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Warmbloods: Feed ‘Em the Same as Other Horses?

Over the last few decades, European warmbloods and warmblood crosses have become prominent
as sport horses in the United States where they compete regularly in dressage, show jumping, and
three-day eventing. They also are used extensively as show hunters. The most popular breeds are
Hanoverian, Holsteiner, Trakehner, Oldenburg, Selle Francais, Dutch Warmblood, Swedish
Warmblood, and Irish crossbreds. From a conformation standpoint, warmbloods possess more sub-
stance than light breeds such as Thoroughbreds and Arabians, with heavier bone and muscling and
deeper barrels. The current preference among American warmblood enthusiasts is for lighter and taller
horses that have greater speed and agility. In addition to their athleticism, warmbloods are well regard-
ed for their tractable dispositions and willingness to work. Feeding well-balanced rations and
attending to nutrition-related idiosyncrasies of warmbloods are the first steps in producing
and maintaining sound athletes.

The primary nutritional goal of managing young warmbloods should be ensuring slow, steady
growth and reducing the risk of developmental orthopedic disease. Immature warmbloods are
particularly prone to osteochondritis dissecans (0CD), a growth-related condition characterized by
failure of cartilage to mature normally. Improper cartilage development compromises joint function and
can lead to lameness of varying significance. In a recent study involving 83 German breeding farms, 226
of 629 Hanoverian foals between five and ten months of age showed OCD lesions on radi-
ographic examination. The defects were detected singularly in the knee, hock, or fetlock joints, or
were found in multiple sites. Sex of foal, birth month, level of nutrient intake, body weight, and wither
height did not influence the occurrence of OCD. Interestingly, OCD lesions in the fetlock joint were asso-
ciated with lower body weight, whereas lesions in the knee and hock were linked to higher body weight.
Although it is impossible to ignore the genetic susceptibility to OCD that foals of certain bloodlines pos-
sess, weanling warmbloods should not be allowed to become overweight. For a detailed
explanation of OCD, consult Equine Review article SU 07.

Overfeeding common concentrates, which are usually abundant in sugar and starch, is known to
cause 0CD in Thoroughbred foals. In a study conducted by Kentucky Equine Research that included 218
Thoroughbred weanlings, high glucose and insulin responses te a concentrate meal were associated
with an increased incidence of OCD. Scientists theorize that excessive insulin may alter the balance of
hormones necessary for proper cartilage maturation. The same is thought to be true for warmbloods. As a
solution, low-glycemic feeds have been introduced into the marketplace. Instead of supplying calories to
young warmbloods in the form of sugar and starch, low-glycemic feeds furnish energy through fat and
fiber. Fiber sources called super fibers are often used in these feeds. Super fibers contain approximately
twice the energy of normal fibrous feeds such as pasture and hay. Examples of super fibers are beet pulp
and soy hulls. For more information on super fibers, consult Equine Review article N 05.

Some young warmbloods do not require concentrates to maintain proper body condition, especially if
access to high-quality hay and pasture is available. These horses should be offered a balancing pellet to
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