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With January fast approaching, it is time to begin thinking in earnest about the upcoming breeding season. Preparations for the arrival of new foals and the subsequent rebreeding of the mares; for the early breeding of those mares that were either left open or were barren last season; for maiden mares; and for stallions should begin in December.

Mares Due To Foal: Mares should be placed on an increasing plane of nutrition between the seventh and eighth month of pregnancy. Their grain consumption and the percent protein in their diet should be increased. Protein content should be slowly changed from 10% (maintenance) to 14% to allow for the rapid increase in fetal size which is occurring during late gestation (pregnancy). Access to free choice clean water and trace mineral salt should be provided at all times. The mare’s feet should be trimmed every 6 – 8 weeks. Deworming, which should be done every 6 – 8 weeks routinely, should be performed 1 month prior to foaling along with a full set of vaccinations. 

This set of vaccinations may need to be divided into 2 sets depending on the combination and number of vaccines administered. At a minimum, encephalitis, tetanus, rabies and rhinopneumonitis should be administered. Recommended, but not absolutely required, vaccines include Strangles, Influenza, and West Nile encephalitis.

Other vaccines which may be tailored for a specific farm include rotavirus, botulism toxin and other autogenous vaccines.

The place where the mare is to foal should be determined. If the mare is due to foal early in the breeding season (rainy season) then she should foal inside. A 12 x 25’ stalled is preferable. It should be stripped completely and disinfected as thoroughly as possible. A dilute bleach solution (10%) placed in a pressure sprayer works well for disinfection. Masks, gloves and protective clothing should be worn during disinfection and adequate ventilation should be provided during the disinfection process. Persons with asthmatic conditions should avoid exposure to aerosolized disinfectants. Rubber mats can then be placed on the floor of the foaling stall. All mares should foal in clean straw bedding. Sawdust should be avoided completely as certain bacteria (ie. Klebsiella species) live in sawdust and can easily infect the navel (umbilicus) of the foal at birth, even with an attended foaling and an experienced foaling attendant.

The mare monitoring system should be determined and set up or checked for normal operation if already in place. Video monitors are commonly used and extremely valuable. They allow visualization of the mare at all times without disrupting her in the barn by turning on lights and peering into the stall throughout the night. Other monitoring systems include Foal Alert®monitors, girth monitors and halter monitors which can be hooked up to the telephone or pagers to notify you of a change in the activity or position of the mare. More false alerts and missed deliveries occur with these types of monitors

than with direct visualization techniques.

The foaling kit should be prepared. A good kit will include: clean towels; a clean, preferably metal, bucket; tail wraps; soap (non-perfumed, non-dyed like Ivory® clear); roll cotton or paper towels; clean rectal sleeves or sterile sleeves; sterile lube; a clean pocketknife; foal enemas; umbilical dip; umbilical clamps (sterile and only used if absolutely necessary); a milk bottle and nipples (a glass beer bottle and lamb nipples work best, but human baby bottles can also be used); and a collection/strip cup for milk.

Artificial lighting may be considered for pregnant mares, especially if they have a history of shutting down after foaling in a previous year. See the section below for more details. 

Open, Barren and Maiden Mares: these mares should be on a maintenance diet of 10 – 12% protein depending on their activity level and body condition.

Free choice, clean water and trace mineral salt should be available at all times. Mares should be at a body condition of 4 – 5 out of 9 prior breeding (ribs can’t be seen by just looking, but can easily be felt by running your hand over the ribcage).

For most mares this means 4 – 6+ flakes of quality grass mix hay per day and no, or minimal, grain. The mare’s feet should be trimmed and she should be dewormed every 6

– 8 weeks as a matter of routine. Vaccinations should be given in the spring as for all other types of horses.

Mares that were either problem, repeat or barren the previous year should be worked up for their infertility and treated if necessary. If no treatment is necessary, the breeding plan for the following year should be devised and may include uterine flushing, oxytocin therapy, post breeding treatments or a myriad of other potential treatments. It is very important to determine the plan prior to the breeding season, rather than waiting until you have trouble again to decide to workup the mare.

For those mares that will be bred prior to the end of April or May (the start of the mare’s natural breeding season), artificial lighting will result in early cyclicity. Mares must be exposed to light for 16 hours a day, beginning 60 days prior to the onset of the desired breeding season. This means, that if you want to breed your mare in mid-February, you must start the lighting program by December 15. A standard 60 – 100 watt bulb in a 12 x 12’ stall will provide adequate light. A general rule of thumb is that if you can read a newspaper in every corner of the stall, then the lighting is adequate. The lights are usually placed on a timer and turned on at 4 pm and off at 12 am. The lighting system should be checked daily, because a failure of the system for just a day or two can result in the requiring the priming process to start over again.

A place for palpation and insemination (AI) should be established. Palpation will generally require an ultrasound machine, so a sturdy table or hay bales and electricity will need to be available. Palpation and AI can be performed in a stock, through the doorway of a stall or along a wall. The mare, especially maidens or new mares on the farm, should be taught to stand in the manner they will have to in this predetermined area. Mares should be walked through and placed in the stocks, or backed up through the stall door and stood still, or held along a wall quietly and then rewarded for good behavior so that when it comes time to work on the mare, she will at least be used to the positioning. This allows the palpation experience to be less stressful on the young or inexperienced mare.

If you are breeding or foaling out outside mares you should have a checklist for owners regarding what vaccinations, deworming, Coggins testing, and hoof trimming you require

prior to arrival at your farm. Be firm, stick to the list, and let outside owners know that if the mares are not properly cared for, your regular veterinarian will get them up to speed on arrival, at the owner’s expense.

Stallions:

Feeding, vaccination, hoof trimming/shoeing and deworming of stallions should be similar to that of the non-pregnant mare.

Additionally, all stallions being bred naturally and any stallion either being used in or potentially being used in the future in a frozen semen program should be tested and vaccinated for equine viral arteritis (EVA). Following vaccination, the virus is shed venereally for 2 - 3 weeks, so as a general rule, stallions are not allowed to cover mares or enter the breeding shed for 1 month after receiving the vaccine.

A routine collection and evaluation of semen should be performed prior to the onset of the breeding season. Usually, the stallion will need to be collected or bred a few times prior to this evaluation to clear the reproductive tract of any dead spermatozoa accumulated in the “off season”. This early evaluation will allow booking estimates for the year to be determined and warn of any obvious abnormalities that may be present in the ejaculate. Young stallions should be trained to be collected artificially even if they will be used for natural service to allow routine semen evaluation to be performed and for collection of semen for freezing if desired. 

Early preparation of all breeding animals and equipment for the upcoming breeding season allows for an easy transition period into this very busy time of the year. Please call the office or your regular veterinarian for any questions you might have in regards to your breeding farm setup.

