
Tra ve l i ng aro u nd the wo r ld, it quickly become s
o b v i o us that the re are as many wa ys to feed a
ho rse as the re are ho rs e s. The traditional meal of
t i mo t hy hay and oats is seldom the rule. As ho rs e s
we re moved to differe nt parts of the wo r ld, bring-
i ng enough feed from ho me for them was out of
t he question so they we re given what was ava i l-
a b le to them in that area. Some t i mes the ho rs e s
t h r i ved; some t i mes they had a very difficult time.
T hose that had very good fo rage ava i l a b le exc e l le d
in perfo r m a nc e. One ex a m p le is the Tho ro u g h b re d s
in Ke nt ucky which graze Ke nt ucky bluegra s s. 

This article on feeding aro u nd the wo r ld is by
no me a ns a compre he ns i ve discussion of the dif-
f e re nt feeding sys t e ms of ho rs e s, but is me a nt to
g i ve a flavor of the many differe nt wa ys to feed a
ho rse and explain some of the challe nges that
s o me countries face in ac h i ev i ng that goal. 

Fo rages Around the Wo r l d

Fo rage is the staple of the ho rs e ’s diet. Witho u t
s u f f i c i e nt fo rage in a ho rs e ’s diet, the re can be dire
c o ns e q u e nc e s. In many count r i e s, the bigge s t
c h a l le nge or ex p e nse appears to be supplying suf-
f i c i e nt quantity and quality fo rage to maint a i n
he a l t hy ho rs e s. 

Starting with the Fa m i l i a r

In the United States and Canada the re are dif-
f e re nces in the type of fo rage fed to ho rs e s
b e c a use of the differe nt regional climates. Fo r
ex a m p le, in the Northeast ho rses are fed love l y
cool-season pere n n i a ls like timo t hy or orc h a rd-
g rass which is often grown with alfa l fa or clove r.
T he ho rses are grazed on fescue, bluegrass and
c lover pastures with timo t hy, rye and orc h a rd
g rass possibly int e r m i xed. Fa r t her south, whe re
t he climate is wa r mer and it is harder to grow
cool-season gra s s e s, ho rse ow ne rs look to wa r m -
season pere n n i a ls like pangola, bermuda and bahia
g rasses as pasture and hay. In the Midwest, the re
m i g ht be some buffa lo gra s s, bluestem, grama and
b ro me g ra s s. Mov i ng fa r t her west and to the no r t h ,
f e s c u e, bentg ra s s, bluestem, grama and cre s t e d
w heat grass are fo u nd. Back down the West Coast
to California, bermuda grass and rye grass are
fo u nd once again. In states like California, the

p a s t u res have to be irrigated in order to pro d uc e
g rass ye a r - ro u nd. This may be too ex p e ns i ve fo r
t he ave rage ho rse ow ne r, and as a result many
ho rses never see pasture, only hay, hay cubes or
hay pelle ts. Many ho rses in Arizona and New
Mexico have never seen a flake of hay and only
eat hay pelle ts. Alfa l fa is the crop of choice to
g row for hay in the West, especially whe re irriga-
tion is ava i l a b le. As a cons e q u e nc e, the mo s t
re adily ava i l a b le hay to ho rse ow ne rs is good qual-
ity alfa l fa. This can pose some int e re s t i ng
c h a l le nges in balanc i ng the high protein and calc i-
um with the low pho s p ho r us and trace mine ra l
c o nt e nt. 

O t her int e re s t i ng by - p ro d uc ts of the feed ind us-
try are used in the U.S. to inc rease fiber int a ke in
ho rses when fo rage availability is a pro b lem or in
ho rses that have difficulty eating rough fo rage s.
S o me of these alternative fiber sources are beet
pulp, peanut hu l ls, almo nd hu l ls, soy hu l ls, sun-
f lower hu l ls and citrus pulp. Beet pulp
c o nsumption in the equine population has
i nc reased tenfo ld in the last ten ye a rs becaus e
beet pulp has proven to be a safe and effective
feed for maint a i n i ng we i g ht on ho rs e s.

