
E Q U I N E  N U T R I T I O N  # 8  

C R E A T E D  F O R  C A N A D I A N  P O N Y  C L U B  

B Y  L E Z A H  W I L L I A M S O N  

Seasonal considerations  



Consider the weather when feeding 



Seasonal considerations vary depending upon 
one’s location 

Winter 
 Cold 
 Snow 
 Ice  
 Wind chill 

 Spring 
 Rain 
 Grass growth resumes 

 Summer 
 Heat 
 Humidity 
 Drought 

 Fall 
 Rain  
 Humidity 

 



Winter 

 Water freezes during winter 
 Rates of impaction colic go up dramatically when temperatures drop, 

due to water freezing 
 Horses that are dehydrated will reduce their food intake 
 A study done on water consumption rates based on water 

temperatures between 2-29 degrees Celsius (35 degrees F to 86 
degrees F) found that 5 of 6 equines preferred cold water if given a 
choice 

 The goal of winter feeding is to balance energy 
requirements with energy intake 
 Digestion of complex carbohydrates in forages will generate heat and 

keep your horse warm 

 For every 10 degree drop in temperature, your horse will 
require an extra 0.9 kg (2 lbs) of food 
 It takes 2 weeks to acclimatize to a 10 degree temperature drop 



Feed more in cold weather 



Laminitic horses 

 Beware of frosty nights and sunny days  
 Sugars in grasses are higher in these conditions 

 This can cause pasture laminitis, even in winter/fall 

 Another time that sugars are higher are during drought 
conditions 



Spring 

 Horses on pasture need to be monitored 
 Spring grasses have high sugar levels 

 This can lead to laminitis 

 Sugars are highest between 11 am and 6 pm 

 Ways to avoid this include: 
 Complete removal from grass 

 Restriction of time on grass 

 Grazing only at night 

 Using a muzzle 

 Be aware that studies have been done on ponies, and it has been found 
that when offered restriction of grass time (e.g., 4 hours rather than 
12) they can employ compensatory eating strategies and consume the 
same amount by eating faster 



Summer 

 Horses experience increased water intake both at rest 
and at home due to higher summer temperatures 

 Above 40 degrees Celsius, work is not recommended 

 Excess sweating will require that: 
 The horse be adequately re-hydrated 

 The horse is offered sufficient salt to replace salts lost through 
sweating 

 Possible supplementation of vitamin C could be called for, as this is 
also lost through sweating 

 Humidity increases the risk for water loss and horses 
going into distress after/during work 



Feeding in drought conditions 

 Grass production in drought conditions slows down 
so horses may require supplementation 
 This is also the time of year many horses are worked the most 

due to school holidays and good weather 

 In drought conditions, grasses store Water Soluble 
Carbohydrates (WSC) 
 This can cause an increased risk to laminitis-prone horses 

 The pasture may not appear lush but may still be dangerous 



Seasonal changes in food can affect the feet 



The Feet, Food and the Seasons 

 Horse that are kept on grass are more affected by 
seasonal fluctuations in nutrition 

 Nutrition levels are lower in the winter; this can 
result in a slowing of the hoof growth rate 

 Nutritional levels of grasses in the spring are higher, 
and this can lead to an increase in the rate of growth 
of the foot 

 The horse is also more susceptible to laminitis in 
times of rich grass growth (spring, in particular) and 
during times of more sun (daytime vs. nighttime and 
during droughts)  



Growth rates of grass 

 Growth rates of grass 
 Grass goes dormant in winter 

 Re-growth starts when the temperature reaches 12 degrees 

 Rapid growth begins in spring 

 High sugars are present 

 Sugars reduce in summer, except for in drought conditions 

 There is an increase of sugars in the fall  

 



Fall 

 In certain areas or particular climatic conditions, fall 
laminitis can be a concern 

 As fall progresses to winter, nutrition levels in field 
grasses decrease, necessitating supplementation of 
hay and possibly grain 



QUESTIONS 

 1.  WSC is an abbreviation for _____________. 

 2.  How can seasonal changes to feedstuffs influence 
hoof growth rates? 

 3.  For every ________ drop in temperature, your 
horse will require a ___________ pound increase 
in food. 

 4.  Work is not recommended when the temperature 
is above _____________.  

 5.  What is compensatory eating, and who is most 
likely to do this? 


