
W hoever said “a horse 
i s  a  horse”  never 
owned a broodmare 
or stallion. From vac-

cinations to nutrition, the breed-
ing animal has a different set of 
health care standards. In this arti-
cle we will share some key tips to 
help you care for the broodmares 
and stallions on your farm. 

Pre-Breeding Preparation  
Just as you would prepare your perfor-

mance horse for show season, you should 
work with your veterinarian to make sure 
your broodmare or stallion is ready for 
breeding season. 

Open mares If you are breeding your 
mare for the first time or if she is going 
back to the breeding shed after one or 
more open (nonpregnant) seasons, talk 
with your veterinarian about performing 
a thorough breeding soundness exam. 
He or she will examine her reproductive 
tract to make sure she has no unforeseen 
problems that could prevent her from con-
ceiving and/or maintaining a pregnancy. 
Breeding soundness exams are also useful 
for managing mares with a history of dif-
ficult conception or pregnancy loss. 

Pre-breeding vaccinations Before breed-
ing season, make sure your mare and/or 
stallion is current on all core vaccines. The 

American Association of Equine Practi-
tioners defines core vaccines as having 
clearly demonstrated efficacy and safety 
and having a high enough level of benefit 
and low enough level of risk to justify their 
use in all horses. 

The core vaccines are:
■ Eastern equine encephalomyelitis 
■ Western equine encephalomyelitis 
■ West Nile virus 
■ Tetanus
■ Rabies 

Due to their exposure to other horses, 
broodmares and stallions should also be 
current on vaccines against:
■ Equine influenza (EIV)
■ Equine herpesvirus-1 & -4 (EHV-1&4)

Ask your veterinarian about additional 
vaccines your mare and/or stallion might 
need based on individual risk level. 

Deworming Deworm broodmares prior 
to breeding with an appropriate drug 
for the time of year and parasites she is 
exposed to and based on their fecal egg 
counts. Horses typically acquire large and 

small strongyles, as well as tapeworms, 
from pastures contaminated by manure. 
Because many broodmares spend most of 
their time turned out, they are at constant 
risk for parasite infection. If you have a 
large breeding operation with many mares 
grazing limited acres, you’ll have an in-
creased threat of heavy parasite burdens 
accumulating during the grazing season. 
If you ship your mares off to be bred, they 
will be exposed to other parasites on other 
farms. Perform fecal egg count tests on all 
incoming or returning mares and deter-
mine whether they should be dewormed 
prior to rejoining your pastures.

We typically view stallions as low para-
site risks due to their management. Many 
stallions are turned out in well-manicured 
pastures by themselves and/or in stalls 
with frequent manure removal. This type 
of management removes the parasite 
source—manure—from their environ-
ment. Talk with your veterinarian about 
your stallion’s housing and turnout situ-
ation, and work together to design an 
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While they only make up a small segment 
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 appropriate deworming protocol. He 
might not need deworming as frequently 
as you expect. 

Pre-breeding nutrition Stallions should 
have a body condition score of 5 to 6, on 
a scale of 1 to 9, prior to breeding season. 
Mares should have a body condition score 
of 5 to 6.5. Breeding animals maintained 
on a balanced nutrition protocol with ap-
propriate body condition scores are more 
likely to be fertile than those that are 
 under- or significantly overweight. 

Broodmare hormone management Many 
breeders use the oral progestin hormone 
Regu-Mate (altrenogest) to suppress es-
trus until they schedule a breeding. When 
breeders discontinue treatment, mares 
come in estrus, or heat, within four to 
five days and ovulate within five to seven 
days following the onset of estrus. You can 
start progestin treatment at any point in 
a mare’s cycle. The best results are with 
mares that have follicles 20 millimeters or 
larger in diameter and have been in estrus 
for 10 or more days.

The use of Regu-Mate to suppress estrus 
in order to facilitate scheduled breeding 
requires a veterinarian’s prescription and 
consultation.

Breeding Season and  
Early Gestation

Stallion body condition Treat stallions 
like performance horses during breed-
ing season, even if their only job is to 
cover mares. Feed your stallion to main-
tain ideal body weight and condition 
and to support the demands of breeding 
 performance. 

