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riming the young horse’s digestive
Ptract for healthy growth and de-

velopment takes careful planning,
observation, and sometimes interven-
tion. Owners and managers of young
horses must ensure adequate colostrum
intake and passive transfer of immu-
nity at birth, reduce stress and resulting
gastrointestinal (GI) illness at wean-
ing, and meet the nutritional require-
ments associated with times of rapid
growth along the way. But they must
also hone in on what’s going on with the
inner workings of this delicate system,
which must be healthy to support de-
velopment of pathogen-fighting intes-
tinal microbes, accommodate a chang-
ing diet, and ward off gastric ulcers.
And all of this comes at a time when
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Understanding how your
growing foal’s digestive
system works can help
you recognize and avoid
potential problems
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the young horse might also be coping
with challenges of intestinal parasites, a
developing immune system, and dental
changes.

Rapid Development

At birth the foal’s digestive tract shifts
from placental to enteral nutrition, mean-
ing he begins to get his nutrients via the GI
tract. This shift is a catalyst for a variety
of physical, physiological, and microbial
changes. Within the first 24 to 48 hours of
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life, pores in the small intestine lining can
absorb large proteins, such as antibodies
from the mare’s colostrum (first milk), but
after this brief period the pores close.

Atbirth the foal’'s digestive tract is about
six meters (20 feet) long, and by adulthood
it will extend more than 25 meters (about
82 feet). To stay on pace, the GI tract’s
components take turns expanding; in
the first 16 days of life the small intestine
develops rapidly. Then the large intestine
(cecum and large and small colon) sees
its greatest development between 2 and
6 months of age, at a time when the foal
typically is transitioning from mostly
milk to a diet with increasing forage.

Foals can develop digestive issues right
from the start. Neonatal foals are at risk of
meconium impaction, or blockage of the
colon with the first passage of manure, ex-
plains Dr. Anthony Blikslager, professor
of equine surgery and gastroenterology at
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Horslic® is the ultimate in delivering balanced nutritional support to help her be a winner.

To get 24/7 piece of mind, contact your local dealer or visit horslic.com today.
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HORSLIC® DELIVERS ALL-NATURAL SOLUTION
TO COMMON FRUSTRATION

Today competition horses work longer,
travel more, and live more stressful
lives than their ancestors. This results in
stressed horses, unbalanced diets, and
persistent health concerns. Frustrated
owners are led to believe expensive,
time-consuming, unnaturally fed and
hard-to-monitor supplements are the only
answer.

New Generation Feeds, a leader
in nutritional supplements, developed
HorsLic® Omega Elite to deliver exactly
what horses need and owners want.

North Carolina State University’s College
of Veterinary Medicine.

“They will become colicky as they get
bloated, and an absence of feces is an in-
dication for an enema,” he said. “If foals
continue to have problems, more aggres-
sive medical or even surgical treatment is
a consideration.”

First Things First: Foal Diarrhea
Foals can develop diarrhea for a va-
riety of reasons. This condition is of
concern to owners/breeders because it
can quickly cause severe dehydration,
shock, and even death. Further, it can

Horslic equine supplements work in two
ways, providing a more natural, “litfle
and often” source of balanced nutrition
with vital vitamins, minerals, trace ele-
ments, and omega-3 fatty acids.
Research has shown omega-3 fatty
acids are essential but can only be
absorbed through their diet. Omega-3 is
vital to balance the omega-6 acids found
in forage and grain that can negatively
impact the body’s functions. Horslic’s
“little and often” method offers an
around-the-clock supply of nutrients and

weaken the immune system, making
foals susceptible to other pathogens.

Starting out, the newborn foal’s di-
gestive tract lacks the normal microbes
needed to establish bacterial colonies
for proper hindgut fermentation.

“The actual physical process of foal-
ing will expose the foal to the proper
environmental bacteria from the dam’s
vagina, feces, and saliva (when she licks
him),” explained Dr. Debra Powell,
owner of Powell’s Equine and Canine
Therapeutic Services in Lovettesville,
Va., who provides equine nutritional
consultation. Another way he acquires

omega-3 fatty acids, giving horses an
edge with their health and performance.

