FEEDING DECISIONS FOR WEANLINGS
How you feed your foal once weaned depends a lot on breed and your future goals. Is your weanling
destined for the sales or show ring, expected to race as a 2 year old, or will he be maturing slowly at
home until going under saddle as a 4 year old? Is he a breed typically considered to be an easy keeper and
at risk of getting fat or a higher calorie burning thoroughbred? No matter the breed or ultimate goal, two
things are sure; growth needs to be steady and the diet needs to be made up of balanced, high quality,
easily assimilated nutrients.
Horses less than a year old have a requirement for crude protein that is greater than they will have when
mature. Shown in the graph below, the mature 500kg horse at maintenance is shown by the red bar and
the foal’s total crude protein requirement is the sum of the green and blue bar each month.
Many breeders and owners of weanlings are still leery of feeding feeds high in protein for fear that
this increases developmental orthopedic disease (DOD) risk. While this was thought to be true for a
number of years the research has since been disproved and in fact it is diets too high in calories,
especially from starch, or diets with poor mineral balance that are of greater risk.
For this reason many weanling feeds now contain higher
quantities of fat and fermentable fiber than was
traditionally the case. Steady growth without major
fluctuations reduces the risk of DOD’s such as physitis.
While high fat feeds insure adequate calories for growth
without relying on starch as an energy source, they
should be fed carefully to insure the weanling does not
become fat. The appearance of a fat weanling is often
thought to be attractive in the show or sales arena
however they may not be growing optimally or have the
best bone development. Foals being prepared for these
situations should be fed according to condition and be
provided with ample opportunity to exercise in order to
development muscle as opposed to fat.
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Condition should be monitored closely and a body condition score between 4 and 6 on
the Hennecke body condition scoring (BCS) scale should be maintained. Weanlings with a
BCS of 4 will have a slight negative crease along the back, a faint outline of ribs visible with
a neck, shoulder and wither than is not obviously thin. Those with a BCS of 6 will have a
slight positive crease (valley) down the back, ribs will not be visible but will be felt with a
covering of fat over them and fat will be beginning to be deposited along the neck.
Common commercial weanling feeds typically contain 14-16% crude protein and provide a
source of lysine and balanced minerals. Feeding guidelines found on these feeds are in the
order of 1-1.5lb of feed per month of age for light horse breeds, or 0.5-0.75lbs per 100lb
body weight for breeds such as ponies. A 6 month old quarter horse weanling would
therefore be fed approximately 6-9lbs. While this level of feed may be suitable for those
destined for sales and futurities many breeders find this to be too much feed for their foals
when high quality forages are fed and therefore feed lower quantities. This may result in a
diet deficient in certain essential nutrients such as trace minerals.
In cases where high quality forages are fed, or weanlings are able to maintain condition
and growth rate on low grain intakes, a concentrated protein, essential mineral, low
calorie ration balancer may be a more appropriate choice. Such feeds have a small
serving size yet insure adequate trace minerals and often contain high protein 25-30%,
and plenty of lysine, which are all nutrients commonly lacking in forages.
Lysine an essential amino acid must be
provided by the diet and is one of the
building blocks of protein and necessary for
optimal growth. Studies have shown that
diets providing adequate crude protein
but low lysine result in slower rates of
growth as compared to when the same
diet is fed with added lysine. For this
reason sources of protein high in lysine
such as soybean meal and canola meal are
preferred protein sources for weanlings.
Many people feed some alfalfa in the diet
as alfalfa contains a slightly higher quantity of lysine than grass hays. While the protein
quality of alfalfa is generally considered better than grass hay it is also more calorically
dense and if fed in too great an amount may cause foals to become fat. Another concern
with diets utilizing alfalfa and other legumes as a forage source is the resulting calcium
phosphorous ratio. Alfalfa can easily have a calcium phosphorous ratio in the region of 5 to
6 times more calcium than phosphorous especially West Coast alfalfa. This can result in an
overall calcium phosphorous ratio in the diet greater than the ideal 1.5 to 2 times more
calcium than phosphorous and may negatively impact skeletal development. For these
reasons alfalfa should not be free fed to weanlings and its inclusion should be no more
than 50% of the forage, ideally not more than 25-30%.
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All forages fed to weanlings need to be high quality with lower amounts of indigestible
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carbohydrates such as lignin than might be fed to an adult horse. An estimate of the
indigestible portion is commonly indicated on a hay analysis as acid detergent fiber (ADF)
and less commonly as lignin. Hays high in ADF can result in the appearance of a hay belly
although a similar appearance can be due to worms and all foals should be on a regular deworming schedule implemented in conjunction with your veterinarian. The percent ADF in
hay fed to weanlings should be no higher than 35% and ideally between 28-32%. If no
hay analysis is available the hay should have a high leaf to stem ratio, as the higher the
proportion of stems, the less digestible the hay.
How you chose to feed your weanling is a matter of personal preference and the goals
you have for the future. No matter what those goals are though, feeding your weanling
a diet containing quality nutrient sources, ample lysine and a balanced mineral profile
in conjunction with ample exercise will go a long way to insuring his future health and
soundness.
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Dr. Clair Thunes owner of Summit Equine Nutrition LLC is available to create tailor made
nutrition programs for breeding farms and performance stallions. Her Strong StartTM
program ensures correct nutrition from conception to yearling. Contact her at
clair@summit-equine.com or 916-248-8987 to learn more about how her programs can
benefit your farm.
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