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If you're one of the many owners battling to keep their horse’s waistline in check you will
know only too well that grass can easily provide more calories than they need. Strip grazing
is a popular method of restricting grass intake but the question that springs to every
owner's mind is 'will it work?'! 

 

Research we published 2020 in collaboration with Dr Annette Longland of Equine Livestock
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and Nutrition Services in Wales found strip grazed ponies gained significantly less weight
than ponies with free access to restricted grazing, but the reasons for this were not fully
explained.  Fast forward a few years and our follow-up work has shed further light on why
strip grazing may be an effective weight management tool.

 

The original study

Twelve ponies were turned out in individual, rectangular paddocks for 28 days from late
June to late July. The size of each paddock was calculated to ensure that at the start of the
study, it provided 1.5% of the pony's bodyweight in grass on a dry matter basis for 28 days
(although the grass kept growing!). The first 10-15m of each paddock was mown to form a
'start paddock' containing enough grass for two days. After the first two days each pony
was either:

Given access to their entire paddock

Strip grazed with a lead fence only - the fence was moved 1/26th of the paddock
length per day

Strip grazed with a lead fence and a back fence - both fences were moved 1/26th of
the paddock length per day

After 28 days, non-strip grazed ponies had gained 3-4 times more weight than strip grazed
ponies, with the majority of their weight gain occurring in the first two weeks. Not only did
strip grazed ponies gain significantly less weight overall (regardless of whether a back
fence was used), they did so at a more consistent rate.

 

The new study

Data and samples collected during the original study were analysed:

The grass in the ‘start paddock' areas remained leafy and green throughout the study
while the nutrient quality of the grass in the rest of the paddock declined as it
matured - it was higher in fibre, less digestible and lower in calories, 'sugar' and
protein in week 4 than in week 1. 

Calculated calorie intakes in the first two weeks exceeded requirements by 42% in
non-strip grazed ponies vs 8% in strip grazed ponies.

Non-strip grazed ponies initially 'gorged on the good stuff', spending more of their
time eating the more nutritious grass in the first two weeks, leaving the more mature,
less nutritious grass for the second half of the study. 



Strip grazing (at this stage of grass growth) prevented rapid weight gain by
preventing aggressive selective grazing and providing gradual access to grass of
decreasing nutritional value.

 

Putting science into practice

It's long been said that feeding horses well requires a combination of art and science and
this mantra applies to managing forage intake as well as 'bucket feed'. To test something
robustly, scientific research needs to be conducted under very controlled conditions and
while you may not always be able to replicate the exact methods used in 'real life', studies
like these provide valuable knowledge that helps us to improve the practical advice we
offer. 

These two studies show that strip grazing can be an effective weight management tool,
especially once the very rapid spring growth is over (remember these ponies were strip
grazed from late June to late July), so it's certainly worth considering if your horse is prone
to piling on the pounds. However, it's important to remember that strip grazing may not be
sufficient restriction for horses and ponies at risk of laminitis, especially at certain times of
the year and/ or if the water soluble carbohydrate or 'sugar' content of the pasture is higher
than they can tolerate.

For specific advice on managing your good doer contact the SPILLERS Care-Line on 01908
226626 or by completing our online enquiry form
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Popular Blogs

Competing with gastric ulcers: What you need to know

With gastric ulcers thought to affect approximately 60% of competition horses (and up to
50% of leisure horses), it’s no surprise that we receive lots of questions about gastric ulcers
via our Care-Line.

Read now

The importance of lysine for overweight horses

Cutting calories is essential for weight loss but this shouldn’t come at the expense of
providing a balanced diet. Lysine is an essential amino acid and is one of several nutrients
that may be deficient in a calorie restricted diet.

Read now

Breaking down the diet: What ex-racehorses need to thrive

Whilst the stereotypical ex-racehorse might be prone to excitability, have poor feet and
struggle to maintain weight that’s certainly not the case for all thoroughbreds. Indeed, once
settled into their new workloads and routines, many can be incredibly good-doers!

Read now

Everything you need to know about laminitis

With laminitis season upon us what better time to brush up on your knowledge of the
potential causes, risk factors and management advice?

Read now
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What to do when laminitis strikes

Being able to spot the signs of laminitis early maximises your horse’s chance of recovery. It
pays to be vigilant, especially as subtle signs such as slight reluctance to turn or shortening
of stride can be easily missed. 

Read now
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