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There’s no magic formula to weaning—many horse breeders and farm managers have years of experience

Proper feeding important at stressful time 
of a young horses’ development

By HeatHer SmitH tHomaS

W
eaning time is stressful for foals, and racehorse breeders strive to make this 

transition as easy as possible—so growth and development are not interrupted. 

Part of this strategy involves nutrition, making sure the foal is ready for weaning 

and accustomed to eating the feed that it will be depending on after it no longer has 

mama’s milk.

Dr. W.B. “Burt” Staniar, an associate professor of equine nutrition at Penn State Uni-

versity, says foals should be introduced to these feeds prior to weaning, either through 

creep feeding or access to the diet the dams are eating.

“this makes the transition easier for foals,” he said. “this also helps with the develop-

ment of their gastrointestinal tract and their ability to transition to the new diet.”

(continued on page 58)
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Starting the Transition
Stephen Duren of Per formance 

Horse Nutrition says that before we 
start thinking about the weanling, we 
need to consider the nursing foal.

“Before we separate the mare and 
foal, we need to make sure the foal is 
eating his own feed—accustomed to 
what he will be fed after he is weaned,” 
Duren said. “this decreases his stress 
level significantly.

“We prefer to start feeding the foal by 
himself (rather than creep feeding), but 
this will depend on how the farm is set 
up to do it, whether they are catching 
mares twice a day or some other meth-
od. Usually the mares are in a breeding 
program anyway and being palpated so 
they are brought in to stalls. We start 
offering foals their own feed at about 21 
days of age,” he said.

the amount of feed will depend on 
growth characteristics of the foal and 
whether there are any growth anomalies.

“after a foal is eating the feed, the 
amount is gradually increased until 

the foal is of weaning age,” 
he said. “you can tailor 
the amount to each foal’s 
needs by feeding individu-
ally. this is why i like sup-
plemental feeding rather 
than creep feeding. With 
a creep feeder there might 
be an aggressive foal that 
can monopolize the feed. 
in my feeding systems, 
feeding the foals individu-
ally, we are either tying 
that mare at her own feed 
tub or hanging her tub at a 
height where the foal can’t 
get into it—and giving the 
foal his own feed at the 
amount we want for him.”

there are some fast-
growing foals that you 
don’t want to feed too 
much, or this may put 
them more at risk for DoD (Develop-
mental orthopedic disease) problems.

“With horses, we never want to maxi-

mize growth, since unlike beef cattle 
we want them to grow more slowly—for 
a long athletic career—and be able to 
stay sound,” Duren said. “Longevity is 
our goal, compared to other farm ani-
mals. additionally, horses are bred to 
be athletes, so we are not looking at 
maximizing pounds of gain. We want 
to deliver essential nutrients for sound 
skeletal growth and longevity.

“there are many software programs 
available today for tracking foal growth 
according to breed averages, with-
in different countries and different 
states,” he said. “there is a lot of data to 
help you know whether a young horse is 
growing too fast, based on height and 
weight of that youngster. this can help 
you manage feeding and growth rate.

“in some instances this may be hard-
er to do if the foal is being raised on a 
foster mare (such as a draft mare) that 
gives a lot of milk,’ Duren said. “Gen-
erally, we figure milk production as a 
percentage of body weight, and if the 
nurse mare is large, she may give more 
milk than a thoroughbred. Foals can 
certainly be raised on those mares but 
they grow faster so you would cut back 
on the volume of supplemental feed. 
With less volume you might want the 
nutrient concentration (vitamins, min-
erals, etc.) to be more dense so the diet 
is still balanced. the mare’s milk is pro-

Performance Horse Nutrition’s Stephen Duren: 
“We want to deliver essential nutrients for sound 

skeletal growth and longevity.”

Dr. W.B. “Burt” Staniar, an associ-
ate professor of equine nutrition at 

penn State University, has always been 
interested in growth rates/growth 
curves in young foals and has done a 
lot of work looking at this.

