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Opuft!po!uif!Ufyu 

The notion of ethics undoubtedly plays an important role in our society. It evolves and differs according to the sensitivity of the 

environment, cvu!epftoɨu!bringing together virtuous principles aimed at an ideal and absolute harmony, which we know is impos-

sible to achieve. Even so, it behoves us ɤ and it is our moral responsibility ɤ to question the choices we make through our freedom 

to do right or wrong. Moreover, legal rules evolve along with the mores of a society and do not, themselves, have a moral character. 

Should we therefore only apply the laws of the moment and consider that anything that is not forbidden remains implicitly allowed? 

Or, on the contrary, are we capable of going beyond mere legality and asking ourselves: if we want to ep!xibuɨt right, or avoid 

doing xibuɨt!wrong, how can we adjust our behaviour? If we know what consequences a decision may have on the interests of 

those around us (humans and equids), what should we do or not do? Is it worse to not do what we should do, compared to doing 

what we should not? 

The Swiss Horse Industry Council and Administration, COFICHEV (formerly the Swiss Horse Industry Administration, OFiChev), 

instigated a discussion concerning the most essential ethical requirements. These discussions led to the realisation that there was 

a significant need for information and communication on such topics. For this reason, the COFICHEV analysed a number of current 

ethical issues and published an initial status overview as well as future perspectives (Poncet et al, 2011a, 2011b).  

Ten years later, that report has now been updated, taking into account the most recent relevant scientific publications (Poncet et 

al, 2022). This Summary Report covers the gvmm!ufyuɨt!structure and its most notable points. Readers interested in more in-depth 

knowledge may consult the full version and delve into the details of the conclusions and recommendations. There, they will also 

find all necessary bibliographical references for understanding these complex subjects, as well as illustrations. 

In general, the editors use the term ɪhorseɫ to refer to the various breeds and types of domestic horses and ponies belonging to 

the species Equus caballus. The terms equids and equine refer to all modern, domestic members of the genus Equus, including 

horses, donkeys, and hybrids. Inclusive language has been used as much as possible. However, in order to make an already 

difficult scientific and specialised subject intelligible and easier to read, the editors have retained the style rule that permits the 

generic masculine gender (he/him/his) to refer to both sexes. To further avoid complicating the text, they have also opted to not 

include any doublets, typographical symbols, or marks that interrupt standard words of the language. 
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1. B!Qbsbejhn!Tijgu 
The horse, once a livestock animal and a symbol of masculinity ɤ serving as a social and economic engine reserved for agricultural 

work, transport, and the military ɤ has now conquered the urban and female domains. Horses have become faithful companions 

for leisure and sport, and even for conversation. Sometimes, people even attribute feelings to horses. For a long time, however, 

the main actors in the horse industry focused on the market and on growth, without considering welfare to be a sustainability factor 

in its own right. This view strongly marginalised the interests of the animal. 

Societyɨt demands are increasing and are manifest in publications that call into question many practices involving horses ɤ threat-

fojoh!uif!joevtuszɨt!tpdjbm!mjdfodf!up!pqfsbuf!)TMP*. Public outcries and controversies primarily target the suffering that horses 

experience through their exploitation, as well as industry-related environmental damage. An initial analysis reveals that people 

approach the issue from two different angles. The most popular angle, the ethic of responsibility, aims to protect animals and 

tolerates their utilisation by humans in exchange for the care and subsistence we provide for them. This pragmatic and reasoned 

line of thought accepts, under certain conditions, the asymmetry of the relationship between humans and equids; it stems from 

the irreversible status of the domestic animal. By weighing in the interests of both parties (equids and people) with a just balance, 

it is possible to examine, from a moral point of view, how to minimise the intensity of a strain and justify it. On the other end of 

the scale, the angle of conviction ethics forms an opposite approach, rejecting the concept of any gap between humans and 

animals. As such, abolitionists and anti-speciesists radically advocate for the abolition of all forms of use of living beings, but, 

rooted in idealism, have little or no concern for the consequences of such a systematic position. 

