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S URELY this isn’t that 
important? Haylage 
and hay are all the 
same? What harm 

can poor quality haylage and 
hay do?

Haylage and/or hay repre-
sent major components of  a 
horse’s diet and provide nu-
trients that are essential to 
the horse’s health. The qual-
ity of  haylage or hay can also 
have a big impact on your 
horse’s performance. There 
are a number of  factors that 
can influence the quality of  
the crop produced, such as 
weather conditions, dry mat-
ter content, grass species, 
stage of  maturity of  grass 
when cut, how well it is baled 
and stored. Simple steps can 
be taken in advance to avoid 
the consequences of  feeding 
poor quality haylage to your 
horse.

When considering making 
haylage, the paddock from 
which you intend making 
haylage must be assessed. 
It should be level and free 
from tractor tracks which 
may lead to soil contamina-
tion during cutting, tedding 
or baling. Soil contains lots 
of  bacteria which can cause 
spoilage in haylage. Haylage 

Pony measuring
 Ô It is no longer a require-
ment for ponies being 
measured for the first time 
to be measured in the 
region of the owner.  
Ponies may be measured 
at any official SJAI measur-
ing venue in any region 
regardless of whether it 
is a first time measuring 
or not.

 Ô All ponies must be up to 
date with vaccinations.

 Ô All ponies must be pre-
sented in a bridle.

 Ô Micro chipping is compul-
sory for all ponies prior to 
being measured.

 Ô No allowance will be made 

for ponies wearing shoes 
at a measuring session 
and it is therefore recom-
mended that ponies are 

presented unshod.
 Ô All ponies must be pre-
sented by a person over 
16 years of age.
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 ■PONY MEASURING 2016
DATE VENUE TIME CONTACT

June 27th (Ulster) Lusks 6.30pm-7pm registration, measuring  
commences at 6.45pm Myrtle Peak - 07718153933

July 4th (Connaught) Claremorris 
SOE 6pm-7pm Noeleen Kerins - 

0876712200
July 14th (Munster) Kedrah Stud 5pm-6pm Mairead Flynn - 0872763259

July 14th (Leinster) Boswell EQ 5pm-7pm Marion Murphy – 
0872615341

August 2nd (Ulster) Connell Hill 6.30pm-7pm registration, measuring 
commences at 6.45pm Myrtle Peak – 07718153933

September 6th (Munster) Kedrah Stud 5pm-6pm Mairead Flynn - 0872763259

September 19th (Ulster) Danescroft 6.30pm-7pm registration, measuring 
commences at 6.45pm Myrtle Peak – 07718153933

weeklytips

David Downey, 
equine lecturer 
at CAFRE  
Enniskillen 
Campus, has 
helpful advice on 
preparing fields 
for cutting hay 
and haylage and 
highlights what 
areas horse  
owners should 
pay particular  
attention to

A field of grass at 
CAFRE Enniskillen 
Campus, which will 
soon be ready for 
making haylage

can become contaminated 
with Clostridium botulinum 
toxins picked up from soil. 
If  fermentation is poor the 
spores can survive, and can 
they can be fatal for horses.

Paddocks should consist 
of  high quality grass variet-
ies and not contain weeds. 
The right grass type for hay 
will depend on which type 
of  stock you are going to be 
feeding. Typically you can 
make good haylage and hay 
from perennial ryegrass 
and timothy grass mixes. If  
you are looking for hard hay 
for horses you can make it 
with hybrid or Italian grass 
mixes. 

Quality grasses will 
contain higher sugar levels 
and will ensure a better 
fermentation during haylage 
formation. Weed contami-
nation not only affects the 
quality of  the haylage but in 
some cases the weeds, such 
as ragwort, can be poisonous. 
These poisonous weeds are 
generally a higher risk when 

incorporated into haylage.

NITROGEN
The chosen grass paddock 
should be fenced off  from 
livestock and 45 - 50 kilo-
grammes of  nitrogen per 
hectare (kg N/ha) applied 
to encourage a good yield. 
Nitrogen should be applied 
approximately in mid to late 
April. You generally allow 
six weeks after sowing the 
nitrogen fertiliser before 
cutting to ensure all the 
nitrogen has been utilised 
by the crop. High levels of  
nitrogen can increase nitrate 
and reduce sugar levels in 
the crop and may negatively 
impact on haylage fermenta-
tion.

Horse owners would need 
to be aware of  the nitrate 
directive. The main concern 
is that there are closed peri-
ods when it is prohibited to 
apply fertiliser or farm yard 
manure on the land. Even 
during the open periods 
farmers are not allowed to 

spread 
fertiliser (chemi-
cal or organic) if  ground or 
weather conditions are not 
suitable. Further details are 
available at agriculture.gov.
ie.

