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Growing grass for Thoroughbreds- A Compromise at Best

There is a fundamental problem regarding the husbandry of pasture for thoroughbred horses.  Thoroughbreds and grass are both living organisms with particular nutritional requirements, the elements of which need to be in harmony.  Unfortunately, the nutrient requirements for thoroughbred horses simply do not mirror the requirements for optimum grass growth.

Grass

Nitrate is the fuel that makes grass grow.  This is irrespective of whether nitrate is applied as a granular fertiliser, since nitrate is a product of the breakdown of ammonium and is present in virtually all topsoils.  Even if artificial fertiliser is not applied, last years dung patches, urine patches and the residue of grass and clover root and shoot breakdown are continually being converted into nitrogen in nitrate form for grass uptake. 

The objective in pasture husbandry should always be to prevent shock loadings of any particular element to the sward, particularly a shock loading of nitrogen.  The control of the nitrogen supply to the grass sward is the key to optimising the nutrient balance.

But simply relying on the nitrogen naturally present in soil may leave the grass short of protein and unable to take up adequate levels of other vital nutrients.  We have all seen grass pastures that look yellow and stressed, apart from the urine and dung patches, and this is an indicator that most of the sward cannot source sufficient nitrogen from the soil.  A low-density under storey of a small leafed white clover is ideal, but this is difficult to maintain without the risk of an undesirable explosion of clover growth in late summer.  High levels of clover in the sward may create a higher protein supply for the grazing horses than is needed.

My preferred method of supplying adequate nitrogen to the grass for growth is to apply slow-release nitrogen fertiliser in late February, and in July.  This type of fertiliser will allow a trickle of nitrogen into the grass plants during the first 2 months of grass growth, and a further low level supply to keep the grass healthy during late summer.  A lack of nitrogen supply to the sward can give rise to outbreaks of crown rust in grasses during August and September.  

Other nutrients readily absorbed by grass, in order of ease of uptake are:

phosphorus; potassium; sodium; magnesium; calcium.  

Unfortunately, the uptake of potassium generally has a proportionately depressing effect on herbage content of sodium, magnesium and calcium.  The uptake of phosphorus is not affected by this mechanism.

Grass requires nitrogen and potassium to stimulate vegetative growth prior to the formation of seed in May and June.  As the season progresses, and less vegetation is produced by the grass plants, the amount of potassium taken up by the grass reduces and the proportions of calcium, sodium and magnesium in the plant will all consequently rise.

During the course of springtime, and as soils become drier, the phosphorus content of  grass plants may halve.  This means that during the course of the grass growing season the phosphorus: calcium ratio may well double for no other reason apart from the natural cycles of nutrient uptake.

Many soils with a high percentage of clay also contain large reserves of potassium.  Even if the levels of sodium, magnesium and calcium in the soil are adequate, these high levels of potassium may well prevent adequate uptake of these other elements.  

The only way to strip large reserves of potassium out of soil is to continually crop it, but this may take years or decades before an appreciable reduction is achieved.  Of course, it may be helpful to feed the grass with sodium, magnesium and calcium in fertiliser form, but could still be very difficult to offset the effect of very high levels of potash.

Soils

The map of Total-Ca content in topsoils in the article presented alongside shows a vast swathe of land between north-east and central southern England where there are abundant levels of calcium in the topsoil.  This will include most soils that contain appreciable levels of chalk or limestone and calcium levels may be as high as 30% in such soils.  

Unfortunately these very high calcium levels will tend to render soil phosphorus content less available, and phosphorus resources available to the grass may be quite limited, despite total soil phosphorus content being adequate.  

Chalk soils in particular suffer from low reserves of copper and zinc, and it will not generally be possible to supplement these using a fertiliser to boost the herbage content to the required level for thoroughbred nutrition.

Where there are high levels of organic matter in chalk or limestone soils, available phosphorus supplies will tend to be much better.  Organic matter content can be assessed by observing the colour of the soil, and darker brown soils generally have higher levels of organic matter than light brown or grey soils.  It is very difficult to quickly influence organic matter content of soils without the importation of large quantities of high organic matter topsoil.  However, soil organic matter will build up under long-term grassland over a period of decades.

The Thoroughbred

Pregnant mares and young horses are particularly prone to problems caused by a less than optimum balance of minerals in their feed.  Young horses turned out in the early spring may find that levels of sodium and calcium are particularly depressed due to the rapid uptake of nitrate and potassium by the herbage.

In general, grass will over-supply potassium to grazing horses and will tend to under-supply sodium and calcium.  Applications of ammonium nitrate fertiliser to grass will stimulate a sudden uptake of potassium too, thus exacerbating the shortage of calcium and sodium.  Well-composted dressings of farmyard manure may be quite a good way to supply slow-release nitrogen to a sward.

In most cases, young horses will require supplementary hard feed because of the inability of the grass sward to supply elements in the required ratios.  The management of thoroughbred pastures is mainly concerned with minimising risk, since it will not be possible to produce grass to provide the required ratios of minerals for thoroughbreds on many of the soil types within the British Isles.  

Herbage analysis 

It is important to check the level of minerals in the herbage on a regular basis.  The most important aspect of this operation is timing.  Samples may be taken in either spring or summer, but if comparisons are to be made from year to year, it is very important that they are always taken at the same time of the year.

Herbage analysis results allow your nutritionist to specify supplementary feeds that are complementary to the grazed diet.  