“There are many aspects of their 
environment—nutrition being a major 
one—that can impact their pattern or 
rate of growth,” he said. “it is valu-
able to monitor the growth of foals if a 
person has the capability to do it. This 
adds extra labor, but once a month at 
least (preferably every two weeks) the 
foals could be weighed and measured. 
You can measure withers height, and if 
you don’t have a scale, you can use a 
weight tape or some of the equations 
for estimating weight. These are sev-
eral ways to monitor growth.

“This can help you fine-tune what 
you should be doing from a nutritional 
standpoint,” he continued. “This can 
give clues if you are feeding a little 
too much—if a foal is growing much 
more rapidly than it did over the pre-
vious two months. Or, you might dis-

cover that a foal has really dropped 
off in growth. is it because the weather 
has gotten colder, or the fact there’s 
not much grass available? in these in-
stances maybe you should bump up 
the amount you are feeding.”

at this point in the foal’s age/life, 
growth is usually a primary objec-
tive—not necessarily rapid growth but 
healthy growth.

“This is always hard to define,” 
Staniar said. “if one foal is growing 
at an obviously different rate than his 
peers, this might be something to look 
at, unless you know that genetics are a 
factor—if the dam and sire are really 
big and programed for rapid growth.

“This doesn’t mean we should not 
be worried about it because rapid 
growth can be associated with cer-
tain skeletal problems,” Staniar 
said. “There are still a lot of ques-
tions in that area, but we do have to 
be careful with larger foals to make 
sure they don’t grow too rapidly. The 
larger foals are at a greater risk.”  
 By Heather Smith Thomas
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viding the energy and the protein, so 
we are trying to make sure that every-
thing else is balanced.” 

Weaning
the method of weaning makes a dif-

ference, regarding stress, but age of the 
foal and season of year will have some 
impact on what the appropriate nutri-
tion would be for that foal.

“Some sort of low-to-moderate 
level of exercise is just as 

important as nutrition for the wean-
ling, to help him develop adequate-
ly for a sound athletic career,” said 
Dr. W.B. “Burt” Staniar, an asso-
ciate professor of equine nutrition 
at penn State University. “The ex-
ercise could be as simple as being 
out in a large paddock with his 
peers to run around and play. it is 
not healthy for the youngster to be 
kept in a stall all the time.”

Nut r i t ion  and exerc i se  go 
together as par t of the whole 
picture for the growing horse.  
There must be a good balance.  
 By Heather Smith Thomas

exerciSe

Doc’s
Products, Inc.

TM

Dr. Douglas R. Beebe • Lexington, KY

www.DocsProductsInc.com
866-392-2363

OCD Pellets were designed to provide the required nutritional support during the 

development of your equine athletes from the fetus to maturity.

“Research has shown that trying to make up for 
   nutritional  defciencies after foaling does not work 
   and can lead to  developmental orthopedic disease.” 

                                                                                                       – Blood-Horse 

(continued from page 58)

(continued on page 62)

OCD pellets were designed to provide the required nutritional 
support during the development of your equine athletes from 

the fetus to maturity. The most recent scientific information points 
out the importance of “feeding” adequately these newly forming 
tissues of the fetus. research has shown that trying to make up for 
nutritional deficiencies after foaling does not work and can lead 
to developmental orthopedic disease. The mare must provide 
the necessary nutrients stored within her own bones to create the 
skeleton of the foal in utero. initial mineralization of the cartilage 
of the bones of foals will continue at an accelerated pace through 
the first year of life. OCD™ pellets address the nutritional require-
ment for a stronger bone matrix with increased bone density per-
mitting the horse to achieve his potential free from injury in all 
stages of life

These micronutrient complexes contained within the OCD pel-
lets are the building blocks of the collagen fibers that eventually 
become cartilage, ligament, or bone. although OCD pellets con-
tain the nutrients required for the beginning development of these 
tissues, they are more specific for bone development.

The OCD pellets supply the building blocks necessary for the 
creation and maintenance of healthy cartilage (bone). inflam-
mation interferes with bone building and accelerates bone loss. 
Corta-Flx, a clinically proven formula found in OCD pellets, is a 
source of nutrients that addresses the inflammation of the joint. 
That is why OCD pellets are so effective; it addresses not only 
the inflammation but also the main issue—the bone matrix and 
cartilage in a joint. 

