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The Horse’s Digestive System

Basics on the structure and function of the equine digestive tract

Ovarview

From stem to stern, & horsek digestive
tract is uniguely adapted to eating on the
go. Most notably, horses’ stomachs are
quiite small whereas their large intestines
{oolon) are woluminous and are the main
sit & of fermentation—the process of break-
ing dowm “struchiral carbolyrdrates” in the
diet zuch as callulosa,

Structure and Function of the
Digestive Systom

Similar to the digestive systems of other
mammals, 5 horses digestive tract receives
food, rediwces it into small perticles to digest
and absorb nutrients, and diminates feed-
eral parts of a horse's digestive sysiem are
quiite sirmilar to hiumans, beginning with the
lips, teeth, tongue, salivary glands, ate. The
fond then passes into the oropharyn (oral
part of the pharnmnx) and esophagus. After
a 5040 inch woyage down the esophagus,
perpetual grazers rather than gorgers, hors-
e hawe small stomache. The capacity of a
hiorse's stomach is only 8-12 liters (2 human
stomach has a capacity of 2-4 liters), and
food mioves quickly fom the stomach and
doven the 70 fest of small intestines befors

Another unique feature of the horse's
digestive tract that helps him eat and run
1= the extremely strong musoulsr sphincter
at the junction of the esophagus and stodm-
ach that precudes a horse fom womiting.!
Horses also can't womit becaise the stom-
ach is too small to touch the body wall.

True digestion ooours in the stomach and
small intestines. The liver and pancreas
bath hawve ducts that enter the small intes-
tioe to deliver bile and digestive enzymes,
respectively, to help break down food. Coce
the food is broken down into its compo-
nents (&g, amino acids, simple sugafs),
thesa microsoopdc mutrients are absorbad
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A horee's digestive tract recetves Toed, reduces It nko snnll particles to digest and absorh nutriente,
and elinainates Teadetufle that are not dige etils.

in the small intestines along with vitsmins
and minerals. Unlike mamy other mam-
mals, horsss do ot heve a gallbladder

The remainder of the ingesta at this podot
is primarily structural carbolydrat es—i he
fibrouis components of forage such as calhs-
losa, Thesa carbohydrates pess from the last
part of the small intestines called the ilewm
imto the first part of the enormows large
colon called the cecum. The cecum is an
18-inch to two-foot blind sac that functions
as 8 fermentation vat, and in some ways is
similar to a cowk rumen. The fermenting
material then passes from the ceoum to the
large colon (oomprised of the right and left
veqtral coloms, and leftiright dorsal colons)
1o the transwerse and descending colons. It
takes about two to three days for food to
pass through this st and brgest part of the
equine digestive tract.2

Fermentation is achieved by a popiila-
tion of microbes (bacteria and protozoa)
that live in the cecum and colon and that
can break down the structural carbohy-
drates into volatile ity acids and lactic
acid. Thesa products of fermentation are
absorbed through the large intestine into

the bloodstream to fuel a large oumber of
metabolic processes.3 Nutrients such as
B vitamins produced by the resident mmi-
crobes are also absorbed as well ss water
In fact, the large intestine is an import amt
source of water and electrolytes for horses
when faced wit h wat er deprivat ion. Horses
can absorty water from the large intestines
to help stawe off dehydration 4

When Things Go Wrong

Even though the horss's digestive system
has a number of fEatures uniquely soited
to an equine lifestyle (graze-mun cycles), it
is not perfect. Corsidering the length and
complexity of the digestive tract, it is not
surprising that horses are susceptible to
both structiural and functional dysfune-
tinn, which can hare a profound impect on
the horse, For example, the stromg sphinc-
ter between the esophagus and stomach
ensures food continues in the “rght direc-
tion” even if a horse neads to make a sud-
den dash away from predators. However,
this ako means that showld a horse ingest a
tomic or momious food item, he i not able to
simnply vodnit and expel it from his body!
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Upcoming Events

September
3-5 kksc camping trip to wildcat mountain in OntanVI

11 Renegade Rangers Mounted shooters training clear Oosburg, WI
11 The Southern Kettle Moraine Horse Trail Assaorats holding a Pig Roast & Trail Ride Funp-
raiser, Horseriders Campground, Palmyra, WI. Ckz5.00.
13 kksc meeting at Heidels at 7pm, guest spealardr Strack with the Haflinger Drill team will
talk about establishing a drill team, and theingléor a demonstration at the world equestrian
games. She will have video of the drill team in@tt

18-19 dcha speed show at boots and saddle ardmendock rd. in Beaver Dam, WI

25 25th kksc annual fun show and benefit for Collig Bt Kandlite Stables in Rubicon, WI

October

3 hags on nags pink ribbon ride for the cure atéketoraine ranch in Eagle, Wi
1-3 camping trip to spur of the moment ranch in ktain, WI

11 kksc meeting at Heidels at 7pm

— If you would like to host a trail ride please Rttty Potvin or Jayne Henderson know —




HAFLINGERS! YOU CAN'T OWN JUST ONE!

Nayborly Farm and Timepiece Arabians and Sporthorss, Olympia, Washington showing off their ten (veryobedient and photogenic) Haflingers

Haflinger Heaven
by Brenda Strack, Wisconsin

There's a warning you'd better take heed

in this barn lurks that haflinger breed

and the tug they will bring on your every heart sting
will make owning one simply a need

and after youv'e purchased that one

you'll be in for immeasurable fun

but you'll soon find its true that you have to havawo
and even at two you're not done

cause with two you'll be happy with glee

but start dreaming of haflingers three

so a shopping you'll go with your trailer in tow
and | sure hope you come to see me

Now at three you won't think you need more

but most breeders are hitching up four

if you want to compete you will need sixteen feet
so | guess you'll be getting one more

soon it's five, on to six, up to seven.

you're now entering HAFLINGER HEAVEN

you'll lose yet more control when your mares starto foal
and your head count will rise to eleven



