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Shine This Summer

Courtney Heaton, Ph.D., P.A.S., Lecturer - Equine Science, Department of Animal Sciences,

Auburn University

he condition of a horse’s coat can reflect its overall

health. Whether your summer plans include hauling to

shows, preparing your horse for a sale, or you simply
appreciate a horse with a little extra sheen to its coat, remem-
ber to think “inside out” when it comes to equine coat care.

The Essentials

A balanced diet lays the foundation for many aspects of your
horse’s health, from muscle recovery and skeletal strength to
optimizing digestive function. The foundation of every equine
diet should be quality forage, most often supplied as pasture or
hay.A horse may have an ideal body condition score on forage
alone but still be deficient, or potentially deficient, in certain
vitamins, minerals, and amino acids.
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When it comes to protein, both amino acid quantity and
quality are key. Lysine, methionine, and threonine are the three
most limiting amino acids in horses and are essential, meaning
they must be provided in the diet. Methionine plays a key role
in hair and hoof quality and is a precursor to another amino
acid, cysteine, which is important for keratin synthesis. Horse
hair and hooves are primarily comprised of keratin, just like
human hair and nails.

Vitamin E is a fat-soluble vitamin with antioxidant properties
that supports skin and coat health and is readily available

in fresh pasture. If horses are on a hay-based diet or have
limited pasture access, supplementation with vitamin E may be
warranted, especially if it is not provided elsewhere in the diet.
Vitamin E has a positive relationship with selenium, which has a
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narrow safety margin and must be balanced carefully. Together,
these nutrients help support strong, shiny coats and reduce
the likelihood of skin infections.

Other vitamins and minerals that support skin and coat health
include biotin, zinc, iodine, and copper. Biotin is produced
through microbial fermentation in the equine hindgut and is
required for keratin production. Some horses may benefit from
an additional |15 mg of biotin per day, especially when maximiz-
ing hoof health. Zinc supports immune function, skin health,
and keratin production, while iodine is important for skin and
hair follicle function. Copper is crucial for melanin production
and enhances coat pigment. Zinc and copper compete for the
same absorption pathways in the digestive system, so a 3:|

to 4:1 ratio of zinc to copper is recommended. Although sun
bleaching can indicate a trace mineral imbalance, coat color
genetics, particularly if a horse carries at least one copy of the
ndl (non-dun |) gene, also play a role.

Fat inclusion in the diet has long been a popular way to add
shine to a coat.As little as /8 to 1/4 cup per day can stimu-
late sebaceous glands and contribute to a softer, shinier hair
coat after a few weeks.
Optimizing omega-3 fatty
acids through fat sources
such as flaxseed or fish

oil also supports anti-in-
flammatory pathways

that help maintain skin
integrity. Fat should always
be incorporated slowly
into the diet to prevent
digestive upset. Because
fat is energy-dense, larger
quantities may also be fed
when additional calories
are required.

If a horse maintains condi-
tion well on forage alone,
products such as ration
balancers can be supple-
mented to fulfill nutrition-
al requirements. Always feed at least the minimum amount
recommended on a commercial feed tag for your horse’s
weight and lifestyle to ensure adequate intake of the nutrients
listed on the guaranteed analysis. Ration balancers can also be
utilized when feeding less than the minimum recommended
amount of a commercial feed or when feeding straight grains
that are not fortified, such as oats.You can also look for feeds
with a guaranteed analysis that includes nutrients involved in
coat health.

Grooming Considerations

Do not discount the importance of a regular, thorough groom-
ing regimen in improving coat health. Regular grooming, ideally
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Regular grooming helps distribute oils throughout the coat that act as
a barrier.

daily, removes loose hair, increases blood and lymph circulation,
helps ward off certain skin infections, and stimulates sebum
secretion from sebaceous glands in the skin. Grooming helps
distribute sebum throughout the coat, where it acts as a natu-
ral barrier against infection, smooths hair follicles, and provides
a degree of water resistance. Avoid overbathing, which can
work against your nutrition program by stripping natural oils
from the coat and leaving hair brittle and dull.

Combating Uninvited Guests

While summer offers plenty of opportunities to enjoy your
horse, it also welcomes uninvited guests in the form of internal
and external parasites. Environmental management, such as
removing manure and standing water, as well as topical appli-
cation of insecticides, can make your horse more comfortable
and less likely to itch and scratch, which may result in compro-
mised skin and broken hair. Many commercial fly sprays also
include coat conditioners and dust repellant to add additional
luster.

Managing internal parasites is also important, as parasites can
work against your nutrition program.Although no horse will
be entirely free of internal
parasites and symptoms such
as a dull and rough haircoat
are more common in young-
er and older horses, internal
parasites should be managed
appropriately. Horses should
be dewormed twice a year at
a minimum, with one anthel-
mintic administration targeting
tapeworms; however, speak
with your veterinarian about
conducting fecal egg counts and
if you need to deworm more
frequently.

Take-Home Message

To bring out the natural shine
in your horse’s coat, pay
attention to what goes into
your horse to get the best out
of your horse. Good-quality forage and a balanced diet with
close attention to amino acids, vitamins, and minerals provide
the foundation for coat health. Additionally, make sure internal
and external parasites are not working against your hard work
and nutrition program. Ensuring nutritional needs are met, with
special emphasis on nutrients involved in hair and skin mainte-
nance, combined with a little elbow grease, can help bring out
the natural sheen in your horse’s coat.
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