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Horses: An Integral—
Albeit Imperfect—Part of the Ecosystem

Horses’ earliest ancestors were small dog-sized animals with three toes on each hind foot and
four toes on each fore foot. Known as Hyracotherium, these leaf-browsers lived and flourished as
an integral part of the great North American grassland ecosystems starting 55 million years ago
(Orlando, 2015).

By the late Pleistocene, about 100,000 years ago, equids (Equus) had become the most prevalent
large herbivore in western North America’s Great Basin—even outnumbering camels, mammoths,
and helmeted muskoxen (Grayson, 2006). Following their remarkable ability to adapt to different
environments, certain lines of equids—like the three-toed Anchitherium and Hipparions—spread
across the Bering Strait into Asia, while a spinoff genus of equid, Hippidion, migrated across the
Panamanian Isthmus into South America (Lesté-Lasserre, 2017).

Despite their renowned ability to adapt, however, the Last Glacial Maximum 10,000 years ago proved
to be a hard hit for equids. Reduced grassland cover caused a massive horse population crash in
Eurasia and led to the extinction of Equus in North America—and of the South American Hippidion
entirely (Orlando, 2015).

Even so, several equid species survived those Ice Age hardships. Today, the genus continues its
55-million-year history of adapting to various environments and finding its place in different

ecosystems across the globe. That includes, of course, its native North America, where equids
returned with European explorers starting in the 16th century (Haines, 1938).

Today, domestic horses, as well as feral and semi-feral horses like mustangs and brumbies, who
live freely with minimal to no human intervention—inhabit every continent except Antarctica.
Przewalski horses—descendants of horses kept by the Botai culture of Eastern Asia 5000 years
ago—went extinct in the wild in 1969 (Orizaola, 2020) but now live in protected nature reserves in
Asia and Eastern Europe (Gibbens, 2018). Zebras and wild asses like the onager are the world’s only
remaining wild equids, living in free-ranging environments in Africa and Asia (Orlando, 2015).

Wherever they are in the world, equids can—if given the right opportunity—provide their unique
contributions to the ecosystems they live in. One such distinctive feature is the way they eat forage.
R Sheep and cattle lack top front teeth, so they sweep grass into their mouths with their tongues and
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pinch it between the bottom teeth and the upper palate. This means they mostly pick up soft leaves,
leaving the stems, and sometimes pull up the roots. Equids, on the other hand, have top and bottom
incisors, which they use to chop grass at the base—including tough stems—or chomp off leaves and
sticks from trees and brush. This makes them efficient grazers, benefiting from a maximum amount
of nutrients from short grasses—especially species that are the most productive. This also means
they create a “mosaic” of patches of short and tall grass, contributing to greater structural diversity
in the environment (Menard, 2002).

The way equids digest forage also impacts the
environment. Unlike most large herbivores, horses are
not ruminants. Rather, they are monogastric, hindgut
fermenters, meaning they digest plant cellulose

in their intestines as opposed to in differentiated
multiple stomach chambers like cows, elk, moose,
goats, and sheep do (Orlando, 2015). This leads to a
drastic reduction in their production of methane—a
greenhouse gas—compared to that of ruminants. Even a
heavy draft horse broodmare with high levels of forage
consumption and digestion produces only 34% of the
amount of methane released by an average dairy cow.
Smaller, lighter horses produce far less of the gas—
such that a 2013 study in France found that ruminants
contributed 97% of the country’s total methane
production, whereas equids contributed a mere 1.5%
(Martin-Rosset, 2013).

Equids can also promote water source availability—for
example, by breaking ice during winter, or by creating
small water pits with their hoof prints which become
healthy environments for many insects and other
invertebrates (Rogers, 2023). In addition, burros are
known to dig wells in desert areas, providing access

to water for themselves and other animals while also
encouraging tree growth (Lundgren EJ, 2021).

Meanwhile, equids create trails through snow, brush, or other natural barriers, opening important
transportation pathways for smaller animals that help ensure their livelihood. They can also reduce
the risk of wildfires by clearing brush and other fuels that feed fires in nature (Mitaru, 2023).

Equids’ faeces offer significant benefits to the environment as well. Offering carbon, nitrogen,
potassium, and phosphorous, their droppings can nourish soils and plants (Barbero-Palacios,

2023). Meanwhile, the seeds horses consume in forage pass through the digestive system and get
distributed through their faeces as they roam. Up to 27% of plant species found in horses’ droppings
successfully germinate after going through the equine digestive system (Quinn, 2008).

