
 

 

Got Guts? 

Just like people, it is important for all animals to eat a well-balanced diet to stay healthy. 

While a carrot or a banana may be a healthy food item for us, it may actually make 

another animal sick. This is because some animals digest food differently than people do 

and thus, have a completely different diet.  

 Words to Know: 

Digestive System: the body system that physically and 

chemically breaks down food to provide the body with 

absorbable nutrients 

Monogastric: a simple single-chambered stomach 

Ruminant: an animal with a multi-chambered stomach 

Cud: partially digested food from a ruminant animal that is 

regurgitated in to the mouth for further chewing 

Introduction 

Throughout time, animals have developed complex digestive systems to get the most 

nutrition out of the food that is available to them. Although each species is unique, 

there are two basic types of digestive systems: monogastric and ruminant.  

A monogastric animal has a simple single-chambered stomach. Monogastric animals 

may use some mechanical digestion (chewing) to break down their food, but it is mostly 

their acidic stomach that uses chemical digestion to extract nutrients from the 

foodstuff. Monogastric animals can be omnivores such as humans and pigs, carnivores 

such as cats and dogs, or herbivores like horses and rabbits. 

For most monogastrics, food will travel from the mouth to the stomach via the 

esophagus. The acidic stomach will chemically digest food to extract nutrients that can 

be absorbed in the small intestine. From the small intestine, the digested food will move 

to the large intestine, where any excess water will be absorbed back into the body 

before the digested food is excreted as waste.  



Since horses and rabbits must obtain their nutrients from only plant sources, they have 

developed an organ specifically to aid in digestion. For these animals, food travels from 

the small intestine to an organ called the cecum. The cecum uses good bacteria to break 

down the fiber in the plant material into nutrients that the animal’s body can use. 

Unfortunately, at this stage of 

digestion only some proteins and 

fatty acids can be absorbed into 

the body. For horses, any 

remaining vitamins, minerals, 

and amino acids are excreted 

from the body through their 

waste. For rabbits, these 

nutrients will be re-consumed 

through a process called 

coprophagy, where the rabbits 

will eat their feces directly from 

their anus.  

A ruminant animal is one that has developed a complex multi-chambered stomach. 

These animals depend mainly on plant-based foods such as grasses, leaves and grains. 

There are many different species of ruminant animals, including cattle, sheep, goats, 

buffalo, deer, and elk. Most ruminants do not have any upper teeth, but instead have a 

hard upper palate which they use to crush food. Ruminants graze or forage for food and 

will often consume a large amount of food at once without even chewing it! After they 

are done eating, they will find a safe, quiet place to relax and will begin to regurgitate 

the food back into their mouth in the form of a cud, and may spend up to eight hours 

chewing their cud to further digest it. 

Ruminants have four different stomach 

compartments, each serving a specific 

function. The first stomach compartment 

is called the rumen and is where food is 

first stored after it is swallowed. In a 

large dairy cow, the rumen has the 

capacity to store and process up to 40 

gallons of food at a time. Healthy 

bacteria and microbes inside the rumen 



will begin to break down the food by eating through the plant cell walls of the grasses 

and other forages.  

When an animal feels safe from predators and relaxed, they will regurgitate the food 

from the rumen in small portions called a cud. They will chew the cud until the food is 

broken down into smaller particles, and then swallow it again. When the cud is 

swallowed, it will then be directed into the second stomach called the reticulum. The 

reticulum will filter and sort the solid foodstuff back into the rumen for fermentation, 

and the liquid portion is moved to the third stomach called the omasum.  

The omasum contains many folds that resembles the pages of a book. The folds help to 

increase the amount of surface area in the omasum, which increases the amount of area 

available to absorb nutrients into the body. Most of the water that is left in the food at 

this point is absorbed back into the body as well. 

Finally, the fourth stomach compartment is called the abomasum and often referred to 

as the “true stomach” since it is most similar to that of a non-ruminant animal. The 

abomasum produces hydrochloric 

acid and digestive enzymes, such as 

pepsin (breaks down proteins), and 

receives digestive enzymes secreted 

from the pancreas, such as 

pancreatic lipase (breaks down fats). 

At this point the nutrients from the 

feedstuff is broken down far enough 

that they can be absorbed in the 

intestines. 

Many of the plants that grow on earth cannot be used directly by humans as food. 

However, because of the microorganisms in the rumen, ruminants are able to convert 

otherwise unusable plant materials into nutritious food (e.g., milk and meat) and fiber 

(e.g., wool). 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

How Many Uses for Manure? 

  

Biofuel – When manure begins to break down, it releases 

gases such as methane and carbon dioxide. These gases 

can be harvested and used to heat homes, power vehicles, 

and even produce electricity. 

 

Building Material - Manure consist of undigested plant 

fibers that when dried, can create a waterproof seal to 

roofs and walls. As a bonus, the dried manure can actually 

help insulate the home to keep it warm in the winter.  

 

Plant Fertilizer – Manure contains minerals such as 

nitrogen, phosphorus, and potassium that help support 

growing plants. Fresh manure will contain more of these 

minerals then the plant can handle, so it is important to 

age manure before it is added to a garden so that bacteria 

and microbes have a chance to break down some of these 

minerals into other plant nutrients. 

 

Paper – The tiny fibers in manure can be pressed 

together similar to tree pulp to make paper products. 

When dried, this material becomes tight and waterproof. 

While you may not find construction paper made out of 

manure, you may find it at your local garden store. 

Manure planting pots are strong enough to hold soil and 

moisture for growing plants, but will also biodegrade 

when planted in the ground.  