“Nutrition has a significant impact on 
stallion fertility, with energy derived from 
fat as a significant contributor,” says Ka-
tie Young, PhD, Purina Animal Nutrition 
technical equine nutritionist. “Stallion 
managers should use good nutritional 
plans and exercise to keep stallions in op-
timal breeding condition.”

Young recommends feeding stallions a 
commercial feed with appropriate levels 
of amino acids, vitamins, and minerals to 
maintain ideal body condition during the 
season. 

“If the stallion is being shown, young 
and growing, or entering his senior 
years, he may have additional nutrient 
demands,” Young says. “Your veterinar-
ian and/or an equine nutritionist can help 
design a tailor-made feeding program to 
keep your stallion in top shape.”

Stallion biosecurity Protecting your 
stallion from infectious disease through 
management practices and a veterinarian-
guided pre-breeding vaccination protocol 
is critical to a successful breeding season. 
Any elevation in body temperature above 
102°F can damage sperm cells at all levels 
of maturity. And it can take up to 60 days 
for the stallion to produce new, mature 
sperm cells and return to his former fertil-
ity level. If this happens during the height 
of breeding season, it can be catastrophic.

Manage stallions to reduce their risk of 
contracting fever-causing diseases by:
■  Optimizing immunity through  nutrition, 

vaccination, and deworming;
■  Limiting exposure to infectious organ-

isms with biosecurity measures such as 
quarantine periods, frequent monitor-
ing of temperature and vital signs for 
early disease detection, separate hous-
ing, and a diligent hygiene regimen for 
all handlers in contact with the stallion; 
and

■  Monitoring stallions daily for fever and, 
if detected, treating promptly with a 
non-steroidal anti- inflammatory such 
as Banamine (flunixin  meglumine). 
Broodmare biosecurity It is best to avoid 

using any drug or medication from con-
ception to Day 60 of gestation. This period 
is a critical time in fetal development, and 
medications can actually harm the foal. 
Talk with your veterinarian about plan-
ning ahead to avoid medication use during 
this time if possible. 

Broodmare body condition As men-
tioned, maintaining a healthy body con-
dition and balanced diet during breeding 
season and early gestation are important 
for the broodmare. 

Underweight mares might require con-
centrate supplementation to gain weight. 
If your mare is overweight, delay weight 
loss feeding programs until after the first 
60 days of pregnancy. During the first and 
second trimesters, most broodmares can 
consume a maintenance diet with their 
total daily intake at 1.5-3% of their body 
weight.

Because broodmares are often kept in herds out on pasture, they might have a high exposure rate to 
internal parasites. Stocking density greatly affects this risk.
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Monitor stallions closely for fever and signs of ill-
ness, which can reduce sperm count and quality.



Late Gestation
Broodmare nutrition As mares enter 

their third trimester, they should no longer 
be fed at a maintenance rate. 

“During the last trimester, you should fo-
cus on a slowly rising plane of nutrition to 
support fetal growth and prepare the mare 
for lactation,” Young says. “Fetal growth 
increases significantly during the last tri-
mester of pregnancy—an estimated one 
pound per day during the last 90 days.”

Young recommends following these 
guidelines to support your mare and her 
growing baby: 
■  Gradually increase caloric intake 10-

20% above maintenance;
■  Provide a concentrate designed for 

broodmares that contains high-quality 
protein (an average of 14-16% crude 
protein and amino acids such as lysine), 
adequate caloric density (high fat pro-
vides a dense source of calories), and 
properly balanced vitamins and min-
erals, including calcium, phosphorus, 
copper, zinc, selenium, and vitamin E;

■  Offer an average of ½-¾ pounds of con-
centrate per 100 pounds of body weight 
divided into at least two to three feed-
ings per day; and

■  Provide high-quality forage and clean, 
fresh water at all times.
Prefoaling vaccination boosters Four to 

eight weeks prior to foaling, your veterinar-
ian should administer booster vaccinations 

for all core diseases, as well as EIV, to your 
broodmare to help provide colostral immu-
nity to the foal. To help prevent late-term 
abortion, mares should receive an EHV-1 
vaccine at Months 5, 7, and 9 of gestation. 

Take-Home Message
Whether you have a broodmare, stal-

lion, or both, health care can make or 
break your breeding season and foal crop. 
Work closely with your veterinarian to 
help ensure your horse passes his or her 
genetics on for years to come. 