Through grazing, trampling, and dung production, horses also create an environment that’s
favourable to a wide variety of worms, spiders and insects, each with its own important role to play
in a healthy natural environment. One particularly important insect for the environment is the dung
beetle. This harmless insect eats faeces and redistributes its nutrients across landscapes, improves
soil quality through burrowing and tunnelling, disperses seeds and sometimes helps pollinate plants.
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However, a very wide variety of invertebrate species are fundamental in our environment which, in
turn, leads to changes in the makeup of other animals in the ecosystem, including birds, reptiles, and
other mammals.

In addition, horses can also play an important role as prey animals in a natural ecosystem. In the
Western United States, cougars hunt feral mustangs, and some female cougars feed exclusively on
these horses (Andreasen, 2020). While this may seem like unwelcome news for people who love
horses, the fact that free-living horses contribute to the environment as prey means they encourage
conservation efforts for large predators while benefiting from natural population control.

Horses also encourage humans to be closer to nature and more conscientious of their effects on the
environment. Even in modern times, horses “link people to the earth and the sky” and “force us more
into a natural rhythm.” Encouraging humans’ relationship with horses leads to encouraging their
relationship with nature (Dancer, 2023). This is evidenced in particular through tourist trail riding and
in equine-assisted activities. Research suggests that bringing people into nature makes them more
sensitive to environmental concerns and boosts their efforts to protect it (Martin, 2020). Increasingly,
we are seeing horses brought back into urban communities, providing that connection with nature
(Owers, 2023).

Despite this apparent environmental balance offered by horses, however, the reality is that today’s
horses are not a perfect fit into the natural ecosystem, either. Six thousand years of domestication
have changed the horse and even potentially forced the survival of the species through protective
management and veterinary care. Some experts even argue that, without domestication, horses
would have become fully extinct a long time ago. Combined with the fact that many of horses’
original predators are endangered or no longer exist, this means that modern horses simply do not
fill the same role in today’s ecosystem as they did millions of years ago.

As such, whereas horses can provide considerable benefits to our environment, they might also
cause harm—especially when left unchecked. An overabundance of mustangs in the western United
States, for example, may be one of multiple factors that encourage the spread of invasive plant
species like cheatgrass through seed distribution and overgrazing (King, 2019). Native birds such as
the sage-grouse tend to be less present and less active around mustangs, which disturb their nests
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(Mufoz, 2021). In Australia—where no large, hooved herbivores evolved—trampling by horses has
caused long-term damage to native soils and streambanks (Driscoll, 2019).

A recent, large-scale, global review of the effects of free-roaming horses on the environment has
even shown a 19% drop in the environment’s ability to produce plant biomass or to retain carbon
and nitrogen in the soil. The review also reveals an averaged 31% increase in soil erosion in areas
inhabited by feral horses (Eldridge, 2020). On eroded or saturated soil or on hard surfaces, the
nitrogen and phosphorous in faeces and urine can run off the land into water sources, causing toxic
levels of pollution for plant and animal life in rivers, streams, ponds, and lakes (Bott, 2016).

The impact horses have on their environment can vary according to various aspects of the region, like
soil type and climate, but those impacts can be especially significant on lands near water sources,
known as riparian zones (Ostermann-Kelm, 2008).

The paradox about horses’ role in the environment recently spurred an international conference
jointly hosted by World Horse Welfare and The Royal Geographical Society, both based in the UK.
Their November 9, 2023, event in London addressed the question of whether horses are “friends
or foe” of the environment. Critically, participants presented insight suggesting that, in the right
conditions, horses and other equids can play essential roles in benefiting the environment (World
Horse Welfare, 2023).




The Impacts of Horse Yard
Management on the Environment

When managed correctly, domestic horses could significantly benefit the environment by
contributing to important life cycles involving vegetation, water resources, small wildlife, and
insects and other invertebrates.

However, many modern horse yards have a net negative impact on the environment. Pasture kept
horses often trample the ground until it’s muddy, uneven, and eventually hardened to the point of
being unsuitable for the growth of most plants. They can also graze down preferred grasses while
leaving weeds to grow and reproduce, leading to pastures overrun with undesirable vegetation
and plants that are too short to offer suitable homes for many insects, birds, and small mammals
(Furtado, 2022).

