Nutrition

Sweating and water requirements
One of the major risks during any transport is dehydration. It
is difficult to ensure that the animal consumes enough water
during the trip for a number of reasons. First, you will certainly
have noticed that most horses are reluctant to drink during stops,
either because the water offered is different than the water
they are used to drinking at home, or simply because the horse
is feeling uneasy and nervous due to the numerous sources of
stress associated with transport. Research has shown that, even
when water is offered to the horse at regular intervals during the
trip, water consumption is very low, if not non-existent.
This low water consumption combined with the water lost
through sweating during travel increases the risk of dehydration,
especially in hot, humid weather when sweating is more abundant.
A Japanese study has shown that a 454 kg horse loses 11 to 18
kg after 2 ½ hours of travel time due to sweating during transport.
Research also shows that, even under cool weather conditions,
the horse can still lose up to 0.5 per cent of its body weight every
hour. Prolonged transportation is therefore particularly demanding
on the horse.
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Proper nutrition can help
minimize effects of stress
By Josée Lalonde, B. Sc. A.
Transport means stress! Stress for the horse owner but stress
especially for this naturally claustrophobic animal whose basic
survival mechanism is flight (as opposed to fight). Let’s take a
look at what can be done nutritionally to ensure your horse has
a problem-free trip and recovers quickly when it reaches its
destination.
No matter why your horse has to travel, several factors during
transport can be sources of stress for the animal and therefore
affect its health: confinement, darkness, poor ventilation, constant
vibration, ambient noise, etc.
How you feed and water your horse before, during and after
transport can also affect its well-being, stress level and recovery
time. Since the transport of horses is often unavoidable, it is
important to keep in mind that any travel affects the horse’s
normal consumption of food and water.

What’s more, serving hay to the horse during long trips also
increases its water needs due to the significant water-retention
capacity of the fibre in the large intestine. If its water consumption
is insufficient, the horse will be more susceptible to impaction
colic. On this subject, many horsemen and women recommend
using mineral oil before departing, a good idea for improving the
fibre’s transit through the digestive tract.
To reduce the risk of dehydration during transport, it is important
to serve your horse a good dose of salt no less than 12 hours
before departing. The salt will make your horse drink more in the
stable, so he will have a good reserve of water for the coming
hours of travel. During the trip, it is important to stop every four
hours to offer the animal a pail of water. Even if you strongly
suspect that it will barely wet its lips, it is always best to give the
horse an opportunity to drink. You never know! Unfortunately,
most horses won’t generally start drinking water until 12 hours
into the trip. In any case, stopping every four hours will give you a
chance to check the condition of the horse and the trailer, and to
make any needed adjustments, for example to the windows, the
hay net, blanket, etc.
If your horse is particularly finicky about drinking water, offer it
the same water it is used to drinking back at home during the
trip. Just remember to bring enough with you. If packing a store
of water from the stable is not possible, for instance on longer
trips, you can always add flavoring, such as apple juice, to the
horse’s usual water several days before the trip, so it gets used to
the taste. This way, during transport or at the destination, where
the water you offer the horse will smell and taste different than
it is used to, all you have to do is add a little apple juice and the
horse won’t even notice – at least you hope! One thing is certain,
it is important to offer your horse some tepid water soon after
you arrive so it can begin to combat dehydration. Once again, a
dose of salt or commercial electrolytes will encourage the desired
water consumption.
Hay and feed
Even though serving fibre to your horse increases its water
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requirements – requirements that are already difficult to meet
during transport – fasting is not recommended, except during a
very short trip (two hours or less). Indeed, long periods without
eating during transport will worsen the weight loss problem and
lengthen the horse’s recovery time at the end of the trip. In any
case, an empty stomach is never recommended, since horses
are extremely sensitive to the development of gastric ulcers
and irritation. Despite the horse’s apparent immobility during
transport, weight loss is a risk because the horse burns energy
by constantly trying to maintain its balance, which is tiring. If the
animal has a nervous temperament or is traveling for the first
time, it can be assumed that it will have burned that many more
calories and be that much more exhausted when it arrives at its
destination.
For these reasons, hay on a free choice basis is therefore
recommended throughout the trip, paying particular attention to
how the hay is presented to the horse. In fact, a hay net that is
hung too high up, in what is called the horse’s “breathing zone,”
will force it to breathe in hay dust continually. One good way
to avoid this problem is hang the hay net lower – but not low
enough to put the horse at risk. Also, completely soak the hay in
water for a good 10 minutes before placing it in the trailer. It is
recommended that it be kept moist throughout the trip, which will
help prevent the insidious onset of respiratory disorders.
