
Broodmare Nutrition During Late Gestation—
Transition time from mid- to late-gestation can pose nutri-

tional challenges 
 
By Ron Kuck, Dairy and Livestock Educator 

Up to 60 percent of an unborn foal’s growth happens during the last three months of pregnancy. As such, 
late gestation can pose nutritional challenges for pregnant mares. Comparatively, unborn foals grow very 
slowly (approximately 0.2 pounds per day) during the first seven to eight months of gestation, causing very 
little nutritional stress on the mare.  
 
However, during the last 90 days of pregnancy, the fetus gains approximately 1 pound per day and has a 
significant impact on the mare’s nutritional requirements for protein, vitamins, and minerals. Additionally, 
the increased size of the fetus takes up more room in the mare’s body cavity, which may result in the mare 
eating less hay or forage. This reduction in forage intake, coupled with increased nutritional demands of the 
pregnancy, requires mares to be supplemented with a nutritionally-balanced feed ration to meet total 
nutrient requirements. 
 
Research has shown foal birth weight can be 
negatively affected when mares are not fed 
adequate protein during late gestation, even when 
mares are maintained in fleshy condition. “It is not 
uncommon to see fat mares have small, weak 
foals when the mares’ diets are adequate in 
calories but low in quality protein sources,” says 
Karen Davison, Ph.D., Director and Nutritionist for 
Equine Technical Solutions at Purina Animal 
Nutrition.  “Even when mares are fed high-protein 
forage, such as alfalfa, the diet can still be 
deficient in important amino acids.” Davison suggests supplementing mares in late gestation with a feed 
ration containing quality protein sources to help meet amino acid requirements for optimal foal 
development. 
  
During the tenth month of gestation, the greatest amount of mineral retention occurs in the unborn foal. 
Adequate trace mineral supplementation for the mare is critical for normal fetal development and provides 
sufficient minerals for the developing foal to store and utilize immediately after birth. 
 
Thin mares 
 
It is important to properly support good body condition through late gestation to ensure the mare is in good 
shape at foaling. 
 
“When mares are thin with ribs showing during late gestation, it’s an indication the mare isn’t meeting her 
own calorie requirements for maintenance. As such, it’s likely the growing foal inside isn’t receiving adequate 
calorie nutrition for proper development,” says Davison. “The day the mare foals, her calorie requirements 
increase dramatically. If the mare is thin when she foals, her milk production and the early development of 
the foal could be negatively affected.” 

Proper broodmare nutritional management during late gestation  
will give her foal the best start in life. (Credit: Purina Animal Nutrition) 

 

continued... 

https://www.purinamills.com/horse-feed/education/detail/body-condition-scoring-your-horse


In these cases, Davison advises feeding a calorically- and nutrient-dense feed to supply the needed energy 
and weight gain without feeding excessive amounts of grain. 
 
Fat mares 
 
If a mare is significantly overweight during late gestation, where ribs cannot be seen and are difficult to feel, 
it is important to provide a concentrated protein, vitamin, and mineral supplement designed to be fed at 1 to 
2 pounds per day. This type of supplement or ration balancer will meet the nutrient needs of the unborn foal 
without causing weight gain in the mare. It may be necessary to restrict hay intake to 1.5 percent of the 
mare’s body weight if she is significantly overweight. 
 
Some information for this article was taken from the February 28, 2017 issue of the Morning Ag Clips – 
Farming News, Harvested Daily 

THE JEFFERSON—Farm and Food E-News  
March-April 2017 

 

Contact us for more information at 315-788-8450  
or jefferson@cornell.edu. 

 

Visit our website at www.ccejefferson.org. 
 

Find us on Facebook at: 
Cornell Cooperative Extension of Jefferson County 

 and Jefferson County, NY 4H  

Equine Body Condition Scoring - Ideal Scores 
 
 
 
 
 Most horses, including 

performance horses and 
growing horses, should be 
in a body score of 5-6.  

 
 Broodmares should be a 5-

7, and not allowed to lose 
condition such that they are 
below a 5 during breeding 
season.  

 
 Horses over a condition 

score of 7 may be at a 
greater risk for developing 
metabolic disorders such as 
insulin resistance. 
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