
Feeding the Haflinger
At our barn, most of the Haflingers are easy keepers. We 
like to joke that they could survive just by smelling food 
a couple times a day, but the reality is not that far off. 
While we do have some Haflingers who can eat more or 
less free-choice hay, the typical Haflinger needs a stricter 
diet. Managing the Haflinger’s diet well is very impor-
tant, as many health problems can be caused by overfeed-
ing or improperly feeding. Here, we’re going to talk about 
the dietary needs of the typical Haflinger.
Grain

As you probably know, a horse’s grain should be deter-
mined by their workload, as well as their dietary needs. 
However, most Haflingers aren’t in enough work that 
they need to be fed a significant amount of grain. Preg-
nant and nursing mares may require more, but most 
Haflingers need little to no grain. At our barn, we feed a 
small amount of grain to most horses and use the grain as 
a vehicle to get the horses to eat their supplements.

When choosing a grain for a Haflinger, look for one with 
an appropriate protein content (typically 12-14%) that 
is low in sugar and starch. Haflingers do not need to be 
supplemented in sugar or starch (and likely fat), so typi-
cally a pelleted feed will be best. 

Grass
There is little in the world that Haflingers love more than 
fresh grass. Sadly, this is not always the best thing for them. 
Fresh grass can be packed with sugar and energy for the 
horses, especially early in the morning when grass sugar 
levels are high. Most Haflingers should be on very limited 
grass; if you are concerned about your horse’s weight, or if 
your horse has a history of founder, laminitis, or some meta-
bolic problems, he should not be turned out on grass. If you 
would like to turn them out on grass, you should be very 
careful, follow a specific process, and monitor their weight 
and health closely. 
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Here you can  see the grain we use, Triple 
Crown Lite. Each horse gets one small scoop, ex-
cept those horses in more intense work, the preg-
nant mares, and the nursing mares and foals.

Muzzles are great for Haflingers turned out on grass, and 
unless you’re trying to add weight on your Haflinger, he 
should probably only be on grass with a muzzle. While 
horses don’t like them at first, most adapt and figure out 
how to eat with the muzzle on. We especially like Green 
Guard muzzles for the horse’s comfort. To get your horse 
used to grass, let him out on pasture with a muzzle on for 
short times and build up to the length of time you’d ideally 
like to let him out. For example, we start with 15 minutes 
for two or three days, then 30 minutes for two or three 
days, then 45 minutes, and so forth. This means it takes 
several weeks to work a horse up to a full day’s turnout. If 
your horse is turned out on grass, he will not need as much 
(or any) hay or other feed, especially if he is out on pasture 
most of the day. Reduce his other feed as you increase the 
grass. 

During this process, monitor your horse carefully for signs 
of too much weight gain, founder, and laminitis, which are 
discussed later. If managed properly, some Haflingers can 
be turned out to eat grass. If your horse is suited to it and 
you follow a program with vigilance, your Haflinger might 
be able to be on grass, too!

This is a Green Guard muzzle, which can attach to any 
halter (breakaway halters are preferred for turnout). 
This allows the horse good airflow while limiting eating.



Feeding the Haflinger continued
Hay

Most Haflingers don’t need anything more energy-rich 
than a grass hay; alfalfa is usually too rich for them. A 
good quality grass hay can fulfill most of the dietary re-
quirements of the Haflinger.

While the rule is 1-2% of the horse’s body weight, you 
have to see what your horse does best on. We tend to 
feed two flakes per twice per day per horse, although the 
harder keepers and pregnant/nursing mares may have up 
to four or five.

In inclement weather, we feed more so they can maintain 
their body heat. However, it can be a challenge to feed 
enough during these times without having the horse gain 
extra weight. We like to keep some “recreational” hay on 
hand that is of lower nutritional quality to feed during 
poor weather so the horses have something to munch 
on but are not consuming many more calories than they 
need to be.

To know exactly what nutritional value is in your hay, 
have it tested. This will also help you develop an appro-
priate supplement plan.

One challenge with the Haflinger is keeping them eat-
ing for an appropriate length of time. For equine health, 
horses do best when they are able to eat most of the day. 
This keeps their digestive tracts operating well and reduc-
es the risk of some conditions like ulcers and colic. How-
ever, it simply isn’t possible to feed Haflingers free choice 
hay or grass due to their metabolisms and risk of obesity. 
The best way we’ve developed to deal with this issue is to 
invest in some sort of slow feeder, or hay feeder designed 
for horses to eat slowly. Such feeders tend to have small 
holes the horse must negotiate, slowing their eating and 
ensuring that even small meals take longer. This way, even 
though you’re not feeding your horses as much, they are 
taking a longer time to eat it, helping to ensure digestive 
health.