Ho rses in Canada have very similar feeding
re g i mes as ho rses in the U.S. The grow i ng season
may be sho r t e r, but the climate in some parts of
C a n ada is ideal for pro d uc i ng high quality alfa l fa
a nd timo t hy hays. Much of the alfa l fa is com-
p ressed in bales or de hyd rated and exported to
m a ny parts of the wo r ld. Because of the seve re
t e m p e ra t u res in the wint e r, the ho rses are of t e n
fed wheat straw (re adily ava i l a b le because of the
l a rge wheat crops) to help them pro d uce he a t
i nternally to keep wa r m .

M o s eying Farther South

Fo rage is very limited on islands in the
Caribbean. Fresh fo rage that can be grown is ve r y
nu t r i e nt poor except in the early growth stage s.
M a k i ng quality hay is not a priority, so what is fed
to the ho rses is not much mo re than fille r. Many
top ho rse pro d uc e rs import hay, particularly if
t hey have an important eve nt to pre p a re for suc h
as a Tho ro u g h b red ye a r l i ng sale. In breeds such as
t he Paso Fino, whe re ex t ra fat gives the ho rses a
s mooth, we l l - ro u nded look, colic kills one out of
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every four ho rses because of high grain, low fiber diets. On
s m a l ler islands some ho rses are even fed the le a ves fro m
c o c o nut palm tre e s. These le a ves serve only as a filler and
supply the ho rse with very few nu t r i e nts due to their high
i nd i ge s t i b le fiber cont e nt. Coconut palm le a ves prov i de lit-
t le mo re than chew i ng satisfaction. 

In South America, differe nt latitudes deal differe nt chal-
le nge s. For ex a m p le, Arge ntina has the fa mo us “pampas”
which are known to be fa b u lo us for gra z i ng and making
quality hays for ho rs e s. Grasses commonly fo u nd on the
pampas are rye grass and pasto miel, with pasto ov i l lo and
c e b ad i l lo perhaps seeded in. Arge ntina pro d uces some ve r y

f i ne ho rses as a result of feeding nu t r i t i o us, high quality
fo rage. As one goes fa r t her north to Brazil and Colo m b i a ,
t he tropical fo rages fo u nd in this part of the cont i ne nt are
not ideal for ho rses because they tend to be high in
ox a l a t e s. Oxalates int e r f e re with the body’s ability to
absorb calcium from the plant. The higher the oxalate con-
c e nt ration, the lower the calcium absorption. Sinc e
c a lcium is very important in the ove rall health of the
ho rs e, any t h i ng that int e r f e res with absorption could ex ac-
erbate potential pro b le ms such as second a r y
hy p e r p a ra t hy roidism or “big he ad” disease (caused by mo re
p ho s p ho r us in the diet than calcium). While big he ad dis-
ease was fairly common in the United States up to the
turn of the cent u r y, it is still commonly seen in tro p i c a l

c o u nt r i e s. Since importation of hay is an ex p e ns i ve
p rospect, the local fo rages are fed but comple me nted with
o t her sources of calcium. Some common tropical gra s s e s
a re King gra s s, kikuyu, tighten (Pe ns acola bahia gra s s ) ,
e s t rella (starg rass), pangola and tra ns vola. Some of the
t ropical fo rages grow quickly, are quite tall and coars e, and
a re not suitable for gra z i ng. Because of the abund a nce of
ro u g h age, ho rs e men make these fo rages edible to the ho rs e
by cutting them daily in the field and running the m
t h rough a chopper to make bite-sized pieces. Served to the
ho rse in his feed bin, this is called “green chop” or “pasto
f resco.” Tropical fo rages tend to be very low in protein, so

much of the nutrition of ho rses maint a i ned on tropical fo r-
ages has to come from the grain conc e nt ra t e. By-pro d uc ts
of the feed ind ustry are also fed to ho rses in these coun-
t r i e s. The fiber from sugarc a ne after the sugar has been
re moved is often fed. It ac c o u nts for mostly bulk to the
ho rse because it cont a i ns a very high level of lignin (ind i-
ge s t i b le fiber). Some t i mes ho rses are even fed ra w
s u g a rc a ne chopped into bite-sized pieces as an appetite
s t i mu l a nt (all ho rse ow ne rs know about the ho rs e ’s swe e t
tooth). Brazil grows some alfa l fa but not enough to supply
t he other countries with ample quant i t i e s. Much of the
a l fa l fa has to be imported from countries like Canada and
t he U.S. and is usually imported de hyd rated for mixing
i nto the comme rcial feeds.
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Ac ross the Atlantic 

