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Feed Labels: Analyzing the Nutritional Guarantee
When buying horse feed, what are you really getting?

By Toni McAllister

Equine feed companies are required by law to include specific information on their complete feed and supplement labels:
The name of the feed, the class of horse the feed is designed for (broodmare, growing horse, et cetera), ingredient list and
“guaranteed analysis” are all required information, says Karen Davison, Ph.D., manager of technical support for LOL Purina
Feed.

But interpreting a feed tag label, particularly the “guaranteed analysis” information, is difficult. The guaranteed analysis label
gives consumers the feed’s basic nutritional values, including guaranteed percentages of certain nutrients. But according to
Davison, what is required on the label are only those nutrients that regulators deem the most important nutrients for that
species. In the United States, animal food, including horse feed, is regulated by the Food and Drug Administration and by
individual states. Inspections at manufacturer sites by regulatory officials ensure that the feed in the bag matches what'’s on
its label.

Nutritional values that must be listed by law in the guaranteed analysis are the minimum percentages of crude protein and
crude fat, and the maximum percentage of crude fiber. Feeds that contain more than 6.5 percent total mineral elements
must also include the minimum and maximum percentage of calcium; minimum percentage of phosphorus; minimums of
copper, selenium, zinc and vitamin A.

What about the mandatory nutritional values on the guaranteed analysis label? Crude protein: You might see a feed label
that guarantees crude protein is “not less than 10 percent.” But since the maximum percentage of crude protein is not
required by law to be listed on the label, how do you know what the high end is? According to Davison, if it isn't listed, the
percentage can get as high as the manufacturer wants it to.

What about the calcium to phosphorus ratio, which is so important in your horse’s diet? Why do regulatory agencies require
both minimum and maximum levels of calcium, but only minimum levels for phosphorus?

“Calcium is relatively inexpensive. Years ago you'd find manufacturers putting in large amounts of calcium to make the
product less expensive to manufacture, so regulators put a maximum on calcium,” Davison explains.

“Phosphorus, on the other hand, is a relatively expensive nutrient. Since there would be no benefit to putting in higher than
guaranteed amounts, it's likely the percentage isn't higher than the guarantee,” Davison continues. This same “logic” applies
to additional costly feed components, such as other minerals, crude protein and fat.

On the flipside, there’s fiber. Historically, fiber was “filler” and a very inexpensive feed ingredient. Higher fiber meant cheaper
and lower calorie, so regulators placed a guaranteed maximum on crude fiber. However, in recent years with the use of
more digestible fiber sources like beet pulp and soy hulls, higher fiber doesn't always mean cheaper or lower calorie. You
won't find a minimum percentage of fiber on most guaranteed analysis tags. “Fiber is required to be listed with a maximum
percentage only,” Davison says. But can the fiber level fall far below the guaranteed maximum percentage? Yes, Davison
says it's possible.

Davison’s advice to horse owners who are looking for the most reliable feed for their animals is, “Look to a reputable
company. Feed tag labels help narrow your choices, but don’t give you the entire picture.”

For more information on reading feed tags, visit the Association of American Feed Control Officials at www.aafco.org.



