
Horse management is the business of providing for a 
horse’s needs. Horses absolutely require only a few 
things: a safe place to live, something to eat, and water 

to drink. In order to be comfortable and healthy, however, they 
also need exercise, companionship, grooming, shelter, and a 
health support program that includes disease prevention, hoof 
maintenance, parasite control, and dental care. 

Where will your horse live? 
Each horse requires a minimum of about two acres (0.8 hec-
tares) for grazing and moving around. In regions with limited 
forage, horses will need larger pastures or supplemental hay. 
Where grass is abundant, slightly less land may be allotted per 
horse, though some space to move around is still necessary. 

Safe fencing is important to keep horses in the field. Barbed 
wire is dangerous and should not be used for horse pastures. 
Wooden planks, woven wire, or pipe fencing are considered top 
choices. Electric fencing made of wire or tape is an acceptable 
alternative though it is not as easily seen by horses. All fences 
should be checked frequently to be sure they are in good repair, 
and damaged or broken sections should be replaced immedi-
ately.

The pasture itself needs to be safe. It should not contain any-
thing that could be a danger to the horses that live there. This in-
cludes old vehicles, farm machinery, and piles of wood, metal, or 
other debris. Though horses will usually avoid eating foliage and 
plants that are toxic, such vegetation should be removed to avoid 
problems. Gates should be in good repair, with working latches. 

Horse Care and  Management
Whether you keep one horse or 20, providing for their needs can be a full-time effort.
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Do you need a barn? 
Many horses live outside year-around; other horses almost never leave their 
stalls; while most equines are probably managed with some combination of 
turnout and stall time. Generally, horses tend to stay healthier if they can get 
outside to exercise and spend time with their pasture buddies. Those 
that are stalled full-time may experience respiratory problems, a re-
duction in bone mass because of limited weight-bearing exercise, and 
boredom-induced problems like cribbing and stall-walking. Especially in 
the case of young, growing horses, turn-out time is absolutely essential 
to ensure proper skeletal development. 

Stalled horses avoid the nips, kicks, and scratches that are the inevitable con-
sequence of turning horses out with a buddy or two. Horses in training, being 
readied for sale, or on a heavy performance schedule may be kept in to main-
tain the best appearance or to keep them from gaining weight from unlimited 
pasture access. Animals recovering from disease or surgery may need to be 
confined to a stall as they heal. However, healthy horses that are growing, idle, 

or in light to moderate exercise programs will benefit from hours of daily turnout. 
These animals still need shelter from sun, wind, or cold temperatures. Adequate 
shelter may be provided by run-in sheds, trees, or even ground contour such as 
hills and valleys. 

All structures and shelters need to be built with an eye toward safety. Owners 
should check frequently for loose boards, sharp edges, protruding nails or fas-
teners, and anything else that could trap or injure a horse. Special care should 
be taken so that horses don’t have access to stored feed or hay. Electric wires, 
switches, outlets, and light bulbs should not be within reach of horses. All wir-
ing should be placed in conduit. Lights should be installed a minimum of ten to 
twelve feet above the floor in shielded fixtures. If fans are used, they should be 
securely mounted with blades and cords out of reach of horses, and should be 
of a type designed for barns and outdoor facilities. Indoor fans are not sealed 
against dust and may be a significant fire hazard.

What will you feed your horse? 
Forage should be the basis of the equine diet, and grazing is the best way to 
provide forage to your horse. Long-stem fiber is essential to the health of the 
equine digestive system. Provided by grass and legumes, fiber is fermented in 
the horse’s hindgut to produce body heat and energy. Grazing will meet much 
of the mature horse’s nutrient requirement, and idle or lightly exercised horses 
may not need any additional feed. 

Grass may not be available in all seasons and regions. Hay, the traditional win-
ter and dry-season forage, can be consumed in place of fresh grass. Grass hay 
is generally lower in calories and nutrients than legume hay such as alfalfa, but 
hay made up of mixed grasses may be sufficient for mature horses that are not 
heavily exercised. All hay, regardless of type, should be clean, fresh, and free of 
trash, weeds, tough stems, and mold. 

