
 
 

Digestive EQ: A Preliminary Field Evaluation  

Introduction 

The equine digestive system is unique amongst domestic animals and its function is vital to 

the overall health of the horse.  The equine intestine is a complicated organ system made up 

of different segments which are finely tuned and orchestrated to deliver food for processing.  

It is important to realise the intestine is designed to process small amounts of food 

frequently and efficiently convert this food into nutrients that can be absorbed and used for 

vital bodily functions.  

Horses are herbivores and the intestines have developed to convert plants into a nutrient 

source. Mammals, including horses do not naturally have the digestive enzymes to break 

down fibrous plant material. The fibrous plant material contains cellulose other 

polysaccharides that provide the major source of energy in the horse. The process of 

breaking down this plant material starts with chewing which breaks down the plant fibre in 

the upper intestine, but by and large, relies on the bacterial population found in the 

sophisticated processing factory in the hind gut. These bacteria convert the plant material 

into volatile fatty acids which supply up to 75% of the horse’s energy requirements. The 

efficiency of this process relies on:  

1. Volume available for fermentation: the equine hindgut has developed as a series of 

vats capable of holding and processing plant material.  

2. Retention time of the feed in the intestine: the motility of the intestine ensures the feed 

is distributed throughout the intestine and is held for an appropriate period of time to allow 

the process of digestion to be optimised. 

3. The health of the microbial population: having the right balance of bacteria in working 

in the right conditions to optimise the processing of the feed into nutrients is essential. 

Clearly the equine gut is highly sophisticated and the role it plays in horse health and optimal 

performance is becoming clearer. The motility of the stomach, small intestine, caecum, and 

colon are all integrally linked and designed to ensure a steady flow of feed through the 

intestine. Much of the protein and carbohydrate digestion and digestion of any fats occurs in 

the small intestine along with the absorption of most of the available vitamins and some 

minerals. The caecum and colon are large and voluminous and ideal for bacterial 

fermentation of the plant fibre. 

However, humans have interfered with the evolution of this process. Stabling horses and 

feeding them twice daily, limited time on pasture, limited availability of pasture and limiting 

food choices, all affect the type, the motility and the volumes of food moving through the 

intestines. This not only has profound effects on the efficiency of the digestive process and 

retention times for fermentation it has serious side effects on horse health. The increase in 

grain based diets increases starch intake, which along with the intermittent passage of large 

volumes of feed through the intestine affects coordination of the sophisticated intestinal 

motility patterns. This will affect the digestive process, the processing and absorption of 



 

nutrients, and most importantly the movement of starches into the caecum and colon of the 

hindgut. Fermentation of starch by the bacterial population in the caecum and colon not 

releases volatile fatty acids but also lactic acid and gas. This acid environment can directly 

affect the sensitive balance of the bacterial population. Along with the effects of large 

volumes of feed material inter-dispersed with periods of no feed can affect motility patterns 

and the retention times for digestion and therefore the process of bacterial digestion. 

In a mild form this may be:  

1. A subclinical effect (no outward clinical signs) but maybe having effects not easily related 

to dietary indiscretion and may be more behavioural or affecting general health. 

2. Associated with mild clinical signs like horses that do not thrive, have poor coat and hoof 

condition, are agitated, temperamental, or susceptible to disease and may have intermittent 

loose faeces.  

3. Associated with more overt clinical signs include, gastric ulcers, mild to severe signs of 

colic, persistent diarrhoea or laminitis.  

Apart from changing feeding practices back to a “wild state” or better managing the flow of 

feed through the intestine by implementing management practices, domestication of the 

horse has resulted in a massive change in the natural process of choosing a diet, digestion 

and feed conversion. We are well aware aware of the extremes of severe disease that 

may be associated with poor nutritional management of the horse but it is becoming 

more apparent there may also be subclinical or mild clinical manifestations that have 

gone unnoticed. 

Recently there is an increased interest in investigating how supplements may help correct 

some of the limitations humans have placed on normal equine dietary and digestive 

practices. In particular, a focus on stabilising the environment of the hind gut and optimising 

the development of a stable, healthy bacterial population to optimise the digestive process. If 

corrected this is likely to translate into measurable improvements in feed conversion, better 

health, performance and resistance to disease. 

 

Preliminary Field Study      

One new product on the market aimed at improving digestion and health in horses is 

Poseidon Equine’s Digestive EQ. 

This product was evaluated on 5 randomly selected, mixed breed, mixed gender adult 

horses of different ages coming back into work from spelling in the paddock. These horses 

were all selected because they were in poor or thin condition (body condition scores 1 or 2). 

Horses were all treated with an anthelminthic (worming paste) and all had a dental treatment 

prior to commencing hand feeding.   

Horses were fed the same diet over the entire duration of the evaluation period. This 

consisted of lucerne hay supplemented with lucerne chaff and a commercially available 

pelleted supplement. Horses were weighed prior to commencing hand feeding. Horses were 

weighed weekly. The horses were given the recommended dose of Poseidon Equine’s 



 

Digestive EQ. This was added to their hard feed at the start of week 9. The supplement was 

fed for 3 weeks in one horse and 5 weeks in the remaining 4 horses.  

 

Results 

All horses found the supplement palatable in their feed. The table (Table 1) below 

summarises the weekly weight gain before and after supplementation for each horse. Horse 

1 had loose faeces prior to beginning the supplement. The consistency improved by day 4 of 

the supplement being commenced and faecal consistency was normal by the end of the 5 

week supplementation period. In all horse’s weight, body condition and coat quality improved 

noticeably.  

Table 1 

           Weight gain/week after arrival       Weight gain when supplement  

                                 not on supplement (8weeks)         added (5 weeks)  

 

Horse 1   1.75 kg/week    11.0 kg /week  

Horse 2   2.13 kg/week      8.0 kg/week 

Horse 3   2.88 kg/week    11.0 kg/week 

Horse 4   1.0   kg/week      5.6 kg/week 

 

           Weight gain/week after arrival      Weight gain when supplement  

                                 not on supplement (8weeks)        added (3 weeks horse went home) 

 

Horse 5   1.88 kg/week    17.0 kg/week 

 

Discussion  
These horses were all heathy horses that had lost condition while spelling. Horses were 
selected because they were in poor or thin condition (1-2/5 body condition score) to test the 
effects of the Poseidon Digestive EQ. The weight gains on the hard feed and supplement 
ranged from 3-8 times the weight gain on the hard feed alone. 

 

While it is possible there was a lag period between addition of hard feed and weight gain, 
and the results shown in Table 1 are not related to the supplement, all horses showed 
sluggish weight gain for the first 8 weeks and in all horses the greatest weight gain was seen 
in the first week the supplement was added: 

- Horse 1  17kg 

- Horse 2  16kg  

- Horse 3  20 kg  

- Horse 4  10 kg  

- Horse 5  21kg   



 

It is difficult to dismiss the relationship between weight gain and the addition of the 
supplement.  

 

That said it is unlikely that the remarkable response in weight gain after such a short time on 
the supplement was due to an improvement or change in the balance of bacteria in the 
hindgut alone.  It is more likely the addition of hard feed to the diet of these horses coming 
out of the paddock, the treatment with an anthelminthic and dental treatment all contributed 
to improve the bacterial balance in the hindgut and this is reflected in the sluggish weight 
gain in the first 8 weeks.  

 

However, it is interesting to speculate that the action of the supplement has optimised 
the bacterial fermentation process and improved the feed conversion. Amongst other 
factors, this may have been a result in optimizing the hindgut environment, increasing 
bacterial numbers, increasing bacterial efficiency or a combination of all 3. 
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