
Blood Collection - Horses 
Recommended instructor to student ratio:   1:3 

Category 
3. Minor conscious intervention

Objective 
To describe the process of collecting blood via venepuncture. 
To collect, by venepuncture, blood samples suitable for laboratory analysis. 

Alternatives to animal use 
No practical alternative 

Equipment 
A variety of collection devices may be used including Vacutainer®* tubes, bleeding tubes, intravenous catheters, syringe and 
needle. Generally needle gauges used range from 21-18G and syringe volumes between 2mL to 60mL. Depending on the 
technique adopted, which may vary between horses and practitioners, local anaesthetic and associated small bore (23-25 gauge) 
needles may be required.  Antiseptic solution and sharps containers will also be required. With some horses restraint devices may 
be required, such as a twitch or crush.  . 

Safety and Risk considerations 
Some animals resent blood collection. Signs of distress include lifting head, tensing neck and moving away from operator. The 
impact of this can be minimized by inserting the needle through the skin once and then redirecting until venepuncture is achieved. 
Distress can also be minimized by the use of appropriate restraints such as a crush. Risk of injury can be minimised by ensuring 
that personnel involved are adequately trained in handling and restraint of horses.  

Drugs, chemicals or biological agents 
70% alcohol or other suitable antiseptic to clean the skin surface prior to venepuncture. 

Procedure 
1. The horse should be restrained appropriately. The choice of restraint will be based on an assessment of the behaviour of

the individual horse. For jugular bleeding the animal may require minimal restraint (e.g. halter) or may need to be
restrained in a crush. Restraint should ensure quick, easy and safe collection of the sample causing minimal distress.

2. Raise the jugular vein by moderate pressure at the base of the jugular groove. In most horses the jugular will be visible
and/or palpable upon engorgement.

3. The site for blood collection is the cranial (top) 2/3rds of the neck on either the right or left side of the horse. In most
instances the left side will be the default as most horses are habituated to procedures being initiated from this side.

4. The site selected should be cleaned with a swab soaked in 70% alcohol solution. Swabbing should be performed until the
swab no longer shows evidence of gross contamination (‘dirty’)

5. The needle is uncapped and passed through the skin and into the vein by a firm thrust directed at an angle of
approximately 20 degrees to the plane of the skin surface. It may be directed craniodorsally (towards the head of the
horse) or caudoventrally (towards the chest of the horse).

6. The syringe is attached to the needle and the required amount of blood withdrawn. If a Vacutainer®* tube is used then the
vials will be pushed onto the distal part of the double sided needle and allowed to fill. Several sample tubes may be filled
by this method.

7. The needle is withdrawn. Pressure is applied to the site of penetration to help prevent the formation of a haematoma.
8. Needles and catheters disposed of in sharps containers.
9. Operators should use gloves and disinfect them between animals to prevent the transmission of blood-borne diseases.

Equipment such as needle holders used with Vacutainer®* tubes should also be cleaned between animals.

Impact on wellbeing of animals 
Laceration or damage to the jugular vein can result in a haematoma formation. No other impact of wellbeing is seen unless 
excessive volumes of blood are taken (>6-8L in 500kg adult horse).  

Animal Care 
Observe animals for signs of excessive distress. 
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Pain Relief  
Not required. 
 

Reuse and repeated use 
Procedures should only be repeated two times per animal for demonstration. For research purposes, animals may be sampled 
routinely twice daily. Some protocols may require serial sampling over a relatively short period (e.g. exercise physiology studies, 
hormonal assays) which is better served by the use of indwelling catheters. 
 

Qualification, experience or training necessary to perform procedure 
Demonstrator: Operators should be familiar with the correct techniques and the anatomy of horses before attempting this 
procedure.  
Students: Procedures should be clearly demonstrated before students attempt them. Students should be aware of the requirements 
for sterile technique. 
All operators: competence in handling, restraint and understanding of, and appropriate response to, equine behaviour are essential.  
 
 
 
* Vacutainer® is a registered trademark of Becton, Dickinson and Company. 
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