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While much of the world focused on the 
Olympic Games in Beijing, the eques-

trian portion of the competition was taking 
place 1900 kilometres south in Hong Kong.  
Hong Kong was chosen as the equestrian 
venue because of quarantine issues related to 
importation of horses into Beijing. The 2008 
Games were the fourth consecutive Olympics 
in which Kentucky Equine Research (KER) 
played a major role in the supply of feed, for-
age, and bedding, either as nutrition adviser 
(Sydney 2000) or as official supplier (Atlanta 
1996, Athens 2004, Hong Kong 2008). These 
experiences have led to some interesting ob-
servations about how elite sport horses are fed 
and managed at the highest level of the game.

Olympic equestrian competitions are fairly 
small compared to many other international 
events held around the world. This year 217 
dressage, show jumping, and three-day event 
horses representing 42 countries traveled to 
Hong Kong. Many countries such as the U.S., 
Australia, Germany, Great Britain, and Sweden 

fielded full teams of 14 horses (three dressage 
horses and one reserve; four jumpers and one 
reserve; and five eventers), while a number of 
nations such as Azerbaijan, Bermuda, Czech 
Republic, and the United Arab Emirates sent 
only a single horse and rider.

The type of horse used for each discipline 
varied considerably as did their feeding pro-
grams. Olympic dressage horses tend to be 
large, well-conditioned Warmbloods. These 
types of horses are typically fed lower en-
ergy-density feeds in an attempt to reduce 
excitability that is believed to be related to 
high carbohydrate intake. Three-day event 
horses are generally lighter horses with a large  
proportion of Thoroughbred breeding. Since 
their levels of exercise and energy requirements 
are greater, they tend to favor more energy-
dense feeds. In many instances, these horses 
have more difficulty maintaining body condi-
tion. Olympic show jumpers are intermediate 
in body size, body condition, and energy re-
quirement. They are typically the most widely  

KER employees take a minute  
to check out one of the  
beautifully designed stadium-
jumping fences. On the far right 
is Dr. Peter Huntington, director 
of nutrition for the Australasia 
branch of KER, and next to him 
is Dr. Joe Pagan, founder and 
president of KER.
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traveled and adaptable to both new environ-
ments and new feeding programs.

The majority of the horses competing at the 
Olympics spend a great deal of their time 
competing in Europe, where they are fed a 
wide variety of feeds and forages.  KER’s chal-
lenge as official Olympic supplier is to provide 
feed, forage, and bedding that is acceptable to 
the competitors and that meets the nutritional 
requirements of the horses under the environ-
mental conditions present at the venue.   

The geographic location of each Olympic 
Games dictates the specific challenges facing 
the feeding and management of the horses. 
Before the 1996 Olympics were held in Atlan-
ta, Georgia, the greatest concern centered on 
how heat and humidity would affect the horses 
because the competition took place in the mid-
dle of summer when the weather can be quite 
hot. Before those Games a large research ini-
tiative was undertaken at universities around 
the world in order to learn how to better man-
age competition horses in hot climates. Using 
management techniques developed from this 
research, the teams successfully dealt with the 
climate at the 1996 Olympics.

When the Games shifted to Australia in 2000, 
heat and humidity was not a concern, but 
transport stress became a major challenge 
because most of the horses competing were 
shipped great distances. The Olympics re-
turned to Europe in 2004 when they were held 
in Athens, Greece. Transport was not a huge 
concern and while Greece was hot, it was not 
humid. In hot, dry environments horses can 
efficiently dissipate heat by sweating.

 
KER employees delivered 

feed throughout the Olympic 
stabling complex. 
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Much of the hay used  
during the Olympics was 
procured by KER through 
Anderson Hay and Grain  
Company. Many horses  
consumed timothy,  
a grass hay with a nutritional 
profile suitable for  
high-performance horses.

Hong Kong represented a double-barreled 
challenge. First, most of the horses compet-
ing traveled by air more than 5000 miles from 
Europe. Second, the climate in Hong Kong 
during August is very hot and humid with 
temperatures reaching over 32°C and 90%  
humidity. The combination of travel stress and 
a rapid diet change often leads to colic in hors-
es. To reduce the likelihood of this occurring 
in Hong Kong, KER supplied hay to horses 
while they were in quarantine in Europe. The 
same hay was then fed at the Olympic venue, 
so horses had several days in which to become 
accustomed to the forage.  

