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Luxation of the patella in foals: A treatment challenge
A. M. Abu-Seida

Department of Surgery, Anesthesiology & Radiology, Faculty of Veterinary Medicine, Cairo University, Giza, Egypt
Corresponding author emails: ashrafseida@cu.edu.eg and ashrafseida@yahoo.com

Keywords: horse; medial imbrication of the joint capsule; recession trochleoplasty; stifle joint; trochlear ridge

Luxation of the patella is uncommon in equids, and is most
commonly an inherited disorder in foals. It is usually seen in
the miniature breeds, particularly in ponies. The article in this
issue by Gustafsson et al. (2022) illustrates the successful
diagnosis and surgical treatment of a congenital lateral
luxation of the patella in an Arabian filly. The authors report
on the success of treatment after transecting the lateral
parapatellar fascia, imbricating the medial parapatellar
fascia and suturing a polypropylene mesh to the imbricated
fascia. The filly recovered 10 months after surgery with no
osseous abnormalities at that time. Further studies are
needed to understand the aetiology and benefits of different
surgical corrections of this condition in foals.

The case reports by Gustafsson et al. (2022) and Abu-
Seida and Shamaa (2022) describe the diagnosis and surgical
repair of congenital lateral luxation of the patella in foals.

The authors of the first report discuss the diagnosis and
treatment of a congenital lateral luxation of the patella in a
3-h-old Arabian filly (Gustafsson et al. 2022). The luxation was
surgically repaired by releasing, medial imbrication and
suturing a polypropylene mesh to the imbricated fascia
(Gustafsson et al. 2022). While the authors of the second
report describe, for the first time, the diagnosis and treatment
of a congenital lateral patellar luxation in a 6-month-old
female donkey foal (Abu-Seida and Shamaa 2022). The
donkey foal was successfully treated by releasing, recession
trochleoplasty and medial imbrication of the joint capsule.

Congenital luxation of the patella in donkey foals has not
been recorded prior to the report by Abu-Seida and Shamaa
(2022), but it has been observed in horses (O’Meara and
Lischer 2009; Ghasemi et al. 2015; Ogden et al. 2017;
Gustafsson et al. 2022).

Luxation of the patella is probably an inherited disorder in
equids, particularly in ponies of the miniature breeds (Hart
et al. 2009). Alternatively, traumatic luxation of the patella is
also recorded, particularly in adult equids (O’Meara and
Lischer 2009; Ogden et al. 2017).

There are several types of patellar luxation reported in
foals including lateral, medial or distal, unilateral or bilateral
and intermittent or persistent (Hall et al. 2010). The patellar
luxation has four grades: grade 1: the patella is luxated
manually but able to reduce itself; grade 2: the patella is
located in the trochlear groove and luxated intermittently;
grade 3: the patella is usually luxated but can be manually
reduced; and grade 4: the patella is luxated and cannot be
manually reduced (Arnoczky and Tarvin 1980).

Patellar luxation in foals can usually be diagnosed by the
case history, clinical signs and physical examination. The
affected foals usually show a crouched position, with swelling
of the stifle joint, muscle atrophy, slight femoropatellar joint
effusion and pain, moderate to severe lameness, reluctance
to flex the diseased hindlimb at a walk, dragging the toe of

the affected limb during exercise and inability to back-up
(Abu-Seida and Shamaa 2022). The luxated patella is
palpated at the lateral, medial or distal aspect of the stifle
joint, and it may be reducible or irreducible into its normal
anatomical site. Moreover, the affected foals respond
painfully to forced stifle flexion (Gustafsson et al. 2022; Abu-
Seida and Shamaa 2022).

In the articles by Gustafsson et al. (2022) and Abu-Seida
and Shamaa (2022), the lateral luxation of the patella of both
foals was confirmed by radiography. Radiography helps to
identify the degree of degenerative joint disease, depth of
trochlear groove, shape and position of the patella, degree
of ossification of the trochlear ridges and other bony changes
(Engelbert et al. 1993). Lateromedial and flexed skyline
radiographs of the femoropatellar joint are necessary to
assess trochlear ridge hypoplasia (O’Meara and Lischer 2009;
Ghasemi et al. 2015).

