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Endurance horses are arguably the most complicated of any equestrian discipline to feed correctly. Although research on feeding for long distance low intensity work is still ongoing, we at Kentucky Equine Research have devised a general nutritional strategy based on current knowledge to give you and your horse the best chance of success, whether you want to be first over the line, or you just want to complete the ride with a happy healthy horse who can pass the vet check!

At Kentucky Equine Research’s research facility in the USA we have a team of five Arabians used specifically for endurance research. The results of feed trials with these horses along with our international consultation to a huge number of clients give us a better understanding of how nutrition affects performance, and how critical correct nutrition for the endurance horse is. 

Day to Day Training 
1. Feed diets high in good quality forage. Plenty of pasture, grass hay or mixed grass/clover hay is best. These forage sources can be fed free choice to endurance horses. Forage provides slow release non-heating energy and is by far the most important energy source for endurance horses. Pasture is best when it is good quality, containing good levels of protein and most of the essential vitamins and minerals; however care must be taken if the pasture is too rich. Lucerne hay should be limited as high daily protein and calcium levels can be detrimental to race day performance. High levels of calcium in the daily diet can discourage the horse from storing calcium for use during work. High protein diets increase water requirements, increase body heat production and increase nitrogen accumulation - all bad news for endurance horses. Forage also increases fluid consumption.  For every kilo of dry hay intake, horses consume up to four litres of water. This can be very beneficial when trying to get horses to drink during and after a hard training ride.

2. Feed a high fat diet. During exercise, it is desirable that endurance horses utilise fat rather than muscle and liver glycogen as their major energy source. Feeding fat on a daily basis during training gets the horses' metabolism used to utilising fat during exercise. Research has shown that endurance horses fed fat for a period of eight to ten weeks mobilise and utilise fat to a greater extent during exercise than horses not fed fat or given fat only in the short lead up to the race. High fat feeds (NRM Low GI Sport), oil supplementation or rice bran products (KER Equi-Jewel) are all excellent sources of fat for endurance horses. Diets high in fat have the added advantage of being more energy dense, meaning that you can feed less than conventional grain diets and still get the same amount of energy - great for horses with poor appetite.

3. Supplement electrolytes. During daily training, a good quality electrolyte supplement can be invaluable. As horses sweat during training they lose salts as well as water. In humans, sweating increases thirst as body salt concentrations increase with the loss of water. In horses both salt and water are lost, salt concentrations remain stable as the horse sweats and thirst is not stimulated. Providing electrolyte supplements immediately before and after training rides replenishes body salt concentrations and stimulates thirst. Feeding 50g loose salt per day in feeds is a good way to maintain sodium and chloride levels during early training stages and can be continued right through to competition as 'insurance' against sodium imbalances. A commercial electrolyte containing all four essential electrolytes should be used on hard training rides.

4. Feed sufficient energy for work. There is no reason for endurance horses to look overly lean and skinny though many horses of condition score 2 and below are seen at endurance events and are accepted as the norm. Although excessive weight is undesirable, good body condition is vital for health and performance. Endurance horses have extremely high daily energy requirements. As well as forage and fat, starch, in the form of grains is an important source of dietary energy. As with all horses, meals should be small and given at least two or three times daily, no more than 2kg in any one meal. Processed grains (e.g. steam flaked/rolled, pelleted, extruded, micronised) are excellent for endurance horses. 

5. Maintain balanced levels of vitamins and minerals. It is important to maintain balanced nutrition in all horses, but it becomes more important when we place high exercise demands on horses to provide them with the substrates necessary to build, repair and maintain correct function of body systems. Endurance horses in training require higher levels of many of these vitamins and minerals than horses at rest. A broad range good quality bio-available vitamin and mineral supplement should be fed if horses are not receiving a commercial mixed feed already fortified with vitamins and minerals. Vitamin E and selenium are especially important for endurance horses. These are anti-oxidants that help muscles to cope with and recover after work and increase immunity to disease. Vitamin E and selenium supplementation is vital in the diets of endurance horses that are prone to tying up.

6. Ensure constant supply of fresh clean water. The constant battle with endurance horses is ensuring correct hydration levels. This is just as important during training as it is during competition. Training horses to drink at every opportunity starts long before the endurance ride competition. A combination of feeding management (ie feeding hay and electrolytes to stimulate thirst, wetting feed and acclimatising horses to eating wet 'slurry' type feeds during work) and hygiene (cleaning water troughs, buckets and feed troughs regularly) go a long way to keeping the horse in tip top condition pre competition and will assist you in the quest for good hydration during the race. Feeding succulents such as carrots and apples can also help provide water to the horse and add interest to the diet.

The Lead Up to Competition
1. Reduce exercise. Inadequate carbohydrate (glycogen) reserves can contribute to early fatigue during long duration exercise. For three to four days prior to competition it is a good idea to back off training just a little to ensure that body stores of glycogen are fully replenished and complete prior to competition. Maintain feeding at the same levels until the night before the ride. For horses prone to tying up, as exercise is reduced, grain should also be slightly reduced or replaced with highly digestible fibre sources. For days off, all horses should receive reduced grain rations to prevent the risk of tying up on return to work.

