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Over the past 3 decades we’ve 
learned more about fine-tun-

ing nutrition for pregnant mares.  
Dr. Kathleen Crandell, Equine 
Nutritionist, Kentucky Equine 
Research, says the nutrient 
requirements for each broodmare 
can be different, depending on 
whether they are still lactating 
when bred, or just barren or maid-
en mares.  

“Mares gaining weight have 
better conception rates, and mares 
losing weight have poorer concep-
tion rates. With a lactating mare, 
there’s a chance she will be losing 
weight; she puts so much nutrition 
into producing milk.  This may 
have an effect on her ability to 
conceive or maintain a pregnan-
cy,” she says. 

“By contrast, with the barren 
mare or maiden mare there’s usu-
ally not much thought regarding 
nutrition, especially in early preg-
nancy, but having the right balance 
of nutrients in the diet is equally 
important for them, for everything 
to work correctly in fetal develop-
ment. We don’t want those mares 
deficient or losing weight, and we 
also don’t want them too fat. We 
want them in a body condition 
score between 5 and 6. If they are 
easy keepers on pasture or pasture 
and hay they may just need a vita-
min-mineral supplement of some 
sort,” says Crandell.   

“Often those needs can be met 
with a mineralized salt when 
mares are out on pasture, but you 
can’t control intake that way—

particularly in a group of mares. If 
they can be fed individually, using 
a ration-balancer pellet, this is a 
good way to supply them with the 
vitamins and minerals as well as 
supplemental protein, since they 
don’t need the extra calories of a 
typical concentrate,” she explains. 

“If a mare is a hard-keeper, 
needing more calories, a concen-
trate can be fed. At this early stage 
of pregnancy it doesn’t need to be 
one that’s formulated specifically 
for broodmares but you do need to 
pay attention to feeding rate. If a 
mare is getting less than the mini-
mum recommended feeding rate 
she won’t be getting the proper 
amount of vitamins and minerals 
and you’d need to top it off with a 
ration balancer supplement,” she 
says. 

“Omega-3 fatty acid supple-
mentation in the forms of EPA and 
DHA may help broodmares at 
breeding time. In one study, mares 
supplemented with a marine-
derived Omega-3 supplement had 
better uterine health than their un-
supplemented cohorts. Another 
study found higher levels of prog-
esterone, faster involution of the 
nonpregnant horn after foaling, 
and reduced post-breeding inflam-
matory response,” says Crandell. 

During pregnancy, the mare’s 
nutrient requirements gradually 
increase. “In the first trimester we 
just make sure mares maintain 
proper body weight, without hav-
ing them gain too much weight.  
They don’t need a lot of extra feed 

at first, but they do need proper 
nutrient balance. It was customary 
in years past for breeders to turn 
mares out to pasture after they 
were bred and not look at them 
again until the last trimester. This 
is no longer considered ideal.  
Even though these mares might 
get enough protein and calories 
from the pasture, they might be 
missing some of the other essential 
nutrients, particularly some of the 
trace minerals,” she says.   

“During the first and second 
trimester they may need supple-
mentation to supply the missing 
nutrients. This can be done by 
feeding a concentrate designed for 
pregnant mares, or just a ration-
balancer if you are trying to keep a 
mare from gaining too much 
weight,” she says. 

It gets more complicated during 
the last trimester since the growth 
of the foal is exponential, increas-
ing most rapidly in later stages of 
pregnancy. “There is hardly any 
weight gain from the foal in early 
pregnancy; it’s mostly an increase 
in placental tissues until about the 
7th month of gestation—and then 
the fetus grows swiftly. Some 
nutrients like calcium and phos-
phorus are important for fetal bone 
development, along with zinc, 
copper, manganese, selenium etc. 
which need to be supplemented in 
adequate amounts. If the mare 
doesn’t have enough in her diet, 
she will rob these essential nutri-
ents from her own body, to supply 
the needs of the fetus. The last 
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thing you want is for her to become 
deficient at this time, shortly before 
lactation.” 

In the last trimester the fetus 
accumulates stores of trace miner-
als in its liver. “This gives the foal 
an adequate supply for a while after 
it is born, since these minerals are 
not transferred very well in the 
milk. Thus it is important for the 
pregnant mare to have adequate 
supply of these minerals in her diet 
so she won’t deplete her own body 
while the fetus is developing and 
storing minerals in its liver,” says 
Crandell. 

In late gestation some mares 
experience weight loss and often 
this can be addressed by increasing 
the amount of concentrate. “A 
study looking at maintaining late 
gestational mares on a forage-only 
diet of either timothy or alfalfa hay 
found the mares were unable to 
maintain their weight on timothy 
hay alone. Timothy hay was not 
energy-dense enough to support 
fetal growth/weight gain and main-
tenance needs of the mare.” 

Providing a more calorie-dense 
forage such as alfalfa helps. “In the 
last month of gestation a mare may 
not be able to eat more volume of 
hay because the bulk of the 
fetus/placenta in the abdomen takes 
up more space and restricts capaci-
ty of the digestive tract. The mare 
can’t take in as much feed, so to 
keep her from losing weight a more 
calorie-dense feed may be needed.  
Providing additional fat (such as 
vegetable oil) can significantly 
boost calories without adding bulk.  
However, don’t forget the impor-
tance of forage in the diet. You can 
increase calories by providing a 
more energy-dense forage like 
alfalfa or a high-quality alfalfa-
grass mix instead of a bulkier, 

lower-calorie hay like timothy,” she 
says.  

