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Horse Feed Quality and Contamination
Anyone who has fed a horse has heard the speech not to feed musty, moldy feed or feed that contains other contaminants. Other contaminants include such things as bacteria (botulism), insects that may produce toxins and environmental contaminants such as weed seed, dirt and rocks. 

Little research has been done on the effects of molds in horse feed according to Dr. Gary Heusner, Extension Animal Scientiest - Equine. Moldy feed can affect horses in three different forms by affecting the nutrient levels, mycoses or mycotoxicosis. Mycosis is a disease state caused by the fungi (molds) themselves and mycotoxicosis is a disease state caused by secondary metabolilites of the fungi, usually referred to as mycotoxins. Nutrient wise it is estimated that moldy corn grain will have a 5% lower energy value. Additionally, nutrient utilization of feedstuffs may be reduced due to disequilibrium of large intestine (cecum and colon) microflora. Many molds produce substances with antibiotic activity; thus an alteration of large intestine microflora in the horse may occur. Mycoses refers more to the respiratory distress that may occur due to the presence of mold spores which may cause physical irritation and/or allergic reactions. The biggest threat to the health of a horse is the presence of mycotoxins. Toxigenic molds most commonly isolated from grains are Aspergillus sp., Penicillium sp., and Fusarium sp. Aspergillus sp. produce aflatoxin; Penicillium sp. produce penicillis acid and patulin and Fusarium sp. mainly fumonisin, deoxynivalenol (DON; vomitoxin) and zearalenone (ZEN; F-2 toxin). Nontoxigenic molds include Absidia sp., Acromoniella sp., Alternaria sp., Cephalosporium sp., Chaetomiem sp., Epicoccum sp., Helminthosporium sp., Mucor sp., Nigrospora sp., Phoma sp., Scopulariopsis sp., and Trichoderma sp. Mycotoxins have been implicated in a number of health problems in the horse, including colic, liver or hepatic disease, hypersensitivity, neurological disorders, paralysis and brain lesions. As stated earlier the maximum levels of mycotoxins in horse feeds has not been thoroughly researched and are estimates based mostly on field observations. Mold growth and contamination cannot occur without certain conditions. Molds need moisture, oxygen, time and the correct temperature (high temperature promotes Aspergillus, low temperatures promote Fusarium). Mold growth may occur on grain in the field or storage. Most feed mills and feed companies inspect and test grains thoroughly sorting by moisture content, quality, foreign material and mycotoxins. In addition, grains are usually fanned and screened to help remove dust and fines where mycotoxins tend to concentrate. Grain storage is monitored extensively so that the potential for mold growth is reduced. Most of the time mold growth in horse feed occurs after the feed leaves the mill and occurs in the bag or the bin. Most feed manufacturers incorporate a mold inhibitor in the feed at the time of mixing before bagging. Horse feed with high levels of molasses and/or fat are more prone to molding in the bag and/or bin at the farm. It is very important in the Southeast that you store feed at the farm no longer than three to four weeks. In other words feed kept in a feed bin should be completely emptied out every three to four weeks to prevent “caking” of feed on the side of the feed bin, due to condensation. The caking may lead to moldy “hunks” of feed. Fortunately, the horse is a very selective eater and will generally not eat the molded hunks of feed. Also, most of the time these molded hunks have not produced any mycotoxins. The same can be said about feed in feed bags. Feed bags should be stored in a dry, relatively cool place. Old chest freezers work well if you do not have a dry, cooler feed storage area for sacked feeds. It is also important to look at manufacturing dates on the feed bags just like you look at freshness dates in the grocery store. 

Following are some basic precautions in the prevention of having contaminated horse feeds: 

Deal only with reputable feed mills and buy only top-quality feeds (generally, price is a good indication of quality) 

Inspect each bag of feed before you feed. Look for obvious signs that the bag has gotten wet; examine the grain for mold, insects, foreign objects, etc. 

Check the date code on the feed bag or tag before you buy and select the freshest bags you can find. 

Buy feed in batches, which will be fed in three to four weeks time, in the hot, humid summer months you might consider two to three weeks supply as maximum. 
If feeding grain from a bulk bin, be aware that feed closest to the wall might be exposed to greater temperature fluctuations, moisture and mold growth. When adding feed make sure the bin has been completely emptied. 
Ask about your feed supplier’s return policy. 

If you find evidence of contamination contact your feed dealer and save enough of the contaminated feed (one to two pounds) for testing. 

Store bagged feed in a cool, dry, rodent proof environment. 

Do not feed any feed in which you find a dead animal, since there is a serious risk for botulism.