The COFICHEV supports the principle of personal responsibility towards the horse. From an ethical point of view, it defends the 

possibility of employing equids, provided that certain imperatives are respected. Only overriding interests can justify the strains. 

In addition, the day-to-day conditions of management (keeping), work, and transport, as well as end-of-life decisions, must respect 

essential welfare standards based on scientific studies. 

2. Ufsnjopmphz!boe!Efgjojujpot 

In each specific field, specialised communication, exchanges, and transmission of knowledge require the use of a set of rigorously 

defined terms. They specify the denomination of frequently used, but often scholarly, concepts.  

2.1 The Most Common Concepts 

Ethics refers to a practical and normative philosophical discipline that indicates in a structured, yet value-questioning system how 

human beings should best behave towards each other and their surroundings. This approach therefore consists of methodical 

deliberation over the question of what is right and just. The Swiss Animal Welfare Act (Art. 3 AniWA) defines the terms dignity, 

strains, and welfare. Our discussion is based on these concepts and their interpretation.  

The AniWA characterises good welfare as a state in which the animal 

does not experience negative sensations or sustained dissatisfaction of 

its natural needs. More specifically, the conditions under which animals 

are kept and fed should not disturb their bodily functions and behaviour. 

Nor should those conditions fydfttjwfmz!qvti!uif!bojnbmtɨ!biological 

capacity to adapt. Thus, within the limits of that capacity, equids should 

remain able to behave in accordance with their species. They should be 

clinically healthy and free of pain, suffering, harm, and anxiety (Fig-

ure 1). 

Today, (domestic) animal welfare specialists have developed a viewpoint 

that takes into account several parameters: positive emotions, good 

physical and mental health, appropriate function, and species-appropri-

ate habitus. Currently, the best-known approach is that of the Five Free-

doms, considered independent and indispensable: 1. Animals must 

have access to water and food in quantities appropriate to their species, 2. Their management conditions must not cause them any 

psychological suffering (fear, distress, etc.), 3. They must have a certain degree of physical comfort, 4. They must not be subjected 

to any ill-treatment that could cause pain or injury, and they must receive treatment in the event of illness, 5. They must be able 

to live in an environment appropriate to their species. These parameters reflect an ideal and theoretical state characterised by the 

absence of negative signs. However, the essential conditions for welfare and for the sustainability of anticipated progress are 

lacking in order to specify whether welfare is minimally acceptable, good, or excellent in concrete situations. To this aim, numerous 

 
Figure 1 Representation of the state of good welfare in three 

dimensions (modified and adapted according to Fraser, 2008) 
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studies are currently underway to find reliable indicators based on the animal and on the environment (Figure 2). Such indicators 

can help assess and improve welfare. The AWIN (Animal Welfare Indicators) protocols for horses and for donkeys meet these 

objectives. In practice, they are widely used. 

 

 Figure 2 Illustrations of scores 0-2 on the 

facial grimace scale for assessing pain levels 

(source: Dalla Costa E et al, 2014, 

https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.009228

1.g003, Creative Commons Attribution 

License) 

According to the AniWA, ejhojuz!jt!fbdi!bojnbmɨt!joifsfou!xpsui that humans must uphold in their relationships with that animal. 

This means that we must respect each animal for himself or herself (including individual particularities, behaviours, and prefer-

ences). We must therefore take that unique worth into account and hold each animal in high moral regard, independent of our own 

impressions, opinions, and experiences. As such, bojnbmtɨ!inherent worth should not be tied to their instrumental usefulness, nor 

to their sentimental, heritage, or market value. 

Strain is a physical or psychological action by a human being to impose a benefit. In extreme cases, the term also includes any 

violence applied to animals to force them to do something against their will or to prevent them from doing what they want. The 

definition also covers the negative consequences of such actions. Strain always affects dignity. Dignity is only comprised, however, 

if overriding interests cannot justify it. This is the case, for example, when animals are subjected to pain, suffering, or harm, or 

exposed to anxiety or humiliation, or undergo interventions that profoundly alter their appearance or abilities, or are excessively 

objectified as instruments, also known as instrumentalization (Art. 3 AniWA). 

