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W h a t  a r e  s a r c o i d s ?
Sarcoids  are  the most common skin tumour  seen in  horses .  They are  local ly
aggressive ,  meaning they can invade the surrounding sk in  and recur  af ter
t reatment ,  but  they do not spread internal ly  to  organs l ike  some other  cancers .
Sarcoids  can af fect  horses of  any age ,  any  breed ,  and any coat colour .  They are
often part icular ly  f rustrat ing for  owners  because they may appear suddenly,
change in s ize or  appearance over  t ime,  or  remain stable for  long periods
before progressing unexpectedly .
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W h a t  c a u s e s  s a r c o i d s ?
Sarcoids  are  st rongly  associated with Bovine Papi l lomavirus (BPV) .  The v i rus  i s
bel ieved to  enter  through minor skin trauma or  wounds ,  where i t  inter feres  with
normal  sk in  cel l  growth and can lead to  uncontrol led local  t i ssue prol i ferat ion ,
result ing in  sarcoid format ion .  Important ly ,  not al l  horses exposed to BPV wil l
develop sarcoids ,  as  some indiv iduals  appear  to  be genet ical ly  or  immunological ly
predisposed.  Sarcoids  are  not  cons idered contagious  between horses  in  the
tradit ional  sense ;  however ,  t ransfer  of  the v i rus  v ia  damaged sk in  i s  thought  to  play
a ro le  in  thei r  development .
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W h a t  d o  s a r c o i d s  l o o k  l i k e ?
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One of the biggest challenges with sarcoids is that they don’t all look the same .

They may appear as:
Flat, hairless or scaly patches
Wart-like, thickened skin
Firm nodules under the skin
Fleshy, ulcerated or proud-flesh-like masses
Lesions that bleed, rub or fail to heal

Because of this variation, sarcoids are often mistaken for wounds, scars, or infections.
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There are  four types of  sarcoid  -  occult ,  verrucous ,  f ibroblast ic ,  nodular ,
or  they can be mixed.  Each type has  a  d i f ferent  appearance and may

require  a  d i f ferent  approach to  t reatment .  
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Sarcoids are more commonly seen in young to middle-aged horses , particularly
those with recurrent skin trauma or those that already have sarcoids elsewhere on
the body. Environmental and seasonal factors also play an important role, as
flies may act as mechanical vectors for the virus, warm weather increases skin
irritation and rubbing, and poor wound healing can allow viral entry. For these
reasons, it is common to see sarcoids change, flare up, or worsen during the
summer months.

E p i d e m i o l o g y  –  w h y  s o m e  h o r s e s  g e t
s a r c o i d s
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W h e r e  d o  s a r c o i d s  c o m m o n l y  o c c u r ?
Sarcoids can develop anywhere on the body , but are
commonly found:

Around the eyes and ears
On the legs
Under tack areas (girth, saddle, bridle)
On the chest, sheath or udder

Areas exposed to pressure, rubbing, flies, or repeated
trauma are at higher risk of progression .

W h y  e a r l y  a s s e s s m e n t  i s  i m p o r t a n t ?
Sarcoids  are  not something to ignore or  self- treat .

Ear ly  veterinary assessment  a l lows us  to :
Conf i rm whether  a  les ion i s  l ike ly  to  be a  sarcoid
Assess  type ,  behaviour ,  and r i sk  of  progress ion
Develop an appropr iate  management plan
Reduce the r i sk  of  aggress ive  growth or  recurrence

Repeated interference  —  such as  cutt ing ,  p ick ing ,  banding ,  or  home
remedies  — can s igni f icant ly  worsen sarcoids  and make future
management more di f f icul t .



There is no single management approach that suits every sarcoid, as treatment
decisions depend on several important factors including the sarcoid type, size and
location, rate of change, and the horse’s temperament and intended use . Careful
assessment of these variables helps guide an appropriate and individualised plan.

Management options may include:
Careful monitoring in selected cases
Surgical management
Chemotherapeutic management regimes
Topical applications
Slow-release injectable therapies
Combination approaches tailored to the individual horse

The goal of treatment is always to minimise recurrence, irritation, and long-term
complications while achieving the best possible outcome for the horse.
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H o w  a r e  s a r c o i d s  m a n a g e d ?
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R e f e r r a l  S e r v i c e s

At El i te  Equine Vets ,  we of fer  a  referra l  serv ice to  Professor  Derek
Knottenbelt  at  Equine Medical  Solutions .  Professor  Derek Knottenbelt  i s  a
specia l i s t  in  equine internal  medic ine based in  the UK.  This  serv ice involves  a
thorough history  and high qual i ty  photos  uploaded to  a  porta l ,  an accurate
diagnosis  made,  and a  t reatment protocol  developed.  Regular  fo l low up
photos  are  then uploaded to  the porta l  and one year  of  case support  i s
included in  the referra l  fee .  



W h a t  s h o u l d  o w n e r s  d o ?
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At Elite Equine Veterinarians, we focus on accurate assessment and
diagnosis, developing individualised management plans, and minimising
recurrence and complications to achieve the best possible outcomes. Our

priority is supporting your horse’s long-term comfort, performance, and
welfare. If you’re concerned about a skin lesion or sarcoid, we’re always

happy to assess and provide professional advice.

If you have any questions or concerns please contact us on 0412 619
740.

I f  you not ice :
A new sk in les ion
A wound that  i sn ’ t  heal ing as  expected
A growth that  i s  changing ,  b leeding ,  or  being rubbed

Have it  assessed early ! !
Prompt evaluat ion g ives  your  horse the best  chance of  successful  long-term
management and helps  reduce the r i sk  of  progress ion or  compl icat ions .
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O u r  A p p r o a c h

C a s e  e x a m p l e
This  mare was diagnosed with a  nodular  on her  chest .  She was referred

to Equine Medical  Solut ions ,  and t reated with AW5 cream.  


