
Monitor condition frequently. Some producers take note of a
mare’s body condition only during critical times of her breeding
cycle: during breeding season, during the late-night vigils at foal-

ing time, and through the beginning
of lactation. Hands-on contact with
the mare is more frequent at these
times. At other times during the pro-
duction cycle, such as when she is
pronounced in foal and left to graze in
late summer and fall, there might be
less contact. Make a point to eyeball
the aged mare regularly.

Observe behavior at feeding times.
As a mare ages, her place in the social
hierarchy may shift dramatically. If
younger mares are added to the herd,
she might end up at the bottom of the
pecking order. Therefore, it is important
that she doesn’t have to fight her way
to gain access to hay or grain. In large
herds, she may need to be removed at
feeding times and allowed to eat in a
safe and comfortable area away from
the nuisance of her herdmates.

Keep heat in. Environmental condi-
tions may sap a mare of vital energy stores. Shivering and other
metabolic processes designed to keep a mare warm may divert
valuable calories from maintenance of body weight. It is important
to have a place in which a mare can seek refuge from the wind
and chilling or freezing rain. A three-sided shed is all that may be

needed. Be sure there’s plenty of room for all of the field’s
occupants. If space is limited, the old mare may be the
one driven away from the shelter.

Maximize coverage. Being maintained in a stall
for long periods may be too hard on an old
mare’s arthritic joints, so allowing her as much
turnout time as possible is advisable. When

the weather is particularly frigid, you may
consider covering her with a turnout blan-

ket specifically designed to withstand the
elements. If a mare is especially bony,

rubbed areas may develop around
the shoulders, withers, and hips. Be

sure the blanket fits her well, and check
for hairless areas daily. Modify the blanket

as necessary to make certain of proper fit; some owners
sew sheepskin pieces where rubbing occurs.

Stop! If you own an aged broodmare that maintains her body
condition beautifully through all stages of motherhood, this arti-
cle is not for you. If, however, you care for one that is dragged
down physically from the rigors of
pregnancy and lactation, read on!
Despite some misguided lore, it is
possible for those grizzled, sunken-
backed doyennes of the broodmare
band to be fleshy and in fine fettle
during all phases of production. If
you’re up to the task, you might be
rewarded with a robust foal.

Consult knowledgeable profession-
als. An aged mare sometimes requires
an extra dash of diligence by caretak-
ers and health-care professionals. For
instance, instead of an annual dental
examination, an older horse may need
a checkup every six months by a den-
tist well-versed in maintaining the
mouths of aged horses. Likewise, a
veterinarian can determine if the mare
is suffering from age-related condi-
tions such as Cushing’s syndrome that
might affect her fertility. Because
horses are living longer than ever before, many veterinarians are
becoming increasingly knowledgeable of geriatric medicine.
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Extra attention to an older 
mare’s diet, environment, and 
health will help extend her 
productive years. It’s not unusual for 
mares to deliver healthy foals when 
in their twenties.
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Many broodmare owners wish for their mares to be
bred early in the season. In fact, some mares are bred as
early as mid to late February, for the resulting foals are
pointed toward prestigious sales or shows as weanlings
or yearlings.

Because of their penchant for fertility problems, bar-
ren aged mares are often candidates for early-season
breeding. If managers bring mares into estrus artificially
during the midwinter, it gives them more opportunities
to achieve pregnancy before the end of breeding season.

Length of day determines the onset of estrus in mares.
A common practice among breeders involves exposing
mares to more hours of light than is normal for the sea-
son, thus “tricking” the mare’s body into believing spring
has arrived. This is usually achieved by placing mares in
well-lit stalls for several hours each day beginning in late

November or early December. Jump-starting a mare’s
reproductive cycle this way is quite effective.

However, a sometimes unwanted side effect of this
practice is premature shedding of the winter coat. It’s
not unusual for mares to begin losing their insulative
coat well before spring. This might pose a problem for
older mares that have difficulty maintaining weight. If
the mares do not have a warm, thick coat to protect
themselves from the cold weather, they will use valuable
calories shivering to stay warm. This may impede their
ability to maintain an appropriate body weight.

Once these mares let loose of their coats, it is impor-
tant that they are provided with appropriate housing or
a blanket for warmth as well as free-choice high-quality
forage should a cold snap occur.

Artificially-Induced Estrus: Golden Oldies Might Require Special Care

Choose specific concentrates. An aged mare might perform
extremely well when fed high-quality hay (perhaps straight alfalfa or
an alfalfa-mix) and a concentrate formulated specifically for older
horses. Such concentrates are labeled “senior feeds.” These formula-
tions typically include several sources of energy such as fermentable
fiber and fat in the form of soy hulls, beet pulp, and vegetable oils.
Oftentimes the digestive tract of an aged mare is less efficient than
that of a younger mare. By supplying a concentrate that contains
easily digestible forms of energy, you can ensure that she is receiving
optimal calories.

Evaluate her ration. If an aged mare has been placed in your
care, and you’re unsure of how to feed her properly, go to your feed
supplier and ask for help. There is usually a professional available
who will be able to answer all of your questions. If not, call Kentucky
Equine Research. One of the company’s nutrition advisors will gladly
answer any questions you may have. 
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