The AniWA (art. 4) prohibits the unjustified 1and unnecessary imposition of strains on animals (injury, pain, stress, restriction of 

freedom, violation of dignity, overwork, etc.). Implicit in this standard is the need to weigh the different interests of the parties 

involved (humans, animals, and the environment) to determine whether the strain is justified. If its impact on the horse outweighs 

the interests of the other parties, the strain in question is abusive and amounts to a contempt of dignity.  

The concepts of pain, suffering, and harm are not easy to distinguish, but understanding them helps to clarify any impairments to 

welfare. Pain is characterised by an unpleasant sensory and emotional experience associated with real or suspected tissue damage 

(lameness, colic). It is noted that donkeys do not show pain as blatantly as horses do; they remain more stoic. Animals experience 

suffering as negative emotions that affect their quality of life and impair their welfare. Suffering is expressed through abnormal 

behaviour and body language (facial expressions, ear position, postures, etc.). Harm is manifested by loss of functionality or 

behavioural disorders, such as limited responsiveness to stimuli. It appears when animals are pushed to extreme levels of adap-

tation.  

Anxiety is also part of the negative emotions group. Whether sporadic or long-lasting, anxiety is characterised by a state of 

alertness, a disorganisation of self-control, and a decrease in the ability to adapt to variations in the environment. It constitutes a 

strain that provokes stress and suffering. It occurs under certain threatening conditions that are particularly anxiety-provoking and 

stressful, such as transportation in a vehicle, road traffic, participation in a sporting event, or farrier and veterinary care. Anxiety 

can manifest as a sudden ɤ sometimes brutal and dangerous ɤ fear response during new or unexpected situations for the horse. 

It is not always easy to distinguish it from shying, fear, and phobias.  

Shying occurs when horses confront something unknown to them. They use a natural means of protection that has no direct 

impact on their welfare state. They back away, snort, and then begin to explore. Fear is an instantaneous and more intense emotion 

felt in the presence of an object, or event, detected or perceived as a danger or threat. In proximity, this alarm system leads to a 

defence or avoidance response ɤ the fight or flight reaction. The animal is mobilising adaptive faculties and a self-preservation 

 

1 Emphasis added 

https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0092281.g003
https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0092281.g003
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instinct. Phobia is different from shying and fear in that it always occurs disproportionately and in anticipation, when the horse has 

not had sufficient habituation to control any natural responses to the trigger. This is the case xifo!uif!ipstfɨs capacity to adapt 

has been exceeded. 

2.2 Unjustified Strains 

Humiliation occurs when the situation meets any one of the following cri-

teria. The animal is mechanised and used only as a machine. He or she is 

ridiculed, represented like a lifeless thing or an object, or subjected to 

measures that totally remove all sense of control. Certain breeding goals or 

practices can humiliate an individual, a group of animals, or the animal in 

the abstract sense (type, breed, etc.). In short, this strain means that the 

animals are not seen for what they are. 

An intervention profoundly alters the appearance or abilities of an animal 

when it leads to a loss of functionality (Figure 3) or to an intense loss of 

abilities, if it causes humiliation, perturbing the aesthetic appearance (naked 

dogs), or if it is long-lasting or irreversible, such as dmjqqjoh!ephtɨ!fbst!ps!

amputating hortftɨ!ubjmt!(tail docking, or caudectomy). Impaired faculties 

may also manifest as adaptive disorders to environmental change, devia-

tions from species-specific development (behaviour, growth, etc.), or re-

duced responsiveness to external stimuli. Excessive objectification, or in-

strumentalization, is a strain arising from the practice of turning equids into 

mere devices at the hands of humans, without any sensitivity to their spe-

cific needs or to their physical and psychological interests.  

Risk assessment 

When accepting personal responsibility, risk assessment represents an indispensable step in the analysis of an ethical issue. 

