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A diet based on fibrous forages and limited grazing is 
usually sufficient for most donkeys (Burden, 2011). 
However, some geriatric donkeys may require spe-
cialist feeding, especially if they also have dental 

disease. There is a lack of empirical evidence relating to weight 
management and nutritional requirements in geriatric donkeys, 
so these concepts will be discussed generally in this article, with 
reference made to geriatric donkeys where possible. 

Feeding geriatric donkeys
Healthy geriatric donkeys mostly require a basic diet of good qual-
ity barley, oat or wheat straw, and limited access to grass. Donkey-
specific vitamin and mineral requirements have not been estab-
lished, but recommendations for horses can be extrapolated, and 
appear to provide adequate levels (Evans et al, 2021). Provision of 
adequate vitamins and minerals can be achieved by allowing ac-
cess to fresh grazing and an equine-specific mineral lick, vitamin 
or mineral supplement, or balancer (Evans et al. 2021). Donkeys 
require a diet high in fibre and low in calories. Donkeys will eat 
the equivalent of 1.3–1.7 % of their bodyweight in dry matter each 
day, for an average 180 kg donkey this equates to 2.1–3kg of dry 
matter per day (Burden et al, 2013). 

When caring for geriatric donkeys in practice, it is always a 
good idea to ask the owner to bring in feed from home. This will 
ensure that the diet is kept the same and will avoid any unneces-
sary changes to the diet which could lead to colic or hyperlipae-
mia. This is a life-threatening condition that should be treated as 
an emergency. 

If the donkey’s diet needs to be changed long term following 
veterinary treatment, the vet or registered veterinary nurse (RVN) 
should fully involve the owner in the formulation of a new treat-

ment plan, as this will encourage a higher level of concordance 
(Gerrard, 2015).

 
Assessment of weight and body  
condition scoring
It is important to know how to assess the weight of a geriatric don-
key. Often the first sign of deteriorating health is gradual weight 
loss (Burden and Bell, 2019). A concern with geriatric donkeys is 
that weight loss can be disguised under a thick coat (Evans et al, 
2021). This would be particularly relevant in a geriatric donkey 
suffering from pituitary pars intermedia dysfunction, as a thick 
coat is often seen as a clinical sign (Burden, 2011). Weight gain is 
easier to deal with if it is noticed early on (Burden and Bell, 2019). 
The most accurate way to assess the weight of a donkey would be to 
use a correctly calibrated electronic weighbridge. However, most 
owners do not have access to this type of equipment (Burden and 
Bell, 2019). Horse weigh tapes are inaccurate for donkeys (Barrio 
et al, 2019), therefore donkey-specific weigh tapes should be used 
to estimate the weight of a donkey. It would be useful to teach the 
owner how to use the weigh tape and encourage them to purchase 
one. The donkey’s weight can then be monitored over time, which 
will give an idea of any trends so any notable increase or decrease 
in weight can be identified quickly and interventions put in place.

The weight of a donkey can also be estimated using The Don-
key Sanctuary’s (2014) weight estimator (Figure 1). This is calcu-
lated using two measurements, the height of the donkey and a 
measurement of their heart girth area. The height measurement is 
taken using a measuring stick and is read off at the highest point 
of the withers. The heart girth measurement is taken by passing a 
measuring tape around the bottom of the donkey’s chest as far for-
ward as possible and close as possible to the front legs (The Don-
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key Sanctuary, 2014). Both the height and girth measurements can 
then be marked on the weight estimation chart, and the donkey’s 
estimated weight can be read off the centre scale by drawing a line 
between the two measurements (The Donkey Sanctuary, 2013a, 
2014). The heart girth measurement should always be taken in the 
same location and by the same person, to ensure consistency in 
the readings.  

