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Nutritional Management of the Overweight Horse

Amy Parker, M.S.

“My horse is fat, but so what? It's just more todo right?” Well, not exactly. Excess weight maysa or
predispose the horse to problems (e.g., joint gaminitis, insulin resistance, etc.) or may be skgn of an
existing metabolic disorder. Nutritional managemehthe overweight (or easy keeping) horse is ot a
simple as some may think. Careful attention is rded keep these horses in good health.

At what weight is a horse overweight?

Assigning a specific weight to define obesity irrdes is impossible due to differing bone structame
muscling. Instead, evaluating fat deposition oher tiorse’s body is a better method to estimate lsody
dition. A few different scoring systems have beewvaloped that apply a numerical score to the hsrse’
condition based on fat coverage over target aré#sedbody. While these scoring systems are subgect
they do provide a systematic method of evaluatimdylcondition. One of the most widely accepted isgpr
systems is the 1 to 9 Henneke scale (Equine Véi983), where 1 is extremely emaciated and 9 ig ver
obese. Horses scoring above a 7 on this scaleoasedered overweight. (See pages 2 and 3 for gotada
tion of the Henneke and co-workers scale).

Why is the horse overweight?
Once the horse has been recognized as overwdighbpfective becomes weight reduction. To achibige t
objective, determining why the horse is overweigguh be helpful. Sometimes the answer is as singple a
the horse is receiving feed (grain) when littlenorfeed is required. Reducing or eliminating teed may
achleve the deswed Welght Ioss Thls isa rellgtluacompllcated solution to the obesity questidnfortu-
B i S e nately, the answer is often much more compli-
P cated. Metabolic disorders, such as Cushing’s
disease, insulin resistance (IR) and equine meta-
bolic syndrome (EMS), may predispose the horse
to obesity. In such cases, getting proper veteri-
&9 nary care and medications may alleviate the prob-
# lem. Even still, some horses carry extra weight
i simply because they are very efficient at convert-
ng dietary energy (calories) to fat. Regardless of
he cause, obese horses require careful nutritional
management.

continued on page 2
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Horses on a hay-only diet (with a vitamin and maheupple-
ment) should receive a minimum of approximately tb.2%
Horses should be fed to achieve the desired bodgiton. of their body weight per day (e.g., 1000 pound acskould
This means adjusting feed according to body cammlitind receive 15 to 20 pounds of hay per dd&s@eding hay at this
season. Many nutrients are blamed for causing tbesit rate is essential to maintain normal, healthy gatfion and to
energy imbalance is the true culprit. (Excessivetaty en- ayoid development of vices (e.g., wood chewing)e Fibrse’s
ergy/calories will result in weight gain; not prister se, vita-hody may go into “conservation mode” if fed belov% of

mins or minerals.) One of the primary keys to acing the hody weight, meaning the horse will expend less@néi.e.,
desired body condition is to balance the amountaléries hecome less active) and weight loss will be less.

consumed with the amount of calories used. Theehases
calories for all of life’s functions, including bathing, grazing,
processing food, reproduction, maintaining bodygerature,
exercising, etc. Caloric expenditure changes wifh, aclimate
and activity level. As a result, the caloric inpuill likely need
to change throughout the year to maintain a hedtdy con-
dition.

Nutritional management of obese horses

Whenever feasible, increased exercise should h@pocated
in a weight reduction program. This will help taiease ca-
loric output, thus reducing body fat. Use cautidrowdd the
horse have any condition that may be exacerbategkéscise
(e.g., laminitis).

Many horses begin carrying too much weight in tpeing Summary

because feed is not reduced after winter. Horsesllysre- oyerweight horses have special nutritional conceRegard-
quire less feed in the spring because pasturesfsge lush |ess of the reason the horse is overweight, regucaloric
and calorie-rich. Additionally, warmer spring termires intake and/or increasing caloric output is cruttaleight re-
mean the horse uses fewer calories (less energyjatotain qyction. Because increasing exercise is typicatlyamifficult
body temperature. In such cases, reducing or editinig feed 1o manage, reducing dietary calories is usuallyrtiost practi-
will generally help with weight reduction. Care sk be ca| weight loss method for horses. While calorigtrietion is
taken that enough feed is provided such that &inin and jmportant, the other essential nutrients (e.g.ging vitamins
mineral requirements are met. Even though someeBarsy and minerals) cannot be ignored. For optimal healtd goal

be consuming lush pastures rich in calories anteprotheses to achieve and maintain the ideal body conditmeughout
pastures are often deficient in many trace minerlgypical the year.

trace mineral salt block withot meet the horse’s mineral re-
quirements. Read the feed tag/bag or consult vaighrbanu-
facturer to determine the minimum amount of feeddeel per
day to satisfy nutrient requirements. If the amaafrfieed pro-
vided is below the minimum requirement, then sumeetal
vitamins and minerals will be needed. In such cagéamin

and mineral supplements should be fed daily rathan fed BOdy Condltlon Sconng

free-choice.