Depending on the probability and intensity of damage, the risk may be negligible, low, moderate, high, or catastrophic. The 

subjective perception of the level varies among individuals, depending in particular on the ability to anticipate. The threshold of 

acceptability of a risk depends on several parameters. In particular, the expected benefit compared to the damage incurred, the 

possibility of repairing the damage or not, as well as the existence of a less damaging alternative which would nevertheless allow 

similar results. 

3. Fuijdbm!Qsjodjqmft 

Anyone caring for an equid must assume individual responsibility gps!uif!bojnbmɨt management and use. Such individuals must 

take into account the specific needs of the species (feeding, health, movement, social contact, enriched environment, sense of 

security, rest, etc.). Furthermore, they must develop a harmonious relationship with the horse based on mutual trust. 

This duty extends to the verification of facts (age, illness, inability to satisfy the anjnbmɨt needs) and the decision to be taken when 

a sick animal can no longer be effectively treated. In such a case, an end-of-life event (slaughter or euthanasia) should be performed 

to free the animal from irreparable suffering or disorders without waiting for death to occur spontaneously. The fate of the bojnbmɨt!

remains is also a matter for ethical consideration. 

In addition, this responsibility implicates several commitments on the part of the caretaker: 

¶ Regular acquisition of in-depth knowledge with regard to equine species (natural needs, health, behaviour, biomechan-

ics, appropriate use, dignity, socio-cultural and heritage values), and societal concerns and sensitivities.  

¶ Development of the capacity to assess the risks equids face and to understand reality from their point of view; not 

attributing them with characteristics and feelings specific to human beings; keeping in mind that affective and anthropo-

morphic views do not provide appropriate remedies to any infringements on their inherent worth. 

The ambitions and economic interests of individuals and organisations must not override bojnbmtɨ health requirements, nor those 

relative to their welfare and dignity. These points should be given primary importance irrespective of the breed, age, sex, individ-

uality, or type of use of the horse. 

The correct use of a horse is based on the constant respect of his or her natural aptitudes, physical and psychological constitution, 

and current capacities, without resorting to the use of chemical substances, such as drugs, or of unsuitable aids or methods. 

This attitude requires people and organisations to be self-critical and to behave with respect, honesty, and courage in their rela-

tionships among humans, among members of an association and its leaders, and between humans and equids. 

 
Figure 3 Horse suffering from hyperkalaemic periodic paralysis 

(HYPP) with a conformation characterised by hypertrophy of the 

musculature (source: murphy2136, screen capture 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=4ZGYxiNOynM) 



 

14/34 

Finally, people who care for equids must consider their relationships with them as historically determined and therefore subject to 

evolution, improvement, and maturation. 

4. Hfofsbm!Fuijdbm!Jttvft 

4.1 Thought Processes 

Several strains result directly from the domestication process of the equid species. These include, for example, freedom of move-

ment restrictions (stables, pens, tethering, etc.), more or less severe limitations of social behaviour, submission to human authority, 

irreversible modifications of physical appearance through the selection of certain appealing traits (docility, strength, speed, endur-

ance, coat characteristics, etc.), and hereditary diseases. 

In return, equids enjoy a number of benefits: food security, safety and protection from predators, shelter, and healthcare. Their 

employment can thus be partially justified by these advantages ɤ provided, however, that they outweigh the strains resulting from 

their direct employment for our own benefit. These include, for example, the contribution of equids to our psychological balance 

and enjoyment, recreation, and various services they provide. 

The process of domestication has not changed the original behaviour and natural needs of the horses of the steppes. Even today, 

horses move along grazing fibre-rich forage for two-thirds of the day ɤ when humans allow them to do so ɤ and their social 

instincts motivate them to gather in herds. Even so, domestication has significantly reduced ipstftɨ!levels of flight and aggression, 

providing for a docility that favours interactions with humans and improves safety. 

