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My Horse is What?

Have you ever been told your horse is fat? It’s almost like an insult. It’s like you were told you were fat. 

As a farrier, over the years, I’ve experienced all kinds of horses and owners. Different breeds, disciplines, 
body types, etc. There was one thing that was very common amongst my customers; overweight horses, 
ponies, donkeys, and mules. I know most people don’t want to think their animal is out of shape, but it is a 
serious problem. We all know those 'extra' pounds aren’t a good thing, but what is ‘extra?’

We recently had a person at work show me a video of one of her miniature horses walking stiff-legged. I 
watched the video and knew immediately what was wrong. Her mini was laminitic (or foundering). It wasn’t 
due to arthritis, or being long on a trim (even though those are both contributing factors). It was due to the fact 
that he was extremely overweight. When I told her that he was needing a diet change and exercise she said, 
she knew. Like most people, to know something and to take action on it are two completely different things. 
    
Why is it so hard to be motivated to get our animals in shape? They rely on us for food and exercise, but some 
of us are killing them with kindness. An apple or carrot here or there won’t really hurt them, will it? It is not 
(usually) the occasional treat. It is the sum of all the treats and nights you don’t feel like working them. The 
problem does not happen overnight and will not be solved quickly. If you have the chance to start before it 
gets out of hand, you can usually keep it from happening. 

How do you get your herd in shape? It essentially is the same as humans. Have a calorie deficit (burn more 
calories than consumed) and increase exercise. Simple enough! So, how do you actually achieve that? A few 
‘tweaks’ can make a huge difference. 

First, move water, salt, and hay as far away from the shelter as possible. Years ago, Jamie Jackson, wrote a 
book called, “Paddock Paradise,” where you cut out the middle of the pasture with a fence and essentially 
create a racetrack for the horses to go around. I have even seen this done on less than an acre. There are a ton 
of great examples on Pinterest and Google. 

Second, make sure that the feed you give your animals is created as a low starch or low sugar blend, or just 
skip it altogether. Do your homework on this, there’s a lot of false advertising out there. A great resource is, 
ECIRHorse.org, they have guidelines to help you pick out a SAFE feed. 

Third, Exercise. If working them on foot, you should be warm and slightly out of breath while walking briskly 
with them. If riding, the same applies. Posting a trot is exercise in itself! Also, if your horse does not seem to 
be breaking a slight sweat or have elevated breathing, you may need to increase the intensity. This should also 
be FUN! After all, isn’t that why we have horses? 
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Lastly, I know not everyone has a picture in their mind of what ideal looks like for a horse. So, I am going to 
try to help your equine friends out a little, because as a society, we are loving our herds to death. Check out 
the Henneke Body Scoring System. You can google it and there are great videos on YouTube to show you 
how to score your horse. The ideal score is 4-5. Another great tool is the University of Minnesota’s, "Healthy 
Horse app" (available in the Google Play Store and in the iTunes App Store.) It helps you to determine your 
horse’s weight with a tape measure so you can track your progress. 

Try not to be hard on yourself, you can do this! Plus, you might get in a little better shape yourself!
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