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The United States Departme nt of Ag r i c u l t u re
( U S DA) estimated that in 1994 nearly 24 million
to ns of alfa l fa hay we re pro d uced in the we s t e r n
United States (ID, WA, OR, CA, UT and NV). Exc e l-
le nt climatic cond i t i o ns, inc l ud i ng ple nty of wa r m
we a t her and the ability to cont rol ra i n fall by turn-
i ng on or off the irrigation system, make “The
West” alfa l fa he ad q u a r t e rs.

The majority of this alfalfa hay fuels milk pro-
duction in the dairy industry; however, a
s i g n i f i c a nt amo u nt of alfa l fa finds its way into the
ho rse feed ind us t r y. In fact, in many western lo c a-
t i o ns, alfa l fa hay pro d uction is so preva le nt that it
b e c o mes the only sto red fo rage ava i l a b le for ho rs e s.

As many ho rse people are awa re, alfa l fa has
been blamed (justly or unjustly) for many pro b-
le ms associated with ho rse pro d uction. “Too muc h
of this nu t r i e nt”, “not enough of that nu t r i e nt ”
a re common phrases fo u nd in discus s i o ns re g a rd-
i ng alfa l fa hay for ho rs e s. The simple fact of the
matter is that a cons i de ra b le number of very go o d
ho rses are raised and perform each year on diets

c o ns i s t i ng of a large perc e nt age of alfa l fa. The re-
fo re, common sense tells us that alfa l fa can be
used successfully in ho rse feeding pro g ra ms. The
fo l low i ng discussion will outline me t hods to maxi-
mize the bene f i ts of alfa l fa and balance the
we a k nesses often associated with alfa l fa .

The Protein Issue
After wa t e r, the major cons t i t u e nt of the ho rs e ’s

body is protein. Eighty perc e nt of the mus c les and
t we nty perc e nt of the ske le ton consist of some
type of protein. Cons e q u e nt l y, protein is essent i a l
for growth and for the repair and formation of new
t i s s u e. Protein is also the build i ng material fo r
e n z y mes and many ho r mo ne s, giving it a vital ro le
in the re g u l a tory processes of ho rs e s. Blood solids
a re largely protein, and because antibodies and
o t her immu ne substances are pro t e i ns, this nu t r i-
e nt also plays a major function in fight i ng
i n f e c t i o n .

As a rule, protein re q u i re me nts de c rease with
age. Mature ho rses use protein to maintain body
tissues and sy nt hesize ant i b o d i e s, blood, ho r-
mo nes and the like, ra t her than build new masses
of mus c le and bone associated with growth. The re-
fo re, the yo u nger the ho rs e, the greater the
p rotein re q u i re me nt when ex p ressed as a perc e nt-
age of total diet. The exception to the re l a t i o ns h i p
of age and protein re q u i re me nts is for late pre g-
n a ncy and lactation, when the mare has inc re a s e d
p rotein re q u i re me nts for proper no u r i s hme nt of
t he fo a l .

A l fa l fa hay is an exc e l le nt source of pro t e i n ,
both in cont e nt and quality. It is not unusual fo r
m i d b loom alfa l fa hay to have a crude protein con-
t e nt of 17% or gre a t e r. The amo u nt of pro t e i n
supplied by alfa l fa can go a lo ng way towa rd satis-
f y i ng the high protein re q u i re me nts of yo u ng
g row i ng ho rs e s. In the case of mature ho rs e s, fre e -
c hoice alfa l fa hay will certainly prov i de eno u g h
p rotein to satisfy re q u i re me nts. What happens to
p rotein fed in excess of re q u i re me nts? Sinc e
dietary pro t e i ns (amino acids) are not sto red in
t he body as surplus, any ex t ra is bro ken down and
used as an immediate ene rgy source or sto red as
fat. Protein which is used for ene rgy has the adde d
tax associated with disposal of the nitro gen con-
nected to the protein. The nitro gen is filtered out
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of the blood by the kidneys and vo i ded in the urine. Cont rary to popular
lo re, de a l i ng with this by - p ro d uct of protein conve rsion is not “hard on
t he ho rs e ’s kidneys” unless they have been ove r t a xed in some othe r
wa y. The additional water necessary to void nitro gen in the urine may
be critical if ho rses have limited access to wa t e r. As a practical re c-
o m me ndation, select alfa l fa hays which do not contain ex t re me l y

high leve ls of protein (greater than 17% crude pro t e i n ) .

