
What are cereals in horse feed?
Cereals are a frequent ingredient in horse feed, especially where extra starch and rapid-release energy are
needed. The main cereals used in horse feed are oats, barley, and maize. These can be helpful in some rations,
but they are not the ideal choice for every horse. Understanding where cereals fit within the wider world of types
of horse feed makes it easier to choose a ration that suits the horse’s workload, temperament, and health.

In practical terms, cereals mainly provide starch and energy. That can be advantageous for some animals, but for
others it may lead to a less suitable feeding pattern. Many owners now look for cereal-free options that rely
more on fibre, forage, and slower-releasing energy sources. A good horse feed should match the horse’s needs,
not just fill overweight horse feed the bucket.

Cereal-based products may also include molasses for taste and dust control. While that can improve
palatability, it may increase sugar content, which is worth considering if your horse is a sensitive horse or needs
tighter control of starch and sugar. This is where the balance between convenience and nutritional balance
becomes important.

Which horses should avoid cereal-based feed?
Not every horse needs a cereal-free ration, but many do benefit from one. Horses with metabolic issues,
including those prone to laminitis or challenges with healthy metabolism, are often better suited to feed that is
lower in starch and sugar. A forage-focused approach can help support steadier energy release and better gut
health.

This can also be helpful horse feeding advice for horses that become excitable on cereal-based feed. Certain
horses handle starch in a different way, and a ration that is too rich can influence behaviour, condition score,
and overall wellbeing. If a horse is already receiving plenty of good-quality forage, extra cereal may be
unnecessary.

For owners unfamiliar with the subject, horse feed for beginners is often best to begin with the most basic
question: what is really the horse doing, and what does it really need? A resting horse, a good-doer, a horse
prone to weight gain, or a horse with a history of laminitis will often respond better on low starch feed or high
fibre feed rather than a cereal-heavy ration.

A performance horse can still require added energy, but that doesn't necessarily mean cereals are the best
choice. Many modern feeds deliver digestible energy through fibre and oil rather than large cereal inclusions.
That can support work while being gentler on the hindgut.

What horse feed should avoid cereals?
In short: any horse feed chosen for a horse that does not tolerate starch well, or where a non-cereal approach is
required to support digestive or metabolic health. A well-formulated complete horse feed can be cereal-free
and still provide the right micronutrients, minerals, and energy sources. As a result, many owners choose a
cereal-free feed precisely because they want a easier lower-starch ration without losing essential nutrients.

When comparing products, look for feeds built around fibre and forage rather than cereals. These often include
cut or pelleted ingredients designed to slow intake and support the hindgut. They may be used alone or
alongside chaff to promote chewing time and help a horse feel satisfied. This is especially useful for horses
needing a steadier energy profile and more consistent digestion.
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A common point of confusion is the horse feed mix recipe. Some owners build their own ration by combining a
balancer, fibre source, and oil rather than using a cereal-based mix. That can work well if the ration is calculated
carefully and the horse’s total intake remains balanced. The key is not simply removing cereals, but replacing
them with a thoughtful combination of nutrients.

Often, a cereal-free ration suits horses that need:

more controlled starch intake

better digestive health

steadier energy release

better support for metabolic health

a more forage-based feeding programme

However, that does not mean every cereal-free feed is automatically correct. The best horse feed is the one that
delivers the right nutrients, appropriate digestible energy, and enough fibre for the horse’s workload and body
condition.

How to read labels on grain-free horse feed
Checking labels is one of the most useful parts of horse feed advice uk. Marketing on the front of the bag can
be useful, but the real detail is in the ingredients list and the analytical declaration. This is where you can check
whether the feed is truly cereal-free or simply lower in cereals than other products.

First, look for the obvious cereal names: oats, barley, and maize. If they are absent, the feed may be cereal-free,
but you should also check for cereal derivatives and by-products. Some horse feed companies use ingredients
that still contribute starch or sugar even if the product appears gentle at first glance.

Next, look at the levels of starch and sugar if they are listed. A feed may be marketed as suitable for sensitive
horses, but still contain more starch than you expect. This is particularly important if the horse has metabolic
issues or a history that calls for tighter control.

Third, check whether the feed is designed as a complete horse feed or a complementary one. A complete
product should supply a broader range of nutrients when fed as directed, while a complementary feed usually
needs forage and possibly other feedstuffs to form a proper ration. Understanding that difference helps avoid
gaps in the feeding programme.

When comparing brands, you may come across products from well-known names such as spillers horse feed.
Brand reputation can help, but it is still worth comparing the label line by line. The right feed is not always the
one with the boldest claims; it is the one whose ingredients and analysis suit the horse’s actual needs.

How much should you feed instead of cereals?
The amount to feed depends on body weight, workload, current condition score, roughage intake, and the kind
of feed chosen. A horse feeding chart is a useful starting point, but it should not replace proper assessment of
the individual horse. If you are using a horse feed calculator uk, make sure it considers roughage, workload, and
the rest of the ration instead of just concentrate amounts.

One important horse feeding rules is to feed according to need, not habit. If cereals are being removed, the
replacement should not automatically be more volume of the same kind of concentrate. Instead, you may



increase forage, add a high fibre feed, or use a balancer plus chaff and a small amount of oil or other digestible
energy source.

