
Does My Horse Need a Vitamin E Supplement?       

A superbly conditioned horse that can fully utilize its athletic talent in top-level competition, recovering

quickly without muscle damage after strenuous exercise…that’s the dream of many horse owners. A superi-

or nutritional plan is one key to turning that dream into reality, and natural vitamin E is one of the crucial

elements in the equine athlete’s dietary regimen. Whether a horse’s work involves racing, eventing,

endurance, trail riding, or reproduction, vitamin E plays a huge role in both overall health and specific 

performance.

Vitamin E is abundant in fresh grass, so all horses get plenty every day, right? Well, yes, except when

they’re kept in a stall for many hours…or when they don’t have access to pasture…or when grass is scarce

or dormant…or when they eat mostly hay, which contains lower levels of this important dietary 

element…or when they’re exercising intensely, in which case their requirement for antioxidants increases

dramatically. As horse owners learn more about equine nutrition, they begin to see that their horses may

need supplementation with a natural form of vitamin E.

Recognized as a unique nutrient less than a hundred years ago, vitamin E has many important functions

in various body systems. In reproduction, vitamin E supplementation may positively influence fertility in

broodmares. In addition, mares supplemented with vitamin E may demonstrate increased passive transfer of

antibodies to foals. In a University of Connecticut study, supplemented mares showed higher antibody con-

centrations in blood and colostrum, and their foals also had correspondingly higher levels of antibodies

than the foals of unsupplemented mares. Because a very young foal’s resistance to disease depends entirely

on antibodies received from its dam, this immune system support is essential to foal health in the first

months of life. 

Although young animals begin to produce their own antibodies as they develop, horses never outgrow

their need for vitamin E. For mature horses in a schedule of training and performance, vitamin E’s role as an

antioxidant is important in protecting tissues and cells from degradation by free radicals. These products of

oxidation can cause irreparable damage to cell membranes throughout the horse’s body. A horse without

sufficient stores of vitamin E often experiences muscle stiffness and soreness after intense exercise. A pro-

longed recovery period often necessitates a slowdown in the training schedule.

Even idle horses need a steady supply of vitamin E for routine tissue maintenance and healthy immune

status. Horses grazing fresh pasture usually take in enough of this vital nutrient to meet day-to-day require-

ments, but vitamin E is quickly lost as forage becomes dormant or is dried and stored as hay. Stall-kept

horses without daily access to green grass benefit from vitamin E supplementation, as do many horses 

during the winter months when grazing is limited or nonexistent.  
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As research has revealed the need for a steady supply of this important vitamin, equine nutritionists

have worked to discover the best way to deliver vitamin E in a stable, digestible form. In order to

understand the difficulty of this seemingly simple task, it is necessary first to realize that the term

“vitamin E” actually refers to a family of substances. Among these, only two—alpha-tocopherol and

gamma-tocopherol—possess the potent antioxidant properties that make the nutrient so important to

the equine diet. Alpha-tocopherol is the most biologically active, and is the form found most abun-

dantly in the horse’s body. 

Commercial supplies of natural alpha-tocopherol (d-alpha-tocopherol) are limited, making it an expen-

sive component of animal feeds. In addition, the substance is unstable unless it is processed into a form

known as d-alpha-tocopherol acetate, a step that protects against chemical changes as the feed is manu-

factured and stored. Efforts to synthesize a stable, inexpensive alpha-tocopherol have resulted in a

compound of eight different molecules, only one of which is structurally similar to the natural form. This

synthetic vitamin E is known as dl-alpha-tocopherol. 

As with many other nutrients, the different forms of natural and synthetic vitamin E have quite dissimilar

properties that make some more useful than others. Supplementation with synthetic vitamin E (dl-alpha-

tocopherol acetate) is the least effective in elevating plasma tocopherol levels in horses. However,

primarily because of its lower cost, synthetic vitamin E is frequently added to equine feeds, even though it

offers quite limited bioavailability to the horse. Such feeds can legally claim to contain vitamin E, and

well-meaning owners who purchase these feeds may be mistaken about providing adequate supplementa-

tion unless they read feed product labels to differentiate between vitamin E forms.

An excellent way to provide horses with supplemental vitamin E is by using Equine Ester 100. While syn-

thetic products contain a mixture of eight molecular configurations of dl-alpha-tocopherol, Equine Ester

100 contains only one form of vitamin E, d-alpha-tocopherol, the only molecular configuration that can be

used by the horse. Equine Ester 100 is up to five times more potent than an equal amount of synthetic

vitamin E.

In a recent study conducted at Kentucky Equine Research, vitamin E plasma levels were measured in

eight Thoroughbreds. All horses received the same diet and either 1,000 mg/day of synthetic vitamin E

(four horses) or 1,000 mg/day of the natural-source vitamin E found in Equine Ester 100. The results

revealed that an equivalent amount of the natural-source vitamin E increased plasma vitamin E levels 56%

above baseline compared to the synthetic product.

Equine Ester 100 provides superior antioxidant support to horses that require vitamin E supplementation.

Horses that might benefit from supplementation with Equine Ester 100 include those without access to

fresh forages such as pasture, performance horses in strenuous work, breeding horses, and those diagnosed

with neurological problems such as equine motor neuron disease (EMND) and equine protozoal myeloen-

cephalitis (EPM). 

For more information on the use of Equine Ester 100 as a vitamin E nutritional supplement for horses, go

to www.kerx.com.