Pastures and paddocks frequently only contain one or two species of plants, discouraging
biodiversity. Yard managers then treat their “lawn-like” monocultures with artificial fertilizers and
pesticides. Trees and hedges are frequently removed, and grasses are kept too “tidy” for natural plant
growth (Owers, 2023).

Meanwhile, people tend to complement horses’ diets with stored
forages without taking into consideration the invasive plants—like
nettles, dock, thistles, and buttercups—included in that forage,
leaving horses to distribute unwanted seeds into the environment
through their droppings (Furtado, 2022).

Preparing stored forage and bedding—which is often used in high
quantities on horse yards—frequently involves the use of toxic
pesticides during the growing season as well as fossil fuels for
harvesting machinery, processing, transfer to storage facilities,
and heavy-weight shipping—often very long distances—to buyers.
Forage fields are usually highly limited in plant species, which
rarely reach maturity to a flowering stage, and harvesting can
destroy an entire ecosystem of invertebrates and small mammals,
reptiles, and birds.
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Stables, barns, and other equestrian buildings are rarely built with environmentally-friendly,
sustainable materials, and they are usually constructed and maintained in ways that
permanently displace wildlife. Higher-end barns can be artificially heated or air-conditioned using
environmentally costly products and energy sources (Owers, 2023).

Horse yards also involve intensive water use. Horses drink up to 50 litres of water per day each. In
addition, yard managers use extensive amounts of water for cleaning and for hydrating grass in
pastures and forage fields (Owers, 2023). If streams or creeks run through pastures, they usually
collect high levels of runoff pollutants, like nitrates and phosphorous, from horses’ faeces and urine
plus any fertilisers which have been applied to the land.

Furthermore, horses produce methane gases—albeit at significantly lower rates than those for cattle
and other ruminants (Martin-Rosset, 2013). Veterinary medications and deworming products can
also contaminate the land with consequences to both plant and animal life (Hackett, 2023).

As such, the horse industry should question whether, in recent decades, it has sacrificed land
management for horse management (Owers, 2023).
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The Impacts of H rseSportsandRacm%
on the Environment and Social License

Beyond horse yard management, equitation and horse racing have their own unique impacts on the
environment.

Transportation creates the most visible impact on the environment. Sport horses and racehorses
compete at common venues—often internationally—requiring diesel-powered trucks on the road
and/or jet fuel-powered air transport (Owers, 2023). This creates a large carbon footprint for the
industry (Dancer, 2023).

But beyond this more obvious issue, the world of competitive equestrian events includes a multitude
of behind-the-scenes factors affecting the environment. Organizers rely heavily on generators during
equestrian events. More than half of UK racecourses still use mains water for track maintenance.
Feed and bedding used at events require intensive land, water, and chemical use, as well as diesel
fuel for tractors, which is not the case for other kinds of competitive sports (Dancer, 2023).

Compared to other competitive sports, equitation and horseracing also require a remarkable use
of land for the events themselves. In many parts of the world, land is now being managed for the
support of horse sports, at potentially high costs to the health of the environment. Arena surfaces,
stabling, and wide parking areas for trucks and trailers at these venues interfere with natural
ecosystems (Owers, 2023).
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Horse sports also involve two competitors as opposed to one—including one large and heavy
competitor who requires more food, bulkier equipment like tack and management products, and
larger amounts of fuel for transport.

Furthermore, top-level horses generally receive more intensive veterinary care than leisure and
especially semi-feral horses, contributing to their official status as “High Health, High Performance”
horses as recognized by the World Organisation for Animal Health (OIE, 2018).). However, outside
of competitions, this can also mean more medications and therapeutic product leading to the
distribution of more pharmaceutical agents into the environment through horses’ faeces and urine.
That can also result in more products being produced, transported, and sometimes discarded. And
because medications and therapeutic products come in packages, this results in added plastics and
paper production and waste.

In addition, products for the equitation and racehorse industries—like nylon halters; plastic
grooming equipment; synthetic boots, helmets, and tack; plastic mounting blocks and show arena
or racecourse decorations; and even dietary supplements sold in plastic bags and tubs—also involve
processing, packaging, transport, and waste (Dancer, 2023).

