Pastwing Guidelines for Horses

orse owners wrestling with the choice of either pasturing

their horses or keeping them in stalls should consider
pasture as the best option. Horses are herbivores that evolved to
walk and graze for 16 to 18 hours per day. When they are allowed
to do so, the risks of digestive upset and stereotypies (vices, such
as cribbing and weaving) are minimized. Pastured horses have
the advantage of lower teed costs, more opportunity for exercise,
and a lower incidence of disease, especially respiratory disease.
They breathe clean, fresh air, thus minimizing the exposure
to dust and molds common in barns. When they are allowed
to move at will, muscles and joints are continually exercised.
This 1s especially beneficial for older horses and horses with
arthritis where the opportunity to move keeps joints supple.

Young horses or horses in training have increased bone density
and fewer exercised-induced injuries when pastured versus
stalled. However, careful management of pastures is necessary
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- Loose stool - the higher moisture content and the
change in ration can trigger a loose stool.

- Colic - not common 1n this instance, but any sudden
ration change can cause eXcessive gas or an intestinal upset,
leading to colic.

- Founder (laminitis) - is always a concern when energy
in the ration mereases abruptly, such as going from hay-based
ration to pasture or sudden increase in the amount of grain
consumed (grain overload). Ponies and donkeys are more
susceptible to this than full-sized horses.

Spring grass also contains high levels of carbohydrates,
especially a sugar called fructan. Consumption of large amounts
of fructan is similar to other forms of carbohydrate (grain)
overload and can lead to the development of laminitis. There are
several ways horse owners may prevent or minimize problems
when introducing horses to pasture in the spring. The first way
1s to feed hay immediately before they are turned out on pasture
during the adjustment period. When horses have a full stomach,
they are less likely to overeat when turned out on pasture. In
addition, since they are not hungry, they will be more selective
about what they eat. Secondly, restrict grazing time. Initially,
horses should be allowed to graze only about 30 minutes once to
twice a day on the first day of turnout. Subsequent days, grazing
time can be increased by five to ten minutes per day until they
are grazing four to six hours a day and they have adapted to
the green grass. Another time when grazing may need to be
restricted 1s in the fall. Increased rainfall often leads to rapid
plant growth and lush pasture. The nutritional value 1s similar
to that of spring pasture, and the health concerns of obesity
and laminitis are again a major concern. Since horses differ in
their energy utilization, it is important to carefully monitor the
horse’s body condition score (BCS). A horse’s BCS is judged
on a 1-9 scale, with 1 equaling emaciated, and 9 equaling very
obese. Pleasure horse owners should try to maintain their horses
between 5.5 and 6.5 BCS. This is a healthy BCS for the horse. At
this body score; the 1ibs are nicely covered with a layer of fat but
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