E ven though Eng l a nd is ac ross the sea, it seems
t he English “wrote the book” on feeding ho rs e s. It
s e e ms as though whatever the English are feeding
will eve ntually trickle down to the U.S. and
b e c o me common practice he re.  Ho rse pastures in
E ng l a nd are mostly rye grass but they do have fes-
cue and some native gra s s e s. Ho rses may be gra z e d
d u r i ng the grow i ng season but tend to be kept sta-
b led mo re during the cold seasons. Making hay in
E ng l a nd is a challe nge because of the lack of dry
we a t her for curing hay befo re baling. As a cons e-
q u e nc e, ra t her poor quality hay is fed and “c h a f f ”
is used as a fiber source and fille r. Chaff is
c hopped-up straw with a little bit of molasses and
possibly some ve ge t a b le oil spra yed on it.
N u t r i t i o n a l l y, chaff is not very high in protein or
a ny of the mine ra ls or vitamins with the exc e p t i o n
of vitamin D. Chaff does give an animal, which
evo l ved as a cont i nuo us gra z e r, some t h i ng to
“ g raze” and break the bore dom while in a stall. 

Most of no r t hern Europe uses rye g rass as the
p r i nc i p le ho rse pasture, yet in the wint e r, many
ho rses live full-time in stalls. Since hay is difficult
to make in the climate of no r t hern Euro p e, differ-
e nt fo r ms of silage are fed to ho rses with re l a t i ve l y
f ew pro b le ms. In fact, once ho rses ac q u i re a taste
for silage (ferme nted fo rage), they find it quite
p a l a t a b le. Winter fo rage may even inc l ude corn
s i l age or haylage (grass made into silage). Haylage
is ideal for ho rses with re s p i ra tory pro b le ms
b e c a use it is virtually dust fre e. Hay fo u nd in
no r t hern Europe is typically a mixture of me adow
g rasses of poor or me d i o c re quality, although the re
is some alfa l fa ava i l a b le. The Fre nch are we l l
k nown for filling their ho rses up with tasty barley
s t raw when hay is in short supply. Occasionally, if
t he re is a bumper crop of potatoes in Ho l l a nd or
G e r m a ny, it is not unusual to see the fa r me rs of f e r-
i ng potatoes to ho rs e s.

Out of Africa

A l t hough the names of the grasses fo u nd in
South Africa may seem stra nge (steek gra s s, love
g ra s s, turpent i ne gra s s, klits grass and red gra s s ) ,
t hey are ac c e p t a b le fo rage and some make go o d
hay for ho rs e s. Some pampered ho rses are fed
a l fa l fa (luc e r ne) and teff (a grass) when it is ava i l-
a b le. In the Karoo area of South Africa, whe re
t he re is little to no grass for fo rag i ng, the ho rs e s
de p e nd on brows i ng native scrub and bus hes like
go a ts. Wo r k i ng ho rses in this region wo u ld, of

c o u rs e, need additional hay and grain to meet the
e ne rgy de m a nds for perfo r m a nc e. 