As such, equitation and horseracing are at risk of public criticism with regard to their effects on the
health of the planet. Already the target of people’s judgment with regard to horse welfare, horse
sports and racing might also lose public favour—their “social license to operate” —due to their
environmental impacts as well. Outsiders may critically judge the industry for its paradox of being
conceived as close to nature—“the sport of the land” —yet acting against it (Dancer, 2023).

The industry and governments need to collaborate to find solutions that help reduce the
environmental impact of horse sports and racing—to protect not only the planet but the future
of the sport itself. The risk of losing the social license to operate is significant and must not be
overlooked (Hackett, 2023).

While governments have an important role in mitigating climate change, so do equine sports and
racing organizations, veterinary bodies, pharmaceutical companies, equestrian businesses, colleges,
yards, and individual horse owners (Owers 2023).
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Despite some of their potentially negative impacts on the environment, horses can offer a highly
positive impact through their green energy production.

Throughout human history, saddled, packed, and harnessed horses provided the power people
needed to build their cultures and civilizations worldwide. In fact, it was the effort to replace those
working horses which arguably led to the greatest challenge our environment now faces, that of air
pollution (Owers, 2023).

Today, the vast majority of transportation and hauling energy is provided by noisy, environmentally
damaging machinery. Even so, about a fourth of the world’s 125 million equids work in developing
countries as a power source (Owers, 2023). In Africa, Asia, and South America, horses and donkeys
continue to offer clean, affordable traction energy to people needing to access markets to sell
products, transport goods families during annual migrations, and bring water to livestock and
humans (Sene, 2023).

While such a way of life might represent poverty, the
benefits for the environment—without the use of
fossil fuels, batteries, or the environmentally costly
production of automobile parts—are rich. Through
education programs and veterinary care provided

by non-governmental organizations (NGOs), many
working equids in third-world countries are also now
benefiting from improved welfare conditions (World
Horse Welfare, 2023).

Because of these recognized benefits, projects are

now underway to develop working equid programs
elsewhere. In Honduras, for example, the Equinos

de Hunduras organization, in collaboration with

the Municipality of Marcovia, has instated a horse-
drawn waste collection system which cleans up the
environment while creating employment (World Horse
Welfare, 2023).
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Similar programs are now coming to light in developed countries, as well. In South Africa, for
example, cart horses have started collecting recyclable and compostable materials (World Horse
Welfare, 2023). In Europe, draft horses—most of which originated in France—are being employed in
eco-friendly yards and vineyards. Through efforts led by the French Society for Working Equids (SFET),
horses are also replacing motorized vehicles as power sources for transporting school children,
picking up trash, and watering municipal plants in select villages (Lesté-Lasserre, 2019).

..

In addition to reducing greenhouse gases compared to thermal engines, horse power leads to
reduced noise pollution. It also encourages friendlier exchanges among humans—for example,
between trash collectors and the people who live along their collection routes. In general, the
presence of horses in working environments contributes to a “positive mental energy.” And
compared to most machine energy sources, horses’ production and maintenance are less expensive
and less harmful to the environment (Lesté-Lasserre, 2019).

Such good conditions can allow these animals to live healthy lives with good welfare while providing
the above-mentioned benefits to the planet and society (Lesté-Lasserre, 2019).

When needed, working horses can also benefit from modern technology to protect their health and
welfare. In the Alps, for example, scientists have created a horse cart equipped with a supplemental
electric power option to provide assistance when loads and inclines get too challenging (Lesté-
Lasserre, 2012).

The fact that horses adapt well to a changing environment gives them an increasing value as a
green energy source, especially as the climate evolves through global warming. Because of their
adaptability, they could be the link to continuing to provide resources to people and their livestock
throughout the world (Owers, 2023).

Even so, equine energy is certainly not without its own risks of polluting consequences—such as
those related to yard management, veterinary care, and product use. In addition, neglected manure
pileup in urban areas could lead to sanitary disasters—as evidenced by the Great Manure Crisis of
1894. Debating in New York City at the world’s first international urban planning conference that
same year, experts predicted that by 1944, “every street in London would be buried in nine feet of
manure” (London, 1984). Motorized transport resolved that issue well before the 1944 deadline—but
brought a new host of environmental issues (Laidlaw, 2023).
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As such, harnessing horse power must not be a return to the past, but rather a smart solution
for future energy provision based on scientific guidelines for health, welfare, and environmental
protection (Lesté-Lasserre, 2019).