Horses and equestrian activities have attracted young women from both urban and rural backgrounds. This gender makes up 

67.8% of equid owners in Switzerland. In the hierarchy of domestic animals in the modern Western world, horses have thus risen 

to the rank of companion animals alongside cats and dogs. Such an orientation has positively correlated with concerns for animal 

dignity and welfare. In this respect, the expectations of society, in particular of authorities, organisations, and individuals, have 

clearly increased. Consequently, the lifelong ethical responsibility for equids begins at their conception and birth and continues 

during their management as young animals on the breeding farm, their training, their active careers, and their retirement, through 

to the end of their lives. That said, the legislative system imposes standards that are based on minimal agreements, in particular 

the concept of animal dignity. 

4.2 The Field of Tension between Livestock and Companion Animals  

Today, equids are caught between the varying and conflicting 

definitions provided in Swiss legislation (OMédV and AniPO). 

The proportion of companion animals is constantly increasing 

(Figure 4). The legalistic approach to livestock based on hy-

giene and food safety no longer corresponds to the most wide-

spread socio-cultural perception, as all equids provide ser-

vices. On the one hand, livestock animals are likened to a kind 

of living machine under aggressive human control in their role 

of transforming nutrients into goods and services. On the other 

hand, despite good intentions, qualifying horses as companion 

animals carries its own share of risks. It can lead to exaggerated 

care (coat clipping, blanketing, industrial food, supplements, 

obesity...) and to a level of anthropomorphism that demeans 

animal nature. This new hierarchy of types of equids aims to 

grant the companion animals a superior and protected dignity by excluding them from the food market. They would thus place 

them in a kind of elite class. Furthermore, the promotion of their role as companions for human beings could lead the public to 

believe that underworking them or not working them at all represents an ideal. The risk, in the long run, would be that this exclusion 

would be seen as a decisive step in favour of their welfare, especially as their employment for entertainment is ɤ often erroneously 

ɤ seen as benevolent and harmless. Such a development could drive equids out of agriculture and into the realm of luxury 

entertainment. 

4.3 Equid Management 

The living conditions of equids sfqsftfou!pof!pg!upebzɨt most debated issues. In our latitudes, most domestic horses live in very 

controlled environments. This is particularly true for those involved in leisure activities and in a wide variety of sports activities. 

 
Figure 4 Evolution of the proportion of equids for companionship and as livestock 

according to the types of equid (source: Identitas AG, 2021a) 
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The AniPO requires people who manage more than five horses to take training 

courses and prove that they have the necessary knowledge to handle the an-

imals properly.  

Individual box stalls remain the most common traditional housing mode, alt-

hough group management has increased significantly in recent years. There 

are countless guidelines, checklists, and codes of conduct explaining how to 

keep and care for horses. However, certain aspects remain marginal, such as 

managing donkeys, hybrids, and uncastrated male equids (for sports or re-

production), as well as castration, the use of electricity to limit movement, 

environmental impacts, and industry sustainability. Even so, some avenues 

merit particular mention. These include measures to reduce the impact of 

equestrian facilities and practices, optimised use of antiparasitic substances 

and antibiotics, improving plant biodiversity with mixed grazing (cattle and horses), and improving pasture management through 

enrichment with legumes, rotations, trees, hedges, agroforestry, and the development of active paths. 

However, responsible and appropriate husbandry and employment depends on the facilities. On the one hand, animal protection 

legislation mandates a number of structures and practices that are very difficult to achieve in agricultural areas. On the other hand, 

society demands extensive space (stables, paddocks, pastures, etc.) for managing equids. The latest provisions of the Spatial 

Planning Act (SPA art. 16abis) have eased certain requirements related to keeping and working equids in agricultural areas. However, 

they only concern existing farms2 that have pastureland and produce the majority of their own forage3 base. Finally, keeping equids 

on lands zoned for construction remains difficult due to the high value of the land. 