Another way to assess the weight of donkeys is to perform body 
condition scoring on them. A body condition score for a donkey 
requires a different technique to that used in horses, as donkeys lay 
down fat stores in more localised areas and have a different body 
shape (Burden, 2011). The donkey has an angular frame along-
side a pendulous abdomen, which is often incorrectly described as 
‘pot-bellied’ (Burden, 2011). The Donkey Sanctuary (2013b) has 
developed a body condition scoring system for donkeys (Figure 
2). Five specific areas are assessed: neck and shoulders, withers, 
ribs and belly, back and loins, and hindquarters (Burden and Bell, 
2019). The donkey is allocated a number following body condi-

tion scoring, with a score of 5 being obese (Figure 3) and 4 being 
overweight (Figure 4). The owner can be taught to body condition 
score their donkey. Performing this monthly and recording the 
measurements is recommended, as this will enable the score to be 
monitored over time. Interventions can then be implemented with 
support and advice from the vet or registered veterinary nurse. 

Performing body condition scoring can be more challenging 
in geriatric donkeys as they may have large crests and pads of re-
tained fat that are left over from a previous period of obesity (Ev-
ans et al, 2021). Over time, these fat pads will calcify and become 
permanent, regardless of any dietary changes (Burden and Bell 
2019). These crests and pads may hide poor fat cover and muscle 
wasting and lead to inaccuracies in the body condition score (Ev-
ans et al. 2021). Registered veterinary nurses and vets should be 
aware of this when teaching owners of geriatric donkeys to condi-
tion score their donkeys. 

Feeding the overweight geriatric donkey
Obesity is a significant welfare problem and may predispose the 
donkey to several diseases (Morrow et al, 2011). Causes of obesity 
include an inappropriate diet, lack of exercise, issues with other 
donkeys, separation, grief and equine metabolic syndrome (Bur-
den and Bell, 2019). 

Osteoarthritis is common in the axial and appendicular joints 
of geriatric donkeys (Evans et al, 2021) and the discomfort caused 
by osteoarthritis may make geriatric donkeys more prone to 
weight gain because of a reluctance to exercise. Conversely, the 
presence of osteoarthritis may make it more difficult for geriatric 
donkeys to lose weight, as exercise options will be limited com-
pared to those for young or middle-aged donkeys. 

Dieting overweight donkeys is difficult and requires veteri-
nary advice (Burden, 2011). It is important to check the overall 
health status of the animal before beginning a diet plan. This is 
especially important for geriatric donkeys, who may have several 
health conditions to consider. A blood sample to check triglycer-
ides (triacylglycerols), insulin and glucose levels should be taken 
to inform dietary and management changes (Burden, 2011). A 
dental examination and assessment of the donkey’s ability to toler-
ate exercise should also be made. Donkeys with high triglycerides 
(>2.8mmol/L) should have an exercise programme initiated be-
fore dietary changes are made; once levels fall and are considered 
satisfactory, dietary changes may be introduced (Burden, 2011). 

If the donkey has no specific dental issues, dietary management 
should focus on straw with very limited grazing in the warmer 
months (Burden and Bell, 2019). Straw with limited hay and graz-
ing can be given in the colder months. If there are concerns over 
nutritional deficiency, vitamin and mineral supplements designed 
for equids can be given in appropriate quantities (Burden and Bell, 
2019). Pasture management should be instigated in the form of 
strip grazing with a guide of fewer than 0.2 acres per donkey of 
short, cropped pasture (Burden and Bell, 2019). A track system 
can be introduced to encourage more movement. This involves the 
use of fencing to create a track of 3–4 metres wide through the 
donkeys’ environment (The Donkey Sanctuary, 2014). The don-
keys are free to move and graze only within this track area. Don-
keys move much further using the track system, which may be 

Figure 1. Donkey weight estimator from The Donkey Sanctuary (2013a).
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beneficial to geriatric donkeys who are prone to stiffness because 
of mild osteoarthritis.  Conversely, a track system may not be ap-
propriate for a geriatric donkey with severe osteoarthritis as they 
may find that level of movement uncomfortable. 

Progress when dieting donkeys may be slow and perseverance 
is essential for a favourable outcome. A reasonable aim would be 
to lose 2–3% of body weight monthly (Burden and Bell, 2019). 
Rapid weight loss should be avoided, owing to the risk of develop-
ing hyperlipaemia. 