Fo l l owing Marco Po l o

In countries in the Middle East, modern sport
ho rses are ge ne rally pampered and have a va r i e t y
of high quality hays and hay cubes imported fro m
t he U.S., Canada, South Africa and Aus t ralia. Many
c o u ntries in that region, like Saudi Arabia, Iran and
I raq, can grow hay in irrigated field s. No pasture s
for grazing are available in such arid countries.
Politics can play a huge role in the availability of
forages to different countries in the Middle East.
For instance, when Iran had its revolution all
exportation of hay was cut off to less fortunate
countries. It is common, especially in the smaller
countries like Kuwait, United Arab Emirates and
Qatar that grow no hay, to cultivate small patc he s
of “jet” (alfalfa that is chopped and fed fresh) in
areas that have wells. Jet serves to maintain the
d i ge s t i ve health of ho rses and keep their appetites
up in the same way that fresh pasture would.  In
addition to jet and alfalfa hay, they may feed
rhodes hay (a coarser grass hay made in Saudi
A rabia) as fille r.  Maint a i n i ng ho rses is somewhat of
a challenge because of the heat. Many horses are
m a i nt a i ned in stalls which are kept as cool as pos-
s i b le or in small dirt paddo c ks with shade.

In India, the ho rses are commonly fed very low
p rotein hays, which re s u l ts in growth pro b le ms.
T he fortunate ho rses get fresh chopped alfa l fa
w hen it is ava i l a b le. Ho rses in Indo nesia may be
of f e red peanut hay and sweet potato e s. In
S i ng a p o re, the ho rses de p e nd on imported fo rage s,
m a k i ng them very ex p e ns i ve to feed. The ho rs e s
a re fed some chaff to inc rease fo rage int a kes but
not nearly enough, so colic is endemic in the s e
rac e ho rs e s. High grain and low fiber diets of t e n
result in fo u nder in the rac e ho rs e s, but int e re s t-
i ngly enough the re is a low inc i de nce of tying up
( often caused by high grain int a kes). 

As i de from a few dude ra nc he s, most of the
ho rses fo u nd in Southeast Asia are rac e ho rs e s. The
only local fo rage fo u nd is rice stra w, which do e s
not prov i de much in the way of nutrition. The s e
a reas of the Orient like Malaysia, Ko rea, Ta i wa n
a nd Ho ng Ko ng de p e nd almost solely on imported
fo rage from Aus t ralia, Canada and the U.S. In
China, ow ne rs may also import cheaper fo rage s
f rom the Midd le East. Since the fo rage is so ex p e n-
s i ve, these countries also have the pro b lem of no t
f e e d i ng enough fo rage to their ho rs e s, re s u l t i ng in
a great number of colics. Rice straw is the only fo r-
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age that can be fo u nd in re l a t i ve abund a nce but is of little
nutritional value to the ho rs e.

In Japan rac e ho rses are fed very well because almost all
of their feed is imported. They all live in stables and are
fed imported alfa l fa and timo t hy. The notion of de s i ra b le
t i mo t hy hay to the Japanese is a light green grass that
possesses a full seed he ad (that way it is undoubtedly tim-
o t hy). Unfortunately for the ho rs e, the full seed he ad is
i nd i c a t i ve of a very mature and poorly dige s t i b le hay. In
t he no r t hern island of Japan, whe re land is not at such a
p remium, ho rses graze native grasses like bamboo gra s s.
This practice is usually re s e r ved to native ponies and no t
necessarily the well maint a i ned rac e ho rs e s.  Some ho rs e s
may have their diet supple me nted with rice straw or rice
hu l ls, which do little mo re than keep things mov i ng
t h rough the dige s t i ve tract. 

D own Un d e r

In Aus t ralia the stro ng English he r i t age shines thro u g h
in the feeding sys t e ms. Since Aus t ralia has very mild win-
t e rs, the ho rses can graze ye a r - ro u nd. Many of the ho rs e s
l i ve outs i de 24 ho u rs a day and have unlimited access to
fo rage that is primarily perennial rye grass with clove r.
Often pasture manage me nt (rotational gra z i ng, fertiliza-
tion, etc.) is not a priority on the farm, and this re s u l ts in
ove rg razed, poor quality pasture s. While alfa l fa (luc e r ne as
it is called in Aus t ralia) or gra s s / c lover mix hays are the
dry fo rages of cho i c e, many use low quality grass hay
a nd/or oaten chaff (chopped oat straw with molasses) fo r
fo rage. The climate is good for making hays and cle a n
b a les are pro d uced with little pro b lem of mo ld s, dust or
o t her cont a m i n a nts. During times of dro u g ht, the de m a nd
for alternative fiber sources inc reases the use of lupin hu l ls
(46% fiber and 8.55% protein) or rice hu l ls (40% fiber and
3% protein) inc o r p o rated into fiber pelle ts. In the no r t he r n
t e r r i tory of Queens l a nd (closer to the equator), it is ex p e n-
s i ve to feed alfa l fa or any good quality fo rage. In no r t he r n
a re a s, tropical grasses like kikuyu, seteria and buffel play a
l a rge ro le in the diets of these ho rses and are high in
oxalates which int e r f e re with calcium absorption, the re by
c a us i ng bone disorde rs. In areas of North Queens l a nd sele-
n i u m - ac c u mu l a t i ng grasses can cause toxicity and pose
m a n age me nt pro b le ms for the ho rs e s. Some t i mes ho rs e s
a re fed “begasse,” the fiber left after the ex t raction of the
sugar in sugarc a ne, that has been treated with alkali to
i m p rove dige s t i b i l i t y.  

