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Is My Horse Just Big Boned?

Does your horse get fat just by breathing our nice fresh Colorado air?
Your horse is probably what is called an easy keeper. This condition is common
among ponies, and smaller horse breeds such as Mustangs and Arabians. When
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overfed these breeds are more likely to experience conditions such as laminitis,
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insulin resistance and different metabolic disorders like equine metabolic
syndrome.
Boned?
It is possible to identify an easy keeper from a pregnant mare by the
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location of the fat accumulation. Easy keepers will accumulate “extra padding”
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all over the body, and especially the crest of the neck, along their top line, belly
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fat, and near the tail head. An overweight horse has a body condition score of 7
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or above within a scoring system where 1 equals emaciated and 9 equals obese.
Easy keeper horses cannot be on a normal horse’s diet. With the modern feeding
Reserve, and
practices of easy keepers, it is important to regularly measure their body
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condition score.
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We believe that easy keepers come from horses
originating from harsh climates where calories were scarce. They
could flourish in the wild where another horse would starve due to
the lack of calories. Survival of the fittest, these horses have a
“thrifty gene” and don’t require a lot of food, especially for the lack
of exercise many horses receive in the comfortable environments
we provide for them today. People tend to anthropomorphize their
animals and feed them in American super-sized proportions. This
continues the trend of overweight horses, feeding more calories
than required by an individual horse’s nutritional needs.
Feeding the appropriate diet and monitoring intake is the first step to maintaining an
easy keeper at an acceptable weight. Grain should be either fed in extremely small amounts
or cut out completely. In these cases, grain is just an unnecessary source of calories and nonstructured carbohydrates. Feeding hay with a lower relative feed value is going to be key.
Keep in mind this hay still must be clean, dust free and mold free. A stemmy, mature hay will
allow the horse a boredom cure and the extra fiber will keep them satiated without the weight
gain. It is important to keep feed in front of your easy keeper. When not allowed continuous
feeding, horses can get ulcers and the horse is more likely to gorge when allowed access to
feed, which can in turn cause more metabolic problems. Depending on the case, pasture time
should be limited to a few hours per day. Grazing muzzles are your friend. This allows the
horse to follow his instinct to forage and eat continuously but controls the amount of food
passing through the muzzle, preventing the horse from consuming a full day of grazing in
his few hours of pasture time. Easy keepers should be placed in a dry lot to allow for
movement the remainder of the day. When eating hay in the dry lot consider slow feed hay
bags and other tools to help reduce the consumption of forage. Forage and exercise are
healthier for the horse than diet restriction. Weight loss will only occur when the energy used
outpaces the energy intake.

Regular cardio activity for easy keepers will help build muscle and lose weight. It is
important to build up in the workout program slowly as to prevent overstressing of the
horse’s body. Tracking the heart rate will be the key to knowing if you have worked the horse
an appropriate amount. Even on days where time doesn’t allow driving or riding, simply
running around the paddock for 15 minutes a few times a day will increase their heart rate
and burn off some energy.
Monitor your horse’s weight using a body condition scoring system, and a weight tape
once a month. Seeing your horse every day can make it difficult to be objective about their
weight. In using these strategies, you will be able to monitor and change the care plan to
improve your easy keeper’s quality of life.
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Abrehanna Ley
Adelynne Schaffner
Aidan Datteri
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