Now, what about concentrates? Should they be served to the
horse before or during transport? If the feed is starch-based
(grain), the meal should be served one to four hours before
the scheduled departure time. The horse’s stress level, the
quantity of feed served per meal and the length of the trip will
determine whether the meal is served one hour or four hours
before departing. An old hand that has travelled a lot does not
experience the same stress levels as a young horse that starts
rolling its eyes at the mere sight of the trailer! Also, a 0.5 kg meal
does not require the same digestion time as a three kg meal, just
as a half hour trip does not cause the same stress level as an
eight-hour journey. Use your judgment.
Why should you be cautious when transporting a horse that has
been eating starch-based feed? Simply because of the very normal
stress it will experience during the trip. Stress reduces the blood
flow needed to digest starch in the small intestine, redirecting
the blood to the muscles of the horse that feels stressed and
nervous. The reduced blood flow to the small intestine can cause
the starch there to ferment, leading to digestive problems.
This problem does not occur when your horse is consuming hay.
In fact, the fibre in hay is not digested in the small intestine like
starch is, but rather fermented in the large intestine by billions
of bacteria and microbes. Microbial fermentation is a slow and
continual process. The blood flow to the large intestine is already
fairly reduced and constant and is not affected by the increased
blood flow to the muscles during transport.
For the same reason, if the feed that you usually serve your
horse is fibre-based and contains negligible quantities of starch,
the problem of starch fermenting in the small intestine does not
occur, as this type of feed behaves essentially like hay in the
horse’s digestive system. This type of feed can in fact be served
during transport, in reduced quantities, at each scheduled stop.
Turning off the truck’s engine during the meal will reduce the
horse’s stress and allow it to relax a little while it eats. Also,
moistening the feed before serving it to the horse is a good way
of feeding it water in a roundabout way, while slowing down its
rate of consumption, thereby preventing the risk of esophageal
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obstruction (choking) or impaction colic.
Once you reach your destination, it is preferable to wait a while
before serving the horse its usual feed ration, especially if it is
starch based. Over the first few days, resume serving the horse
its usual feed ration gradually, in several small meals, to help
prevent digestive problems.  
If the amount of hay brought from the stable is insufficient for
the horse’s entire stay at the new destination, mixing the usual
hay with the new hay that is served at the new location is
highly recommended to reduce the risk of colic, which is often
associated with switching hays suddenly.
Effects of stress on the immune system
All stress is detrimental to the proper functioning of the immune
system. The stress of transport, particularly on a long trip, has
an undeniable effect on your horse’s defence mechanisms. If its
immune system is already compromised, the risk of it developing
health problems, notably shipping fever (respiratory illness), is
very high. It is therefore extremely important to provide the horse
with all the essential elements for the optimal functioning of its
immune system so that it can withstand the hazards of stress.
The daily intake of a nutritionally balanced diet that includes
selenium and vitamin E, two powerful antioxidants, is paramount
to a healthy immune system. It is therefore essential to offer a
daily vitamin and mineral balancer if your horse is receiving less
feed than the product label indicates for its body weight, life stage
and level of activity.
Certain other nutrients may also be beneficial to the horse when
served at the right time relative to the travel date; such is the
case for vitamin C, another antioxidant that supports the immune
system. The recommended supplementation is 0.5 g to 5 g per
day on the day before departure, on the travel day and for two
days after arriving at the destination. The B complex vitamins,
particularly thiamine (B1), known for its beneficial effects on
the nervous system, may benefit the horse if served on the day
before departure, on the travel day and the day after arriving.
A supplement such as Horse Plus, which is rich in B complex
vitamins and contains vitamin C, can do the job at a dose of
60 g per day. If the horse being transported is a performance
or competition horse, a daily intake of B complex vitamins is
recommended in any case, throughout the racing or competition
season.  
Finally, since research shows that the stress experienced by the
transported horse reaches its apex after 12 hours of transport,
scheduling an extended stop at this point should help reduce the
risk of associated health problems. For a trip that is a dozen or
so hours long, a minimum 12-hour layover, where the horse can
stretch its legs, drink and eat and recover some of its calm, is the
ideal. If time does not allow this, a four to six-hour stop should be
considered at the very least.
The watchword for the transport of horses is prevention.
However, any trip can cause major stress for a horse, even when
done under the best conditions. By preparing well for transport
and controlling as many parameters as possible, notably nutrition,
perhaps you can make your horse’s trip, if not pleasant, at least
more tolerable… 
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