4.4 The Employment of Equids in Sport 

The position centring on equine welfare, the equine-human partnership, and the sustainability of horses in sport is an area yet to 

be explored, particularly when an instrumental and commercial approach detaches from their nature as animals. Equestrian prac-

tices thus entail risks that expose equine athletes to physical and psychological harm, strains which play a significant role in career 

interruptions and terminations. However, the very nature of their use does not allow for the correction of all negative effects. For 

example, the stress caused by starting young animals under saddle or by the first transport experiences does not seem to be 

completely avoidable. If we also take into account the diversity of the equipment and facilities required for the various disciplines, 

we can also see that there is a wide range of factors that can adversely affect the equine welfare. In all contexts (from leisure 

activities to high-level events), improving uif!frvjetɨ living conditions remains a delicate task, due to the complex and very 

heterogeneous relationships that humans develop with them. 

Compared to recreational equestrian sport, competition imposes a higher degree of physical and mental strain. Not only is a more 

intense athletic performance required of the horse, but also an adaptation of their management and handling conditions. For 

example, they are often body clipped and rugged all year round, isolated in individual boxes during competitions, and transported 

several thousand kilometres a year by truck or plane. Certain disciplines are therefore subject to particular criticism (endurance, 

eventing, show jumping, racing, etc.). 

Despite advances in knowledge about welfare, there is still significant room for improvement, and higher-strain practices are not 

being satisfactorily reduced. Injuries, neglect, mistreatment, doping, performance-enhancing practices, sudden death, the fate of 

animals after retirement, and the retraining of racehorses are of concern to the public and the media. There is even a sense of 

unease among the public, veterinarians, and ethologists, which is echoed in the media. Even so, the various players in the eques-

trian and racing industries struggle to redefine themselves and to assert the legitimacy of their sport. There is still a risk of leaving 

horses and their health in second position, well behind the desire to win, the prestige, and the financial stakes. 

The early training of horses is still a subject of discussion. Today, many trainers no longer place riding techniques in the fore-

ground, but rather seek a collaboration with the horse. Animal behaviour and psychology are part of their concerns. This is why, 

in many training stables, horses are educated first on the ground before being ridden. Unfortunately, many riders are still unfamiliar 

with the fundamental principles of training that make respectful training possible. 

National and international federations have rules designed to ensure the welfare of the horse in competition. However, they still 

face difficulties in adapting them to current issues and challenges, in communicating the new rules in an understandable and 

 
2 Existing agricultural enterprise with a total labour requirement of 1 SLU (standard labour unit). The cantons may lower the limit to 0.6 SLU. As a reminder, 1 

horse LSU (Livestock Unit) = 0.03 SLU (1 adult horse = 0.021 SLU) and 1 ha of agricultural land = 0.028 SLU.  
3 It is generally assumed that 70% of the forage should come from the farm and 0.245 ha/horse. 

 

Figure 5 Horses kept in a building zone (Photo: Swiss National 

Stud) 
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convincing way to their members, and in training the officials responsible for enforcing them. Changes sometimes instigate a 

hostile attitude from professionals.  

The answer to these welfare issues lies nonetheless in the knowledge provided by scientific research and transmitted to the greatest 

number of people. Firstly, the recognition of indicators of impairment to the health, dignity, and welfare of equids involved in sports 

deserves close attention. Indeed, the equestrian population does not clearly understand the links between the signs of equine 

distress and the parameters that cause these negative emotions. They therefore misunderstand the factors that deteriorate animal 

welfare and cause safety problems. In order to reduce the problems, it is therefore considered legitimate to devote more attention 

to this issue in the education and awareness programmes set up by equestrian organisations. However, success depends largely 

on how equestrian athletes perceive scientific advances, and then accept or refuse to apply them. 

The Risks of Strain for Equids in Sport 

The strains generated by stressful situations in sports activities and health disorders raise concerns among the public, the media, 

veterinarians, and ethologists. These groups also express apprehension about threats of drug use during training, prohibited 

medication, doping, and the uncomfortable issue of the future of athletes after a sporting career. Including these issues into the 

weighing of interests allows them to be justified or condemned. Several books, publications, studies, and reviews have evaluated 

the variables that can immediately or indirectly generate stress, limit performance, compromise welfare, impair health, or modify 

behaviour. Unfortunately, there is little scientific research taking a deep look into the various risk parameters for welfare, such as 

by means of multivariate models. These could include the discipline (riding, driving, etc.), the level of difficulty, the qualification of 

the athletes, the age of the horse, or the conditions in which horses are managed and trained. There is a greater number of 

publications evaluating such situations in racehorses (gallop and trot). 

