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Fact Sheet

Key pointS:

donkey BCS system different to the 
one used in horses;

visual inspection AND manual 
palpation required;

use BCS to adjust diet accordingly;

under or over nourishment can 
lead to serious illness, so condition 
scoring is essential;

BCS should be performed regularly 
(monthly).

•

•

•
•

•

Body condition scoring (BCS) is 
important as it provides an early 
indication of under or over nourished 
donkeys. 

Condition scoring in the donkey is 
different to their close relatives, the 
horse, because fat is stored in different 
locations on the body. 

Visual appearance can be deceptive 
and therefore a more hands-on 
approach is required, it is also important 
to be aware that woolly coats can mask 
the true BCS.

BCS 5 – oBeSe with Fat DepoSitS 
 in CreSt anD along BaCK

Donkey BCS chart
This involves feeling over the bony prominences and 
regions of  fat deposition and matching up with the 
images and descriptions.

A more detailed description can be obtained at  
www.thedonkeysanctuary.org.uk/donkey-health-and-welfare.
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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.

•

•

•

•

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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•
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•
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REGULAR DENTAL EXAMINATIONS AND  
TREATMENT CAN REDUCE THE RISK OF CHOKE
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the overweight DonKey

In overweight donkeys (BCS 4/5) grazing may need 
to be restricted, allowing access to straw to provide 
fibre with a lower calorific density.

Overfeeding can result in death; however care 
must also be taken to ensure any weight loss in 
overweight donkeys is gradual. Rapid weight loss 
can trigger hyperlipaemia, a common life threatening 
metabolic disease in donkeys and ponies.

Many XLEquine practices regularly liaise with The Donkey 
Sanctuary with regard to treatment and management of  
donkeys. XLEquine would like to acknowledge the work 
they do to transform the quality of  life of  donkeys in the 
UK and abroad. The Donkey Sanctuary is a charity that 
will never turn away from a donkey in need. They rely on 
donations to continue providing for donkeys and mules 
worldwide. 

www.thedonkeysanctuary.org.uk

the importance of BCS
BCS gives an indication of  whether the level of  
feeding is appropriate for a particular donkey, 
because excess energy from food is stored as 
fat. 

Donkeys have evolved to survive on a highly 
fibrous diet, and they are more efficient at 
digesting food than horses, so thrive on less 
forage than a similarly sized pony.

The ideal donkey BCS is 3.  

Donkeys living in the UK are more likely to 
be overweight (BCS 4/5) than underweight. 
The donkey evolved in a desert environment, 
but in the UK, with good grazing donkeys 
readily become very overweight.
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•
•
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Donkeys with  
higher energy needs
In underweight donkeys (BCS 1/2) the 
proportion of  hay in the diet may need to be 
increased and supplementary feeding may be 
necessary.

Donkeys that are growing, pregnant or lactating 
have additional energy requirements and may 
require extra feeding to ensure their BCS does 
not fall below the optimal level 3.
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