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Cheek Tooth Extraction 
 Complications

A s far as major dental surgeries go 
in horses, cheek tooth (premolar 
and molar) extraction is the most 

common; unfortunately, more than half 
these procedures pose risk of complica-
tion, noted Edward Earley, DVM, FAVD/
Eq, of Laurel Highland Veterinary Clinic, 
in Williamsport, Penn. He addressed some 
of these potential complications, ways to 
minimize their occurrence, and methods 
of treating them.

Complications from tooth extraction 
might arise as a result of the extraction 
process itself or pre-existing issues. Earley 
listed a number of examples including:
■ Palatine artery laceration;
■  Iatrogenic (caused by veterinary care) 

dental and lower jaw fractures;
■  Dilacerated (abnormally angled or 

curved) reserve crown (the portion of 
the tooth within the jawbone that has 
not yet erupted) and root;

■  Alveolar bone sequestration (death of 
damaged bone in the alveolus, or tooth 
socket, resulting in a draining tract or a 
nonhealing alveolus)

■  Paranasal sinus involvement and alveo-
lar plug failure, resulting in a fistula; 

■  Iatrogenic upper jaw fracture from a 

horse chewing on the speculum;
■  Tongue chewing if the veterinarian 

anesthetizes the lingual nerve during re-
gional or local blocks;

■  Nonhealing lower jaw fractures due to a 
tooth with severe periodontal disease at 
the fracture site; and

■  Extension of dental pathology to either 
side of the obvious bad tooth.
Earley said pre- and post-procedural 

radiographs can minimize complications 
because they allow the veterinarian to 
view potentially complicating pathologies 
(damage to bone and soft tissue) ahead of 
time and to verify successful tooth extrac-
tion. The veterinarian should develop a 
comprehensive plan to minimize the com-
plication risks and manage these scenarios 
when they occur. This plan should include:
1.  A thorough presurgical evaluation, 

 including a complete intraoral exami-
nation and radiographs. Earley even 
recommended referral for a head CT if 
the diagnosis is still unclear.

2.  Treatment planning: preprocedural  
treatment (e.g., antibiotics) if indicated, 
an anesthesia/analgesia plan, and a post-
operative treatment and follow-up plan.

3.  Contingency treatment planning (e.g., 
what will the veterinarian do if a spe-
cific complication occurs?)

4. A plan for the extraction itself.
5. Post-procedural evaluation.

Earley summarized that planning for 
and being aware of potential dental ex-
traction complications are essential to a 
successful procedure and outcome for 
horse and owner.   

Handling Tooth Extraction Failures
Earley described typical reasons why 

oral extractions fail, alternative approach-
es when these problems occur, and the 
equipment, facilities, assistance, and skill 
a veterinarian should have on-hand to 
cope with the unexpected.

Usually practitioners extract a tooth 
orally by gradually breaking down the 
periodontal ligament that holds the tooth 
within the alveolus, noted Earley. If every-
thing goes well, the clinician achieves this 
through slow, constant force using molar 
spreaders and molar forceps. 

Earley listed some of the circumstances 
that can cause intraoral extraction failure:
■  Fracture of the clinical crown (the vis-

ible portion of the tooth);
■ Decay of the crown;
■  Retained root tips;
■  Excessive layers of cementum around 

the reserve crown and root tip as a re-
sult of root disease;

■  Clinical and reserve crown fracture;
■  Dilacerated root tips;
■  Maleruption;
■  Tooth resorption; and
■  Alveolar ankylosis (fusion of the tooth to 

the surrounding socket).
Earley addressed alternate techniques 

for removing teeth or tooth fragments; 
he reviewed some of the dental units and 
tools necessary for completing these tech-
niques; and he stressed the importance of 
having a trained team for equine dental 
procedures, saying that complex cases 
often require a surgeon, dental specialist, 
and a skilled assistant. h
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Dental Care

Elizabeth Schilling, DVM
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Consider the condition 
of teeth adjacent to the 
Xtraction candidate! 
Collateral damage. 

Convention Tweet

Dental extractions are complex cases  
that require a skilled veterinary team.
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