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This guide has been produced in 2018 by the 28 

voluntary initiative group on equines under the EU 29 

Platform on Animal Welfare. The positions 30 

expressed in this guide do not necessarily 31 

represent in legal terms the official position of the 32 

European Commission. 33 

The guide presents good animal welfare practice 34 

for the keeping, care, training and use of horses. It 35 

is not meant to replace, contradict or put in 36 

question any existing legislation, charter, guide or 37 

guidelines.  38 

Photos are used in this document to illustrate some 39 

of the conditions, which are described. They should 40 

not be considered to illustrate the only solution to 41 

the conditions described. 42 

Photos used in the paper are kindly granted from:  43 

Photo no. 2: General Direction for Animal Health 44 

and Veterinary Drugs - Minister of Health Italy  45 

Photo no. 8 and 12: Janne Winther Christensen 46 

Photo no. 21: WHO??   47 

All other pictures: Birte Broberg 48 
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1. Introduction   73 

In 2014 the Commission held a meeting on the welfare of equines which were attended both by 74 

Member States and stakeholders from the equine sector.  The discussions during this meeting revealed 75 

that there are challenges concerning equine welfare in the European Union. Consequently, World 76 

(ÏÒÓÅ 7ÅÌÆÁÒÅ ÁÎÄ %ÕÒÏÇÒÏÕÐ ÆÏÒ !ÎÉÍÁÌÓ ÐÒÅÐÁÒÅÄ ÔÈÅ ÒÅÐÏÒÔ Ȱ2ÅÍÏÖÉÎÇ ÔÈÅ "ÌÉÎËÅÒÓȱȟ ×ÈÉÃÈ 77 

illustrate d the welfare challenges in more detail. 78 

On 14 March 2017 the European Parliament adopted a resolution on responsible ownership and care 79 

of equidae. In its resolution the European Parliament calls upon the Commission to develop European 80 

Guidelines on Good Practice in the equine sector for various users and specialists, drawn up in 81 

consultation with stakeholders and organisations from the equine sector and based on existing guides.  82 

The OIE (World Organisation for Animal Health) adopted a chapter on welfare of working equids to 83 

the Terrestrial Animal Health Code in May 2016. 84 

Based on the above background and the principle that every ÁÎÉÍÁÌ ÈÁÓ ÔÏ ÈÁÖÅ ȰÌÉfÅ ×ÏÒÔÈ ÌÉÖÉÎÇȱ it is 85 

necessary, overall, to minimise their negative experiences and to provide them with opportunities to 86 

have positive experiences. This guide on the keeping, care, training and use of horses has been 87 

produced to help achieve this.  88 

Horses are kept for a variety of purposes, such as sport, racing, pleasure, tourism, breeding, therapy, 89 

and meat production. The regulatory provisions on the keeping and care of horses differ between 90 

Member States. Only a few have adopted specific legislation on the protection of horses. In some 91 

Member States guidelines have been drawn up either by competent authorities or stakeholders. 92 

Common EU guidelines are believed to help enhance the welfare of horses throughout the Union. 93 

It is difficult to assess the number of horses in the EU with any certainty. Figures may be available for 94 

example from breeding, racing or equine sports organisations. When it comes to the part of the equine 95 

sector, where there is no formal organisation, however, figures are unavailable or uncertain. It is 96 

estimated that the %5ȭÓ ÈÏÒÓÅ ÐÏÐÕÌÁÔÉÏÎ ÒÁÎÇÅs from approx. 4 million to approx. 7.7 million. 97 

2. Scope 98 

This guide is addressed to every individual , both professional and non-professionals, who owns one or 99 

more horses, has horses in their possession or in any other way is engaged in the keeping, care, 100 

training and use of horses. It is the responsibility of the owner or keeper of one or more horses to be 101 

aware of the basic requirements of horse welfare, and thus manage their horse or horses in an 102 

appropriate manner. 103 

Although this guide in general applies to all categories of horses, it does not specifically address 104 

working horses, as these are already covered by OIE chapter 7.12 of the OIE Terrestrial Animal Health 105 