The Mineral Story
To d a y ’s ho rses are expected to perform at higher and higher leve ls,

to mature mo re ra p i d l y, to pro d uce mo re of fs p r i ng and to live a
lo nger pro d uc t i ve life than ever befo re. All of these fac to rs — p e r fo r-
m a nc e, growth ra t e, re p ro d uction and age—complicate the
nu t r i e nt re q u i re me nts of the ho rse in wa ys unfo reseen 20 ye a rs

ago. Wild ho rses survive on fo rage alo ne. Howeve r, wild ho rses are
never expected to perform on the track or in the arena, and their low

re p ro d uc t i ve rate wo u ld drive most professional bre e de rs out of the
b us i ne s s. Eve r y t h i ng we expect a ho rse to do for us ex ac ts a price. It

t hen becomes necessary to re p l ace the nu t r i e nts being ex p e nded if per-
fo r m a nce is to be maint a i ned. Couple a complex set of mine ra l

re q u i re me nts with fo rages which are often marginal in mine ral cont e nt and we
h a ve the potential for perfo r m a nce pro b le ms.

T he mine ral cont e nt of alfa l fa hay is largely de p e nde nt on the min-
e ral cont e nt of the soil. As wo u ld be expected, the mine ral cont e nt
of soil varies from region to region and has certainly changed ove r

t he past 20 to 30 ye a rs. The mine ral cont e nt of your alfa l fa com-
p a red to the mine ral cont e nt of your ne i g h b o r ’s, or even yo u r

g ra nd fa t he r ’s (20 ye a rs ago), is certainly differe nt. As a tre nd, the
t race mine ral prof i le (copper, zinc and selenium) of alfa l fa is mar-
ginal when compared to the trace mine ral re q u i re me nts for grow i ng
a nd perfo r m a nce ho rs e s. It is ge ne rally re c o m me nded that ho rs e s
b e i ng fed strictly alfa l fa hay diets be supple me nted with add i t i o n-

al trace mine ra ls. This trace mine ral fortification typically
c o mes in the form of pelleted grain conc e nt rates or low int a ke min-
e ral supple me nts.

For yo u ng, grow i ng ho rses two mine ra ls, calcium and pho s p ho-
r us, are vital for proper ske letal formation. Alfa l fa hay is an
exc e l le nt source of highly ava i l a b le calcium, but unfortunately is

often a poor source of pho s p ho r us. To grow a sound ske le ton, yo u ng
ho rses first need adequate amo u nts of both calcium and pho s p ho r us.
N ext, the yo u ng ho rse re q u i res calcium and pho s p ho r us in the cor-
rect ratio to one ano t he r. Ide a l l y, we wo u ld like to have a to t a l

dietary calcium to pho s p ho r us ratio of between 1.5-2 parts calcium to
1 part pho s p ho r us. Fe e d i ng strictly alfa l fa hay, it is not unc o m mon to have large
a mo u nts of calcium with marginal amo u nts of pho s p ho r us. In addition, the ra t i o
of calcium to pho s p ho r us in some alfa l fa hays appro ac hes 15 parts calcium to 1
part pho s p ho r us. It is re c o m me nded that yo u ng, grow i ng ho rses re c e i ve supple-

me ntal pho s p ho r us in the form of alfa l fa cubes fortified with pho s p ho r us,
c o r rectly fo r mulated grain conc e nt rates and/or mine ral supple me nts with ple nt y
of pho s p ho r us.

In conc l usion, the availability and nu t r i e nt cont e nt of alfa l fa hay make it a
logical fo rage for ho rs e s. Sele c t i ng alfa l fa hay with mo de rate protein cont e nt and
p rov i d i ng additional diet fortification with mine ra ls help make this a balanc e d
fo rage for ho rs e s. 
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