Properly managed manure, for example, can provide energy and nutritional resources to
invertebrates—like dung beetles—and to plants, contributing to a healthier ecosystem (Owers,
2023). But beyond that, manure can actually even be harvested and turned into its own green energy
source. Its high nitrogen and carbon content make it a cost-efficient source for bioethanol production
(Lee, 2021). When properly dried, bricks of horse manure can be burned to heat homes almost

as efficiently as wooden logs. If excess nitrogen concentrations are controlled —such as through

good management of ammonia levels in stables—dried horse manure bricks can be an excellent,
inexpensive, environmentally friendly biofuel (Lesté-Lasserre, 2021).

As a proof of concept, the Fédération Equestre Internationale (FEl), the organizing body for
international equestrian sports, has been using manure as an energy source for entire events, such as
the Helsinki International Horse Show—with enough energy leftover to heat nearby homes—since
2014 (FEl, 2019).

The contributions of equids to a healthy environment might even continue beyond their individual
lifetimes. Their composted carcasses can recycle their energy and nutrients into the soil and provide a
rich source of healthy fertiliser (Lesté-Lasserre, 2022).

The vital role equids can play as a green energy source—in all their multiple ways—needs to be
better recognized by government authorities (Owers, 2023).
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The Impacts of the Environment on Horses

While equids have proven to be particularly resistant to the challenges of different environments,
they are nonetheless affected by climate change (Wan, 2017).

As the earth warms, horses and other equids are directly affected by more extreme temperatures,
drought, floods, powerful storms, and other natural disasters. Climate change also affects the path
of vector-borne infectious diseases (Assefa, 2022), bringing pathogens like West Nile Virus and the
African Horse Sickness Virus into countries where horses have no immunity and where caretakers
lack awareness, training, resources, and prevention strategies (Owers, 2023).

Rising temperatures have also led horse sport and racing organizers to question the health and
welfare effects of where they hold events and when, and how and when horses can be transported to
those events, and for how long they should be transported (Owers, 2023).

Where horses provide a source of sustainable transport—especially in developing countries—the
consequences of climate change are having detrimental effects on animals and entire communities.
In some localities, horses and donkeys are now travelling 10 kilometre round trips per day just to
collect water (Sene, 2023).

On a more local level, the environmental consequences of poor yard management can also affect
equine health and welfare. A lack of plant species diversity reduces horses’ opportunities to acquire
a balanced mix of forage and deprives them of the opportunity to self-medicate by selecting plants
that naturally ease various kinds of discomfort. An unbalanced mix of animal species—including
dung beetles and birds—can create poorer quality soils and possibly higher intestinal parasite
burdens (Rogers, 2023).

As such, protecting the environment protects horses, as well.
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Humans have destroyed many natural ecosystems through construction, mining, pollution,
radiation, and intensive agriculture. They may also have been the primary driver of the extinction of
wild horses in certain parts of the world (Wan, 2017).

To restore a more natural environment in nature reserves, some land managers are returning horses
and other equids to places their ancestors once roamed. As such, they generally select small hardy
breeds that resemble the wild equids that lived in those particular regions prior to extinction.
Preferred rewilding breeds include Koniks, Exmoors, Yakuts, Huculs, Potokas, and Przewalskis
(Linnartz, 2014), although some programs use Asiatic wild asses (Thomassen, 2023).

Other large herbivores recruited into rewilding projects include European bison, Eurasian elk, wild
boar, water buffalo, and cattle. Land managers tend to opt primarily for cattle and horses because
they’re widely available and familiar, and because their ancestors were so prevalent across Europe
until the mid-Holocene epoch, about 5000 years ago (Sommer, 2020).

Rewilding seeks to reestablish self-regulating and self-sustaining ecosystems as they existed prior to
humans’ effects on them (Thomassen, 2023). An important goal of such a project is to improve the
diversity of insects and other invertebrates—which make up a large part of the Earth’s biodiversity —
in part by promoting variation in vegetation and soils and by creating “microhabitats,” such as dung
and carcasses (Svenning, 2019).

