Weight Management in Horses

Maintaining your horse(s) at an ideal weight can be a challenge.  However, it is very important for their health and performance.  An underweight horse has problems maintaining muscle mass and body temperature in both winter and summer.  An overweight horse will not cool off after exercise and is predisposed to problems such as laminitis (founder), navicular and Cushing’s Disease.  

To determine your horse’s body condition, there are several areas to look at.  

1. Have a feel and loot at your horse’s ribs.  If you can see the ribs easily (if you can count them from a distance), your horse is too thin.  If you can’t feel your horse’s ribs or there is a spongy layer of fat covering them, your horse is too heavy.  Ideally we would like to be able to feel the ribs easily while not be able to see them.

2. Look down your horses back.  If you can see the backbone sticking up, your horse is too thin.  If there is a crease down your horse’s back that water can collect in, your horse is too heavy.  Ideally we would like the back to be level (comfortable to ride bareback without rolling from side to side!).  While the withers are part of your horse’s backbone, they are a difficult area to use for this assessment.  Some horses are born with high withers (Thoroughbreds) while others have none to speak of even when thin (Fjord).  

3. Look for fat deposits elsewhere on the body.  A heavy horse will have a fat spongy area on either side of the tailhead, over the shoulders or may have a cresty neck.  \

While we can define the ideal body weight, there are exceptions.  For example a race or endurance horse performs better when kept a little bit leaner while a broodmare has a better rate of conception when kept a little heavier than the ideal parameter.  Certain breeds are also kept in body conditions that are not neccessarily ideal for show purposes.  For example, Quarter Horse halter horses are generally on the heavy side of the scale.  

If you think your horse is on either side of the ideal scale, and you are trying to achieve either weight gain or loss, we recommend measuring your horse weekly.  To do this, take a string or tape and measure the circumference of the girth area and record your measurement weekly.  This way you will notice a trend rather than relying on what you are seeing on a daily basis.  

Achieving Weight Gain

If your horse is too thin, there are several factors to look at before changing its diet.  First of all you need to determine whether your horse is battling with any parasites for the nutrition it is taking in.  Young and old horses in particular should be wormed every 2-3 months as they are more likely to have worm infestations.  Make sure you are using a product that is recommended for the age of the horse and season you are using it at.  Another important place to look is the mouth of the horse.  Young horses may have retained baby teeth (caps) that prevent them from chewing, while older horse’s could have alignment or occlusion problems.  

If you have ruled out physical problems, another factor to look at is the amount of work the horse is doing for the amount of feed it is receiving.  Maybe you have a growing horse that can barely eat enough to maintain growth, never mind put a lot of energy into working.  

