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Crib-biting is a stereotypic behaviour performed by approximately 5% of captive domestic horses. Risk factors for crib-biting, identified in recent epidemiological studies, include feeding high concentrate and/or low forage diets (Waters et al., 2002). Experiments have shown that such diets are likely to result in increased gastric acidity (Murray and Eichorn, 1996., Nadeau et al., 2000). We therefore propose that young horses initiate crib-biting in an attempt to produce alkaline saliva to buffer their stomachs when alternative opportunities for mastication are limited. The aim of this study was to determine whether there was an association between crib-biting behaviour and stomach condition in foals. Foals that had recently started to perform crib-biting were recruited into the study and compared with nonstereotypic foals. The stomachs of 15 crib-biting foals and 9 normal foals were examined using a video endoscope. Foals were then randomly allocated to a control or an antacid diet for a 3 month period. Behaviour was monitored by direct observation throughout the 3 month period, and foals re-endoscoped at the end. Videos were scored blind by an independent observer.

Crib-biting foals had significantly more inflamed, dry and ulcerated stomachs than normal foals on first examination (Mann-Whitney: U = 36; N1 = 15; N2 = 9; p < 0.05). Their stomachs also lacked normal folding on first examination, and were significantly smoother when re-examined (Mann-Whitney: U = 11.5; N1 = 12; N2 = 7; p < 0.01). Foals that received the antacid diet had fewer ulcers at the end of the trial (Mann-Whitney: U = 27.5; N1 = 13; N2 = 9). Most foals showed a reduction in crib-biting following treatment but the reduction was more pronounced in foals that received the antacid diet, and reduction in cribbiting correlated with reduction in ulceration (Rank correlation: r = 58; N = 12; p = 0.05). We suggest that the stomachs of crib-biting foals were exposed to more acid conditions or were more sensitive to normal acidity levels than the stomachs of normal foals. The results of this study support the hypothesis that the initiation of oral stereotypy can be a response to a disturbance of the normal digestive process.
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