Code. The guide does not address donkeys and donkey hybrids, as they may have behaviours/needs 106 

different from horses.  (See Guide to good animal welfare practice for the keeping, care, training and 107 

use of donkeys and donkey hybrids). 108 
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This guide addresses areas where there is no specific EU legislation on horses. This means that 109 

transport ; killing, including slaughter; identification and registration; and zootechnical and 110 

genealogical matters are not addressed. Nor does this guide address horses that are kept under wild or 111 

semi-wild/feral conditions.  112 

In this guide ÔÈÅ ÔÅÒÍ ȰÈÏÒÓÅȱ ÉÓ used to cover both horses and ponies. 113 

3. Biological characteristics and behaviour   114 

3.1 Ancestry  115 

4ÏÄÁÙȭÓ ÄÏÍÅÓÔÉÃ ÈÏÒÓÅ, the 0ÒÚÅ×ÁÌÓËÉȭÓ ÈÏÒÓÅ and other wild horses such as the now extinct tarpan, 116 

share a common ancestor. Knowledge on natural horse behaviour derives partly from studies on 117 

0ÒÚÅ×ÁÌÓËÉȭÓ ÈÏÒÓÅÓ ÒÅÉÎÔÒÏÄÕÃÅÄ ÔÏ ÔÈÅÉÒ ÏÒÉÇÉÎÁÌ ÈÁÂÉÔÁÔȟ ÂÕÔ ÍÁÉÎÌÙ ÆÒÏÍ ÓÔÕÄÉÅÓ ÏÆ ÆÅÒÁÌ ÈÏÒÓÅÓ - 118 

offspring of escaped domestic horses that live under natural or semi natural conditions with no or 119 

little human interference.  120 

 121 

Photo 1. Knowledge on the natural behaviour of horses derives mainly from studies of feral horses. 122 

The horse was domesticated more than 5500 years ago. Although certain characteristics, such as size, 123 

type, colour, feed conversion, and temperament have changed, horses have retained much of their  124 

ÁÎÃÅÓÔÏÒȭÓ behaviour, especially social and feeding behaviour. The horse is adapted through evolution 125 

to a life as a prey animal living on open plains; this is reflected in the behaviour of horses, and the way 126 

their  senses have developed. 127 

3.2 Vision  128 

Horses have a wide-angled vision, which enables them to detect movements almost all around them. It 129 

is very impoÒÔÁÎÔ ÔÏ ÁÐÐÒÅÃÉÁÔÅ ÔÈÁÔ ÈÏÒÓÅÓȭ vision and interpretation of visual images are markedly 130 

different from that of humans. 131 
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 138 

 139 

 140 

 141 

 142 

Photo 2. The field of vision of a horse, showing the binocular 143 

vision in front of the horse, the monocular vision at the side of 144 

the horse, and the blind spot behind the horse.  145 

 146 

TÈÅÒÅ ÉÓ ÏÎÌÙ Á ÓÍÁÌÌ ȰÂÌÉÎÄ ÁÒÅÁȱ bordering the flight zone just behind a horse.  As the eyes are not 147 

very mobile, horses need to move their heads to see, what is happening in the area of the blind spot. 148 

There is also a small blind area in the shape of a triangle in front of the muzzle, which means that 149 

horses do not see what they eat, but feel it with sensitive nerve-receptors in the skin connected to 150 

their  whiskers.  151 

In the visual field where horses see with both eyes (binocular vision) they are able to see objects 152 

accurately both close by and at a distance up to two meters in front of them. This type of vision makes 153 

it possible for horses to identify feed items (vegetation) in their nearby surroundings, and at the same 154 

time detect possible dangers at a distance.  155 

 156 

3.3 Flight reaction  157 

In nature a quick reaction to a danger and escape (flight reaction)  is crucial for survival.  Much of this 158 

behaviour is present in todays domesticated horse. Sudden, unknown occurrences may cause panic 159 

reactions, such as kicking or flight reaction, even in the most confident horse. 160 

