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Grass is the most natural form of food for equines, although it has some inherent risks. Good–to-excellent pastures can provide all, or nearly all, of the nutritional requirements for most equines, along with free access to potable water and mineralized salt blocks. Well-kept pastures provide essential roughage for the gastrointestinal system, as well as carbohydrates and proteins for growth and development, along with most of the essential minerals and vitamins. Unlike stalled animals, who have to have their diets supplemented for carotene found in leafy, green plants and vitamin D, from sunlight, pasture is essential for brood mares, animals at rest, and young equines; however, early spring grazing, fall grazing after new growth stimulated by later summer/fall rains, too much pasture time, or too rich a pasture can be risky for overweight animals, those with insulin resistance and Cushings Disease, most smaller ponies, and those animals with a history of laminitis or founder. For safety, it is best to graze pastures after the grasses are taller (six to ten inches), mature, and higher in fiber. Similarly, equines worked to moderate or high levels, or those with insufficient time to graze (less than four hours a day without a muzzle), may not acquire enough nutrients from pasture grazing alone and must be supplemented with high-quality hay and grain. As a rule of thumb, horses without a muzzle can ingest six pounds or more of pasture each hour, and if left to their own devices, will graze sixteen hours every day. 
Just what makes up a good or excellent pasture? Variables include parasite loads, rainfall levels and patterns, types of soil and grasses, drainage, minerals in the soil, climatic variations, weed levels, and rotational grazing patterns with little or no overgrazing. Your Soil Conservation Service can assist you with soil tests that can reveal a need for nitrogen, phosphorus, lime or other fertilizers (natural or synthetic), and at what levels and types. Keeping weeds at bay, rotating pastures, and removing manure in small pastures or harrowing in large pastures in less humid climates will all enhance pasture quality and improve the pasture or hay yield. Removing the manure is important, as a horse produces roughly fifty pounds of manure a day, and parasite eggs in manure are only killed by extreme heat or cold, a major drought, or a severely-dry climate. 
A key ingredient that many overlook is the type of pasture grass and its nutritional value. All pasture grasses can be assessed in terms of their crude protein value (as a percentage), their digestible energy in megacalories (one million calories) per pound (Mcal/lb.), fiber (as a percentage), and their trace nutrients, such as calcium, potassium, and so forth. For example, most equine enthusiasts know that alfalfa is rich but don’t know why. With 0.31 Mcal/lb., late-growth alfalfa is the highest of all common pasture grasses in terms of digestible energy, except for smooth, mature brome at 0.40 percent. It also offers five percent crude protein, but is surpassed by smooth, early-growth brome at 5.6 percent. If an equine needs high fiber, which grass is best? Again, we would turn to alfalfa, late growth, at 0.40 percent (versus full bloom at 0.28 percent), and clover (early growth) at 0.44 percent, versus orchard grass (early bloom) at 0.06 percent or timothy (early or mid) at 0.11 percent. 
The types of grasses used in making a good-to-excellent pasture differ according to whether or not it will be a temporary pasture, a permanent pasture, or both. Temporary pastures last only a year or two of year-round, intense grazing, whereas permanent pastures are intended for a decade or more before intense revitalization. The temporary pasture will be so overused that its plants can never develop deep roots and is, thus, more susceptible to drought, overgrazing, and hoof damage. Fine cool-season grasses such as annual or perennial rye grass, clover, alfalfa, and wheat are all useful in temporary pastures, even if starting and maintaining them is labor intensive. By contrast, permanent pastures rely on native grasses and herbs, as well as cropped perennial grasses such as those found in Pasture Mixes. These pastures will have well-developed root systems that can handle erosion, heavy traffic, and drought. 