N ew Ze a l a nd is an ex t re mely fortunate country in
respect to fo rage. High quality fo rage (never lower than
20% protein) is grown in abund a nt quantities ye a r - ro u nd .
Much of the hay made in New Ze a l a nd is exported to As i a .
Most of the ho rses live out all year and graze with very lit-
t le or no conc e nt rate ne c e s s a r y. Many rac e ho rses are rac e d
out of the paddock, me a n i ng they live outs i de all of the

t i me and are pulled out of the pasture, raced and the n
t u r ned right back outs i de. 

Complementing Fo rages 

T he innu me ra b le raw materials used for mixing com-
p o u nd grain mixes ra nge from the common to the ve r y
u nusual. The re are nu me ro us other feeds used to maint a i n
a ho rs e ’s appetite and to supply ex t ra ene rgy or nu t r i e nts
not fo u nd in the fo rage (such as protein and fat). The
m a jor grain staples for most countries still appear to be
o a ts, corn, barley, and wheat (especially midd l i ngs and
b ran), yet occasionally some milo, millet, sorg hum, triti-
c a le and bro ken rice (as a last resort) may be used. As i de
f rom the stand a rd soybean meal, int e re s t i ng pro t e i n
s o u rces can be fo u nd such as lupins, who le soy b e a ns, peas,
p e a nut meal, cotto nseed meal, linseed meal, fish me a l ,
rapeseed meal, tick beans, chick peas, le nt i ls and brewe rs
or distille rs gra i ns.  Just about any kind of oil and fat can
be used from the stand a rd ve ge t a b le oils (corn, soy b e a n ,
s a f f lowe r, sunflower and canola) to palm oil, coconut oil,
animal fa ts and even “ghee” (clarified butter commo n l y
used in India). Other high-fat seeds and pro d uc ts are sun-
f lower seeds, coconut meal, rice bran, linseed, and salt
he r r i ng (Ic e l a nd). Swe e t e ne rs for perking appetites might
be mo l a s s e s, cane sugar, ho ney, “jag gery” (brown sugar
lumps), fresh dates, and even candies such as peppermints.
S o me conve ntional and unc o n ve ntional tre a ts of f e red to
ho rses aro u nd the wo r ld might be apple s, peac he s, plums,
p e a rs, carro ts, turnips, day-old bre ad, eggs, milk, beer,
c a ro b, and lo c ust bean pods. 

Balancing Fo ra g e s

By this time, the impression that the re is ex t re me va r i a-
tion in the wa ys to feed fiber to ho rses sho u ld be cle a r.
F u r t he r, the re is tre me ndo us dive rsity in the pro d uc ts
which can be used to comple me nt the fo rage s. As nu t r i-
t i o n i s ts at Ke nt ucky Equine Re s e a rch, it is a challe nge to
fo r mulate the feeds necessary to satisfy the nu t r i e nt
re q u i re me nts of ho rses aro u nd the wo r ld. Our goal is to fo r-
mulate balanced diets with re adily ava i l a b le feed
i ng re d i e nts that will best comple me nt the types of fo rage s
fo u nd in the differe nt re g i o ns of each count r y. 
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