 161 

3.4 Hearing  162 

Horses have good hearing, and due to their ability to move the ears independently they are able to 163 

localise sounds/noise, and react to sudden or unusual noise either by alertness or even a flight 164 

reaction. Horses in nature or in paddocks normally stay in visual contact with each other. If one horse 165 

is frightened and tries to escape a possible danger, others normally follow. Likewise, a calm and 166 

confident horse may have a calming influence on a fearful or shy horse. 167 

 168 
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3.5  Social interaction and comfort behav iour  169 

Horses are gregarious/herd  animals. Under natural conditions horses live relatively close together in 170 

groups. The groups typically consist of an adult stallion and a number of mares with offspring, 171 

including young males. Young stallions and older stallions without a group of mares also group 172 

together. The group stabilises itself with a social order, which is challenged when new members are 173 

introduced. A new social order is typically formed within a few days to weeks. Living in groups has a 174 

number of advantages, mainly in relation to social transmission of behaviour, seeking feed and water, 175 

and a defence strategy to avoid or minimize encounters with predators. As an example, all horses of a 176 

group rarely lie down together, as one will remain standing and guard the group. Although there may 177 

be individual differences, horses will generally become anxious and insecure when isolated from other 178 

horses. Lack of social contact both early and later in life may cause development of abnormal 179 

behaviour such as weaving in stabled horses, or more aggressive interactions when on pasture with 180 

other horses. Furthermore, group housed young horses seem to be easier to handle and train than 181 

young horses kept individually. 182 

 183 

  184 

Photo 3. Flehmen.   Photo 4. Social grooming. 185 

Horses communicate through a number of behaviours and olfactory cues, such as flehmen, mouth 186 

clapping (especially in foals and colts), posture, sound, and touching. Touching can be both aggressive 187 

(kicking and biting) and friendly (grooming). Some of these behaviours are innate, while others need 188 

some learning at a young age. Young horses, who are kept isolated have difficulty in engaging with 189 

other horses if introduced into a group at a later stage. 190 

Horses carry out different types of comfort behaviour. This behaviour serves different purposes such 191 

as a reaction to itching of the skin, to keep insects away, to keep the coat in a good condition, or for a 192 

social purpose. Comfort behaviour is exhibited even in horses, who are groomed regularly.  Comfort 193 

behaviour includes nipping with the teeth, scratching with a leg (typically a hind leg), rubbing against 194 

an object, rolling in sand, mud, snow etc., followed by body and head shaking, and social grooming, 195 

where two horses groom each other (typically on the withers or back). 196 
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  197 

Photo 5. Scratching with a leg. Photo 6. Rolling in sand. 198 

Although horses are social animals, they have a social space, which defines the distance that they wish 199 

to keep to other horses. This distance is individual, and is dependent on age and on how well the 200 

horses know each other. During social grooming, for example, the distance is zero. Horses may also be 201 

seen standing close together when trying to keep insects away. Foals and young horses do normally 202 

not react to others entering their social space, and they may be seen lying close together. When horses 203 

are group housed, it is important to take social space into account when deciding how much space they 204 

should be given.       205 

 206 

 207 

 208 

 209 

 210 

 211 

Photo 7. Horses standing close to keep insects away from each 212 

ÏÔÈÅÒȭÓ ÈÅÁÄ. 213 

 214 

Horses have different phases of sleep. In particular, horses require a phase of sleep during every 24 215 

hour period, where they are laying down on their sides with their limbs extended and their muscles 216 

relaxed. To achieve this they need to feel safe, have enough space and a dry lying area. It is important 217 

to keep this in mind for the size and type of indoor accommodation for horses. 218 

 219 

 220 

 221 

 222 

 223 

Photo 8. Horse laying down flat on the side. 224 
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3.6 Foraging and need for movin g 225 

