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A healthy foal will grow rapidly, gaining up to 90% of its 
adult height in the first two years of life. Getting a foal’s 
growth rate and development right during this time is 
essential for providing the foal with the best possible 
start for an athletic career.
There are many different factors that will affect a 
foal’s start in life, but the ones that we can control and 
manage include:

appropriate diet for age and stage of growth
de-worming
preventive vaccination program
farriery.
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The Growing Foal

Feeding the  
Growing Foal 
The nutrition of  a new born foal will come entirely 
from the mare’s milk. By two months of  age the 
mare’s milk alone may not provide enough nutrition 
and supplementary feeding may be required.  

It is important to remember that every foal 
is different. There are many factors that will 
affect a foal’s development, including genetic, 
environmental and nutritional factors. It is therefore 
important to constantly assess and monitor the foal 
and adjust their nutrition accordingly.  Growth rates 
that are either too rapid or too slow can affect a 
foal’s long term development.  

Once supplementary feeding is required, it is 
important to make sure that the ration is balanced 
in vitamins and minerals.  This can be done by 
feeding good quality roughage (hay and pasture) 
and by using a specially balanced feed suitable for 
the foal’s age. Foals have relatively small stomachs, 
so this ration should be split into several feeds and 
fed two to three times daily.

Foals can be weaned at five to six months of  
age. Supplementary (creep) feeding should be 
introduced one month prior to weaning to allow the 
gut to adapt to a non-milk diet. 

Fact Sheet

Developmental orthopaedic conditions that 
have been associated with a rapid growth rate 
include: 

contracted tendons

epiphysitis (growth plate inflammation)

angular imb deformities (bent legs)

osteochondrosis (OCD - abnormal joint 
cartilage growth).
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WorminG

Appropriate worming is important to help 
ensure optimal growth and health.  Intestinal 
parasite infestations can not only lead to a foal 
failing to thrive, but in severe cases can lead 
to irreversible gut damage, severe illness and 
death.

WorminG Key poinTS:

start de-worming treatment from four 
weeks of  age;

worm every four weeks until six months of  
age;

use only preparations that are safe in 
young foals (see package);

at six months of  age, start on an adult 
worming program along with the rest of  
the herd.
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Choke is a relatively common condition seen in horses 
and ponies and is typically caused by obstruction of the 
oesophagus (food pipe) with food; occasionally a foreign 
body can be involved e.g. wood or plastic. Fortunately 
many cases of choke resolve quickly and spontaneously 
and only cases in which the obstruction lasts for longer 
than 30 minutes are likely to require veterinary assistance. 
It is important to note that this is not the same as the 
life-threatening condition in humans, where the term 
“choke” refers to blockage of the windpipe rather than the 
oesophagus. This difference means that unlike humans, 
horses with choke can still breathe.

Choke

KEY POINTS

Don’t panic! Choke is rarely life-threatening and 
many cases will resolve spontaneously. 

Seek veterinary advice if  the choke lasts more than 
30 minutes and while waiting for the vet remove all 
food to prevent your horse eating and worsening 
the obstruction

Following an episode of  choke it is worth monitoring 
your horse’s respiratory rate (normal <16 breaths/
min) and rectal temperature for several days.

Arrange regular dental check-ups for your horse 
to reduce the risk of  choke as a result of  a painful 
mouth.
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•

Clinical signs:
difficulty/repeated attempts at 
swallowing

stretching/arching of  the neck

coughing

food & saliva discharging from the nose

drooling

disinterest in food

occasionally a lump may be seen or felt 
on the left side of  the neck.

If  you suspect your horse is suffering from 
choke it is important to prevent your horse 
eating as this will make the blockage worse 
and more difficult to clear.

If  the obstruction doesn’t clear quickly of  its 
own accord then veterinary assistance must 
be sought. There are a number of  steps 
your vet can take to help to confirm and treat 
the problem.

Horses and ponies with dental problems 
(that prevent them grinding their food 
properly), individuals that bolt their food too 
quickly and those fed dry pelleted or cubed 
feeds are all at increased risk.
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REGULAR DENTAL EXAMINATIONS AND  
TREATMENT CAN REDUCE THE RISK OF CHOKE
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Vaccinations 
A foal receives antibodies from the mare’s colostrum 
in the first 24 hours of  life. These provide vital 
protection whilst the foal is developing its own 
immunity. These antibodies will include protection 
against diseases the mare has been exposed 
to naturally and to those that the mare has been 
vaccinated against. 

Maternal (the mare’s) antibodies slowly decline and 
will stop providing effective immunity for the foal after 
the first few months. It is therefore recommended that 
foals are vaccinated at an early age. The timing of  this 
first vaccination is very important. Waiting until the foal 
is six months old will help to ensure that the maternal 
antibodies do not interfere with the vaccination and 
prevent the foal from forming effective immunity.  

In foals born from unvaccinated mares, however, 
tetanus can be given from as early as four months of  
age, to provide appropriate tetanus cover sooner.  In 
this country we also routinely vaccinate foals against 
Equine Influenza from six months of  age.

Farriery 

Regular foot trimming is important for normal 
development of  a foal’s limbs and feet, the 
timing of  the first trim will vary between foals. 
A foal should be assessed at an early age for 
limb deformities. 

Flexural limb deformities are seen when 
the limb is viewed from the side and usually 
indicate a shortening or contraction of  the 
tendons, leading to over flexion of  the lower 
limb joints.

Angular limb deformities are seen when 
standing in front of  the foal, with the lower limb 
either deviating inwards or outwards from the 
midline.

Treatment is more successful when started 
promptly and in younger foals.  A foal with 
good conformation should undergo routine 
trimming from about six months of  age.
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