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Stress on weaning foals can be minimized 
Weaning can be one of 

the most stressful times in a 
young horse's life, but it 
doe:-in't have to be. 

"The traditional weaning 
sysiem of abrupt separation 
of foals from dams often re
sults in panic producing in~ 
juries, sickness and weight 

· loss. It takes the weanling a 
month to get over the trau
matic period and return to 
normal," said Doug House
holder, Texas A&M equine 
professor emeritus. 

"However, low-stress 
weaning procedures can be 
utilized if a horse owner un
derstands horse behavior 
priuciples," Householder 
said. 

According to horse spe
cialists at Texas A&M, the 
mare and foal develop a 
bond right after birth. The 
foal receives milk to meet 
its physiological need and 
security for its psychologi
cal need. 

When the bond is broken 
abruptly, stress results, but 
if the bond is broken gradu
ally, stress is minimized. HA 
gradual weaning system 
breaks this mare-foal bond 
slowly," Honseholder said. 

Foals are vaccinated, ~e
wormed and solidly on feed 
before weaning. "The foals 
are weaned from their 
mothers with fence line con
tact where the foals can see, 

smell,_ hear and touch their 
mothers, but they cannot 
nurse," he said. 

Traditionally, foals were 
_weaned at six months: How
ever, the age of foals being 
weaned now varies widely. 

"The foals that we are 
planning to show in halter 
futurities are Weaned as 
young as three months," 
said Michelle Stallings of 
Stallings Paint Horses at 
Aubrey, Texas. 

'Other foals are weaned 
at four and five months, 
~'The mare's milk _prQduc
tion is reduced as the foals 
get older, and the foals are 
eating creep. We don't ever 
leave foals on mares past six 

months/' Stallings said. 
Foals must be eating on 

their own before weaning. 
"We have all of our foals on 
creep feeders, right beside 
where we feed the mares, so 
our foals learn to eat at an 
early age," she saiQ.. 

The National Research 
Council recommends that 
creep feeds ·contain at least 
16 percent protein with 0.8 
percent calcium and 0.6 per
cent phosphorus. 

· "When foals' diets are 
deficient in essential miner
als and vitamin, the .poten
tial for skeletal problems in
creases," said: Dr. -Thomas 
Lane, University of Florida 
equine veterinarian. · 

Initial vaccinations are 
recommended at three 

. months· of age or earifer, fol
lowed by booster shots. "All 
foals should be immunized 
against tetanns and equine 
encephalomyelitis," Lane 
said. "It is good to also vac
cinate for strangles, rhinop
neumonitis and influenza."· 

DewOrming programs 
should be initiated for foals 
no older than 60 days of age. 
"Some foal owners adminis
ter dewormer every 30 

days," -he said. "Periodic 
·feCal analysis aids in assess
ing dewo~mer effective
ness." 

Halter-breaking foals is 
important before weaning. 
un. is preferable to start 
breaking the foals to lead at 
a week or two of age. Posi
tive early experiences re
duce weaning stress,'' Lane 
said. 

Weaning areas must be 
clean, v~ntilated;. dust free, 
protected from weather and 
have room so foals can move 
around. Hay and water 
should be provided free 
choice. 

Householder detailed 
how to. separate foals from 
their dams so they can't 
nurse at weaning. One 

method is to place a foal, or 
a pair of foals, in a stall and 
put their dam(s) on each 
side ill adjacent stalls. 
"Le<:~.ve the mares for three 
or four days, then remove 
them,11 Householder said. 

When larger groups of 
foals are weaned in a pen, 
the mares can be given ac
cess to them from outside. " 
On day one, remove one 
mare, preferably the mare 
with the most independent 
foal," Householder said. 
·"Progressively remove one 
mare each day, until all 
mares are removed and the 
weaning is completed." 

When mares are in a pas~ 
ture with foais, Household· 
er suggested removing the 
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dam of the most independ
ent foal on day one and 
gradually removiilg more 
mares each day over the 
next two or three days until 

. all mares are removed 
Foals must be monitored 

closely post ·weaning. '~Do 
not change rations from the 
creep to weaning ration for 
a month,"· Householder. rec
ommended. "Do not handle 
t4e weanlings, and if so very 
carefully, for a couple of 
weeks." 

For own~rs who only 
have one foal to wean, it is 
suggested to have a cOmpan
ion animal nearby. Another 

horse works well, but goats, 
cattle, dogs and cats have 
been accepted by wean
lings. 

University specialiSts 
didn't mention the use of 
the Farmers' Almanac to se
lect the \j'eaning date, but 
some horsemen will not 
wean foals unless ."the sign 
of the moon is right." 

"All of our . foals are 
weaned at the Almanac's 
suggested time, and we have 
no problems," Stallings 
said. 

Feed to mares should be 
reduced before weaning 
foals to slow milk produc
tion. "DO not milk out mares 
with large, swollen milk-

filled udders, because this 
actually stimulates milk 
output and interferes with 
the drying- up process," 
Householder said. 

If the mare is fretting for 
her foal after weaning, 
Stallings suggested giving 
her a tranquilizer. "When 
the.drug wears off, the mare 
will generally just go about 
her business," Stallings 
said. 