In summary, sport-related strains affect several vital systems. These include pathologies of the limbs (joints, tendons, ligaments, 

feet), the back, and the muscles; digestive system disorders (colic, obesity, metabolic issues, gastric ulcers), respiratory diseases, 

anxiety and fear reactions, thermoregulatory problems, overtraining, overuse, and overwork. 

In racing, similar cases are observed, but with a higher frequency of accidents with fatal outcomes (cardiovascular origin) due to 

fractures or sudden death. Researchers have identified nearly 300 risk factors for lethal harm caused by the nature of the track 

surface, racing conditions, and the age of the animals.  

Recommendations are addressed primarily to the federations concerned. They should take regulatory and organisational measures 

to ensure closer monitoring of horses to detect imminent or early signs of lesions. The need to legislate more precisely on the 

employment of horses seems desirable, but the multiplicity of disciplines makes it difficult to draft clear and satisfactory rules. In 

this respect, the organisations are still the best placed to formulate technical requirements, but these only concern the equestrian 

minority who take part in sporting events under their authority. Finally, the measure that can reduce the practice of human behaviour 

that is detrimental to equids remains the basic and continuing education of the riding population at all levels and of those active in 

the industry. The skills of the teaching staff play a crucial role in the transmission of knowledge. Such skills must be based primarily 

on the results of scientific research on equine welfare.  

In the future, federations will face the major challenge of developing educational and public relations concepts to raise awareness 

about the welfare and dignity of equids (leisure, racing, competitions, etc.). Furthermore, they will have to encourage a paradigm 

shift and a change in the scale of values in any interactions with equids. Even so, merely emphasising the central place that animal 

protection holds will not suffice. They will still need to provide tools (equine ethology, determining factors, biological and behav-

ioural indicators, evaluation and monitoring systems, etc.). These tools make it possible to identify the characteristic signs of 

discomfort.  

5. Tqfdjgjd!Fuijdbm!Jttvft 
COFICHEV has carried out a detailed and critical analysis of ethical issues relating to particular practices that may be encountered 

with equids that are bred, managed, and employed in the domestic environment.  

5.1 Management of Uncastrated Male Equids 

The de-socialised management of unsterilized male equids (stallions and jacks, whether for breeding or not) in domestic environ-

ments is a subject that has grown in importance over recent years. Generally, males are castrated only if they have no chance of 

serving as breeding stallions after a sporting career. However, observations regularly reveal that managers often do not know these 

bojnbmtɨ!natural needs, nor the extent of the difficulties involved, as they have not acquired the appropriate skills. Some even 

consider their management as rewarding, very interesting, or even fun. In reality, the majority of uncastrated males live in very 

restrictive conditions (individual box stalls without permanent access to a paddock). In such an impoverished environment, their 

demands for social (bodily, visual, olfactory, and auditory) contact and free movement are rarely satisfied. Furthermore, they often 
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cannot retreat and avoid the excitement caused by the continuous proximity of a dominant or threatening conspecific. Their repro-

ductive expressions include the risk of sexual frustration, a source of chronic stress. This strain may become manifest through 

self-mutilation, including biting of the flanks and thighs, aggression, or other undesirable and even dangerous behavioural prob-

lems for the animal and for humans. 