Feeding the underweight geriatric donkey
If a geriatric donkey is deemed to be underweight, a full health 
check should be carried out to try to identify the cause (Burden, 
2011). The health check should include evaluation of demeanour 
and behaviour, a body condition score, appetite, skin condition, 
temperature, pulse and respiration. For older donkeys, a dental 
examination is especially important as dental disease is a common 
cause of weight loss in geriatric donkeys (Burden and Bell, 2019). 
Mobility assessment would also be important in geriatric donkeys 
as this may help to identify issues such as osteoarthritis. 

Supplemental forage such as hay and haylage can be added into 
the diet to encourage weight gain (Burden et al, 2013). If extra feed 

is required, high energy alfalfa-based chaff products can be used 
to supplement part of the fibre ration. These products are usually 
short chopped and are only suitable for geriatric donkeys with 
good liver function and good teeth. Vegetable oil-based products 
can also be used to increase the energy content of the diet (The 
Donkey Sanctuary, 2014). It is important to avoid feeding cereal 
-based coarse mixes to geriatric donkeys as they do not require the 
high starch levels provided by such feeds. 

Feeding the geriatric donkey with  
dental disease
Dental disease is common in donkeys, particularly geriatrics, and 
often leads to an inability to chew long fibres forages, causing 
gradual weight loss with associated lethargy and depression (Bur-
den and Bell, 2019). Dental disease is common with advancing 
age, therefore geriatric donkeys with dental disease may require a 
specific diet to help them to maintain a healthy weight and body 
condition score (Burden et al, 2013). If the donkey is still able to 
eat long-stem fibre such as straw and hay, the ration can be sup-
plemented with high-fibre nuts and non-molassed sugar beet, if 
required (Burden et al, 2013). The sugar beet serves to make the 
meal more palatable and adds fibre to the diet.  The total meal size 

Figure 2. Body condition score chart from The Donkey Sanctuary (2013b).
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should be no more than 1kg and should be split down into smaller 
feeds if possible (Burden et al, 2013). If the dental disease has pro-
gressed to the point where the donkey is struggling to masticate 
long fibres, high-fibre, low-calorie short chop chaff products can 
be fed ad libitum as part of a ‘long fibre forage replacer’. This helps 
to satisfy the behavioural need of the donkey, as a trickle feeder, 
to chew for long periods of time (Evans et al, 2021). Feeding short 
chop chaff products also helps to ensure an adequate intake of fi-
bre. Suitable products should be straw based and have a digestible 
energy level of 4Mj per kg of dry matter and a non-structural car-
bohydrate level of less than 10%. Dental disease can cause inappe-
tence, which in turn can lead to hyperlipaemia. Carrots, bananas 
and apples can be used to tempt an inappetent donkey to eat. 
However, donkeys with poor teeth may struggle to chew them. In 
this case, carrots and apples can be grated and added to the feed. 
If this is not practical mashed, tinned carrots or small amounts of 
apple sauce could be used (The Donkey Sanctuary, 2014). 

Conclusions
Assessing and managing weight in geriatric donkeys is essential to 
maintain their health and prevent or help to manage associated 
conditions. As a result of assessing weight, the diet may need to be 

changed as a result of either obesity or significant weight loss. A 
full health check should be carried out before changing the diet of 
any geriatric donkey. A dental check should be conducted as a part 
of the full health check to help to assess the donkey’s ability to 
prehend and chew forage. If an exercise program is required, the 
mobility of the geriatric donkey should be assessed, as age-related 
conditions such as osteoarthritis will need to be considered as part 
of a holistic treatment programme. Weighing, weight estimation 
or  body condition scoring should be carried out regularly, and the 
owner should receive support from a vet or registered veterinary 
nurse to maintain compliance and achieve the best outcome for 
the donkey. �EQ
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Figure 4. An overweight donkey with a condition score of 4.

KEY POINTS
	z Some geriatric donkeys may require specialist feeding, 

especially if they also have dental disease. 
	z Weight should be monitored in geriatric donkeys to identify 

significant losses and gains.
	z Using a weighbridge, a weigh tape, a weight estimator chart 

or carrying out body condition scoring are all methods that 
can be used to monitor weight in geriatric donkeys.
	z Feeding should be assessed also and special diets may  

be required. 

Figure 3. An obese donkey with a condition score of 5.