Linda Bateman of Eau 
Claire, Wis., has developed 
a weaning halter to "elimi
nate the need to separate 
foals and mares, and stop 
whinnying, fence line pac
ing and stress related in
juries and illness." 

A gradual weaning system reduces stress on foals by allowing them fence line con
tact with their dams, but they cannot nurse. (Texas A&M photo) 



Stress On Weaning Foals Can Be Minimized 
Weaning can be one of the most stressful times in a young horse's life, but it doesn't have to be. 
"The traditional weaning system of abrupt separation of foals from dams often results in panic producing 

injuries, sickness and weight loss. It takes the weanling a month to get over the traumatic period and return to 
normal," related Doug Householder, Texas A&M equine professor emeritus. 

"However, low stress weaning procedures can be utilized if a horse owner understands horse behavior princi
ples," Householder emphasized. 

According to horse specialists at Texas A&M, the mare and foal develop a bond right after birth. The foal 
receives milk to meet its physiological need and security for its psychological need. 

When the bond is broken abruptly, stress results, but if the bond is broken gradually, stress is minimized. "A 
gradual weaning system breaks this mare-foal bond slowly," Householder explained. 

Foals are vaccinated, dewormed and solidly on feed before weaning. "The foals are weaned from their moth
ers with fence line contact where the foals can see, smell, hear and touch their mothers, but they cannot nurse," 
Householder continued. 

Traditionally, foals were weaned at six months. However, the age of foals being weaned now varies widely. 
"The foals that we are planning to show in halter futurities are weaned as young as three months," said Michelle 

Stallings of Stallings Paint Horses at Aubrey, Texas. 
Other foals are weaned at four and five months. "The mare's milk production is reduced as the foals get older, 

and the foals are eating creep. We don't ever leave foals on mares past six months," Stallings commented. 
Foals must be eating on their own before weaning. "We have all of our foals on creep feeders, right beside 

where we feed the mares, so our foals learn to eat at early age," Stallings stated. 
The National Research Council recommends that creep feeds contain at least 16 percent protein with 0.8 per

cent calcium and 0.6 percent phosphorus. 
"When foals' diets are deficient in essential minerals and vitamin, the potential for skeletal problems increas

es," stressed Dr. Thomas Lane, University of Florida equine veterinarian. 
Initial vaccinations are recommended at three months of age or earlier, followed by booster shots. "All foals 

should be immunized against tetanus and equine encephalomyelitis," Lane acknowledged. "It is good to also vac
cinate for strangles, rhino pneumonitis and influenza." 

Deworming programs should be initiated for foals no older than 60 days of age. "Some foal owners adminis
ter dewormer every 30 days," Lane noted. "Periodic fecal analysis aids in assessing dewormer effectiveness." 

Halter breaking foals is important before weaning. "It is preferable to start breaking the foals to lead at a week 
or two of age. Positive early experiences reduce weaning stress," Lane contended. 

Weaning areas must be clean, ventilated, dust free, protected from weather and have room so foals can move 
around. Hay and water should be provided free choice. 

Householder detailed how to separate foals from their dams so they can't nurse at weaning. One method is to 
place a foal, or a pair of foals, in a stall and put their dam(s) on each side in adjacent stalls. "Leave the mares for 
three or four days, then remove them," Householder advised. 

When larger groups of foals are weaned in a pen, the mares can be given access to them from outside. " On 
day one, remove one mare, preferably the mare with the most independent foal," Householder suggested. "Pro
gressively remove one mare each day, until all mares are removed and the weaning is completed." 

When mares are in a pasture with foals, Householder suggested removing the dam of the most independent 
foal on day one and gradually removing more mares each day over the next two or three days until all mares are 
removed 

Foals must be monitored closely post weaning. "Do not change rations from the creep to weaning ration for a 
month," Householder recommended. "Do not handle the wean lings, and if so very carefully, for a couple of 
weeks." 

For owners who only have one foal to wean, it is suggested to have a companion animal nearby. Another horse 
works well, but goats, cattle, dogs and cats have been accepted by weanlings. 

University specialists didn't mention the use of the Farmers Almanac to select the weaning date, but some 
horsemen will not wean foals unless "the sign of the moon is right." 

"All of our foals are weaned at the Almanac's suggested time, and we have no problems," Stallings verified. 
Feed to mares should be reduced before weaning foals to slow milk production. "Do not milk out mares with 

large swollen milk-filled udders, because this actually stimulates milk output and interferes with the drying up 
process," Householder indicated. 

If the mare is fretting for her foal after weaning, Stallings suggested giving her a tranquilizer. "When the drug 
wears off, the mare will generally just go about her business," Stallings confirmed. 

Linda Bateman of Eau Claire, Wis., has developed a weaning halter to "eliminate the need to separate foals 
and mares, and stop whinnying, fence line pacing and stress related injuries and illness." 

Merchandised as the Ezee Wean Halter, the halter has flexible urethane prongs that function as an irritant and 
cause mare and foal discomfort when nursing. "While the nursing is discouraged, all other interaction between 
the mare and foal remain the same," Bateman recognized. 



A gradual weaning system reduces stress on foals by 
allowing them fence line contact with their dams, but they 
cannot nurse. (Texas A&M photo) 

A foal weaning halter discourages nursing, but all other 
interactions between the mare and foal remain the same. 