Under natural conditions, horses spend most of the day seeking feed. Depending on feed availability 226 

they may move over large distances. Horses have a need to move, and if kept in a restricted area for a 227 

certain time, which limits their ability to fulfil this motivation, they will express this abundantly once 228 

they are allowed free movement. Especially for foals and colts, free movement and playing with other 229 

horses is important for the development of muscles, joints, tendons, and bone structure. Furthermore, 230 

free movement will enhance their balance and coordination.  231 

Horses are herbivores. The natural way for a horse to eat is to move slowly forward, with the head 232 

down, grazing. The period when ÔÈÅÙ ÄÏÎȭÔ ÅÁÔ ÉÓ ÎÏÒÍÁÌÌÙ ÎÏÔ ÍÏÒÅ ÔÈÁÎ σ ɀ 4 hours. This more or 233 

less continuous feeding fits the digestive system of the horse, which has a relatively small stomach but 234 

large colon and caecum. In the colon and caecum there is a microbial breakdown of feed, especially 235 

fibrous materials, which has not been digested in the small intestine.  236 

3.7 Abnormal behaviour  237 

Abnormal behaviours are seldom or never seen in horses that live under natural conditions. Abnormal 238 

behaviour is a sign that the environment and/or the conditions, in which horses are kept or have been 239 

kept, do not fulfil their needs. Permanent dysfunction of the central nervous system in response to 240 

stressful conditions may mean that developed stereotypies may not resolve despite later changes to 241 

the environment.  Many abnormal behaviour are stereotypies such as crib biting, wind sucking, stable 242 

walking, weaving, and auto-mutilation (biting themselves).  243 

 244 

 245 

 246 

 247 

 248 

 249 

 250 

 251 

Photo 10. Crib biting is not necessarily performed on the crib. 252 

 253 

Other abnormal behaviours may be normal behaviours which occur with an abnormal frequency such 254 

as aggressive behaviour.   Development of abnormal behaviours differs between individual s. It is a 255 

misunderstanding that stereotypies are contagious. If horses in the same stable develop the same 256 

abnormal behaviour, this most likely reflects that they are kept under the same suboptimal conditions. 257 

In addition, related horses may share the same stress-sensitivity.                              258 

4. Contact with  other horses   259 

As mentioned above, horses are gregarious animals, and lack of social contact with other horses both 260 

early and later in life may cause development of different abnormal behaviours, and lack of 261 
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development of normal social behaviour. Horses prefer full  physical direct contact in paddocks, on 262 

pasture or in group housing.  263 

 264 

 265 

 266 

 267 

 268 

Photo 10. Especially young horses should have contact 269 

to other horses in a paddock or on pasture. 270 

It is recommended that horses, at least during a part of the day, have full  physical contact with other 271 

horses in a paddock, pasture or in group housing. This makes social grooming possible, and, especially 272 

for young horses, allows for the development of normal social behavioural patterns, including learning 273 

to read the signals of other horses. Horses should always be able to at least see other horses. 274 

5. Accommodatio n 275 

5.1  General considerations  276 

The need for social contact with  other horses should be kept in mind when designing accommodation 277 

for horses. Furthermore, any accommodation should be dimensioned to fit the size of the horse so that, 278 

at all times, the horse is able to lie down easily, rest in a natural position, turn around, get up 279 

unimpeded, and stand in a natural position.  280 

The accommodation should be constructed and maintained so that there are no sharp edges or 281 

protrusions likely to cause injury to the horses. Materials, with which horses may come into contact, 282 

should not be harmful to the animals and should be capable of being thoroughly cleaned and 283 

disinfected. 284 

Windows in accommodation for horses should be made of unbreakable glass or be protected by an 285 

appropriately constructed grid or the like to prevent horses from breaking the glass and injuring 286 

themself.  287 

 288 

 289 

 290 

 291 

 292 

 293 

Photo 11. Window with a grid. 294 
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The laying area for horses should be non-slippery and provided with an adequate amount of suitable 295 

bedding material, to ensure a dry and comfortable resting area.  296 

Passageways should have a non-slip surface and be wide enough to allow horses to pass each other 297 

safely and without difficulty. It is recommended that doors should be at least 1.2 metres wide for 298 

horses and 1.1 metres wide for ponies, and they should be sliding doors or open outwards. Doors to 299 

individual boxes or group housing systems should be fitted with devi ces that fasten both on top and 300 

bottom. 301 

The indoor height should allow the horses to stand in their natural position and carry out normal head 302 

movements.   303 

When accommodation for horses is designed, constructed or refurbished, the risk of fire should be 304 

taken into consideration. This is especially important with regard to electric installations. The 305 

materials used should, where possible, be fireproof. The person responsible for the horses should have 306 

a contingency plan in case of fire or natural disasters (e.g. floods). 307 

5.2.  Stable - indoor housing  308 

The most common indoor housing system is individual (loose) boxes and, in some regions, tie-stalls. 309 

