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The STOMACH is where 
digestion begins, acid 
(specifically hydrochloric 
acid) and enzymes 
start to break down all 
the different nutrients 
(carbohydrates, fats and 
proteins). The stomach 
makes up approximately 
9% of the horse’s digestive 
system, making it relatively 
small compared to body 
size, the size of the stomach is 
important to keep in mind. In my 
opinion it is one part of the horse’s 
anatomy that makes the digestive 
tract of the horse so delicate, a 
horse produces between 20-60 litres 
of saliva daily, saliva contains Bi 
carbonate which buffers and protects 
amino acids in the acidic stomach.

The TEETH AND MOUTH harvest the 
feed and when the horse is grazing 
act as the prehensile organ, which 
means they bring the grass into the 
mouth.  Therefore it is so important 
to have your horse’s teeth maintained 
regularly. The upper lip is the main 
prehensile organ. When your horse 
is eating grain and other loose 
feeds, the teeth also break down the 
feed so that the horse can swallow 
(masticate) it and so digestion 
can take place more easily later in 
the tract. The salivary glands also 
play an important role in digestion, 
these glands produce saliva which 
is essential not only to moisten the 
food and assist its movement through 
the tract but also as Carbohydrate 
Digestion. It is important to feed your 
horse between 7-9kg of hay daily, by 

chewing hay horses use a long jaw 
sweep action which aids digestion 
dramatically. Grains are consumed 
in a shorter jaw sweep action. When 
large amounts of grain is fed horses 
chewing action will be changed and 
the teeth will not be evenly worn, 
sharp edges will start to form on 
the outside edge of the teeth, if the 
teeth are not maintained properly it 
effects the rate of intake and chewing 
efficiency, appetite and temperament 
can be seriously effected also.

The OESOPHAGUS is the second 
part of the digestive tract, it is a 
simple passage way from the mouth 
to the stomach. Rings of muscle 
around it relax and contract to move 
food down towards the stomach.

“A horse produces 
between 20-60 

litres of saliva 
daily”

One of the 
most important 

if not the most important 
system concerning a horses’ well 

being is its digestive system. The horse’s 
digestive system is always under pressure and 
I have seen a dramatic change over fifteen years 
working closely with horses of all disciplines, there has 
been a massive change in the way we feed, horses now have 
to deal with “Processed feeds”, sweet, pelleted, unbalanced, feeds 
with no grain and the list goes on.

I have talked to people Australia wide who are very confused with so many feeds 
on the market these days they don’t know which one they should be feeding and 
best for their horse. I constantly receive phone calls from horse owners and trainers 
asking advice on what diet and supplements would be of benefit to their horse/s. 
The advice given is “keep it simple and natural” as their digestive system has never 
evolved with modern times and is a very efficient system when it’s treated as nature 
intended and very efficient in keeping your horse functioning at it healthy best.
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After the stomach is the SMALL 
INTESTINE, where almost all the 
absorption of nutrients occurs, 
various secretions are put into 
the tract at the start of the small 
intestine allowing the nutrients 
to be broken up more thoroughly 
than the stomach did. The small 
intestine has three sections which 
together make up approximately 
35% of the entire tract. They are 
the DUODENUM, JEJUNUM and 
the ILIUM, the Jejunum and Ilium is 
where most nutrients are absorbed, 
although some are absorbed in 
the Duodenum. The inner lining 
of the small intestine in lined with 
projections called “VILLA”, these look 
like fingers attached to the lining 
and are there to increase the surface 
area for more nutrient absorption. It 
can take as little as 30-60minutes 
for food to pass through the small 
intestine, as most food matter moves 
at a rate of approximately 30cm/
minute, but generally 3-4 hours for 
this to happen. The quicker the food 
matter moves thorough the less time 
the enzymes have to act, the addition 
of the correct oil blend to a horse’s 
diet has shown to reduce the flow 
of feed through the small intestine, 
thus allowing the digestive enzymes 
more time to process starches, 
proteins and fats, thereby increasing 
the total tract digestibility of these 
and maximising the small intestines 
digestive efficiency.