Consideration should be 
given to having the soil ana-
lysed next winter to deter-
mine the lime requirement 
which is linked to acidity 
(pH), phosphorus (P), and 
potassium (K) levels, as these 
have a significant influence 
on yield and quality of  the 
sward.

The aim is to cut the crop 
from mid-June, under good 
weather conditions. It typi-
cally takes three to four days 
of  good weather to make 
haylage. The grass should 
be wilted sufficiently long 
enough to increase the Dry 
Matter (DM) content to be-
tween 60 and 65%. To speed 
up wilting the grass should 
be tedded at least twice per 
day. 

When the grass is suf-

ficiently dry it can be 
baled using a range of  bale 
sizes depending on your 
demands. The cutting date is 
very important in terms of  
haylage quality. If  it is cut 
too soon, May or early June, 
it will contain a higher level 
of  lush grass and lower fibre 
levels. This grass tends to 
have higher protein levels 
whereas when the crop is 
left to mature until after 50% 
seed head emergence, the 
crop will have a more suit-
able nutrient level for feeding 
horses (8% -10% protein).

HORSE’S WORK RATE
Horses that are in hard 
work will require a higher 
plane of  nutrition. In these 
circumstances some of  the 
extra nutrients can be sup-
plied through haylage that 
was harvested earlier than 
your typical cutting date. For 
horses that are overweight, 
idle or in light work, haylage 
harvested at a later date, 
when the grass is more ma-

ture, would be more suitable. 
Haylage is preserved by 

removing oxygen during the 
wrapping process to promote 
the growth of  lactic acid 
producing bacteria. These 
bacteria utilise the grass 
sugars to produce lactic acid. 
The lactic acid produced 
lowers the pH of  haylage to 
around 5.5, which restricts 
the growth of  those bacteria 
that can cause spoilage.

It is important that the 
haylage bales are properly 
wrapped and stored to pre-
vent spoilage. Ideally bales 
should be very compact and 
wrapped with six to eight 
layers of  plastic wrap within 
two hours of  baling. Once 
wrapped, haylage can be 
stored indoor or outside, 
however attention must be 
given to protect the bales 
from damage by birds and 
pests. If  the wrap becomes 
perforated, it should be 
repaired immediately to pre-
vent any ingress of  air which 
will cause further spoilage.

Haylage is perishable 
when the bales are un-
wrapped and they should 
be consumed within four to 
five days once opened. Well 
preserved haylage is a golden 
yellowish green colour with 
a pleasant smell. Poorly 
preserved or mouldy haylage 
should never be fed to horses.

HAY
Making quality hay in-
volves many of  the same 
steps required for haylage, 
however, production of  good 
quality hay is very weather 
dependant. You will usually 
require up to seven days of  
good weather forecast before 
attempting to make hay.

The timing of  hay making 
is dictated by the weather 
conditions. Ideally you will 
want to make it in late June/
early July. When making hay 
the grass should be cut and 
wilted until it reaches a dry 
matter greater than 85% DM. 
Depending on how heavy the 
crop is, the cut grass should 

be tedded up to three or four 
times a day to speed up the 
wilting process.

Once dry enough, the 
hay is rowed up and baled 
according to what bale size is 
required. The bales should be 
removed from the field and 
stored under cover. The grass 
is preserved by removing 
all of  the moisture which 
discourages the growth of  
bacteria which would other-
wise cause spoilage.

If  hay is baled too soon, 
it can cause the bales to 
overheat and spoilage to 
occur. It is important during 
the hay-making process that 
the crop isn’t exposed to rain 
as this can lead to dusty hay, 
with potential dangerous 
spores, for both the horse and 
its owner.

David Downey is an equine 
lecturer at the College of  
Agriculture Food and Rural 
Enterprise in Enniskillen.
Web: cafre.ac.uk

Making quality horse 
HAYLAGE and HAY

HORSE 
SENSE
This weekly feature is  
edited by Leanne O’Sullivan. 
Leanne graduated with a 
BSc (Hons) in Equine Man-
agement from the College of 
Agriculture, Food and Rural 
Enterprise (CAFRE) –  
Enniskillen Campus. 