2. Maintain high forage intake. The horse can be allowed free access to grass or hay at all times right up to competition day. 

3. Pre-race boosters. There are various B-Vitamin supplements and blood boosters available which can give the horse a bit of a 'boost' in the days leading up to competition. They act a little like a Berocca for humans! Feeding an anti-oxidant supplement of Vitamin E and selenium during the final days before the race ensures that muscles are primed to deal with the stress of work.

4. Preparation for travel. Travelling can be quite stressful for the horse and expends a fair amount of energy. Allow plenty of time to take the journey slowly, with rest stops if the competition is a long way away. Allow enough recovery time after arrival before the race begins. 

Competition Day Feeding
1. Arrival. Try to arrive at the competition at least four hours prior to start time. This allows the horse to recover from the journey and become settled in the new environment, reducing stress and putting him in the best frame of mind for competition. Feed a small grain meal (about 1kg) on arrival to top up glycogen stores and allow access to a small amount of hay and/or hand grazing. After this meal, feed no more grain and only small amounts of hay for the four hours prior to start time. 

2. Feeding Hay. You can allow the horse access to hay right up to the start of competition. Large meals of hay are not recommended as this will redirect blood flow to the intestines rather than the muscles, and will mean that the horse is carrying extra weight around the trail which may affect performance. Feeding small amounts of hay regularly up to start time will stimulate water intake and maintain gut health and natural gut function. Lucerne hay can be beneficial at this time to top up calcium levels. Horses lose calcium in sweat, so it is a good idea to top up reserves with some lucerne just prior to competition.

3. Electrolyte Loading. The practice of 'loading' the horse with electrolytes is commonly practiced amongst endurance riders. Many riders start their horses on electrolytes 24 hrs prior to the competition. Giving the horse large doses of electrolytes prior to competition is not recommended. Overloading electrolytes can cause shifts in fluid balance, which could be detrimental to performance. Chose an electrolyte supplement containing high concentrations of sodium, chloride, potassium, magnesium and calcium. Beware of products containing high levels of dextrose, the most important ingredient in your electrolyte is salt. You can top up sugars simply by giving a small grain meal. Avoid alkaline electrolytes containing bicarbonate or citrate as these can contribute to making the horse alkalotic during and after the ride.

4. Feeding at Rest Stops. Prepare the horses grain for the day by splitting the ration into four equal parts to be fed throughout the day. Try not to feed more than 1kg grain or other high starch/sugar feed in any one meal. Feeding large grain meals causes spikes in blood glucose.  It is best to wait until the horses' heart rate has returned to resting level before feeding grain. Ensure that coming into rest stops the heart rate is on it's way down so that you will have enough time to feed and allow digestion to begin before you have to be off again. Many successful endurance riders feed a 'slurry' type feed during rest stops based on sugar beet or bran with added carrots, apples and electrolytes. Often endurance horses will not eat a regular grain meal at rest stops, but will readily eat the 'slurry' feed. These are a great way of getting electrolytes and water into the horse. A small amount of grain (1/2 to 1kg) can be added to the feeds for a quick carbohydrate top up. Feeding good quality lucerne hay or mixed grass/lucerne hay and allowing grazing at rest stops is also beneficial for energy, gut fill, stimulating water intake and topping up calcium levels as well as settling your horse with a familiar behaviour pattern.

5. Water. Obviously, the horse should be allowed access to water at every opportunity along the ride and at each rest stop. Giving electrolytes during the ride as well as at rest stops and allowing grazing and access to hay will all stimulate thirst and help to ensure correct hydration.

After the Race
1. Replenish lost energy. After the horses heart rate has returned to normal resting levels feed the final grain meal of the day. This can be slightly larger than the other meals given (around 2kg plus chaff). Access to grazing and hay can return to free choice. For the next 48 hrs split feeds into four each day and don't be afraid to feed a lot - even more than usual. This is best fed in the form of highly digestible fibre, fat and processed grains. The first 48 hrs after the race is when endurance horses loose most of their weight. It is a good idea to supplement both electrolytes and B-vitamins during this time to stimulate appetite, replenish reserves and speed up recovery. Supplementation with vitamin E and selenium for two to three days after the race can help to ease stiff or sore muscles. Feeding levels can be reduced back to normal after the first 48hr critical period.

2. Return to work. Turnout over the first 48hrs is best, allowing free choice exercise. Where this is not possible or pasture is restricted, regular light hand walking is recommended to stretch the muscles and ease stiffness. After two to three days the horse can be lightly ridden. Ridden work can be gradually increased over the next seven days to get the horse back into training for the next ride.

The key to nutritional success -KNOW YOUR HORSE- learn about condition scoring and get to know your horses' ideal weight and condition score. Keep track of body weight throughout training and alter the diet when you notice deviations away from the ideal. Endurance horses can fall away very quickly so it is very important to monitor weight on a weekly basis to ensure that changes will be noticed. Pay close attention to your horse’s mood and appetite, as this reflects the way he is feeling and his ultimate health and will help you to take appropriate action when he is feeling low.
 
For further info/advice please contact:
 
bcharteris@ker.com 

or richard.brosnan@nrm.co.nz, PH +64 9 977 9081

or visit the NRM website: www.NRM.co.nz
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