For a horse on a maintenance programme, a maintenance feed or balancer may be adequate alongside good
forage. For a horse doing more work, a fibre-led ration can still provide energy without the same starch load. The
right amount is about total daily intake, not just what is in the bucket at one time.

Use the feeding rate on the bag as a guide, then adjust with a feed adviser or vet if the horse has special needs.
low fat horse feed Small changes in a ration can have a big effect on palatability, body condition, and gut
comfort. Never reduce cereals without considering the rest of the feeding programme, because the horse still
needs enough nutrients to stay healthy.

Is grain-free feed automatically the best choice?
Not in every case. Feeds without cereals can be a strong choice, but it is not inherently superior in every situation.
The main benefit is usually a lower starch load and a more gradual energy release. That can promote digestive
health, gut health, and metabolic health in horses that need it. However, if the feed is not well designed, it may
still fail to provide the right combination of nutrients.

Horse feed cost is another factor. These feeds can be costlier, particularly if they rely on specialist fibre sources,
added oil, or targeted supplementation. That does not mean they are poor value. It means the decision should be
based on the horse’s needs, not just the least expensive bag on the shelf.
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Some owners weigh up cereal-free products with established brands such as spillers horse feed and other horse
feed companies. The main thing is to compare what the feed actually provides: energy, fibre, starch, sugar,
vitamins, minerals, and suitability for the horse’s workload. A balanced ration matters more than the label claim.

In short, cereal-free is often a practical choice for horses needing steadier energy or improved digestive support.
But the best feed is one that achieves nutritional balance without oversupplying calories or leaving the horse
short of essential ingredients.

10 rules of feeding horses when without cereals
The following 10 guidelines for feeding horses can help keep a cereal-free ration sensible and practical:

Build the diet around forage as the foundation.

Use a high fibre feed where extra calories are needed.

Pick a low starch feed for horses that struggle with cereals.

Inspect the ingredients list every time, not just the front label.

Watch condition score so the horse does not become under- or overweight.

Maintain digestive health by avoiding sudden ration changes.

Feed small, regular meals if concentrates are used.

Tailor the ration to workload, temperament, and body type.

Use supplements only where there is a clear need.
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Recheck the full feeding programme whenever work, grazing, or health changes.

This approach are especially useful when creating a forage-based ration for a horse that does not suit cereals.
They additionally help avoid common mistakes such as overfeeding concentrate or relying on a single product to
solve every dietary need.

Typical pitfalls with grain-free horse diets
One common mistake is thinking that taking out cereals automatically resolves every nutrition problem. Sound
horse feed advice uk always opens with the full picture: forage condition, workload, body condition, dental
health, and the horse’s overall routine. If those are not right, the diet may still fail.

Another mistake is underestimating the amount of energy the horse still needs. A cereal-free diet can be lower in
starch, but it still has to supply enough digestible energy to keep the horse in good shape. If the ration is too
restricted, the horse may become thinner or look dull. That is why condition score matters so much.

Some owners also forget about palatability. A feed may be technically ideal but still be rejected if the horse
dislikes it. Mixing fibre sources with suitable textures, using chaff, and making gradual changes can help. A horse
that stops eating properly will quickly lose the benefit of any carefully chosen ration.

There is also the risk of not replacing cereals intelligently. If you remove oats, barley, and maize without planning,
the diet may become short of key nutrients or excessively high in one ingredient type. That can weaken both
digestive health and metabolic health.

Finally, avoid treating all horses the same. A pony prone to weight gain, a sensitive leisure horse, and a hard-
working competition horse all need different feeding solutions. The best horse feeding advice is always tailored,
practical, and based on the horse in front of you.

FAQs about cereal-free horse feed

Which horse feed should avoid cereals?

Horse feed should avoid cereals when the horse has a history of laminitis, metabolic issues, excitable behaviour,
poor starch tolerance, or when a lower-starch ration is simply a better fit for its workload and body condition. In
these cases, a cereal-free or low starch feed built around fibre and forage is often more appropriate.

Why do some horses need a cereal-free diet?

Some horses require a cereal-free diet because they handle more easily fibre than with starch, and because
cereals can place extra pressure on digestive health and metabolic health. A cereal-free ration can promote
steadier energy release, better gut function, and a more controlled feeding programme.

Is complete horse feed always cereal-free?

Not always. A complete horse feed is not always cereal-free. Some complete feeds contain cereals, while others
are designed without them. Always check the ingredients list and the nutritional analysis rather than relying on
the product name alone.

How can I tell if a horse feed is low in starch?



To tell if a horse feed is low in starch, study the label carefully and look for starch and sugar values if they are
given. Check the ingredients for oats, barley, maize, and other cereal sources. If the feed is advertised as high
fibre feed or low starch feed, that is a useful clue, but the full analysis is still essential.

How much horse feed should I give if I avoid cereals?

The amount depends on the horse, the workload, the forage being offered, and the chosen ration. A horse
feeding chart or horse feed calculator uk can help you begin, but you should adjust according to body
condition and appetite. If cereals are removed, you may need to replace them with fibre-based energy, a
balancer, or other suitable feedstuffs rather than simply reducing the total ration.


