
Equine Gastric Ulcer Syndrome (EGUS

Part Two: Horse Management

Horses living like horses.
 

Ulcer statistics are dramatic: 90% of race horses and 60% of performance horses! It is 
easy to think that ulcers are the result of extreme situations. Maybe you are a trail rider 
or you don’t show your horse -does that mean you don’t have to worry about ulcers?

 
The most well known research study on ulcers was done by Iowa State College of 
Veterinary Medicine in 2006. The study scoped 20 two year old Paint horses and none 
had ulcers. Then 10 were returned to the pasture and 10 were hauled by trailer to a 
different facility and put in 12’x12’ stalls. They were ridden or lunged 20 minutes, twice a 
day for only 4 days. The traveling horses were returned and scoped again, along with the 
10 horses than stayed home. 7 of the 10 who traveled had ulcers from activities that 
most of us consider pretty typical for a recreational horse. 2 of the 10 that stayed home 
had developed ulcers. The thinking is that the change in herd dynamics after the first 
group left were the reason behind the ulcers in the home group.  

 

The message here is although statistics are higher for performance horses, ulcers are 
possible for horses that stay home in the pasture. These ulcers vary in grade of intensity 
but ulcers are possible in any horse in any discipline, even standing in a pasture.

 
I want to give a very simple overview of the equine digestive system; Horses have a 
relatively small stomach designed to graze 20- 22 hours a day. The bottom two-thirds of 
the stomach has a mucosal lining but the top third of the stomach does not. The stomach 
constantly secrets hydrochloric acid at the rate of 1.5 liters an hour, whether the horse 
has food in his stomach or not. The ph of this gastric acid is as high as 1.5, strong 
enough to burn your skin. 

 

 



 

The stomach acid has lots of benefits. It is the first line of defense for parasites, protects 
from infections and begins the digestive process. Stomach acid is a good thing, so long 
as there is always some food there to help.

 
However, if a horse with an empty stomach is moving faster than a walk, acid is 
splashing up on that top third of the stomach and ulcers can form. It is that simple, or it 
can be a more complicated with other contributing conditions as well. I really encourage 
horse owners to spend some time learning more about your horse’s digestive system, 
including the hindgut.

 

The truth is that the equine digestive system is designed for a mustang lifestyle and 
domestic horses need the closest facsimile we can manage. It is a hard fact for horse 
owners who board or have limited opportunities in their home barns. These ulcer 
statistics, as well as the threat of colic, mean that we horse owners have to work harder 
to get our horses to a more natural, holistic horse keeping system.  

 
FEEDING.

 

Keeping hay in front of our horses is the biggest thing we can do to help with the 
possibility of ulcers. The old habit of two flakes morning and night just doesn’t work in 
consideration of how a horse’s digestive system works. 

 
First and foremost, our horses need to be fed 3-6 times a day -in other words the 
equivalent of free-choice grass hay. This might involve adding big hay bales in the 
turnout pen, or using hay bags with small holes that simulate a grazing meal overnight. 
Good boarding barns are feeding more frequently and there are some creative options 
available. 

 



Alfalfa has high protein and high calcium which support stomach function by buffering 
acid. Equine nutritionists recommend alfalfa in small meals through the day, up to 30% 
of a horse’s diet.

 
Riding your horse when he has an empty stomach is uncomfortable for him. Consider 
giving your horse a hay or alfalfa snack while grooming and tacking up and you will both 
have a happier ride. If it is a long day, give your horse snack breaks, with fresh water.

 

Grain isn’t a consistent part of a wild horse diet. If you feed grain, it should also be in 
small meals through the day. Avoid sweet feed –it is an over-processed food source high 
in sugar and starch. (Starch promotes acid.)  Corn is hard to digest, and barley is worse. 
Oats digest a bit easier but give a blood sugar high. Any grain can ferment in the hindgut 
and result in health concerns, including founder. 

 
Fat is a better source of energy for a hard-working performance horse than a sweet feed 
sugar high. Flaxseed and rice bran are good sources of fat.  If you feed less than the 
manufacturer’s recommended amount of grain, then you aren’t getting the full 
requirement of vitamins and minerals either. Sweet feed can be replaced with a low 
sugar, low starch feed, or consider beet pulp top-dressed with a complete vitamin-
mineral supplement. Beet pulp is a great source of fiber. And of course, fresh water must 
be available every pen, every season. 

 

When it comes to grains and supplements I recommend some self education online. 
Check comparison studies rather than the company website promoting the product.

 

TURNOUT

 
The benefits of turnout are numerous. Grazing is the very best, walking and eating at the 
same time –just like wild horses. If grazing isn’t possible then require turnout for your 
horse and simulate grazing. Hay may be put out in small piles that the horses move 
between, always one more pile than the number of horses in the pen.

 
Moving about is crucial for digestion as well. Internal organs are muscles and movement 
as well as consistent simulated grazing maintains internal muscle tone.

 
Horses are herd animals and isolation causes stress. Turnout provides social life and 
having a horse buddy to scratch and enough room for a dirt bath is a natural desire for 
horses. 

 

Turnout groups need to be generally peaceful. An aggressive alpha horse can intimidate a 
submissive horse and make turnout traumatic, causing ulcers. 



 

Riding is great exercise for the body and mind of a horse and rider, but it can’t take the 
place of turnout.

 

Proper horse keeping is fundamental to the well-being of your horse or donkey, but it is 
also an art. You need to be aware of each horse’s personality and needs. It requires a 
good perception and a commitment of time and energy. Horse care is rarely convenient 
to human schedules but in every season, we must adapt to the changing needs of our 
horses.  If your horse is boarded it is still your responsibility to see they receive the care 
needed.   

 

I am forever curious about why horses would choose to partner with humans, but after a 
life shared with horses, I do believe they want it as much as humans do. It’s our job to 
steward this precious gift they give us in the very best manner we can. In order for our 
horses to thrive, we need to create a home for our horses like the one they gave up to be 
with us.

 

 
Note: I am not a veterinarian or an equine nutritionist.  I’m an equine professional with a 
commitment to doing the very best I can for horses. I’ve spent several years learning all 
I can about Equine ulcers, to help my horses –as well as the horses and riders I train. 

 

It is my goal through this series of articles to introduce the basics of Equine Gastric Ulcer 
Syndrome (EGUS) for horse owners in an understandable and accessible way -even if you 
haven’t been to vet school. I hope to inspire some enthusiasm in the management of this 
very common and under-treated syndrome -because our horses depend on us. 
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