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Feed Change
Can you give me a general rule to follow when making a feed change?

By Nancy S. Loving, DVM

Q. Can you give me a general rule to follow when making a feed change? | know | need to gradually make the change, but
I’'m not sure how slow to go with it.

A. When you are adding rich or highly fermentable feed materials, it is always wise to take it slow to allow your horse’s
intestinal bacterial population to adjust to the new dietary components. This is true for just about every conceivable dietary
change with one exception: It is possible to transition a horse immediately to grass hay from legume hay, without an
adjustment period. Often horses find the grass hay less appetizing than the legume hay and will not overeat. Also, grass hay
is not as rich or as fermentable as legume hay products. However, going from grass hay to legume hay, regardless of the
amount, should proceed with caution using strategies similar to other supplements.

For the addition of feed supplements like soaked beet pulp, complete feed pellets, grain, or fat in the form of oil or rice bran,
a general rule suggests taking two to three weeks to alter the diet to the full amount of the newly desired ration. For
example, you might start with a small amount of complete feed pellets, say half a pound twice a day, then add that much
again every five days to slowly work up to the end ration. So for each meal, on days one through four, the horse receives
half a pound; on days five through 10, he gets 1 pound; on days 10 through 15, he gets 11/2 pounds; and by day 20, he is
receiving 2 pounds. If your target amount is greater, say 4 to 6 pounds, you might increase steadily, but cautiously, every
three days with the full amount reached in three to four weeks.

During this transition period, if you notice any signs of loose stool or diarrhea, cut back on the amount of new/different food
offered, and give your horse another few days of adjustment before once again increasing his amount of feed. Most horses
easily make a feed adjustment, especially if you blend the new ration in with the feeds to which they are accustomed. It is
best to feed by weight, rather than volume, for better accuracy.

Expert: Nancy S. Loving, DVM, is a performance horse veterinarian based in Boulder, Colo. She is also the author of All
Horse Systems Go.