One of the best and easiest ways to ensure that mare and foal 
get all the micronutrients they need for the skeletal development 
is feeding OCD™ pellets, resulting in healthier foals with strong 
bones. Whether you are a weekend warrior or a professional 
competitor, your horses will work better and stay sounder when 
OCD pellets are part of their nutritional program. OCD™ pellets 
will support the bone and joint health of horses in all disciplines 
and stages of life.

For more information, please visit  
www.docsproductsinc.com or call 
toll free (866) 392-2363.

STroNger BoNe reSulTS WiTH ocD PelleTS
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“With foals we worked with in nu-
merous studies in Virginia (when 
Staniar was at Virginia tech), we 
were weaning relatively late, at seven 
to eight months of age, weaning the 
foals onto a fall flush of green pasture,’ 
Staniar said. “We’d gotten through the 
heat of summer, temperatures had 
cooled down a bit, and the cool sea-
son grasses were coming back. it was 
a good time to wean because not only 
were they old enough to be less depen-
dent on their dams (more ready for 
weaning, physically and emotionally), 
but they were weaned on green grass. 
We were also supplementing them, 
but weaning them on a relatively rich 
nutrient and energy source that was 
readily digestible.

“We should be thinking about what 
these young, growing animals need,” 
Staniar continued. “at weaning time 
they are still growing fast and have sub-
stantial nutrition and energy demands 
that need to be met, for growth to be 
maintained. making sure you are meet-
ing those requirements is important, 
so it helps if you are working with or 
getting advice from a nutritionist—to 
know what the requirements are for 
this age group and whether the things 
you are feeding will be meeting these 
requirements.”

the later you wean, the easier it is on 
foals.

“Here at Penn State we wean our foals 
at three to four months of age because 
of our management strategies and sev-
eral other factors, but we have to think 
even more about the requirements of 
those foals,” Staniar said. “We have to 
start creep feeding them in preparation 
to wean, but they are still getting quite a 
bit of nutrition from suckling the mare 
at that point. However, when you wean 
at seven to eight months, intake of milk 
will be considerably less, production of 
milk by the mares will be considerably 
less, and the foals are eating a lot more 
forage by that time.”

it is easier on foals to wean them a bit 
later, but sometimes people wean early 
for various reasons. if a foal is growing 
too fast and at risk for DoD a person 
might have to wean early. or the mare 
has a health problem and you need to 
take the foal off her.

HaYGaiN hay steamers condition 
your horse’s hay to reduce dust 

and mold spores and to increase 
moisture in the hay. if a horse is 
given the choice of fresh grass or 
hay, it will eat the grass first every 
time. Why is this? The same reason 
that all chefs require fresh ingredi-
ents in their kitchens. Simply, it tastes 
better and is better for you. 

Even a lush-looking hay has a sig-
nificantly decreased moisture content 
than the grass that it once was. When 
steaming, the hay itself will absorb 
the moisture from the steam. This in-
crease in moisture not only is great for 
the horse’s Gi tract but also increases 
palatability as well. 

in addition, no matter the hay type 
or quality, there is always dust and 

mold spores within hay. When steam-
ing, the moisture binds the dust par-
ticles onto the plant and the horse will 
ingest those particles instead of inhal-
ing them through the respiratory tract. 
The temperature that the HaYGaiN 
steam reaches will kill the mold spores 
and help reduce airway inflammation.

The hay steamer itself is made of 
three parts. There is a boiler (steam 
generator), a thermally insulated hay 
chest with a patented manifold and 
spike system attached to the bottom, 
and a high-temperature hose that con-
nects the boiler to the chest. it is du-
rable for use in the barn and is easily 
moved so that it can travel with you as 
well. Visit www.haygain.us for more 
detailed information about the HaY-
GaiN system.

Make Hay WHile THe SuN SHiNeS

Staniar taking a foal measurement
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Feeding the Weaned Foal
Weanling diets differ a bit around the 

country, depending on what feeds are 
grown in that region and what is eco-
nomically available. as long as the ra-
tion is balanced and meeting the needs 
of the growing foal, this is what counts.

“there may be several options for a 
weanling diet and it pays to work with 
a nutritionist to help you figure it out,” 
Staniar said. 

