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We Kiwis LOVE the summer. Long days filled with 
BBQs, beaches, sun & spending time with our 
family – both human and animal members.
Something that veterinary practices around 
the country see during these dry hot summer 
months are animals (especially dogs) affected 
by Barley Grass Seeds. Barley grass is an annual 
grass found throughout the country that sets 
seed in summer.
The Barley Grass seed is very sneaky. They have a 
sharp point at the end with microscopic barbs present 
on the tail end. When these seeds come into contact with your pets coat, 
they stick to their fur and the pointed end penetrates into the skin and if not 
removed immediately they work their way into deeper tissue and can cause 
a huge range of problems once inside, as they begin to track and move 
around causing tissue to react and leaves a trail of infection in its wake.
Most common areas:
The most common area we see on a weekly basis during summer months 
are the barley grass seeds that have worked their way into the skin between 
the  toes. Dogs will often start to lick over a toe area or start limping on the 
affected leg.
Another common problem is when the seeds go down 
your pets ear canals. This is extremely painful and dogs 
will show a very sudden onset of head shaking and 
scratching at their ear, often holding their head to the 
affected side. The more they shake their head the deeper 
down it goes until it hits the ear drum. They can easily 
perforate the ear drum which is extremely painful. So its 
important to get them checked as soon as possible.
Dogs love to dive head first through long grass. So it’s 
not a surprise that a sudden cause of a painful closed 
eye and a trip to the vet to find a barley grass seed 
undernealth the third eyelid. Owners will notice their 
dog suddenly holding their eye tightly shut and rubbing 
it with their foot.
Barley Grass can enter skin anywhere on the body, but 
a favourite location to go is under the armpit where 
owners may notice small lump like swellings or hair 
matting over the area.
If they are swallowed they can cause a huge range of 
problems as they can penetrate any of the tissue from 
the oesophagus through the intestines and migrate 
anywhere in the body ending up in places such as the 
lungs, liver, bladder, and beneath the spine causing 
life threatening infections and abscesses. These are 
particularly tricky to identify and then find. Often 
needing ultrasound to help locate the seed or more 
advanced imaging such as contrast CT. Then it is the 
surgeons hard job to find it! 
Treatment:
If you suspect your pet has a Barley Grass seed its 
important to visit your vet as soon as possible to prevent 

it migrating further into 
the skin. If found early 
simply removing and 
cleaning the area is 
enough. If it has gone 
deeper into the tissue 
then surgery is indicated 
to go in and remove 
it before it migrates! 
Sometimes they can 
be very tricky to find as 
they cause a lot of tissue 
swelling and reaction. 
So prevention is very 
important.
Prevention:
Avoid walking your dog 
through high risk areas in 
the summer time.
Keep your pets coat clipped short in summer so you can check over areas 
throughly after each walk.
Keep the hair between your pets toes extra short so you can easily see any 

Barley Grass seeds.
Remove any seeds as soon as you see them
Two serious cases
Although we see a lot of Barley Grass problems. Here are 
two recent patients stories to illustrate how serious these 
tiny seeds can be.
Coin is a lovely gentle Hunterway who presented with 
a huge swelling underneath his chin. With Dr Richard 
Lucys ultrasound skills we were able to see that there 
was a foreign piece of material within the abscessed 
tissue. Coin was taken to surgery and after some good 
amount of time searching for a ‘needle in a haystack’, we 
were able to find the offending object - it was a Barley 
Grass seed!   
Mia is a gorgeous German Short Haired Pointer who 
presented to us in a very different way. Her owners had 
noticed a strange hard lump that had come up in her 
lumber muscle area. After some initial testing on the 
lump came to the suspicion of a reactive process, we 
took her to ultrasound to investigate. We found that 
under the mass there was a track deep in the tissue 
with connected into her abdominal cavity. This is highly 
suspicious of Barley Grass behaviour. It could have been 
anywhere in her abdomen so we proceeded on to look 
harder and took her to CT. The CT confirmed there was 
a foreign object in her retroperitoneal space (a special 
and very tricky space in her abdomen just under her 
spinal muscle area). And required our surgical specialist 
Dr Helen Milner to go in, try to locate it and remove it. 
Which she did! Mia is one very lucky dog and made a 
complete recovery.
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