Grass cut at 
the appropriate 

stage for making 
haylage

Grass is tedded 
(turned over and 

spread out) to 
speed up the  

wilting process

Is there something 
you would like to see 

featured in  
Horse Sense? 
Would you like  

EXPERT ADVICE 
on a certain topic? 

facebook.com/TheIrishField
Twitter:  @TheIrishField
Email: losullivan@theirishfield.ie

GET IN 
TOUCHHaylage bales 

stacked and 
ready for 
wrapping

Baling of haylage 
at CAFRE  

Enniskillen 
Campus

Haylage 
stored safely 
inside a shed

Summer holidays
  ■ At this time of year many 

owners and trainers will be 
giving their horses a break for 
the summer. However, horses 
that have been stabled and 
rugged during the winter 
need preparation before be-
ing turned out to help them 
adjust.

Start by turning your horse 
out for a couple of hours each 
day and gradually increase 
the time until the horse is 
ready to stay out perma-
nently. If the horse has been 
stabled all winter, it might 
be best to turn out in a small 
paddock to begin with, as this 
will stop your horse from gal-
loping around and picking up 
an injury in the paddock.

Gradually reduce the 
amount of concentrate in 
your horse’s diet and begin 
removing rugs. Also, let the 
horse down slowly if in hard-
work. Initially just the hind 
shoes should be removed 
so that the horse does not 
injure itself or others. When 
the horse is ready to live out 
permanently get your farrier 
to remove all shoes and trim 
the horse’s feet.

carolinenorris.ie

IRISH FIELD READER:
We have put our Draught mare in foal this year for the first time. What type of care plan should we have in place for our 
mare now that she has been scanned in foal? Any advice would be great. 

Reader query: caring for the maiden mare

►EXPERT ADVICE
Andrea Ryan, MVB, MRCVS, 
CertEP, Cert EM(Stud Med), 
Veterinary surgeon at Kilcash 
Equine Clininc

B e realistic when 
breeding mares. We 
all know of  mares that 
are spotted in season, 

scanned once, covered and 
hey presto... 11 months later... 
a foal arrives!

Mares are not machines 
and there is a wide variation 
in the level of  intervention 
required to get mares in foal. 
Some are simple, others very 
difficult!

Old maiden mares can be 
very challenging to get in 
foal due to stiffness of  the 
old maiden cervix which can 
predispose to persistent mat-
ing induced endometritis. 
Usually once an old maiden 
mare is in foal she will be-
have as all other mares and 
can be cared for as any other.

 Ô The first pregnancy scan 

is usually performed 16 
days after natural cover or 
14/15 days after insemina-
tion with frozen semen. 
Many vets recommend 
repeat scanning a few 
days later to reduce the 
possibility of  missing a 
twin pregnancy.

 Ô A twin pregnancy may 
result from a second ovu-
lation several days after 
the first ovulation and 
may not be readily visible 
on the first examination. 
A scan to determine a live 
foetus is usually carried 
out between 28 and 35 
days and is also another 
opportunity to check for 
twins.

 Ô Remember a twin preg-
nancy cannot be ruled out 
on a single scan, especial-
ly one done before 28 days. 
Twin pregnancies are 
rarely successful in the 
mare and so appropriately 
timed scanning to prevent 
this is the responsibility 
of  the mare owner.

EXTRA ATTENTION
Mares that require extra 
attention in pregnancy are 
those that have a history of  
pregnancy loss/abortion 
and/or placentitis. These 
mares may require pre-
ventative medications and 
placental monitoring during 
the latter half  of  their preg-
nancy.

Mares that have become 
pregnant after a foal heat 
cover have a slightly higher 
rate of  early pregnancy 
loss than other mares but 
once the pregnancy is well 
established (>42 days) there 
is no significant difference to 
other mares.

 Ô Once a mare is pregnant, 
she should be kept in good 
condition (not fat), be 
regularly de-wormed and 
have careful maintenance 
of  teeth, feet and flu vac-
cinations etc.

 Ô Additional vaccinations 
against EHV (equine her-
pes virus) and rotavirus 
should be considered espe-

cially on properties where 
there are large numbers 
of  pregnant mares.

 Ô As far as riding a 
pregnant mare goes, it 
is considered safe to con-
tinue riding to approxi-
mately 100 days gestation 
although very arduous 
exercise should be avoided 
in all pregnant mares es-
pecially in hot conditions. 
Gentle riding or light com-
petition should be fine.

 Ô As foaling approaches 
first time breeders should 
be aware that not all 
mares give good warning 
of  impending foaling. 
This is especially true of  
maiden mares. If  the mare 
owner is not experienced 
in foaling and the care of  
neonatal foals, it would be 
safer to send the mare to 
a foaling unit where both 
the mare and her new-
born foal will be carefully 
monitored.


