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Nutrition Of The Arabian Racehorse
By Sonja Vandermark BSc. (Hons)
Kentucky Equine Research
Arabian racing is a growing sport all around the globe. Whilst trainers have access to innumerable pages of information about feeding and nutrition for the Thoroughbred racehorse, the Arabian trainer has relatively few resources and is left to extrapolate appropriate feeding programmes. Feeding Arabian horses is quite different from feeding Thoroughbreds and this reflects differences in metabolism, feed efficiency, muscle types, average age in training, and work or training programmes.

In general, Arabian horses do better on lower amounts of feed than their Thoroughbred counterparts. In fact, they have energy requirements similar to those of Standardbred trotters or pacers. They also do better on diets based less around grain, but more on forage, highly digestible fibres and fat (oil).
The first thing to consider in any feeding programme is forage. Arabian racehorses need at least 1% of their body weight in forage each day, preferably 1.5%, e.g. at least 4 – 6kg of hay, chaff and/or pasture per day for a 400kg horse. This forage is important for digestive health and in preventing things like stomach ulcers and colic or scouring which can be common in horses on high grain, low forage diets.

Choose a good quality hay such as lucerne, clover or meadow hay that is free from weeds and as clean from dust as possible. If pasture is to make up a large part of the diet be sure to keep the pasture clean and well managed, taking care of weeds and slashing or watering as appropriate. Stay away from single species tropical pastures such as kikuyu, seteria or buffel grass where possible to avoid problems with calcium balance. If these pastures are the only ones available, then you will need to supplement calcium appropriately. Do not feed all roughage as chaff, horses need some long stem forage to ensure good digestive health.

Forage alone is not enough to meet the energy requirements of the Arabian racehorse. Extra energy can be added in the form of starch (grains), fat (high fat feeds and oils) and highly digestible fibre (soy or lupin hulls). Protein is not a great source of extra energy, and too much protein can actually hinder your horses performance, especially in hot or humid conditions. 
Many trainers choose a fully fortified commercially available feed suitable for Thoroughbred racehorses and simply reduce the feeding rate for convenience. These feeds contain balanced grains and oils plus vitamins and minerals so no other supplements should be required. If your particular horse needs a large amount of hard feed, then this approach might work for you. In practice the amounts of these feeds that trainers usually offer their Arabians are not enough to fully meet requirements for minerals and vitamins. 

Pay careful attention to the recommended feeding rates (on the back of the bag) for horses in full training. If a feed such as StableMaster Furlong is designed to be fed at a rate of around 6kg for a 500kg Thoroughbred in full work, that would equate to a recommended feeding rate of around 4.8kg for a 400kg Arabian. If you actually feed only 3kg of this feed, the horse will be short on vital nutrients which may affect performance.

A better alternative for Arabian horses are the feed concentrates now commonly available in most feed ranges. These feeds contain the right amount of vitamins and minerals in 1.5 – 2.5kg as well as grains and oils etc. Feeds such as StableMaster Phar-Lap or StableMaster Endurance contain all the right nutrients in a smaller package. The added advantage of these feeds is that you can add your own grain as required, so if you have a poor doer you can add more and if you have a very good doer, you can feed the concentrate alone plus forage. On days off work you can take the grain right out and just feed the base level of concentrate so as not to risk the tying-up on return to work, whilst still ensuring correct nutrition.
The only addition to these feeds that you should need to make is salt and electrolytes. A daily allowance of salt helps to maintain normal hydration – usually between 20 and 60g per day depending on the horse and on the weather and work load. Electrolytes are important after a hard training session or after racing to replenish reserves and re-hydrate the horse.

Balancing the diet of an Arabian racehorse is a little trickier than for a Thoroughbred because of their unique requirements. Solving the mystery of what your horse will do best on is a big part of the puzzle when it comes to achieving racing success.

If you would like some assistance in designing a nutrition programme specifically for your Arabian racehorse, please call KER’s Nutrition Advice Hotline on 1800 772 198 for a fully tailored ration to suit your needs. Alternatively visit our website at www.ker.com for lots of information about general horse nutrition and care.