When used in rewilding/biodiversity programs, the role of equids is to consume plants, wander the
areas, and produce faeces, urine, and carcasses. Projects may vary from true rewilding—allowing
ecosystems to reform naturally without human intervention—to targeted conservation efforts
related to specific species of plants and/or animals, which involves more equine management by
scientists and the program’s staff (Furtado, 2022).

Some rewilding programs even take advantage of the opportunity to preserve endangered breeds of
horses and ponies themselves (Hackett, 2023).

Because they are remarkably resilient and capable of adapting to changing ecosystems—essentially
“living examples of evolution” —these equids usually make the most of the environments they live in.



Horse

This makes them particularly efficient rewilders (World
Horse Welfare, 2023). In general, equids in rewilding
programs usually benefit from a minimum amount of
care, such as supplemental feeding during low forage
periods and the temporary provision of manmade
shelters for these domesticated species (Furtado, 2022).
Managers may also periodically intervene to remove
group members in an effort to manage herd sizes and
prevent inbreeding (Chodkiewicz, 2023).

Horses tend to consume a different variety of plants
compared to cattle and other ruminants, helping
ensure a general coverage of plant management. In
addition, horses make a good choice for rewilding
because, compared to many other large herbivores,
they are lightweight—meaning they compact the
soil less. As hindgut digesters, they also produce less
methane gas than ruminants (Chodkiewicz, 2023).

One of the oldest rewilding projects involving equids is the use of Przewalski horses at the Chernobyl
Exclusion Zone in northern Ukraine. Since 1998, horses have lived freely on the 207,000-hectare
space, which remains a human-restricted zone due to the high radiation risk following the 1986
explosion of a nuclear reactor. The area was initially expected to be uninhabitable for 20,000

years, but today the site hosts a healthy and diverse animal community. That includes up to 200
Przewalskis, which—despite intense poaching in the early 2000s—are thriving while contributing

to a gradually improving ecosystem. As a testament to horses’ ability to adapt to the environments,
the Przewalski’s—which originated in the grassland steppes of Eurasia—spend abundant time in the

Chernobyl forests (Orizaola, 2020).

Even so, none of today’s horses are truly wild. Their integration into rewilding programs necessarily
involves ethical considerations and species-appropriate management programs to ensure that they
experience good welfare in their rewilding environment (Thulin CG, 2020).




Environmentally Responsible Horse Management

With proper yard management and good decision-making—even in horse sports and racing—
equestrians can ensure that horses represent a healthy aspect of nature.

Change starts with a change in mindset, and with awareness (Owers, 2023). In general, people need
to set realistic goals of simply doing more of what’s good and less of what’s not good, and to focus
on what’s within their control rather than what is not. Importantly, people can work on recognizing
opportunities and needs, and on tracking their own—even minimal—progress in contributing to
preserving the environment. Millions of people caring just enough to make small changes can be
sufficient to make an important difference (Dancer, 2023).

Such small changes might be as simple as cleaning the windows on the barn to reduce the need for
artificial lighting or privileging eco-friendly partnerships by choosing to give priority to businesses
with an aim for an environmentally friendly approach (Dancer, 2023). People can consider whether
they actually need to buy an item or not, or whether it might be rented instead, and they can

think about what will happen to the product when they are finished with it—aiming to eradicate
“nonsense waste” (Hackett, 2023).

Horse owners and yard managers can also look at their energy consumption, with even something
as simple as with their electric switches. They can tag certain switches that should always be left on,
and then educate their staff—from grooms to tech teams—about the necessity to turn everything
else off when not used. Such a system has recently resulted in a 70% drop in electricity consumption
at the York racecourse (Hackett, 2023).

Another good management solution is a focus on soil health. By offering horses a firm-footed,
grassless “loafing area” with basic necessities (hay, water, and shelter) linked to several divided
pastures, owners can give land healthy breaks from horse grazing and trampling. In such a system,
pastures should never be grazed lower than five centimetres in height, which would allow native
grasses to flourish while protecting the soil and offering a healthy ecosystem to smaller animals
(Myers, 2022).

Owners can also learn about different protein content in different crop outputs and plan to avoid
waste according to which species can benefit from those outputs. Importantly, they can determine
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whether horses can get their dietary requirements from fodder with a reduced need for packaged
grains (Hackett, 2023).

