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What is Horse Welfare?

Horse welfare refers to the well-being of horses,
ensuring they are healthy, comfortable, well-
nourished, safe, and able to express natural
behaviors. It encompasses both physical and
mental health and goes beyond just providing
an acceptable standard of basic care. 

Good welfare is achieved through maximising
positive experiences, minimising negative
experiences and depends on owners and
keepers having a good understanding of how
horses’ behavioural and health needs are
intrinsically linked. It is also important to
consider each horse as an individual. What
may benefit one horse may have a neutral or
even negative effect on another depending on
their previous experiences. 
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Horse Welfare
World Horse Welfare encourages all horse
owners and keepers to consider the 5
domains model of animal welfare as a
welfare assessment tool:

The 5 Domains model of animal welfare aims
to identify key areas that influence an
animal’s ability to survive and thrive in their
environment. It considers a range of internal
and external factors.



The 5 Domains Model includes 4
physical/functional related areas: nutrition,
environment, health and behaviour. Nutrition,
environment and health are linked to internal
pressures associated with survival, whereas
behaviour can be influenced by external
factors including the environment, other
animals, and humans. Mental state relates to
the ‘affective’ experience of an animal. In other
words, how the horse is feeling and their
emotional response to their situation.

Each of the physical/functional domains is
linked to the mental state domain, with internal
factors often driving behaviours and the
resulting mental state of an animal. For
example, an internal factor such as thirst will
lead to water-seeking behaviours. If the animal
can drink and quench their thirst, then they will
remain in a positive mental state. However, if
the animal does not find water, then they will
fall into a negative mental state as they will not
have satisfied their water-seeking behaviour
and they will remain thirsty – a state that is
unpleasant for us, and which we should
assume is unpleasant for animals too

Horse Welfare



World Horse Welfare also advocates for all
horses to have access to the 3Fs: friends,
forage, and freedom.

Friends

Horses are highly social prey animals and, as
such, socialisation with other horses is a vital
part of their day-to-day life. Ideally, horses
should be turned out as part of a herd as it
helps them feel safe and build social bonds
through behaviours such as mutual grooming,
playing and having fun, and resting with one
another. If this is not possible, then walking out
in hand with at least one other horse is an
option, along with making sure that horses are
able to see other horses when turned out or in
the stable. However, providing opportunities for
physical contact is also important for horses’
welfare and mental well-being. 
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Forage

Horses are predominantly grazers and should
be fed a forage-based diet. Forage can
include grass, hay and haylage as well as
chaffs and grass replacers. Forage is vital for
digestive health: horses are hindgut fermenters
and require cellulose in their diet for the
bacteria in the caecum to break down to help
provide energy. Forage is important for gut fill,
as a suitably full gastrointestinal tract can help
reduce incidences of colic and gastric ulcers.
Forage also prolongs eating time, which is
important for horses’ mental well-being as
they have a behavioural need to spend most
of the day eating. Horses that don’t have their
behavioural needs met because they are fed a
low forage, high sugar and starch diet are
more likely to display unwanted behaviours.
Alongside forage, most horses will need to be
provided with additional vitamins and minerals
in some form to ensure they are receiving the
correct amounts of micronutrients. Where
possible, try to make presentation of forage fun
and interesting to make foraging an
enrichment activity.
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Freedom
Freedom of movement is important for horses’
physical and mental well-being. Horses evolved
to live on large home ranges and will move10–
20km per day when given the opportunity.
Although this is more challenging within most
domestic environments, there are many ways to
provide your horse with opportunities to move.
Herd turnout in varied terrain is the best option,
but any turnout will be beneficial, as will loose
schooling. Riding and groundwork also encourage
movement, but this is not normally within the
horse’s control.

‘Freedom’ doesn’t just mean freedom to move–it
also means freedom of choice. This is an
important element of maintaining equine welfare
and well-being. Choice can be incorporated into
your horse’s life through offering different forage
options and presenting forage in different ways
(e.g., hay nets, hay boxes and loose). Different
surfaces and areas can also be provided whilst
turned out to incorporate choice. Being turned out
in a group of horses also provides some element
of choice in how they choose to free exercise, who
they spend the majority of their time with, which
other horse(s) they might play with, who they
might mutually groom, rest alongside, etc.
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 3. Training and exercise

Appropriate Training Regimen: Developing a
training program that builds fitness gradually
and considers the horses’ emotional and
mental readiness to cope with the work that
they are being asked to perform. All training
programmes should be centred on ethical
training methods (application of learning
theory) and never exceed the horses’ mental
and/or physical ability. 

Rest and Recovery: Allowing adequate rest
periods both within training sessions and after
training to prevent fatigue and overuse injuries.
Horses evolved to move, therefore it is
important to consider what rest looks like from
the horse’s perspective, e.g., being turned out
ideally with at least one other horse for
company
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4.Housing and Environment

Comfortable Housing: Providing clean, safe, and
comfortable stabling with adequate ventilation
and drainage. Horses should have visual
contact with other horses as a minimum whilst
stabled. Ideally, they should be provided with
some form of physical contact with other
horses – they are a social species and physical
contact with other horses satisfies a range of
ethological and behavioural needs. This could
be achieved through use of open windows
between stables, bars or low walls. Where
possible, horses could be housed in pairs.

