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Modern horsemen, as well as those
of yesteryear, love to feed oats and justi-
fiably so. The popularity of oats often
stems from mere habit or tradition, but
other reasons include a relatively high
margin of safety, willingness of most
horses to devour them and, perhaps
most prominently, a lack of familiarity
with the array of alternative foodstuffs
in the marketplace.

But are plain old oats capable of ful-
filling the nutrient needs of all horses—
of rollicking weanlings and yearlings, lac-
tating matrons, and hard-knocking ath-
letes? No, oats simply do not have the
nutritional profile necessary to fulfill the
vitamin and nutrient requirements of
many horses. You may be saying to your-
self that horses did indeed survive solely
on hay and oats, and did so for perhaps
hundreds of years. This is true, but in
those days of yore horses were washed-up
and incapable of remaining sound for
consistent, hard work by the time they
reached their mid-teens. Vitamin and
mineral deficiencies often take their toll
slowly and, therefore, do not surface until

much later in life. A fortified feed, one
designed carefully to include a balance of
protein, vitamins and minerals, is the
surest way to maximize growth and per-
formance and to give a horse the chance
to live longer and more comfortably.

Oats typically contain 10 to 12.5 per-
cent crude protein. While oats are often
a main ingredient in fortified feeds, a
supplemental source of protein is usually
added. Soybean meal is the most com-
mon protein supplement used in forti-
fied horse feeds because it has an excel-
lent balance of essential amino acids,
including lysine, which is necessary for
proper growth. Fortified feeds can be for-
mulated with varying percentages of
crude protein, from 10 to 18 percent.
Fed with grass hay, oats can conceivably
provide enough protein for horses at
maintenance or horses asked to perform
light exercise occasionally. However,
plain oats contain insufficient lysine for
maximal growth of young horses.

Oats and fortified feeds differ in the
amount of fiber they bring to the feed
bucket. The high fiber content of oats,
approximately 11 percent, makes them
relatively safe to feed, with the risk of

overfeeding less dangerous than over-
consumption of sweet feed. The hull of
the oat contains the majority of the
fiber. Hull-less oats, on the other hand,
have only two to four percent fiber. The
fiber fraction of fortified feeds varies
according to the major ingredients and
can be as low as five percent, when it is
a corn-rich concentrate, or as high as 25
percent, when it is full of beet pulp or
when it is a complete feed. The
digestibility of the fiber in each meal dif-
fers. Fiber in oat hulls is relatively indi-
gestible. Conversely, fibers used in forti-
fied feeds are generally more digestible
and are therefore considered sound ener-
gy sources for horses. 

On the macronutrient front, oats are
inherently high in phosphorus (0.35
percent) and low in calcium (0.05 per-
cent). Cereal grains, such as oats, con-
tain only one-tenth to one-third of the
calcium needed for maximal growth.
Feeding oats with a grass hay, as opposed
to a calcium-rich legume hay, may skew
the calcium to phosphorus ratio. This is
especially detrimental to growing horses,
as sufficient calcium is necessary for
bone formation. Weanlings and year-
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lings consuming calcium-deficient diets
may be at risk of developing rickets, a
disease characterized by topsy-turvy
skeletal formation indicated by swollen,
malformed joints and crooked bones.
Adult horses will suffer from nutritional
secondary hyperparathyroidism, also
known as big head disease, in which cal-
cium is resorbed from bone and is used to
form weak bony deposits on the jaw and
bridge of the nose. Mares in late gesta-
tion and early lactation, fed only oats
and pasture or grass hay, may resorb cal-
cium from their own skeletons to prop-
erly satisfy requirements of fetal ossifica-
tion. Fortified feeds have added vitamins
and minerals that compensate for defi-
ciencies in oats and other cereal grains
included in a textured or pelleted feed. 

The energy content of a fortified
feed can run the gamut from low to
high. Typically, however, a fortified
feed ranges from 2.8 to 3.6 Mcal/kg,
with the average being approximate-
ly 3.0 Mcal/kg. The energy content
in plain oats is comparable at about
2.85 to 3.2 Mcal/kg, according to
Nutrient Requirements of Horses, pub-

lished by the National Research
Council. 

Few qualms ever arise surrounding
the palatability of oats. The oat grain
has a soft kernel that is easy for horses to
chew. In preference trials featuring plain
oats and textured feeds, horses favored
textured feeds. Much of this may be due
to the temptation of sweet-tasting
molasses. Eagerness to eat becomes an
issue in racing stables and some show
stables, such as those involved in halter
horse competition. Horses that refuse to
clean up their rations can arouse panic
in their caretakers because an immedi-
ate decrease in performance may result. 

Horses conditioned for halter are
frequently fed a diet of only oats and
alfalfa hay. This simple ration seems to
work for the majority of its proponents
at the time. The drawbacks tend to
show up after the career of the halter
horse is over and it has moved on to
another endeavor, such as that of a
breeding stallion, broodmare or perfor-
mance horse. As previously men-
tioned, the long-term effects of nutri-
ent imbalances may not become visi-

ble until later in the horse’s life and
could evince as unsoundnesses.

A 50-pound bag of a high-quality,
well-fortified feed will usually cost more
than a 50-pound bag of whole oats. Yet,
horsemen should look beyond the dol-
lar and cents of the matter. Cost savings
are only valuable if they do not under-
mine the production, performance or
health of a horse. In instances when
alfalfa hay must be fed in order to get
the calcium and phosphorus proportion
to jibe with that inherit in oats, buying
fortified feed may actually be cheaper
than purchasing a truckload of legume
or legume-mix hay.

Don’t get the wrong idea, though.
Plain oats may have a place in the diets of
some horses. Mature horses in light work
and without the demands of reproduction
may do just fine on plain oats, especially
if pasture is scarce or low quality or if the
forage source is low in energy. So, for
horses with increased energy demands,
keep in mind that plain oats will not nec-
essarily deliver the sufficient protein, vit-
amins and minerals needed for maximal
growth or performance.
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✰ LOOK FOR ✰
Hip 202 In the BLOOMING HILLS Consignment

At American Equine Sales, Pleasanton, CA on August 27, 2002
From the Family of Carr De Naskra (Gr. I-$831,672)

Eight 2-Year-Old Winners Under First Dam
Thirteen 2-Year-Old Winners Under Second Dam

BY SECRET CLAIM
• A Full Brother to Leading Sires GONE WEST and LION CAVERN
• Average Earnings Per Starter $44,558
• 74% Winners from Starters
• Sire of Stakes Winners GAMBLING GIRL ($209,073), ARCTIC SQUALL ($322,375),

CASINO PRINCE ($274,462) and VIMY’S SECRET ($80,540).

THIS FILLY IS A HALF-SISTER TO
• Tik Fa (Gr. III-placed at 2, to St. Jovite—European Horse of the Year)
• MOMENTS OF FORTUNE (SW)
• Dam of MOON’S DUSTY STAR (SW-$192,890) and Mystery Star (SP-$54,499)

Otter Creek Farm
8851 Early Times Lane, Wilton, CA 95693

Ph. 916/687-7727 • Fax 916/687-8977 • E-Mail: ottercreekfarm@netscape.net
For information contact Debra Robertson
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