Horses should be fed about 1.5% to 2% of their body weight in grass, hay, or 
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weight in grass, hay, or other forage each day.

Generally, horses tend to stay healthier if they outside. However, there are 
many situations when having a barn can be beneficial. 
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other forage each day. This is a general guideline, and hay amounts may need 
to be revised up or down to suit an individual horse.  

Certain horses will require supplemental feed products in their diets. Young 
growing horses need vitamins, minerals, and especially high-quality protein. 
These nutrients are not reliably supplied by grazing, so to support maximal de-
velopment of the skeleton and muscle tissue, these horses should receive feed 
products formulated for growing horses. 

Old horses, breeding stallions, mares in late pregnancy or early lactation, and 
heavily exercised equines also have unique nutritional needs that require sup-
plemental feed products. As a general rule, feed somewhere in the range of 
0.5% to  1.5% of the horse’s body weight in a concentrated feed each day, in-
creasing or decreasing to fit the particular horse’s needs. If more than 5 pounds 
(2.5 kg) of feed is given daily, split the meals into two or more servings spaced 
throughout the day.

For both feed and hay, measure the weight, not the volume, that you are feed-
ing. “Two flakes of hay and a scoop of grain” is not a feeding recommendation. 
Also, remember that a can or scoop of pelleted feed is likely to weigh more than 
the same can or scoop of sweet feed. To be sure your horse is getting the right 
amount of a feed, take the time to weigh grain and hay portions.
   
In addition to age and exercise level, each horse’s metabolic pattern needs to 
be considered when owners are making up a feed plan. Like other animals, 
horses come in a range of body types, with a moderate body condition being 
the goal for optimum health. Horses that gain weight easily may need less grain 
than average, while those that are a bit on the thin and ribby side might benefit 
from additional calories. 

More than just appearance is at stake for horses that carry too much body 
weight. These horses easily get overheated in the summer, are often exercise 
intolerant, and put excessive strain on joints and connective tissue. There are 
also links between obesity and insulin resistance and metabolic syndrome. Lim-
iting caloric intake and slowly increasing exercise can help to reduce a horse’s 
weight. Owners of fat horses may also choose to put the horse in a drylot or 
use a grazing muzzle. Consultation with a veterinarian or equine nutritionist is 
advised when designing a horse’s weight loss program. 

 

How much water does your horse need? 
The best answer is “As much as he will drink.” Being deprived of water greatly 
increases a horse’s risk of colic, so a source of fresh, clean water should always 
be available. For stalled horses, plan on an average of eight to 10 gallons (30 to 
40 liters) a day. Your horse will probably drink less than this amount, especially 
in cool weather or if he’s not exercising. However, if you don’t get back to the 
barn to refill buckets for some reason, he’ll have a little extra.

Installing automatic waterers in stalls and fields will save some time and effort 
for caregivers. Check these water sources frequently to be sure they are operat-
ing properly. If waterers are connected to a power source, be absolutely certain 
they are properly installed and grounded to eliminate the chance of an electric 
shock when horses try to drink. If you see a horse jerk back when its muzzle 
touches the water, have an electrician check for stray voltage. A very sensitive 
meter may be necessary to detect the mildest current, which will bother some 
horses more than others. 
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In fields without automatic waterers, water can be provided in tanks or natural 
sources such as ponds or streams. Tanks need to be cleaned and checked fre-
quently for debris, sharp edges, and ice. Ponds and streams may be sources of 
disease, though many horses drink only from natural sources and never devel-
op problems. Check with an agricultural extension agent to find out about pos-
sible toxins from aquatic plants and algae in your area. Stream and pond banks 
are easily degraded and eroded by heavy animal use, so owners may want to 
fence horses away from these features and pump water to a nearby trough. 

What else do owners need to provide?
Grooming Daily grooming has many benefits. Grooming sessions give you a 
chance to learn your horse’s personality; your horse will become more famil-
iar with you; you will be able to find and treat minor injuries and skin ailments 
before they get out of hand; you may avoid problems like rain rot by keeping the 
skin clean and coat fluffed; your horse will get used to being handled and stand-
ing quietly. Picking out your horse’s hooves every day will make the farrier’s job 
much easier and will alert you to problems with feet and shoes.