Turnout: Allowing time for horses to graze and
move freely in paddocks, ideally with at least
one other horse for company. Suitable shelter
should be provided so that they can avoid any
adverse weather (rain, wind, heat) or biting
insects and accommodate the number of
horses on the pasture. 
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5.Behavior and Social Needs

Social Interaction: Horses are herd animals and
have intrinsic social needs. Social interaction
should be provided whether stabled or turned out
at pasture. Social isolation is extremely stressful for
horses and should be avoided wherever possible. 

Mental Stimulation: Providing meaningful
enrichment activities to prevent boredom and
stress. This can include presentation of forage in a
variety of ways, amending stable design to allow
for greater movement, taking horses out for
foraging/browsing walks. 

6.Transport and Travel

Safe Transport: Ensuring that transport vehicles are
safe, comfortable, have a suitable space allowance
and well-ventilated. All drivers should hold
appropriate licences and drive as safely as
possible to avoid negative experiences. 

Minimizing Travel Stress: Planning travel to minimize
stress and fatigue, including regular breaks during
long journeys. Horses should be appropriately
trained to load and travel, with long journeys being
built up to gradually. Some horses may require
another horse as travel companion if they find
travelling stressful. 
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7.Competition Management

Fair Competition Conditions: Ensuring that
competition conditions (e.g.,surfaces, weather)
are safe and suitable for horses. If competition
stabling is used, ensure that it allows visual
contact with other horses as a minimum, and the
venue has appropriate biosecurity measures in
place. Ideally, there should be suitable areas for
hand-grazing and hand walking whilst the horse
is not participating in competition. 

Managing social isolation: Horses can be trained
to be alone, this should be done using ethical
training practices and well before any
competitions. Enrichment whilst stabled or whilst
waiting on transport should be considered, with
forage being accessible at all times. 

Ethical Training Practices: Adhering to ethical
training practices based on comprehensive
understanding and application of learning theory.
Competition rules must be adhered to and
upheld by riders, grooms, trainers, judges and
stewards. All training and competition practices
should aim to minimise stress and avoid any form
of abuse or doping.
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8.Monitoring and Assessment

Continuous Monitoring: Regularly assessing the
horse’s physical health through daily checks and
routine veterinary and allied professionals' visits.
We should constantly be monitoring horses'
behaviour to assess their mental well-being and
how they are coping with a given situation or
environment. Using the 5 domains model for
animal welfare can help provide a structure for
more formal assessment of physical and mental
well-being. 

Adjustments: Making necessary adjustments to
care and training based on the horse’s
condition, fitness, stress levels and mental state
to meet their individual needs
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How can we work together to ensure horse
welfare is a priority in the sport?

1) Education and Awareness

Educating horse owners, trainers, riders, judges
and stewards about the importance of horse
welfare and best practices for good mental and
physical well-being of horses.
Promoting awareness campaigns and
workshops to spread knowledge
Ensuring the youngest members of our
community are engaged in the care and welfare
of the horse.

2) Regulations and Standards

Implementing and enforcing regulations that
ensure the humane treatment of horses in all
aspects of the sport.

Supporting organizations that advocate for
horse welfare and work towards improving
standards.
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3) Collaboration and Partnerships
Working with veterinary professionals, welfare
organizations, and equestrian associations to
develop and promote welfare initiatives.

Encouraging collaboration between different
stakeholders to share knowledge and resources.

4) Research and Innovation
Supporting research into horse welfare to
develop new methods and technologies for
improving care. Applying scientific findings to
practical solutions in horse management and
training

5) Collaboration and Partnerships
Involving the equestrian community in welfare
initiatives and encouraging a culture of
compassion and respect for horses.
Providing platforms for horse owners and
enthusiasts to share experiences and support
each other in promoting welfare.

By focusing on these areas, we can ensure that
horse welfare remains a priority and that horses
are treated with the care and respect they
deserve
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There are several resources available through 
the FEI to support this work:

FEI Equine Welfare Code of Conduct 
Developed in collaboration with World Horse Welfare,
this code outlines the standards for the humane
treatment of horses in sport. It includes guidelines on
nutrition, housing, health care, and training.

Equine Ethics and Wellbeing Commission
(EEWC)

Established in May 2022, this independent commission
addresses societal concerns about the use of horses in
sport. It provides ethical, evidence-based policy
recommendations to ensure equine welfare and
created a comprehensive action plan with six priority
areas and 24 recommendations to improve horse
welfare. EEF President Theo Ploegmakers was a member
of this committee.

The recommendations can be reviewed in detail here.

New 2024 Equine Welfare Strategy Action plan
The action plan is based on the recommendations
outlined in the final report of the Equine Ethics and
Wellbeing Commission (EEWC) and comprises six
priority areas of focus. These include Training, Riding,
Tack and Equipment; Recognised Physical and
Emotional Stress; Accountability, Enforcement and
Knowledge; The Other 23Hours; Competitive
Drive/Horse as a Number/Object; and Not Fit to
Compete/Masking Health Problems.
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https://equinewellbeing.fei.org/assets/documents/EEWB%2024%20Draft%20Recommendations.pdf

