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Fescue can be problem feed for horses 
Fescue pasture and hay 

have drawbacks as feed for 
horses. 

While many horses do 
satisfactorily when fed fes
cue, own.ers may not real~ 
ize there are some signifi~ 
cant health risks associat
ed with horses.. eating en
dophyte-infected tall fes
cue, according to Dr. Joann 
Kouba, K-State assistant 
professor in equine re
search and teaching. 

"Some of these fescue 
problems can be mini
mized with careful man
agement of horses and fes
cue as feed," added Kouba,· 
who did her graduate work 
on fescue for horses at 
Clemson University ill 
South Carolina. 

It is essential to recog-

nize first that it is not the 
fescue grass itself that is 
toxic to the horses, but 
rather an endophytic fun
gus that lives within the 
plants and seeds, empha
sized Kouba, who complet
ed her doctorate at Texas 
A&M before coming to K-

State five years ago. 
"When horses ingest the 

fescue grass, they absorb 
the alkaloids.produced by 
the endophyte and begin to 
suffer from toxicosis," she 
said. "The consequence of 
the alkaloid absorption is 
an alteration in the normal 

patterns for some hor
mones.u 

Endophyte-infected fes
cue will look perfectly 
healthy and· nutritious to 
the eye. The only way to 
know if the grass is infect
ed is through laboratory 
analysis. 

Because of a horse's ex
treme sensitivity . to the 
toxin, fields with as little 
as 5 to 10 percent infection 
rate can pose potential 
hazards. 

~'Nutrient value of fes
Cue is similar to other 
grasses and hays for hors
eS," Kouba said. "However, 
there may be some palata
bility problems if horses 
are not accustomed to eat
ing it, or if it is baled as 

hay in late maturity." 
Mature working and 

idle horses have no known 
problems with fescue ra
tions. However. studies on 
yearling horses are incon
clusive, and some research 
indicates reduced gains on 
fescue when compared to 
other grasses. This gain re
duction has been eliminat
ed when the yearlings are 
given concentrate supple
mentation. 

1'The most significant 
problems associated with 
endophyte-infected fescue 
relate to mare's reproduc
tive performance," Kouba 
stressed. 

Problems include abor
tion, prolonged gestation 
lengths, foaling difficulty 

(dystocia), thick and re
tained placentas, lack of, 
or poor milk production 
(agalactia) and higher 
rates of newborn foal 
death. 

According to Kouba 
these problems arise due 
to the fescue alkaloids and 
their suppressive effect on 
reproductive hormones. 

There are two main op
tions to reduce reproduc
tive problems with mares 
on endophyte-infected fes
cue. "The current recom
mendation is to remove the 
mare from the fescue a 
minimum of 30 days before 
her expected foaling date," 
Kouba said. "Although I 
would recommend a mini
mum of 11/2 to two months 



b<'fore foaling; the earlier 
the better." 

Getting the mare off fes
cue is ·usually effective in 
eliminating -problems. 
"When the mare is re
moved from the fescue, the 
ingestion and absorption 
of the alkaloids stops, and 
th,, toxicity symptoms will 
usually start to reverse 
thE"•mselves within a couple 
of weeks. The endophyte is 
generally not a long term 
prqbJem/' the specialist 
sajd. 

However, mare owners 
ml•Y not be able to take 
horses off fescue, forcing 
them to a second alterna
tive. "The mare can be 
given an oral paste formu
lation of domperidone, a 
prescription drug that can 
be ordered through a vet
erinarian for fescue toxi
cosis in horses," said 

Kouba, who was involved 
in domperidone studies 
when at Clemson Universi
ty. 

Marketed under the 
name "Equidone," the 
medication must be given 
to a mare daily starting at 
least two weeks prior to 
foaling. "It can be some
what costly if you have 
more than one mare to 
treat, but domperidone 
counter balances the ef
fects of the alkaloids and 
has proven effective in 
eliminating reproduction 
problems and restoring· 
normal hormone patterns 
in mares on infected fes
cue/' Kouba said. 

There have been ques
tions on lower conception 
and breeding rates for 
mares on fescue. However, 
Kouba advised that no con
clusive research has been - -···"""······~"'"-_..,... ____________ _ 

done to indicate any such 
problems. 

It has also been specu
lated that fescue can cause 
founder problems in hors
es, but Kouba indicated 
thai direct scientific evi
dence for this theory does 
not exist. Research is con
tinuing. 

Little information is 
available relative to the 
impact of fescue on the re
productive system of stal
lions. However, it is possi
ble that maintaining stal· 
lions on fescue pasture 
during breeding could 
have an effect on semen 
volume. 

Other less significant 

reactions to .endophyte-in
fected fescue may be loose 
feces or diarrhea and more 
profuse sweating. 

Endophyte-free fescue 
seed is on the market, but 
that is not a sure-solution 
to the problems. "There is 
a symbiotic relationship 
that exists between the 
endophyte and the 
plant;" Kouba said. "In
fected grass is more resist:. 
·ant to over grazing, insect 
damage and drought 
stress." 

The fungus-free vari
eties of fescne lack vigor 
and stand · persistence. 
"Therefore, it is difficult to 
establish and maintain an 
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endophyte-free fescue 
stand," she said. 

When replanting fescue 
pasture, it is important 
that all infected plants and. 
seeds be destroyed -prior to 

· sowing. Seed may remain 
viable in the soil for a year 
or more. It is recommend
ed that an interim crop be 
grown at least two seasons 
before replanting certified 
fungus-free fescue. 