To avoid such problems, the social stall can serve as a respectful solu-

tion allowing for the expression of essential contacts (Figure 6). The 

frequency of agonistic interactions decreases very quickly and remains 

low after a few days. Following a period of acclimatisation, an uncas-

trated male can be kept in a group of geldings or mares between breed-

ing seasons. The establishment of a bachelor herd is a well-described 

alternative. Keeping a stallion or jack in a stable also requires some 

basic precautions. Staff should be educated in proper handling and 

practices. Mares and jennies should not be housed in neighbouring 

stalls or paddocks. A solid fence around paddocks should prevent es-

cape and injury. If more than one horse in the stable is to be taken 

outside, the stallion should always be taken out first. The use of punitive 

and coercive means to control sexual behaviour in male horses is un-

justifiable as it hinders their welfare and shows disdain for their inherent worth. 

5.2 Castration 

In our regions, owners castrate a very large proportion of their male foals from the age of one year onwards, mainly because of 

their lack of prospects as breeding stock. This is certainly the most frequent operation performed on horses. This strain affects the 

dignity of the horse, as it profoundly modifies uif!bojnbmɨt capacities and appearance. It is justified by the overriding interest of 

the security it brings to the male and those around him. Questioning the removal of the testicles in order to respect the bodily 

integrity of the uncut male is not in itself decisive or sufficient, especially when taking into account how the management context, 

mediocre care, and strains (frustration, behavioural problems) dbo!dpnqspnjtf!uif!bojnbmɨt!xfmgbsf. Even so, the surgical tech-

nique can only be legitimised if it is carried out effectively and safely and is followed by pain management therapy.  

In the absence of veterinary reasons, the usefulness of sterilizing a female is much more difficult to prove, especially when arguing 

that oestrus-related behaviours make participation in sporting activities difficult or impossible even though alternatives exist. Con-

venience operations aimed at modifying the normal reproductive behaviour of a mare remain unjustified in all cases. There are 

only a few provisions that legitimise chemical or surgical interventions on the sexual physiology of a mare. First, the equine 

gynaecologist and ethologist (if necessary) must establish the clear causal link between the pathological functional state of a mare's 

reproductive organs and negative effects on her welfare and personality. Laparoscopic sterilization is preferred. In the absence of 

such a diagnosis, but where welfare is impaired, ovariectomy is unjustified as long as specialists have not attempted prior con-

servative treatment (intrauterine technique, hormone therapy, GnRH inhibition, conditioning, etc.) to inhibit oestrus or to reduce 

its intensity and duration. 

5.3 Restricting the Movement Range 

By nature, horses live in large territories (Figure 7). The artificial envi-

ronment of domestic stock-keeping systems necessarily results in a 

reduction in the space available to the equids and a restriction in their 

movement range. This restriction remains slight for groups of animals 

living in semi-liberty on vast terrains, but it is substantial and decisive 

for those housed individually. Under the current conditions, the mate-

rialisation of this restriction can influence behaviour and welfare. For 

example, when the minimum bedding-covered resting area is in-

creased, lower-ranking animals lie down flat and sternal for longer pe-

riods of time. Aggressive traits also decrease with increasing paddock 

size. This effect is particularly remarkable up to 10 000 m2.  

Space restriction is necessary but justified if the horse's safety and ca-

pacity to adapt are respected. Proper safety is characterised by the use 

of materials that resist impact without breaking and presenting a danger. The border (fencing, walls) should minimise the risk of 

injury while optimising security by preventing escape (Figure 8). The AniPO prohibits fencing off enclosures with barbed wire. 

Diagonally woven wire mesh or knotted wire netting is not recommended. Paddocks may be closed off with electric fencing only 

 
Figure 6 Interaction between two stallions housed in  social box stalls 

(Source: Swiss National Stud) 

 
Figure 7 Arid steppes, the natural habitat of the horse (source: Marián 

Polák, https://upload.wikimedia.org/wikipedia/commons/8/82/Mongo-

lia_2012.jpg,  Creative Commons Attribution-Share Alike 4.0 Interna-

tional license) 

https://upload.wikimedia.org/wikipedia/commons/8/82/Mongolia_2012.jpg
https://upload.wikimedia.org/wikipedia/commons/8/82/Mongolia_2012.jpg
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/en:Creative_Commons
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/4.0/deed.en
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/4.0/deed.en