Omega Elite has been tested
and approved by a leading equine
veterinarian for its ability to supply
horses with necessary nutrition. From a
growing foal to a lactating mare, from
a reining gelding to a breeding stallion,
Horslic Omega Elite naturally delivers
the right nutrition for your horses.

For more information and your near-
est dealer, visit horslic.com or call
888-571-3421.

them is by consuming his dam’s feces
within a few days to weeks of birth.

The primary “good” bacterium that
colonizes the nursing foal’s GI tract is
Lactobacillus.

“This is one of the many good mi-
crobes that surround the udder and
are contained within the milk duct of
the teats,” Powell said. “It is also one of
many good microbes contained within
the milk.”

There is a fine balance between the
colonization of “good” and “bad,” or
pathogenic, microbes, and if the scale
tips toward the bad, the foal can be
more likely to develop diarrhea. Trou-
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blesome organisms for foals include
Salmonella, Escherichia coli, Clostrid-
tum difficile, and C. perfringens, which
they can acquire directly from the mare
through the methods described, or also
via the environment.

To prevent foals from ingesting other
diarrhea-causing organisms, such as
the internal parasite species Strongy-
loides westeri (threadworms), Powell
recommends deworming the mare ei-
ther immediately after foaling or with-
in 24 hours.

Proper vaccination of the mare and
foal (once he’s old enough) can also
help prevent many diarrheal diseases.
Rotavirus is a particularly nasty virus
that spreads easily within a facility and
causes diarrhea and anorexia in foals.
One of the first signs of disease is a full
udder—and a mare’s discomfort from
this—due to the foal’s lack of nursing.
In addition to suffering the untow-
ard side effects of diarrhea, the an-
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orexic foal won’t be taking in his required
nutrients.

Another type of diarrhea that can occur
in foals is known as foal-heat diarrhea be-
cause it arises when the mare comes back
into season—typically when the foal is 77 to
10 days old.

“However, ‘foal heat’likely doesn’t have that
much to do with it,” said Blikslager. “Rather, it
is the early development of (bacterial flora in)
the foal’s colon, where adult fermentation of
forage will ultimately take place.”

These microbes can impact how the foal
absorbs water, resulting in diarrhea. This
problem generally isn’t serious, but call
your veterinarian if clinical signs last more
than three days or coincide with fever.

Researchers have recently begun investi-
gating the use of prebiotics or probiotics for
foals, with the goal of facilitating a healthy
microbial environment in the gut. While
early study results have shown that the
products might be beneficial, our sources
say there is no need to run out and purchase
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Proper vaccination of the mare and foa
can help prevent many diarrheal diseases
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DIGESTIVE HEALTH STARTS WITH DENTITION

nother digestive issue for growing

horses is their teeth. Typically, foals
are born with their deciduous (baby) first
central incisors and premolars, or they ar-
rive within the first two weeks after birth,
and the additional incisors come in by 6
to 9 months of age. The permanent inci-
sors, canines (they're typically only pres-
ent in male horses, if at all), premolars,
and molars continue fo erupt and replace
the deciduous teeth over the next couple
of years, starting at about age 2%. The
first permanent molars come in by 1 year,

and the other molars appear at 2 and 4
years of age. By the time a horse is 5, he
should have all of his permanent teeth,
and they should be “in wear,” meaning
the surfaces can meet and grind.

This incremental dentition can pose
challenges for young horses because as
teeth come in, they might prevent proper
grinding. Thus, younger horses should
always eat easily chewed feeds; good-

quality, leafy forages (vs. harder, stem-

mier forages); and, if consuming any
whole cereal grains, processed grains.

For example, rolled oats or cracked corn
would be preferable for younger horses
over whole oats or corn (though, of
course, any of those should be fed as part
of a balanced diet and in moderation to
avoid starch overload).

Inspect newborn foals for congenital
problems such as an overshot jaw (par-
rot mouth) or undershot jaw (monkey
mouth) —two conformational issues that
affect how horses chew and grind forage
and feed throughout life.