“If the mare has been maintain-
ing well on grass hay during early 
pregnancy and mid-pregnancy you 
can add some alfalfa during the last 
trimester, to boost calories and 
nutrients without having to feed so 
much concentrate,” says Crandell.  
If you have a mare that typically 
loses a lot of weight when lactating, 
you could feed her up to a little 
heavier weight before she foals, to 
be ahead of the curve.   

“As calories in the diet increase, 
there is always a concern about 
whether it will have an effect on the 
mare’s ability to handle increases in 
insulin without detriment to the 
mare or her foal. All mares become 
a little bit insulin-resistant during 
pregnancy as a natural way to boost 
glucose delivery to the fetus, so a 
study in Thoroughbreds looked at 
development of insulin resistance 
during pregnancy—to measure 
how much influence it had on 
insulin resistance in the foal. In this 
study there was no detriment on 
insulin handling in newborn foals, 
but if there is a genetic factor that 
makes an individual horse more 
prone to insulin resistance (outside 
of pregnancy), that foal may have 
problems as it matures,” she says. 

There are issues that can arise 
with mares that have insulin resis-
tance problems. “Some of these 
mares fail to enter seasonal 
anestrus or may have prolonged 
periods between heat cycles, and a 
decline in age-related fertility. It is 
important to maintain mares with 
questionable insulin-handling issues 
at an appropriate body weight and 
not let them become obese. A study 
looking at the effects of obesity in 
mares on insulin-handling in their 
foals found that while these mares 

had heavier foals than non-obese 
mares, there was no correlation 
with hyperinsulinemia in the foals.  
The foals were found to have more 
difficulty nursing because of the fat 
deposits around the teats, and the 
mares had decreased milk produc-
tion,” says Crandell. 

In another study, IgG concentra-
tions in colostrum were lower in 
obese mares. Obesity in the mare 
can affect the fetus by predisposing 
the foal to developmental orthope-
dic disease after birth. “Heavier 
foals require vigilant monitoring 
because of the adverse effects on 
weight-bearing bone develop-
ment.” 

Protein is always needed to build 
body tissues. “The mare needs ade-
quate protein in her diet to supply 
building blocks for fetal growth 
and development of the placenta 
and amniotic tissues; otherwise she 
will break down her own muscle 
tissue to provide protein for that 
foal. To a certain extent, the foal 
will always have enough, even if 
the mare robs from her own body.  
This is why mildly protein-defi-
cient mares don’t give birth to 
smaller foals, but those mares are at 
a big disadvantage for lactation and 
recovery from the pregnancy 
(before they can be rebred). There 
is no need for excessive protein, but 
we have to make sure the mare has 
adequate protein,” explains Crand-
ell. Any excess protein will simply 
be broken down and excreted in 
urine. 

“Horses on pasture usually have 
adequate protein, especially if you 
add a balancer or a concentrate. If 
the mare is on a hay diet, more 
attention needs to be paid to protein 
content of the hay. Some grass hays 
are fairly low in protein, so you 
could add alfalfa hay and/or a con-
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centrate and ration balancer to 
boost the protein,” she says. 

The lactating mare needs double 
the amount of protein than the early 
gestational mare, to produce milk.  
“If dietary protein is restricted, it 
will result in a decrease in milk pro-
duction, and consequential de-
crease in foal growth,” says 
Crandell. 

There have also been studies to 
see whether quality of diet could 
influence quality of colostrum.  
“Those studies looked at nutrients 
like vitamin E, omega 3 fatty acids 
and bioactive proteins (in serum).  
There was some indication that if a 
mare is receiving a diet high in 
omega 3 fatty acids (in the form of 
DHA) it will improve the IgG con-
centration in the colostrum,” she 
says. 

“Bioactive protein supplementa-

tion also resulted in higher IgG lev-
els in the mares. Late gestation 
mares need adequate nutrients and 
proper amount of protein in order 
to create high quality colostrum 
that contains adequate antibodies.” 

Some of the individual nutrients 
also seem very important for the 
growing fetus. “Research at Cornell 
University showed that mares 
receiving inadequate selenium in 
diet were much more prone to 
reproductive problems than mares 
with adequate selenium. Another 
study, comparing higher versus 
lower levels of selenium supple-
mentation in late gestation and lac-
tating mares found higher serum 
IgG in the foals from mares with 
higher level of supplementation up 
through 8 weeks of age,” says 
Crandell. 

A study looking at copper sup-

plementation in New Zealand 
where forages are notorious for 
being low in copper found that 
mares supplemented with copper 
had foals with lower incidence of 
physitis and osteochondris dessi-
cans (OCD) at 6 months of age than 
mares not receiving supplemental 
copper, regardless of whether the 
foals received supplemental copper 
themselves or not.   

In another study, serum copper 
levels in supplemented mares were 
positively correlated with copper in 
the colostrum and serum copper 
levels in the foals.  

“To me, this indicates how 
important it is to feed the mare 
properly during pregnancy. You can 
influence health of the foal, beyond 
birth, by making sure the mare has 
proper nutrients in her diet,” says 
Crandell. 

HORSE HEALTH PRODUCTS SUPPLEMENTS GIFTS & PEOPLE ITEMS HORSE CLOTHING & EQUIPMENT BARN SUPPLIES

THE RACEHORSE SUPPLY SPECIALISTS

The Stemmans family has raced horses in south Louisiana for eight generations. The benefit of that experience was shared 

with other trainers in 1968 when Don and Janet Stemmans opened their first tack shop. Ever since, the Stemmans name has 

meant superior knowledge, an excellent product line and true customized service in the racehorse industry. Shop via our web-

site or come by and visit us in the store. Let our expertise and our products help put you in the winner’s circle.

 1.800.544.6773  |  117 East Gloria Switch Road | Carencro, Louisiana 70520

Stemmans Inc.

Repairs Sale Company