Owners can let grasses grow high enough to reach a mature stage while providing habitats for small
vertebrates and invertebrates. They can plant native, non-invasive, non-toxic wildflowers in fenced-
off areas, encouraging pollination and pollinators. They can plant equid-safe herbs, barks, berries,
roots, and hedges in horses’ living areas, which help prevent soil erosion, offer hiding places and
habitats for wildlife, and provide environmental enrichment for horses as well as forage diversity and
possibly a “natural medicine cabinet” that allows them to self-medicate when needed. And they can
build ponds, which offer multiple benefits to horses and wild flora and fauna alike (Rogers, 2023).

They can let birch regenerate, leave brush piles, and generally stop micromanaging their sites
(Dancer, 2023). Importantly, and when possible, they should move horses—not the dung—as healthy
dung is important to the ecosystem. If the ecosystem is working properly, natural processes that
include the active involvement of dung beetles and other invertebrates will ensure that the dung is
processed in a timely manner (Rogers, 2023).

People can use apps to learn to recognize the different species—even rare species—they have on
their yards and then monitor the changes, like how those species progress, and which new one’s

form. They can also aim to track their water and electricity consumption, and even their butterfly
presence (Dancer, 2023).

Stables and outbuildings can be designed or equipped to offer havens for songbirds, raptors, bats,
and other wildlife. When the ecosystem is balanced, undesirable animals like mosquitoes and
parasites stay well controlled (Rogers, 2023).

To limit the burden of intestinal parasites and hence the frequency of deworming medication use,
managers can regularly remove manure and compost it. Proper composting according to industry
guidelines kills intestinal parasite eggs and larvae and leads to a healthy fertilizer that can be spread
in gardens or on crops and pastures. Equine intestinal parasites can also die off in pastures left empty
for one to two years, or in pastures alternately grazed by cattle or goats (Kirkland 2021). Having
horses’ faecal egg counts checked twice a year can help determine which horses—if any—need
anthelmintic treatment.




When horse ownership and competition
create a cost to the environment, owners and
organizers can aim to offset that cost by giving
back to the environment in other ways. For
example, Danish event organizers oversaw the
planting of 60,000 trees in what is now the

FEI World Championships Forest in Herning
following the event they hosted there in 2022
(FEI, 2023). Additional ideas for improving

the net environmental impact of high-level
equestrian sports are provided in the FEI
Sustainability Handbook for Event Organizers
(FEI, 2023).

Finally, governments can get involved

by offering incentive programs—like the
Irish Agri-Climate Rural Environmental
Scheme (ACRESS), with its 1.5-billion-euro
investment over five years meant to improve
environmental efforts for farmers (Hackett,
2023).
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Here are a few environmentally friendly
goals for people in the equestrian
industry.

How many can you aim for?

Proactively recycle;

Proactively compost;

Choose public transport over a car journey
whenever possible;

Rotate fields for grazing;

Speak to vets about less environmentally

damaging deworming alternatives;

Switch to and/or install renewable energy

on the yard;

Install water-saving technology;

Harvest rainwater;

Switch lights and appliances off;

Limit dairy and meat consumption;

Plant pollinator flowers;

Install hedgerows;

Plant trees;

Collaborate with farmers; and

Shop wisely, aiming for sustainable

products.

> (Dancer, 2023)




One Welfare

Caring for horses means caring for the environment, which means caring for horses. And it
doesn’t stop there. When we look after our planet and its inhabitants—horses as well as other
plants, animals, and humans—we are working towards a healthier future that is shared by all.
Sustainability requires a One Welfare perspective (Owers, 2023).

True horse welfare cannot exist without caring for the environment (Dancer, 2023). Diversity, for
example, makes horses happier, too—with more choices of forage, landscape, shade, breeze, water
sources, and species to investigate and explore.

Another case in point is switching from open pastures to a track system meant to encourage horses
to move more. By helping concentrate horses’ trampling effect on a hard track, grassy spaces are left
open for natural meadow growth—which is good for the environment. And the hawthorn, hazel, or
other horse-safe hedges that owners plant along the track edges help support the growth of nearby
woodlands (Furtado, 2022).

Such welfare efforts can also spur owners’ awareness and interest in the environment. By shifting
from mucking out stables to managing horses’ outdoor environments, for example, people can
become more attuned to their pastures’ local ecosystems and the health of the natural surroundings
(Furtado, 2022).

As such, biodiverse environments are considered good for the environment as well as for humans
and animals, including horses (Furtado, 2022).
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