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Land managers

Horses as land managers

Europe is an area with great diversity, ranging
from large areas of underutilized grasslands or
abandoned agricultural land to extensively
managed areas with high stocking density. In all
these areas horses can play an important role in
managing the biodiversity of these areas. 

Horses have evolved as grazers that primarily
feed on grasses and other pasture plants, but
they also engage in browsing on bushes, trees,
herbs, and shrubs. This behaviour is essential for
the overall biodiversity of the landscapes they
inhabit​. Horses are known to have a mixed
foraging strategy, which includes not just grasses
but also shrubs and trees when available, further
enhancing the diversity of plant species. 

This selective foraging behaviour is essential for
maintaining biodiversity in the landscapes they
inhabit by keeping a range of plant species in
balance. Unlike ruminants, horses are highly
efficient at grazing plants that are closer to the
ground, allowing them to thrive even in sparse
pastures​. This trait makes horses well-suited for
managing and restoring certain types of
landscapes where other livestock might struggle
[1–4].
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In mixed grazing systems, horses contribute to the
health of grasslands by selectively grazing certain
areas more intensively, which can rejuvenate
specific plant communities. They can help control
plant community dynamics through foraging
and trampling while acting as natural fertilizers
and plant dispersers​. 

In regions with underutilized grasslands or
abandoned agricultural land horses as year-
round grazers, can help manage these
landscapes by grazing selectively and promoting
a more diverse plant community, which in turn
supports overall biodiversity. The lack of other
grazing animals or underuse of land means
horses play a particularly important role in
maintaining these ecosystems.

Horses are particularly beneficial in grassland
ecosystems and semi-natural landscapes
where their grazing behaviour can help maintain
plant diversity and ecosystem health. 



Land managers

Here are some specific areas and ecosystems
that benefit the most from horse grazing:

1. Grasslands and Meadows
Horses are well-suited to maintaining open
grasslands by preventing the overgrowth of
dominant grasses and promoting a mix of
different plant species. Their selective grazing
creates a patchy landscape, which has been
shown to support greater biodiversity through
increased plant species richness and different
insects [2,3,5–7].

2. Wetlands and Coastal Areas
In wetland areas, horses can manage
succession (the gradual takeover of land by
shrubs and trees), keeping these ecosystems
open and maintaining important wetland
species. Horses’ grazing and trampling can
promote the growth of low-lying plants, which
are essential in wetland habitats, thus
maintaining the biodiversity of these wetland
grasslands.[8,9]

3. Wood-Pasture Systems
In wood-pasture systems (a mix of trees and
grasslands), horses are effective grazers for
keeping pastures open under tree canopies.
They graze down low-growing vegetation,
helping to maintain both the grass and tree
components of the system [2,6,7,10].
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4. Semi-Natural and Abandoned Lands
In areas where agricultural activity has
declined, horses are often introduced to semi-
natural or abandoned lands to control plant
overgrowth. Their grazing helps maintain plant
communities that might otherwise be lost to
scrub encroachment [11].

5. Heathlands
In heathland ecosystems, horses can play a
role in maintaining open, low-nutrient
environments by grazing on grasses, shrubs,
and young trees. This keeps the landscape
open and prevents it from reverting to
woodland.[11,12]

6. Rewilding Projects
Horses are increasingly used in rewilding
efforts across Europe to restore natural,
degraded ecosystems. They help mimic the
ecological roles of wild grazers that once
roamed these landscapes, promoting plant
diversity and healthy ecosystems.[6,7,9,10,13]



Land managers

It is important to note, however, that without
proper management, horse grazing can lead to
overgrazing and the formation of bare patches in
some areas. If horses are used for the purpose of
nature conservation, appropriate stocking rates
are vital. 

Where land is limited, grazing must be managed
carefully to ensure the maintenance of pasture
quality and biodiversity levels. Please also see our
factsheet on pasture management. 
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