Following is an adaptation of the widely acceptedring sys-
. Lo tem (Henneke, 1983) for evaluating body conditihile the
When reducing or eliminating feed does not accoshpthe hotographs on page 3 represent each Body Condione,

desired weight loss, grazing on lu e evaluations are subjective; therefore, theahccore will
pastures should also be limited. This

may be accomplished by splitting tim e dependent upon the evaluator.
between pasture and stall, using a graz-
ing muzzle or placing the horse in a dry
lot and feeding hay. Target Areas for
When feeding hay to overweight horses, choose dragsThe BOdy Evaluation Scorlng
digestible calorie content is often (but not alwalswver in
grass hay than legume or mixed hay. Regardlesedipe of
hay (legume or grass), the more mature the hawpmehkting,
the lower the digestible calories. AdditionallyetBugar and
starch content also tends to decrease with incrgasaturity.
Many metabolic disorders require avoidance of suigand
starches (e.g., laminitis, insulin resistance, patgharide stor-
age myopathy). Thus, mature grass hay would bebtw
choice for reducing calorie intakés always, the hay should be
free of dust, mold and other contaminants.
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Body Condition Scoring Chart

1 - Poor

Animal extremely emaciated. No fatty tissue caridhe Ribs projecting prominently. Bone structuesiy notice-
able. Tailhead and hook bones projecting promigentl

2 —Very Thin

Animal emaciated. Ribs prominent. Faintly noticeslbbne structure. Vertebrae prominent. Tailheachprent.
Shoulder is faintly noticeable.

3 -Thin

Slight fat cover over ribs. Ribs easily discernibleck and withers accentuated. Tailhead promirmritindividual
vertebrae cannot be visually identified. Hook ®age rounded, but easily discernible. Pin bonéslistinguish-
able. Shoulder accentuated.

4 - Moderately Thin

Faint outline of ribs. Negative crease along b&ackbone sticks up). Neck, shoulder and withershuatously
thin.

5 - Moderate

Ribs cannot be seen, but are easily felt. Fat altaithead beginning to feel spongy. Back is le@&loulder blends
smoothly into body. Withers rounded.

6 - Moderately Fleshy

Fat beginning to be deposited. Fat over ribs aititetad feels spongy. Back may have slight positiease (gutter
appearance). Shoulder blends smoothly into bodthé&ks rounded.

7 - Fleshy

Individual ribs can be felt, but noticeable fillimgth fat between ribs. Back has positive creasktég appearance).
Fat deposited along neck, withers, tailhead and behind shoulder.

8 - Fat

Fat deposited along inner buttocks. Difficult telfébs. Thickened neck. Fat deposited at withithead and area
behind shoulders. Positive crease (gutter appeayalmevn back.

9 - Extremely Fat

Bulging fat. Patchy fat appearing over ribs. Obgipositive crease (gutter appearance) down batlléiag inner
buttocks may rub together. Flank filled in flush.

Adapted from Henneke et. al., Equine Vet J. (1983)%): 371.
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Currently Karen and Laura own two horses, Sarali @@rendipity (Sera). Not to be forgotten
are the two miniature horses that arrived on Qhastday six years ago as Laura’s gift. Laura’s
horse, Sera, is a 9-year-old quarter horse/warntbtwoss that is used as a hunter.
many wonderful attributes, including being an ekegper too easy in fact. To address this
problem, Sera has been feeding M-30 for four montbeaura is extremely pleased with the re-
sult as she has noticed that Sera has lost weighher hair coat has improved.

The two minis, Button and Star, are also eating(M-3
Star has shown the most dramatic improvement imghtdbss, which is a big relief for the Dillefs
since minis are prone to foundering. In additidreirt hair coats have improved significantly. TJhe
only complaint that the minis have now is their @ws insistence that they wear grazing muzgles
when turned out on the lush pasture.

Karen Diller has been riding horses for most oflifer and she has passed on her love for horskertdaughter, Laura. Now fourteen years
old, Laura has been riding since the age of fillevo years ago, Karen and Laura built their

present day barn in Chambersburg, Pennsylvaniaingla barn has been a dream for both, and
together they accomplished their goal. Presentither and daughter work together to care for
the horses and the barn. Their time spent togéthebuilt a strong relationship between them.

Sera has

Laura and Serendipity

Both Karen and Laura are delighted with the pregriéiey have observed in the short four mopths
that their equine friends have been eating M-30od5lick to the Dillers and all their four-legged
companions in their future endeavors.

Ty thesegreat MeCaley proecs..

and mineral supplement available for
horses. M30 is specifically created to
satisfy the high nutritional demands of
horses at all physiological stages: main-
tenance, growth, pregnancy, lactation
and work. M30 is designed to balance
the basic forage diet with or without
grain. It is recommended for horses
consuming an oats and forage diet, idle
or light working mature horses, over-
weight horses (especially those on a dry lot), é®mseeding
slower growth rate (due to to physitis, orthopgaticblems, etc.
or horses on energy restricted diet (due to lamiritPM, etc.).

V—MAX ~ IS a complete vitamin and trace mine

supplement. It can be fed to all classes of has@seet vitamin
and trace minerd
requirements. V-MAX
should be provided whe

fed, when the diet consists
forge alone or with
unfortified grains.

[

M-SO@ is McCauley’'s most comprehensive protein, vitamin

ral

small amounts of feed are

of

Your horse gets shoes more often than you.

Your husband does something nice for you
and you say "good boy" and pat him on the neck.

You are totally grossed out by human hair in
the sink or tub, but don't mind horse hair in yaasher, on your
clothes, in your food...

Your non-horsy friend gives you a funny look afigaincing into
the back seat of your car, and you realize heisewour
whips and spurs.

You say "whoa" to the dog.

You don't even want to think about how your car ldduwe paid
for, your mortgage would be much smaller, and yaghirhave
some savings if you didn't have horses.

You see the vet more than you see your child'sgpécian

You cannot imagine why anyone would think it kirtkyown
whips.

You save the hoof shavings for the dog.

You yell at the kids, and the horse's name pops out

When you have more pictures of your horses in wdfize than
you have of your family

When you known more about equine nutrition than &umutri-
tion. .

You drive by ANY field ANYWHERE and look very harfdr
horses.
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