However, group housing is becoming more popular, especially for young horses.  310 

5.2.1 Individual (loose) boxes   311 

Individual (loose) boxes should be dimensioned to fit the size of the horse, so that the horse can, lie 312 

down in a natural lateral position, turn around and get up unimpeded, and stand in a natural position.  313 

Boxes for foaling or boxes for a mare with foal at foot need to be larger than boxes for single horses. 314 

When considering space requirements, the time the horse spends in the box, should be taken into 315 

account. The box should be larger, if the horse is stabled for a major part of the day. The upper part of 316 

partitions  between boxes should not be solid, but allow horses in neighboring boxes to see each other, 317 

and allow for adequate ventilation. Fittings, such as feeding and watering equipment, should be 318 

positioned, designed and maintained in a way as to avoid injury to the horse, and as far as possible 319 

avoid contamination with urine and feces. 320 

 321 

   322 

Photo 12. Individual boxes, which   Proto 13. Individual boxes, which allows 323 

allows  horses to touch each other.  horses to see each other.               324 
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                                                                         325 

5.2.2 Group housing systems  326 

In group housing systems the total floor area should allow free movement, sufficient access and a 327 

space at feeding and watering stations, and ensure a bedded area large enough to allow all horses to lie 328 

down undisturbed at the same time. Fittings to allow temporary tethering of horses, for example when 329 

a concentrate ration is fed, should be considered. Care should be taken to select groups of horses that 330 
are compatible. Ill or injured horses or horses with deviating behavior (for example aggressiveness) should 331 

be managed according to it, and group housing may not be suitable for such individuals. Facilities for 332 

temporary separation of individuals should always be available. The design of the group housing system 333 

should ensure that all horses are able to move away from each other and to access feed and water at 334 

any time. Dead-ends and sharp corners should be avoided to prevent horses from being trapped. 335 

 336 

 337 

 338 

 339 

 340 

Photo 14. Horses in a group housing system with access to 341 

an outside run.  342 

 343 

5.2.3 Tie-stalls as a housing system 344 

Tie-ÓÔÁÌÌÓ ÓÅÖÅÒÅÌÙ ÒÅÓÔÒÉÃÔ Á ÈÏÒÓÅȭÓ ÍÏÖÅÍÅÎÔÓȟ ÁÎÄ ÁÓ ÔÈÅ ÈÏÒÓÅ is often tied with the head up to a 345 

wall, it also restricts the ability to see what is going on around them. This housing system is not 346 

recommended and should therefore be phased out. In the meantime certain minimum requirements 347 

should be considered. The width of the tie-stall should at least allow for the horse to lie with its legs 348 

stretched. The tie-stall should be long enough to accommodate the horse within the stall and also 349 

allow room for a crib.  350 

 351 

 352 

 353 

 354 

 355 

 356 

 357 

 358 

Photo 15. Horse in a tie stall.  359 

 360 

Except at the head of the horse the partitions should have a height approximately similar to the height 361 

of the horse at the withers. Partitions should be solid and extend to the full length of the stall, in order 362 
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to prevent horses in neighbouring tie-stalls from kicking each other. If the partitions at the head of the 363 

horse are higher, the upper part should not be solid, but allow the horses in neighboring stalls to see 364 

each other. The length of tether should allow the horse to reach feed and water and lie down without 365 

difficulty. When lying down, the horse should be able to rest the head fully on the floor. Measures 366 

should be taken to avoid a leg being trapped in the tether. This can be done by passing the tether 367 

through a ring or hole, with the rope being weighted in such a way as to keep the rope reasonably tight  368 

whilst allowing the horse sufficient movement to reach its food and water and to lie down in comfort. 369 

