Ask A Vet: Shocking Good News

Sunday, January 9, 2011
Dear Dr. Weldy’s,
 

Last fall my Standardbred race gelding was referred to Purdue University Veterinary Teaching Hospital for shock wave therapy. He had a longstanding problem with a pulled suspensory ligament above the fetlock that would not heal completely.  After a series of three treatments given a few days apart, the pain and swelling subsided and he is training to race again. How does shock wave therapy work and are there other uses for it? 

                                                                                                                                                          --Back on Track

 

Dear Reader,

     I’m glad to hear you are back on the track with your racehorse. A chronic injury like a pulled suspensory ligament or a bowed flexor tendon can easily be career ending for a performance horse. Shock wave therapy is a non-invasive treatment for a multitude of soft tissue and bone injuries that is a relatively new option in veterinary medicine.

     It is the treatment of choice in the breaking up of kidney stones in human medicine as well as aiding in the treatment of a range of orthopedic conditions that people suffer from. Tennis elbow, heel spurs, joint pain and non-union fracture healing and speeding the healing of wounds and burns are just a few of the applications of shock wave therapy that human medicine now finds value in. It has even been used as cosmetic treatments for scars and cellulite.

     Shock waves have nothing to do with electric shocks. The shock wave unit generates high energy acoustic pulses similar to sound waves that are released into tissue. They stimulate blood circulation, bone growth, and metabolism by stimulating osteoclasts, the cells that rebuild injured bones. They also enhance the development of new blood vessels. In many slow healing soft tissue injuries shockwaves have anti-inflammatory action and pain relief benefits. The anti-inflammatory action reduces the amount of inflammatory biochemicals that cause pain. They also temporarily disrupt nerve impulse transmission and this reduces the perception of pain. Many dogs and horses with arthritis exhibit pain relief soon after treatment. 

     Shock wave therapy is not a universal remedy by any means and is best used in conjunction with other treatments. Tendon, ligament, and orthopedic treatments are still a relatively new application for shock wave technology and new potential uses are being investigated. Large nerves and vessels, central nervous tissue (brain and spinal cord), heart, lungs and intestines are strictly avoided. Animals that are immune compromised do not respond well to therapy. Treatment requires an in depth knowledge of anatomy and should only be done by a veterinarian trained in the use of the unit.

     This treatment has proven to be helpful in navicular syndrome, tendon and ligament injuries, back pain, and wound and fracture healing in horses. Dogs with arthritis, hip dysphasia, chronic back pain, soft tissue injuries, and delayed-healing fractures are often helped by shock wave therapy. 

     Shock wave units are costly and are usually found only at university teaching hospitals and referral practices. We are fortunate at Dr. Weldy’s to have purchased a new shock wave unit and are currently providing therapy to horses and small animals.

                                                                                                                                                           -Dr. Jerry Sellon