—Dr. Shannon Praftt-Phillips

them just yet. In fact, Blikslager “does not generally recom-
mend pre- or probiotics for foals, which essentially manage
their own intake of ‘gut bugs’ by being with their dams, with
fresh manure in the vicinity. However, if foals develop diar-
rheal disease, particularly at an early age, probiotics become
an important consideration in an attempt to restore some
balance within their gut.”
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A Change Is Gonna Come: Weanling Digestion

As foals begin consuming creep feed and forage around the
time of weaning, the digestive tract changes further. The intes-
tines prepare to handle larger volumes of digesta, and the mi-
crobe populations shift to those more readily able to ferment
fibrous particles.

The shift from milk to feed and forage can predispose foals
to gastric ulcers and colic, particularly if they are consum-

Owners should work wnh thelr vefermcrlons to develop torgeted
internal parasite prevention programs for their young horses
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ing high-grain diets (think youngsters
being readied for sales or futurities). In a
University of Illinois study, researchers
found that weanlings were more likely
to have gastric ulcers when fed hay and
grain or a pelleted complete feed than if
they consumed alfalfa hay alone.

These problems can also reflect the
management of weanlings fed grain-
based diets.

“Ulcers in the foals that I see occur in
larger breeding operations where the
mare and foal or weanlings have lim-
ited time out and, therefore, stresses on
the foals or weanlings may be higher,”
Powell noted. “T usually recommend as
much pasture turnout as possible and
unlimited or at least increased access to
grazing grass and eating good- to high-
quality forage.”

While some grain might be neces-
sary to meet a young horse’s increased
growth demands, maximizing high-
quality forage intake will help his diges-
tive tract, as well as its microbial pop-
ulation, continue to develop properly
while warding off ulcers.

Prevention Is Priority: Growing
Yearlings

Yearlings’ bodies have even higher
nutritional demands, so some owners
feed high-grain diets. But it’s important
to note such diets might increase these
animals’ risk of developing colic.

“Young horses that are consuming
high singular intakes of concentrates
may succumb to starch overload,” Pow-
ell said.

Based on her experience, she added,
“I know there is the propensity to feed
high-fiber/high-fat feeds that are now
available, but if you feed your young
horsesin moderation (i.e., small meals—
no more than 0.5 kg per feeding for a
young horse—more frequently), there is
really nothing wrong with feeding the
traditional commercial ‘sweet’ feeds
that are formulated for young horses.”

But for young horses maintained on
twice-daily feedings, Powell says she
recommends feeding commercial feeds
that have higher fermentable fibers and
fats rather than sweet types of feeds that
are higher in cereal grains such as oats.

Higher starch and sugar diets can also
cause structural development problems.

“These feeds can cause the young
horses to literally grow too rapidly, caus-
ing problems with conditions such as

OCD (osteochondritis dissecans and
poor bone and cartilage development)
or flexural limb deformities (e.g., club
feet).”

Young horses are also more suscep-
tible to internal parasite infection, both
from high ascarid (roundworm) and
cyathostome (small strongyle) infection
loads, which can block the GI tract and
cause colic.

“Foals that are impacted deteriorate
much more rapidly than adults,” Blik-
slager said. “This is particularly nota-
ble with foals that have roundworm im-
pactions. These foals have typically not
been appropriately dewormed start-
ing early in life (6-8 weeks) and then
are dewormed as weanlings (at 4-6
months). Roundworms are particularly
large and readily block the gut when
killed. This condition almost always re-

YOUR GUIDE TO EQUINE HEALTH CARE

quires emergency surgery.”

Owners should work with their vet-
erinarians early on to develop a targeted
internal parasite prevention program
for their foals and young horses.

Take-Home Message

To promote digestive health in your
young horse, keep the mare and foal in
a clean facility to allow normal coloni-
zation of microbes in the foal’s intestine
and to ward off pathogens. Work with
your veterinarian to build a strong pre-
ventive medicine program for your foal,
including proper vaccination and de-
worming protocols. And, finally, offer
a proper diet: High-quality forages will
help your young horse’s digestive tract
develop, and concentrated feeds in sev-
eral small meals per day will balance out
his ration for optimal growth. B

Excerpted from The Horse: Your Guide to Equine Health Care.
Free weekly newsletters at www.TheHorse.com
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