. She has 

also been involved with developing the clinic’s artificial insemination program and has completed 

courses in reproductive management and advanced artificial insemination techniques, completing a 

study into the reproductive efficiency of the Suffolk Horse - a critically endangered breed.  

  

Catherine has been involved with horses all her life, from Welsh Ponies to working Suffolk 

Punches, and currently has a horse, Edward, who loves to jump when 'mum' has time! Out of work, 

aside from riding she particularly enjoys hill walking with her dogs, rock climbing and 
photography. We look forward to Catherine joining the Dalehead team on 4th August. 

 

Castle View Equestrian 
 

Castle View Equestrian at Capernwray is holding a classical dressage clinic with Josē 

Goncalo Carreia on the 4th- 7th July. Also on the 5th July at 7pm a demonstration 

including Lusitano stallions in-hand and ridden. Tickets are £10 in advance or £12 on 

the door.  Please call Catherine for more information on 07843 688100.   
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Topic of the month:    RAGWORT POISONING 

Ragwort poisoning is one of the most common causes of liver disease in horses and 

ponies in the UK. Ragwort is a tall plant with yellow flowers. Its scientific name is 

Senecio jacobea and it contains a poison (toxin) which is also found in some other 
plants, such as Lantana and some Heliotropes. The poison is found in variable 

concentrations in different parts of the plant and at different stages of its 

growth. The plants are not palatable and horses will not usually eat them unless 

pasture is heavily contaminated or there is little other food available. However, the 

poison is very stable and remains toxic even when the dried plant is incorporated 

into hay. The most common cause of ragwort poisoning is therefore from chronic (long-term) 

eating of hay which includes dried ragwort. 

What are the signs of ragwort poisoning? Unless very large quantities of fresh plants are 

eaten, which is very uncommon in UK, the symptoms of poisoning are usually not seen until 4 

weeks to 6 months after eating the plants. Small doses of the poison gradually accumulate in the 

horse’s liver where it causes damage to the liver cells and subsequent scarring, eventually causing 

the liver to shrink in size. Symptoms of liver disease only develop when the organ is no longer 

able to compensate for the loss of functional tissue. Symptoms usually develop quite suddenly, 

although in some horses and ponies slight illness can precede more severe symptoms. Early signs 

include loss of appetite, depression, diarrhoea, weight loss and mild jaundice. More severe 

symptoms include marked jaundice and collapse or abnormal behaviour, which can range from 

profound depression to compulsive walking and pressing the head against objects, e.g. walls, 

apparent blindness, photosensitization (excessive sensitivity to sunlight) and convulsions. These 

behavioural abnormalities are caused by toxic effects on the horse’s brain (hepatic 

encephalopathy).  

How is ragwort poisoning diagnosed and treated? The diagnosis of ragwort poisoning is based 

on clinical signs and laboratory tests. A history of ingestion of ragwort is often unclear due to 

the time lag between ingestion and the development of clinical signs. Laboratory tests, including 

the measurement of liver enzymes, bile acids and bilirubin levels in the horse’s blood, confirm a 

diagnosis of liver disease and assess the liver’s ability to function. To confirm the diagnosis of 

ragwort poisoning, a liver biopsy is required to demonstrate the typical microscopic abnormalities 

(pathology). If these are not found, the biopsy may help to suggest other possible causes of liver 

damage. Follow-up liver biopsies help to monitor progression of the condition in horses receiving 

treatment for ragwort poisoning. 

As symptoms often only develop late in the course of the disease, treatment is rarely successful 

for severely poisoned horses, especially those with behavioural abnormalities. Feeding a special 

diet to try to reduce the severity of nervous symptoms can help in the short term in some 

cases. The scar tissue which develops in the liver cannot be replaced by normal liver tissue, 

but less severely poisoned horses can sometimes be helped to compensate for their loss of 

liver tissue. Other in-contact horses should be examined for signs of poisoning so that they 

can receive treatment and extra care. Blood screening tests for liver damage and abnormal 

liver function are the first steps.  

How can I prevent ragwort poisoning?  Ragwort is a biennial plant. In the first year a 

flattish crown of branched leaves is formed. This flat crown is fairly resistant to mowing 

and is often not noticed. In the second year yellow flowers are produced on stems which are up 

to approximately 80 cm high. Any plants that are found should be pulled up by their roots and 

disposed of away from livestock. Do not leave cut or pulled plants in the paddock or they may be 

eaten when they have dried and are more palatable. Plants on adjacent land should be removed to 

avoid the spreading of seed back into your paddocks. Always ensure that there is adequate 

grazing or alternative food sources such as hay, so that your horse or pony is not tempted to eat 

any ragwort which may have been missed.  