Vaccinations You can protect your horse against common diseases like teta-
nus, rabies, encephalomyelitis, influenza, and West Nile virus by asking your 
veterinarian to administer a series of vaccinations. Some immunizations require 
more than one injection; many require an annual booster. General guidelines 
are available from the American Association of Equine Practitioners (AAEP) at 
www.aaep.org. 

A local veterinarian can advise about specific disease protection in your particu-
lar area of the country. Even horses that never leave the farm need to be pro-
tected against common equine diseases; if you travel to horse shows or across 
state lines, you will need proof that your horse is current on certain vaccinations 
and blood tests. 

Hoof care Just like human fingernails, a horse’s hooves grow constantly. 
Because the toe of the hoof grows somewhat faster than the heel portion, the 
untrimmed hoof slowly tips into a low-heel, long-toed position that begins to 
misalign the bones and tendons in the lower leg. In barefoot horses, the hooves 
naturally wear or break away to some extent, keeping the foot in approximate 
balance. 

When horses are shod, their hooves are not able to wear naturally and the 
angle of the hoof continues to change until the shoes are removed, hooves are 
trimmed, and the shoes are reset. This should be done at least every six weeks, 
even if the horse’s shoes still seem to be tight and in good condition. Barefoot 
horses should have their hooves trimmed and balanced on the same schedule. 

Young horses may need more frequent hoof care to prevent or correct mis-
alignment. Getting regular hoof care by an experienced farrier is important in 
keeping horses sound. Owners who try to do their own trimming and shoeing 
are likely to make their horses uncomfortable at best, and can cause serious 
permanent lameness at worst.  

Dental care Dropping feed, refusing to eat, fussing with the bit, throwing the 
head, and nervousness while being ridden can all be caused by dental prob-
lems, many of which can be avoided or corrected by regular visits from a vet-
erinarian or equine dentist. Because of the shape of the horse’s jaws, the upper 
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Daily grooming has many benefits, such helping to reduce the risk of 
fungal skin diseases.
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and lower teeth don’t meet or wear evenly, and sharp points and 
hooks frequently develop. 

An equine dentist can smooth the pointed edges with a rasp, 
eliminating feeding and behavior problems caused by discomfort. 
A dental exam should be done once or twice a year for mature 
horses, and more often in young horses as the permanent teeth 
replace deciduous teeth.

Parasite control Internal parasites are a fact of life for most 
horses. It’s hard to prevent an infestation, so parasite programs 
are aimed at keeping levels as low as possible. Effective oral 
paste dewormers are widely available and easy to use. Consult 
your veterinarian for guidelines on determining which parasites 
your horse may have, how often to deworm, and the best prod-
ucts to use. 

Exercise Exercise for horses isn’t just fun; it’s essential for keep-
ing horses healthy, sound, and strong. Pastured horses get some 
exercise just by moving around as they graze, but a regular work 
schedule is beneficial to most mature horses in good health. 

A word of caution: “weekend warrior” riding, where horses are 
idle for six days a week and then are ridden for several hours on 
a Saturday or Sunday, is probably worse than no exercise at all. 

Any program of exercise needs to begin with short periods of easy work, in-
creasing both the time and effort required over a span of weeks until the horse 
is able to perform at the target level. It’s not necessary to ride every day to 
condition your horse, but you should aim toward working him at least 30 to 60 
minutes or more, four or five days every week, to build and maintain fitness. 
The specific exercise plan will be different depending on the horse’s age, begin-
ning condition, and performance goals.  

Companionship Horses are herd animals by nature. Single horses may adapt 
well to living alone, or they may waste a lot of energy running fences, neighing, 
and looking anxiously for a friend. If possible, keep horses in groups of at least 
two animals, or pasture single horses where they can see other horses. 

You can be your horse’s best companion when you are near him, but for times 
when you are not by his side, consider getting a second horse (or pony or 
miniature horse); boarding a friend’s horse with yours; or getting your horse a 
non-equine buddy. Goats are traditional stable pets, but horses may also bond 
happily with cats, dogs, pigs, geese, ducks, or chickens. 
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