"Even then, the endo
phyte is so strong that it 
can often get back into the 
fescue from a seed that has 
not been destroyed, from 
infected grass growing 
around the perimeter of 
the property, or from hay 

bronght in from other 
sources," Kouba said. 

The best way to know if 
there is a problem witi1 
fescue is to haVe it test<.'.~ · 
Kouba nrged. The tox 
can remain in fescue ha;· 
for several years after :.. 
has been cured and. baled. 

To dispel any doubts 
about the hazards of fes
cue for horses, an alterna
tive pasture or hay can be 
fed. 



Fescue Can be Problem Feed For Horses 
Fescue pasture and hay have drawbacks as feed for horses. 
While many horses do satisfactorily when fed fescue, what owners may not realize is that there are some 

significant health risks associated with horses eating endophyte-infected tall fescue, according to Dr. Joann 
Kouba, K-State assistant professor in equine research and teaching. 

"Some of these fescue problems can be minimized with careful management of horses and fescue as feed," 
added Kouba, who did her graduate work on fescue for horses at Clemson University in South Carolina. 

It is essential to recognize first that it is not the fescue grass itself that is toxic to the horses, but rather an 
endophytic fungus that lives within the plants and seeds, emphasized Kouba, who completed her doctorate at 
Texas A&M before coming to K-State five years ago. 

"When horses ingest the fescue grass, they absorb the alkaloids produced by the endophyte and begin to 
suffer from toxicosis," she related. "The consequence of the alkaloid absorption is an alteration in the normal 
patterns for some hormones." 

Endophyte-infected fescue will look perfectly healthy and nutritious to the eye. The only way to know if the 
grass is infected is through laboratory analysis. 

Because of a horse's extreme sensitivity to the toxin, fields with as little as 5 to 10 percent infection rates 
can pose potential hazards. 

"Nutrient value of fescue is similar to other grasses and hays for horses," Kouba indicated. "However, there 
may be some palatability problems if horses are not accustomed to eating it, or if it is baled as hay in late matu
rity." 

Mature working and idle horses have no known problems with fescue rations. However, studies on yearling 
horses are inconclusive, and some research indicates reduced gains on fescue, compared to other grasses. 
This gain reduction has been eliminated when the yearlings are given concentrate supplementation. 

"The most significant problems associated with endophyte-infected fescue relate to mare's reproductive per
formance," Kouba stressed. 

Problems include abortion, prolonged gestation lengths, foaling difficulty (dystocia), thick and retained pla
centas, lack of or poor milk production (agalactia) and higher rates of newborn foal death. 

According to Kouba, these problems arise due to the fescue alkaloids and their suppressive effect on repro
ductive hormones. 

There are two main options to reduce reproductive problems with mares on endophyte-infected fescue. "The 
current recommendation is to remove the mare from the fescue a minimum of 30 days before her expected 
foaling date," Kouba suggested. "Although I would recommend a minimum of 1 1/2 to two months before foal
ing; the earlier the better." 

Getting the mare off fescue is usually effective in eliminating problems. "When the mare is removed from 
the fescue, the ingestion and absorption of the alkaloids stops, and the toxicity symptoms will usually start to 
reverse themselves within a couple of weeks. The endophyte is generally not a long term problem," the spe
cialist contended. 

However, mare owners may not be able to take horses off fescue, forcing them to a second alternative. "The 
mare can be given an oral paste formulation of domperidone, a prescription drug that can be ordered through 
a veterinarian for fescue toxicosis in horses," recognized Kouba, who was involved in the domperidone stud
ies when at Clemson University. 

Marketed as "Equidone," the medication must be given to a mare daily starting at least two weeks prior to 
foaling. "It can be somewhat costly if you have more than one mare to treat, but domperidone counter balances 
the effects of the alkaloids and has proven effective in eliminating reproduction problems and restoring normal 
hormone patterns in mares on infected fescue," Kouba verified. 

There have been questions on lower conception and breeding rates for mares on fescue. However, Kouba 
advised that no conclusive research has been done to indicate any such problems. 

It has also been speculated that fescue can cause founder problems in horses, but Kouba indicated that 
direct scientific evidence for this theory does not exist. Research is continuing. 

Little information is available relative to the impact of fescue on the reproductive system of stallions. How
ever, it is possible that maintaining stallions on fescue pasture during breeding could have an effect on semen 
volume. 

Other less significant reactions to endophyte-infected fescue may be loose feces or diarrhea and more pro
fuse sweating. 

Endophyte-free fescue seed is on the market, but that is not a sure solution to the problems. "There is a 
symbiotic relationship that exists between the endophyte and the plant," Kouba explained. "Infected grass is 
more resistant to over grazing, insect damage and drought stress." 

The fungus-free varieties of fescue lack vigor and stand persistence. "Therefore, it is difficult to establish and 
maintain an endophyte-free fescue stand," Kouba admitted. 



When replanting fescue pasture, it is important that all infected plants and seeds be destroyed prior to sow
ing. Seed may remain viable in the soil for a year or more. It is recommended that an interim crop be grown at 
least two seasons before replanting certified fungus-free fescue. 

"Even then, the endophyte is so strong that it can often get back into the fescue from a seed that has not 
been destroyed, from infected grass growing around the perimeter of the property, or from hay brought in from 
other sources," Kouba recognized. 

The best way to know if there is a problem with fescue is to have it tested, Kouba urged. The toxin can 
remain in fescue hay for several years after it has been cured and baled. 

To dispel any doubts about the hazards of fescue for horses, an alternative pasture or hay can be fed. 

Fescue can be used as pasture and hay for hors
es, but there are definite hazards involved, specifical
ly with mares in foal. 