“as nutritionists, we always talk 
about forage first,” he said. “We should 
always be focused on forage as the most 
important aspect of the equine diet. For 
a young, growing horse i want to see 
a relatively high-quality forage that is 
relatively highly digestible—something 
with a bit more leaf and a little less 
stem. We want it to be more nutrient 
and energy dense than the average for-
age, to provide more of what the young 
growing horse needs.”

Forage alone is not adequate. the 
weanling foal is smaller than an adult, 
with less Gi tract capacity, and higher 
nutrient needs.

“thus, there is a place for grains or 
concentrates/supplements in the diet 
of this animal that has higher require-
ments for growth,” he said.

the young horse can’t eat enough 
volume of mature forage to provide the 
nutrients for the growth we want.

Someone could say that horses in the 
wild do just fine, growing up on noth-
ing but forage—including forage that is 
overly mature and dry during the foal’s 
first winter as he gets weaned from 
mom and goes into his yearling spring. 
young horses in the wild are smaller, 
however, and grow slower. the racing 
industry wants youngsters to reach 
their optimum potential sooner, so we 
feed them better.

“once the foals are weaned, we want 
to make sure they are fed more than 
once a day,” Duren said. “the more 
frequently you feed, the more appetite 
stimulation. they eat better if they are 
fed multiple small meals rather than 
one or two large meals. We feed at least 
twice a day, and i work with a number 
of farms that feed three times a day. 
When you feed smaller grain meals 

Horslic® supplements from New 
Generation Supplements are de-

signed to meet the needs of growing 
and mature horses. produced using 
a patented state-of-the-art continuous 
flow process, Horslic products are 
self-fed, nutrient dense, low-moisture, 
all-weather supplements, available 
in 60-pound, 125-pound, and 250-
pound tubs, as well as a convenient 
40-pound flat back bucket. Horslic 
is available in three formulations for 
horses of varying ages, reproduction 
status, and activity levels.

Horslic Omega Elite provides addi-
tional nutritional support for breeding 
stallions, lactating mares, and athletic 
horses. Omega Elite is formulated with 
a concentrated level of omega-3 fatty 
acids derived from ground flaxseed 
and flaxseed oil to support growth, re-
production, lactation, and top athletic 
performance. Healthy fats have three to 
five times the energy value of starches, 
so horses receive a stabilized form of 

energy in the form of essential fats. 
Omega Elite also contains B-vitamin en-
richment, Zinpro organic trace minerals 
and Diamond V yeast.

Horslic performance is formulated 
for light-to-moderate work out, plea-
sure or performance horses. perfor-
mance has essential nutrients and 
omega-3 fatty acid benefits that help 
maintain horse body condition, hair 
coat, skin tissue, hoof condition, and 
overall performance. Horslic perfor-
mance also delivers B-complex vita-
mins critical for hoof growth, helping 
maintain calm attitudes and improving 
metabolism.

Horslic Senior is designed for the spe-
cific nutritional needs of mature plea-
sure or performance horses. Horslic 
Senior is fortified with higher levels of 
omega-3 fatty acids to boost energy for 
elderly horses. Omega-3 helps prevent 
gastric ulcers, alleviates allergic hyper-
activity, supports heavy workloads, and 
improves bone formation.

HorSlic® SuPPleMeNTS MeeT 
NuTriTioNal NeeDS oF HorSeS

Tracking a foal’s growth is an important part of the weaning process
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or visit HORSLIC.com

Available in 60-lb., 125-lb., and 250-lb. tubs,  
& a convenient 40-lb. fat back bucket

Recommended by

Vet tested and approved by  
Dr. Gregg Veneklasen

Nutritionally Engineered 

Research-driven, feld-proven formulations for 
performance, production or growth. 

• Omega-3 fatty acids for horse immune 
function, reproduction, healthy skin, tissue, 
hair coat and shine

• Omega-3 anti-infammatory properties 
support healing and athletic performance

• Vitamins A, D, E, B-complex and  
essential minerals

• Trace minerals with higher bioavailability

HorsLic Omega Elite: Breeding horses,  
Lactating mares & Athlete horses  

HorsLic Performance: Light-to-moderate 
work out, Pleasure & Performance horses  

HorsLic Senior: Mature Pleasure &  
Performance horses

HorsLic® Supplements
HorsLic supplements are backed by extensive nutritional 

research and are formulated to meet the needs of horses  

based on stages of activity, growth and age. Produced through 

a patented process that ensures the highest, most consistent 

quality, HorsLic products are easy-to-feed, nutrient-dense,  

low-moisture, all-weather supplements.

