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INTRODUCTION AND AIM

In free ranging horses, weaning is gradually initiated by the dam at around 9
months, whereas domestic horses are weaned often abruptly at around 5-6

months.

This, together with other management practices, possibly causes stress to

the foal and is considered a risk factor in the development of abnormal

behaviors, such as weaving, box walking, wind suckling and wood chewing. These

stereotypic behaviors are quite a common feature in sport horses.

A survey was carried out to assess pre-weaning and weaning management
practices, with the aim to investigate possible risk factors associated with the
development of abnormal behavioral patterns.

MATERIALS AND
METHODS

An online survey was carried out
according to Parker et al. (2008):

22 questions concerning pre-
and weaning management and
behavior of both foals and
mares.

- Studied factors: breed,
feeding practices, weaning
management, paddock size and
housing type

Data from 74 breeders of
Central-Northern Italy,
describing 148 horses

B Warmblood (Italian Saddle
Horse, Quarter Horse, Paint,
Appaloosa)

® Hotblood (Arab,
Thoroughbred, Shagya)

m Coldblood (Draft, Heavy
Draft)

RESULTS and DISCUSSION

Abnormal behavior type and frequency in general (mares and foals
together): oral-ingestive stereotypies (65%) - wood chewing most
frequent (35%).

12 foals out of 74 showed abnormal behavior (16.2%)

Feeding

m Pasture+Hay+Concentrate
B Pasture+Hay

Undetermined

Onset period
of the abnormal behavior

AT WEANING AFTER 1 YEAROF AGE TAMING PERIOD UNDETERMINED

Foals abnormal behaviors

M weaving

M aggressiveness

M crib biting
wind suckling

® wood chewing

Foal situation after separation from the dam

« Expression of foal's normal behavior is negatively affected if the

Two foals displayed 2 combined abnormal behaviors

dam is aggressive toward humans (P< 0.05, %2 test).
Following factors showed a trend for significance (P< 0.1):

« abnormal behavior in mares =» development of abnormal behavior
in foals; 3 out of 8 stereotypic mares had foals with the same
behavior.
mare's dominant attitude in the herd = dominant foal behavior

foal's early handling by humans negatively associated with dominant
behavior

(Dominant, middle- or low-ranking horse: in accordance to the number of threats given and
received in the herd)

Comparing results to similar surveys:

« Ttalian breeders wean their foals mostly abruptly at an average
age of 7 months vs 5-6 in other Countries

Higher average percentage of horses with abnormal behaviors:
13.5% (foals 16.2%; mares 10.9%) of the sample vs a mean of 5.2%
from other studies

Parker M, Goodwin D, Redhead E.S., Applied Animal Behaviour Sci., 114 (2008) 206-215

Handling frequency of the foals

M every day

almost every day
M sometimes in a week
W never

® undetermined

Weaning management

m abrupt
gradual

M natural

7

1
=]

alone with other with pony alone with other with pony  with
foal/s foal/s adults

box paddock

CONCLUSIONS
The high percentage of mares and foals
presenting abnormal behaviors is symptom
of problems in the management of the
observed horses. Anyway, probably due to
the small size of the sample,
the study of management risk factors
evidenced only tfrends for associations
between the studied factors and the onset
of undesired behaviors.
Mares aggressive towards humans are
associated with foals not expressing the
complete range of normal behaviors typical
of their age.
Similar surveys are carried out since years
in other Countries and a reduction in the
incidence of behavioral problems was

observed afterwards, probably due to the

consequent increased awareness of the
breeders.