The CECUM is at the beginning 
of the large intestine and makes 
up 16% of the horse’s digestive 
anatomy, it is a “blind sac” it only 
has one opening for all matter to 
enter and exit - Feed goes in and 
spends time being mixed and 
digested by the microbes and exits 
again into the rest of the large 
intestine. This is the place where the 
horse’s anatomy makes the digestive 
tract delicate, if something gets stuck 
in the large intestine then everything 
gets backed up causing problems like 
colic. In the cecum, microbes ferment 

and breakdown fibre that the horse 
consumes in his forage, this provides 
the horse with important nutrients 
such as volatile fatty acids and some 
amino acids that would otherwise 
be wasted. During evolution some 
mammals developed a symbolic 
relationship with microbes - the 
microbes breakdown the feed that 
the host (horse) could not otherwise 
use and in return the microbes get 
a safe place to live inside the host 
since mammals don’t make the 
enzymes necessary to carry this out 
and the microbes love it hence this 
relationship works very well.

The SMALL AND LARGE COLON 
is where the horse reabsorbs most 
of the water that is present in the 
digestive tract. This is also where 
the wastes from the body functions 
are secreted in preparation for being 
passed out of the body. Microbial 
fermentation continues along the 
length of the colon which makes up 
45% of the horse’s digestive tract. 
Because of the large size of the 
colon it is another delicate place in 
the system, there are so many twist 
and turns that it is easy for the colon 
to get twisted also causing various 
forms of colic.

The RECTUM AND ANUS are the 
tail end of the horses anatomy in the 
digestive system, the rectum is the 
last section of the colon located in 
the pelvic area and the anus is the 
opening at the end of the tract.

“The colon makes 
up 45% of the 
horse’s digestive 
tract.”

“It can take as little 
as 30-60minutes for 
food to pass through 
the small intestine.”
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Over many years I have realised that 
we have to maintain this system 
with the up most diligence.  We need 
to firstly provide our horses with a 
regular fresh balanced diet including 
sufficient roughage (7-9kg hay daily) 
along with fresh clean water daily. 
Horses also require a balance of 
natural vitamins and minerals to 
complement their feed rations and to 
promote growth and development as 
well as health and well-being. 
ACS Equine has developed a very 
effective, quick and easy product 
to ensure horses are getting the 
minerals they require called “ACS 
GB10”.  ACS GB10 is a very high 
natural source of Magnesium and 
Calcium derived from marine algae 
along with other essential minerals 
which maintain excellent muscle 
function and recovery. This product 
is used to work on ulcers, digestive 
system and acid buff. It also 
improves the absorption of essential 
minerals for healthy skeletal growth, 
development and maintenance. 
GB10 sustains and maintains a 
higher pH over a prolonged period, 

resulting in as much as twice 
the level of acid being buffered, 
compared to the traditional buffer 
sodium bicarbonate. The results that 
have been achieved by clients of 
all disciplines have been extremely 
successful and satisfying.

With so many horses being stripped 
of gut flora by modern treatments 
such as Antibiotics, Phenylbutazone 
and chemical wormers, it is 
recommended to assist with the 
replacement of gut flora by adding a 
live probiotic to the horse’s diet such 
as Water Kefir which can be made 
by every horse owner with limited 
expense. Another good practise is to 
include a fresh cold pressed oil blend 
to aid the digestion process as well 
as other health and energy benefits.  
The equine gastrointestinal tract will 
function well under normal consistent 
conditions however as previously 
discussed the gut is extremely 
sensitive and easily agitated. Sudden 
changes in diet can compromise and 
change the bacterial population in 
the gut causing colic or at least a 

reduction in digestion efficiency of 
feed.  Keeping the micro flora happy 
can be a difficult task sometimes as 
horses are individuals and handle 
changes in different ways - if the 
horse is stressed, sick and/or being 
administered antibiotics, injured, 
travelling long distances or being 
fed high quantities of grain then the 
micro flora can become unbalanced.
It is imperative that we treat horse’s 
hind gut with respect and monitor 
the horse’s diet and general health, 
try to feed your horse as close to 
their natural habit as possible, 
feeding small amounts frequently 
and as close to the ground as 
possible will greatly reduce the risk 
of gastrointestinal tract disorders and 
allow you to enjoy your horse to their 
fullest potential.   
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