5.3.  Indoor climate  370 

The indoor climate is important for the welfare and health of horses. An inappropriate indoor climate 371 

can be damaging, especially to the respiratory system of horses, and the benefit of fresh, clean air 372 

should not be underestimated. Dust levels, relative air humidity, temperature and gas concentrations 373 

should therefore be kept to a minimum through the provision of proper and adequate ventilation ɀ 374 

ideally natural although in some cases forced/mechanical systems may be required, which gives a 375 

good and evenly distributed  airflow through all parts of tÈÅ ÈÏÒÓÅÓȭ ÁÃÃÏÍÍÏÄÁÔÉÏÎ ×ÉÔÈÏÕÔ 376 

unnecessary draught. 377 

5.4.  Light  378 

During normal daylight hours, there should be natural light, if necessary supplemented with artificial 379 

light at a level, which is sufficient for the horses to clearly see each other and their surroundings. As a 380 

guideline, the light levels should be bright enough for a human to be able to easily read a newspaper. 381 

Furthermore adequate lighting ɀ fixed or portable ɀ should be available to enable the horses to be 382 

thoroughly inspected at any time. The light sources should be out of reach of the horses or should be 383 

protected by appropriate fittings. 384 

The lighting regime should follow a 24 hour rhythm and include sufficient uninterrupted periods of 385 

light and dark.  As a guideline, the dark period should be at least 6 hours and the light period at least 8 386 

hours. However, this does not apply to horses kept outside 387 

5.5  Noise 388 

Noise in stables should not exceed a level and frequency that it affects the horsesΩ health or welfare in a 389 

negative way. In indoor accommodation, any exposure of horses to mechanical noise that is as loud or 390 

louder than a vacuum cleaner should only be for a short time. 391 

6. Outdoor keeping  392 

Horses should be protected against adverse weather conditions, as well as against insects and possible 393 

predators as far as reasonably practicable.  394 

6.1.  Shelter  395 

Sufficient shelter should be available all year round; in the summer to provide the horses with shade 396 

from the heat of the sun and flying insects, and in winter to protect them against wet, windy and cold 397 

conditions. The shelter should be large enough to comfortably provide protection to all horses at the 398 

same time. 399 



 
 
 
  
   

 

16 
 

Guide to good animal 

welfare practice for the 

keeping, care, training and 

use of horses 

 
Sufficient shelter may be provided by the natural surroundings, such as trees, hedges or other natural 400 

vegetation or by purpose-built shelters.  401 

 402 

 403 

 404 

 405 

 406 

 407 

Photo 16. Purpose built shelter 408 

Not all horses have the same ability to withstand cold winter conditions. Lighter horse breeds or 409 

breeds that are not adapted to cold conditions are less hardy than, for example, the Icelandic horse or 410 

certain pony breeds, such as Shetland ponies or Exmoor ponies. 411 

6.2.  Pasture /  paddocks  412 

It is recommended that all horses should be given daily access to paddocks or pasture, where possible 413 

together with other horses, in order to fulfil l their need for free movement and social contact. 414 

However, there may be situations where veterinary advice or extreme weather conditions make this 415 

contradictory.  416 

 417 

 418 

 419 

 420 

 421 

Photo 17. It is recommended that horses are 422 

given daily access to a paddock or pasture, 423 

where possible with other horses. 424 

 425 

Paddocks and pastures should be well drained in order to avoid muddy conditions as much as 426 

possible. They should be kept clear of dangerous objects and regularly checked for poisonous plants. 427 

Fences should be clearly visible to the horses, be well maintained, and of an appropriate type and 428 

height to prevent horses from escaping. The sufficient height of the fence depends on the type of 429 

horses within the paddock or pasture. The distance between posts and rails/wires and between 430 

rails/wires  will also depend on the size of the horses. Barbed wire should not be used. 431 

As a guideline, there should be at least 330 m2 of paddock per horse, and no paddock should be less 432 

than 8oo m2 when only used for turnout . In order to supply enough grass pastures need to be much 433 

bigger.  434 






