Regarding the treatment of patellar luxation in foals,
various surgical repairs have been applied. Surgical repair for
patellar luxation in equids falls into two techniques, as
described by Hart et al. (2009), fascial release and
imbrication techniques in cases with minor or no anatomical
changes, while reconstructive techniques such as a modified
recession trochleoplasty (Hart et al. 2009) and recession
sulcoplasty (Abu-Seida and Shamaa 2022) can be applied in
combination with releasing and imbrication techniques in
foals with major anatomical changes such as a shallow
trochlear groove and hypoplastic trochlear ridge. In lateral
luxation of the patella, the release technique is applied to
the lateral retinacular structures and the medial side of the
joint capsule is imbricated, while in medial luxation of the
patella, the procedures are reversed.

Surgical treatment of lateral patellar luxation through
lateral release and medial imbrication has reportedly
produced good results in miniature horses
(Engelbert et al. 1993); however, in larger breeds, the same
technique was reported to be less successful (Leitch and
Kotlikoff 1980). Therefore, the report of Gustafsson et al. (2022)
is important because the authors used a polypropylene mesh
in the repair of patella luxation in large-breed horses that has
not been previously described. This modification has the
potential of improving the success rate in this group of horses.

The potential complications of releasing and imbrication
techniques include a subcutaneous abscess, recurrent
luxation, septic arthritis, degenerative joint disease, wound
dehiscence, muscle atrophy, septic arthritis and impaired
stifle extension (Engelbert et al. 1993; Ghasemi et al. 2015).

The incomplete wedge recession trochleoplasty reported
by Hart et al. (2009) presents a logical variation to the
traditional trochlear wedge recession technique used in dogs
with patellar luxation, while the traditional technique,
complete wedge recession trochleoplasty reported by Abu-

© 2021 EVJ Ltd

19EQUINE VETERINARY EDUCATION
Equine vet. Educ. (2022) 34 (1) 19-20
doi: 10.1111/eve.13475

https://orcid.org/0000-0001-5466-2016
https://orcid.org/0000-0001-5466-2016
mailto:
mailto:


Seida and Shamaa (2022), was used successfully, in
combination with releasing and medial imbrication, in the
treatment of congenital lateral patellar luxation in a donkey
foal. The theoretical advantages of incomplete over
complete wedge recession technique or chondroplasty are
the smoother articular surface proximally and more stability of
the construct as a whole. Technically, the modified recession
trochleoplasty appears more demanding than other
techniques, and more time-consuming compared with the
standard wedge trochleoplasty.

A combination of releasing, recession trochleoplasty
(sulcoplasty) and medial imbrication of the joint capsule is an
innovative and promising technique for repair of lateral
luxation of the patella in foals, particularly those with
trochlear ridge hypoplasia and shallow trochlear groove
(Abu-Seida and Shamaa 2022). No complications or
recurrence after surgery were reported in the donkey foal
recorded by Abu-Seida and Shamaa (2022).

A recent technique for repair of lateral luxation of the
patella in a foal involved transecting the lateral parapatellar
fascia, imbricating the medial parapatellar fascia and
reinforcing the imbrication with a polypropylene mesh by
suturing the mesh to the imbricated fascia (Gustafsson
et al. 2022). Although several complications such as septic
arthritis and wound dehiscence were recorded after surgery,
none of them was related to the polypropylene mesh.

Although the anatomy of the stifle joint is similar among
equids, and there is no difference in the surgical repair of this
condition between horses and donkeys, the outcome of
treatment is generally better in donkeys, probably due to
their small size compared to those of horses (Abu-Seida and
Shamaa 2022).

Like in dogs, lateral luxation of the patella in foals has
usually been resolved by using recession trochleoplasty and
medial imbrication of the joint capsule (Kobluk 1993). Thus,
the more elaborate surgical techniques used to treat patellar
luxation in dogs may be necessary when treating this
condition in foals.

Luxation of the patella is uncommon in foals; therefore, a
comparison of different surgical repairs will prove difficult, as
few cases are treated and even fewer are likely followed-up.

Based on the currently available literature, miniature
horses are the most predisposed breed to patellar luxation.
Therefore, the prognosis for future athletic use in larger-breed
horses remains unknown. The aetiology of the problem
remains also unknown. Although the recorded cases in foals
provide us with an optimistic outcome for this problem, we

should turn our attention to preventing this condition by
discouraging breeding of the treated foals.
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