We use Porta-Grazers and have had great luck with them. 
They reduce wastage and keep the horses eating most 
of the day, even when fed small hay meals. The horses 
haven’t been able to destroy them (yet!) and seem to en-
joy eating from them. If you have a Haflinger who needs 
to stay on a restricted diet, a Porta-Grazer or other slow 
feeder may be a great investment for your horse’s mental 
and physical well-being. 
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Bella and Allie are happily munching out of their 
Porta-Grazers. With these, our horses spend most of 
their day eating, even if they are on a restricted diet. 
Hay wastage is also reduced, as very little hay is spilled 
onto the ground. What’s more, the horses have a great 
time knocking them over and rolling them around! 
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Supplements

In an ideal world, horses would get all the nutrition they 
need from hay and grass. However, often hay and grass do 
not provide the appropriate vitamin and mineral balance to 
keep a horse at his best. Testing your hay can help tell you 
what your horse is deficient in, and then you can supple-
ment as needed. Keep track of what is in each supplement 
so you do not feed too much of any nutrient, vitamin, or 
mineral.
A good quality vitamin/mineral can help add nutrients 
your horse isn’t getting in his feed. While the only way 
to know exactly what to supplement involves testing your 
hay, many vitamins offer a comprehensive mix that can be 
helpful to balance feed appropriately. 
We also like to feed a joint supplement. While there is 
some debate regarding the efficacy of these supplements, 
we have seen improvements in some horses and consider 
a good joint supplement insurance against future prob-
lems. Horse who are in heavier or more advanced work 
get a more comprehensive supplement, while the rest get a 
maintenance dose.



Here you can see Bolero, a 2011 Lieb Smoothie/Brenner 
cross, as a weanling. He is in good weight for a young-
ster - good flesh covering his hips and midsection, yet 
no extra fat deposits along the shoulders, hips, or neck. 

Feeding the Haflinger continued
We also feed hoof supplements. These make a big differ-
ence in the strength of the horse’s hoof walls and have 
allowed us to keep most of our horses out of shoes, as 
well as take some horses out of shoes, too. 

Lastly, we feed flaxseed. This has shown to have good 
fatty acids that are essential for the horse’s nutrition. Ad-
ditionally, it adds a nice shine to the horse’s coat!

Ultimately, your horse’s supplements should be guided 
by the grain/pellets and hay you’re feeding, and con-
sulting with a veterinarian is never a bad idea when 
determining a horse’s diet. As you’re determining the 
best choices for your horse, remember that good health 
is built from the inside out, and supplements can be an 
important piece of the puzzle.

Feed-related health issues

Laminitis literally means inflammation of the laminae, 
which support the horse’s axial skeleton in the hoof and 
support the horse during movement. Chronic lamini-
tis is also known as founder, and can be a very serious 
health issue. Laminitis happens for several reasons, but 
in Haflingers, it typically happens from the intake of too 
much grass, or the intake of too much grain. 

A horse with laminitis generally appears very lame, es-
pecially on certain feet (usually the front). The soles and 
walls of their feet will be warm, and the pulse in their 
digital palmar artery will be pounding. The horse may 
exhibit more systemic signs, such as sweating, increased 
vitals, and anxiety. Internally, the horse’s coffin bones 
may rotate and sink, causing the coffin bone to separate 
from the hoof wall via the laminae. 

If you suspect your horse is foundering, call your vet and 
remove the horse from any rich feed and grass. Your vet 
will be able to make your horse more comfortable and 
develop a treatment plan, which will include a dietary 
change and special farrier work.
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Because laminitis often occurs in Haflingers after eating 
grass, it is very important to carefully monitor the horse for 
any signs of laminitis when introducing him to or keeping 
him on grass. If any signs of laminitis are present, remove 
him from grass immediately. Horses who founder once are 
more prone to foundering again, and so need to be man-
aged carefully. Because laminitis can be a very serious medi-
cal condition that can significantly compromise a horse’s 
working career, owners of horses prone to the disease must 
be vigilant about their horse’s diet. 

Some Haflingers are prone to Equine Metabolic Syndrome, 
or EMS. This is characterized by obesity, insulin resistance, 
and predisposition to laminitis. Just as with people, some 
horses are genetically predisposed to have slow metabolisms 
and are prone to weight gain and the accompanying prob-
lems. Because Haflingers tend to be easy keepers, some are 
more likely to have EMS. If you suspect your horse might 
have EMS, call your vet, who can run some tests and help 
you develop a maintenance plan. Horses with EMS need 
strictly controlled diets, and may need antioxidant supple-
ments.
Summary

Most Haflingers will need to stay on a controlled diet that 
is low in sugar and starch. This can be accomplished fairly 
easily, however, through slow-fed hay, little grain, and mon-
itored grazing. Work with your vet to establish a good di-
etary program, keep an eye on your horse’s weight, and your 
Haflinger should stay in good health!
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