Give your horse what it needs, HorsLic supplements!

HorsLic Omega Elite

HorsLic PerformanceHorsLic Performance

HorsLic SeniorHorsLic Senior
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more frequently, you also get less hor-
monal changes with insulin concentra-
tion associated with glucose. this tactic 
(smaller, more frequent meals) may di-
minish some of the growth anomalies 
seen in young horses,” he explained.

“We can design specific feeds, tailored 
for the individual young horse, but these 
also have to complement the forage being 
fed,” he said. “if you wean early enough 
in the fall, such as august/September in 
the Northern Hemisphere, you still have 
green grass. if you have a late foal that’s 
weaned later, the quality of pasture is 
less, and you have to make up that deficit 
with very good-quality hay and maybe 
larger volumes of grain to get that foal 
caught up before winter.” 

Climate, environment, and feed con-
ditions are part of the whole picture.

“a lot of the consulting i do in Japan 
involves working with their manage-
ment system,” Duren said. “they turn 
their weanlings out at night on the 
northern island of Japan, and get a 
significant amount of snow. it’s not 
bitterly cold, but it’s cold. you have to 
think about that, as well (and the extra 
calories required for body warmth). 
Feeding the weanling means taking 
into consideration the kind of turnout 
that young horse will have. increased 
turnouts mean increased activity and 
increased exposure to cold. this influ-
ences the feed (and how much) you are 
providing for that animal.

“there’s not one magic formula that 
says you’d feed x pounds of grain per 
day for a 5-month-old weanling,” he 
continued. “there are many factors 
that have to go into this, in order to 
achieve a balanced diet. these will in-
clude your forage program, the exercise 
and activity of the foal, the growth rate 
of that particular foal, etc. all of these 
things will help dictate the volume of 
supplemental feed that you have to pro-
vide, to achieve that balanced diet.”

many horse breeders and farm man-
agers have years of experience feeding 
horses and have learned a lot by trial 

and error as well as working with a nu-
tritionist/consultant, but anyone just 
starting out should get some advice on 
balancing these diets.

“many feed manufacturers have 
their own nutritionists, and there are 
also a lot of private equine nutrition 
consultants,” Duren said. “it’s a sig-
nificant investment in time and money 
trying to raise a racehorse, so it pays 

to get some advice. you don’t want to 
just wing it or not be prepared for how 
you will feed a weanling. Breeding fees 
are high, and you want to optimize that 
investment by growing the best wean-
ling you can. all you need to do is get 
one more bid at public auction when 
you sell that animal, and that will more 
than pay for the nutritionist’s consult-
ing fees!” B

Dandy Products, Inc.
Padding & Flooring Specialists

“Padding At Its Best”
Breeding Sheds, Stocks, Stalls, Trailers, Exercise & Training Areas,

Induction & Recovery Rooms Table & Surgical Pads, Neo-Natal Foal Beds

Non-Slip Safety Floors for All Areas
Pavesafe Bricks & Tiles, Trac-Roll & Vet-Trac Floors, Wash Stall, Grooming, Aisleway and Trailer Mats

Thanks to extensive research and field-testing, purina® has learned how certain 
nutritional advantages can help horses reach their highest performance potentials.  
Split seconds determine the winner on the racetrack.  Equine athletes must be fu-
eled and supported by high-quality nutrition, scientifically formulated to give them 
the race-ready edge to help them stay ahead of the competition. purina® race 
ready® horse feed provides the calories required for top speed and fuel from mul-
tiple energy sources: fats, fibers, and soluble carbohydrates. a highly digestible, 
energy-dense feed, purina® race ready® horse feed maximizes performance in a 
reasonable volume of feed, helping reduce the risk of 
digestive upset, and leftover feed. For more informa-
tion, visit www.purinamills.com/horse-feed
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