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Lucerne or Lucifer? 
Much like the old story of Lucifer (archangel turned devil), lucerne as a feed for horses is 
either heralded as a hero of all feeds, or an absolute villain. 
 
Yet again, the scare campaign about feeding lucerne seems to be rearing its head. Recently, 
we’ve been hearing that lucerne is providing an overload of potassium (coupled with low 
sodium) it can ‘send their horses nuts’, and contributes to laminitis, head-shaking, 
musculoskeletal problems and reproductive and growth problems. Conversely, there is 
plenty of information available about lucerne being a great supply of energy, high quality 
protein, high fibre, low starch and sugar, essential amino acids, macro minerals and some 
vitamins and trace minerals. So, which is true?  
 
Lucerne can be a great (and very safe) part of the diet for horses, but like most ingredients, 
it is best used in moderation, matched to the horse’s activity, and in combination with other 
pastures, hays, hard feeds and/or supplements to help form a balanced diet. Most of the 
ailments listed above can all be attributed to feeding an unbalanced diet, and over feeding 
energy or protein (important to note this is not just from lucerne, but from any source). 
 
You should look at including lucerne if your horse or pony needs some extra energy or 
protein, as it has higher levels than regular grass or cereal hays and chaffs. It also provides 
great, naturally high levels of calcium and magnesium, which is perfect if your horses are 
grazing on oxalate pastures, or being fed supplementary grain in their diets (which is naturally 



high in phosphorus). You may find, if your horse’s energy and protein levels are already being 
met, or if you feed too much compared to the activity they are doing (working, breeding, 
growing etc), it can result in excess energy and protein, which can then lead to some of the 
issues noted earlier. Like most forages in Australia, additional mineral, trace mineral and 
vitamin supplementation will be required, due to the low concentrations normally contained. 
Additional salt, if not contained in your hard feed or supplement, added to the feed, or 
supplied as a salt lick, is an easy way to bring up the sodium (and chloride) levels if they are 
low in the diet.  
 
For horses that are susceptible, or have suffered from laminitis there is a very common 
misconception that lucerne is unsuitable. The risk of laminitis increases if horses/ponies are 
overweight, and excess energy and protein in the diet can contribute to weight gain so 
constantly monitoring the total energy and protein levels (and body condition) is important. 
Provided this is kept in check, lucerne can be a valuable addition to these diets. It is often 
thought that lucerne contributes high levels of starch and sugar to the diet, where the 
opposite it generally true, with comparatively lower levels of both starch and sugars than 
other grass or cereal hays. 
 
Most forages (pasture, hay etc) will contain more potassium than the horse requires (apart 
from cereal hays), but luckily this is of very little concern, except for horses with HYPP 
(hyperkalemic periodic paralysis). The horse’s kidneys are extremely efficient at removing 
the excess potassium and excreting it in urine and faeces. Provided horses have adequate 
water available, there should be no issues with excess potassium building up in the body. 
Studies have shown that horses given a diet with excess potassium and not enough water 
will refuse to eat, another safeguard to ensure potassium toxicity is avoided. 
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