The stables at the Sha Tin Olympic Equestrian 
Venue in Hong Kong were constructed by the 
Hong Kong Jockey Club. Thoroughbred rac-
ing is extremely popular in Hong Kong, and 
a community of about 1200 racehorses train 
year-round in stabling adjacent to the Olym-
pic venue. The racehorses live in air-condi-
tioned stables, and they experience very few 
problems related to heat stress. This technol-
ogy was adopted for the Olympic stabling, 

and it proved to be quite successful. 
A number of competitors remarked 
how quickly and easily their horses 
settled into this stable environment. 
Of course, when the horses left the sta-
bles to train or compete, they sweated  
profusely since this is the horse’s main 
mechanism to dissipate heat.

Horse sweat is very high in electrolyte 
content and replacement of these key 
minerals is critical. KER provided two 
types of electrolytes for this competi-

tion. One was a powdered formula, known 
in Australia as KER Restore, that mimics the 
composition of horse sweat. This electrolyte 
was fed throughout training to replace sweat 
losses. The second was a paste electrolyte that 
was specifically formulated as a pre-compe-
tition loading dose. KER research conducted 
before the Olympics showed that this type of 
preloading electrolyte stimulated water in-
take and rehydration after exercise.

Forage quality is a major concern among 
Olympic competitors. KER has turned to An-
derson Hay and Grain Company in Ellensburg, 
Washington as its hay supplier for the Olym-
pics in Atlanta, Athens, and Hong Kong. Most 
Olympic horses eat grass hay and the Pacific 
Northwest produces arguably the best timo-
thy hay in the world. KER has found that sec-
ond cutting timothy has a desirable nutritional 
profile (10% protein, 34% ADF, 57% NDF) for 
performance horses and is extremely palatable. 
The only complaints that were lodged against 
this hay came from Europeans who worried 

A KER employee takes a feed order from a 
group of Dutch equestrians. Employees fulfilled 
feed and hay orders during the entire run of the 
Olympics.
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that it was too rich because of its green color. 
In addition to timothy, a few competitors used 
lucerne hay, and ryegrass haylage was popular 
for some European horses.

Understandably, many competitors chose to 
bring their own compound feeds with them to 
the Olympics. For those that did not, KER sup-
plied a menu of feeds suitable for horses com-
peting in each discipline, including those in the 
Paralympics which immediately followed the 
conclusion of the Olympics. Equestrian Para-
lympic competition consists of dressage tests 
of varying diffi  culty depending on the level of 
disability of the rider. For these horses, calm-
ness is a necessity, and their diets are typically 
quite low in energy density. Higher density 
formulas contained steam-fl aked grains com-
bined with fermentable fi bre and fat. Th ese 
feeds were manufactured by Pennfi eld Feeds 
in Pennsylvania, a feed manufacturer that spe-
cializes in highly palatable sport horse mixes.

To insure freshness, the feed was transported 
to Hong Kong in refrigerated shipping con-
tainers. Extra mold inhibitor was also added 
to these formulas to prevent spoilage in Hong 
Kong’s hot, humid climate. Th is proved to be 
important since a number of European feeds 
that were brought by individual teams became 
moldy before the competition ended. Lower 
energy-density formulas containing added 
chaff  were manufactured in Australia for KER 
by Ridley AgriProducts. Barastoc Cool Com-
mand, Calm Performer, and Completo were 
all popular choices for both the Olympic and 
Paralympic competitors.

As in Sydney and Athens, the Olympic horses 
consumed an incredible quantity of carrots in 

Hong Kong. More than eleven tons of fresh 
New Zealand and Australian carrots were fed 
over the course of the competition, averag-
ing nearly 2.4 kg of carrots per horse per day!  
Since carrots are almost 90% water, this level of 
carrot intake actually contributes little towards 
meeting any nutrient requirements other than 
vitamin A (beta-carotene) (Table 1). 

Although each of the Olympic competitions 
serviced by KER has had strengths and weak-
nesses, the overall scope and quality of the fa-
cilities in Hong Kong have set a new standard 
for future competitions. Th e 2012 Olympics 
will be held in London, where the organizers 
will have to do an outstanding job to outshine 
this year’s competition. My free piece of advice 
to them is don’t forget the carrots!
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Table 1. While carrots were popular among the Olympic 
horses, they fulfi lled few nutrient requirements.

Nutrient  Concentration Daily intake RDA 
Intake  kg/day 2.4 

Dry matter  kg/day 0.3 2%

Digestible energy   Mcal/day 1.0 3%

Protein   g/day 28.8 3%

Fat   g/day 4.8 1%

Neutral detergent fi ber (NDF) g/day 33.6 1%

Calcium   g/day 1.2 3%

Phosphorus   g/day 1.0 3%

Magnesium   g/day 0.50 3%

Sodium   g/day 1.4 3%

Chloride  g/day 1.4 2%

Potassium  g/day 7.7 8%

Copper   mg/day 2.4 1%

Manganese mg/day  8.6 1%

Iron   mg/day 33.6 8%

Vitamin A   IU/day 74,784 111%