We hope you enjoyed this life stage 
series. To receive continuous health care 
tips and updates based on your horse’s life 
stage, talk to your veterinarian about join-
ing the Horse Care for Life program. For a 
sneak peek, visit HorseCareforLife.com. h
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ABouT THE AuTHor
Bryant Craig, DVM, is an equine technical services 
veterinarian with Merck Animal Health whose areas of 
focus include herd health, lameness/sports medicine, and 
reproduction.

Equine Life Stages
LivE Question & Answer Events
TheHorse.com and Merck Animal Health  
are partnering to bring you free audio Q&A 
events with leading veterinarians about equine 
life stages. Each event will discuss a specific 
life stage, special considerations in care, and 
answer questions from the live audience.

Listen to archived Life Stages Q&A’s at  
TheHorse.com/Podcasts

■ Foals
■ Adult Horses

■ Young Horses
■ Senior Horses
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Learn how to keep breeding horses 
healthy during the Stallions and Mares 
Live Q&A with Dr. Bryant Craig that will 
be held on Thursday, Dec. 4.

Submit your questions now and 
sign up to receive a reminder at  
TheHorse.com/EquineLifeStages!

HorSE CArE For LiFE
Recognizing the need for reputable, science-based health care and nutri-

tional information, Merck Animal Health and Purina Animal Nutrition joined 
forces to develop a one-of-a-kind program—Horse Care for Life. This program is based on 
your horse’s age and use, which makes it a convenient one-stop shop for breeders, professional 
competitors, weekend trail riders, and all horse owners between. Access to Horse Care for Life is 
available exclusively through your veterinarian. For a site preview, visit HorseCareforLife.com.



Test Your Knowledge! 

 1 A mare that isn’t in foal is considered  ________.

  a. Open     b. Closed

 2 Prior to breeding, mares and stallions should be vaccinated for:

  a. Eastern equine encephalomyelitis     b. Western equine encephalomyelitis     c. West Nile virus 

d. Tetanus     e. Rabies     f. All of the above

 3 Breeding horses should additionally receive equine influenza and equine herpesvirus-1 & -4 vaccines.   True    False

 4 Broodmares should be dewormed according to a rotational deworming schedule.   True    False

 5 Perform  ________  egg count tests on all incoming or returning mares to determine whether they should be dewormed 

prior to rejoining your pastures.

 6 Stallions are considered to have a high parasite risk due to their management.   True    False

 7 Healthy breeding stallions should have a body condition score of  ________  to  ________.

 8 Many breeders use the oral progestin hormone  ________  to suppress estrus in mares until they schedule a breeding.

 9 Any body temperature in a stallion higher than  ________˚F can damage sperm cells at all levels of maturity.

 10 A mare shouldn’t receive medication or drugs during the first  ________  days of gestation.

 11 Underweight mares might require what to help them gain weight?

  a. Corn     b. Oats     c. Concentrate     d. COB (corn, oats, and barley)

 12 A fetus gains an estimated 1 pound per day during the last trimester of gestation.   True    False

 13 During the last trimester of pregnancy, mares should have their caloric intake increased by  ________  to 20%.

 14 Mares should receive prefoaling vaccination boosters four to eight weeks prior to foaling.   True    False

 15 Mares should receive EHV-1 vaccinations at month  ________,   ________,  and  ________  of pregnancy.

Answers: 1. a;   2. f;   3. true;   4. False;   5. Fecal;   6. False;   7. 5 to 6;   8. regu-Mate;   9. 102;   10. 60;   11. c;   12. true;   13. 10;   14. true;   15. 5,7,9 
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Whoa.
This is it. Horse Care for Life is now online. It’s the 
easy online tool for every horse at every life stage, 
available only through your veterinarian. Track your 
horse’s health, get information tailored to your horse 
and retrieve your records from anywhere.

Try it, and you won’t know how you lived without it.
Get a sneak peek at horsecareforlife.com.

Horse Care for Life is a trademark of Intervet 
Inc. Copyright © 2013 Intervet Inc., d/b/a Merck 
Animal Health, a subsidiary of Merck & Co., Inc. 
All rights reserved. Photography: Vince Cook. 
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