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Introduction 

These guidelines are a result of cooperation of sport and breeding associations, acknowledged horse 

welfare associations and equine veterinary profession across Europe. Their overall aim is the welfare 

of horses. 

 

They are the outcome of a review of guidelines, recommendations, expertise and laws available 

around Europe. 

There might exist even more regulations in Europe then this paper refers to. 

The best way to improve welfare is by giving information and education to all of those who are 

responsible for horses. 

 

Therefore these guidelines are meant  to set the minimum requirements for the keeping of horses and 

for those, who are responsible for horses.  

 

Although these guidelines do not replace national laws, they may be helpful for implementing horse 

welfare on a harmonized European basis. 

 

Additionally these guidelines may be a useful tool for all who take care of horses, on pleasure or 

professional basis and for those who have to make decisions about welfare of horses. 
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General Principles 

 

The European Union (EU) recognises that animals have “rights”, based on the utilitarian principle that 

if we are to use animals, we should afford them lives where they enjoy the greatest good, and 

experience the least harm. This approach applies equally to equids as it does to other domesticated 

species. 

 

These “rights” are encompassed in the Five Freedoms: 

 

1. Freedom from thirst, hunger and malnutrition 

2. Freedom to be protected from the environment – the provision of appropriate comfort and 

shelter 

3. Freedom from fear and distress 

4. Freedom from disease and pain – the prevention or rapid diagnosis and treatment of injury; 

disease or infestation with parasites 

5. Freedom to exhibit normal behavioural patterns 

 

 

Definitions 

 

• Welfare „the condition of health, comfortable living & working conditions“ 

• Abuse “wrong use; maltreat; an established or unjust practice” 

• Cruelty “readiness to give pain or cause suffering to another“ 

• Stress “pressure; condition causing hardship, disquiet etc” 

 

 

 

Preambel  

Horses live for 5000 to 6000 years under the domesticating influence of man. The demands for 

nutrition, care and stabling according to their behaviour pattern and physiology have not changed 

fundamentally during this period. Therefore it is important to consider the demands and needs of 

horses despite different cultural developments in handling and relationship and in the keeping of 

horses at all levels.  
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General Requirements / Demands due to the nature of the horse  

 

 

Social behaviour 

 

Considered from an evolutionary point of view, horses must be described as creatures of flight living 

in herds: The behaviour of horses orientated under natural conditions towards the social unit (herd) 

still exists; its corresponding demands have to be considered in keeping and handling horses. The 

behaviour patterns emanating from the character of the horse as flight animal make "concrete" 

demands and assume a certain knowledge of those dealing with horses, so that unnecessary fears and 

risks can be avoided to a great extent.  

 

 

Body care, hoof care 

 

In order to maintain a healthy activity of skin and coat, it is necessary to guarantee, independent from 

the degree of use, time at pasture and/or the running out (outdoors) as well as the possibility to roll 

around. Under natural conditions or those which are near to nature, that means in extensive conditions 

of keeping and use, the care and cleaning of the coat can be restricted to regular control and cleaning 

dependent on use. In case of extensive use, control and a regular care of the hooves including picking 

out, rasping and if necessary shoeing have to be performed. The more intensive the use of the horse, 

the higher are the requirements to the regular care, incl. hoof care and shoeing.  

 

The removal of tactile-/sinus hairs in the mouth region or the shaving of the ears are adverse to the 

species and interfere with the welfare of the horses. 
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Movement 

 

Under natural conditions, horses move around for approximately 16 hours per day. 

In doing this, they mainly move in walk or at moderate speed. Daily free movement is in several 

respects beneficial to the maintenance of the horse's health.  

Horses who can freely move outdoors are more balanced, because they can realize their need to be on 

the move, gait behaviour, in case of living in group their social behaviour and at pasture their natural 

feeding behaviour.  

In addition, the daily free running out, among other things due to the different climate, has a positive 

influence on the general health, especially on the respiratory tract, the locomotor system as well as on 

the immune system and helps to preserve health. 

Daily work, training machines (running/leading machines) are no adequate replacement for the free 

running out.  

 

 

Stable climate / Thermoregulation 

 

Independent from the breed the horse possesses a quickly adapting thermoregulation ability (better 

than man). 

This should be taken into consideration in relation to keeping in the stable and the building of horse 

stables. In addition, it is necessary to keep to certain requirements for light and air, in order to avoid 

damaging the animal’s health due  to an inadequate stable climate.  

 

Stable climate:  

 

If horses are kept in a stable, the following requirements shall be fulfilled: 

Temperature Stable temperature similar to outside 

Humidity 60-80 % 

air movement in the stable Minimum of 0,1 m/s 

CO 2 level as indicator of toxic (?) gases < 0,10 vol.% 

Ammonia level in the air < 10 ppm 

HS level 0 ppm 
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Systems of Management 

 

The surroundings horses are kept in and their use have a complex influence on the horse. Minor 

deviations in individual cases can be compensated for by a corresponding competence of management, 

so that the horses all in all show a balanced behaviour and a good bodily condition.  

 

 

Management, fundamental requirements for different systems of management/keeping/stabling 

 

Horses are kept in groups permanently or temporarily or individually in boxes. 

Every system of management must be arranged in a way that it achieves the greatest possible 

development of the species typical behaviour in the particular system of management.  

The development, especially of the young horse, must not be disturbed. This includes both the 

development of the social competence and the physiological development.  

Every keeping/stabling system must guarantee that horses can lie down and roll and stand up. Lying 

down areas must be provided with bedding.  

Lying down areas and running-out areas must be hygienically impeccable.  

 

 

Keeping horses in groups  

 

The permanent keeping of horses in groups (two or more horses) meets the species typical behaviour 

of horses best.  

In arranging the space for the keeping in groups, the individual demands and the social behaviour must 

be taken into account.  

Because the composition of the group cannot be freely chosen, it is imperative to consider how the 

horses get on with each other.  

(Horses, which are not to be integrated in the long run, must be removed from the group). 

Frequent changes in the composition of the groups can lead to repeated clashes concerning the pecking 

order and with that to restlessness and stress behaviour. Offer of space, division of the space, lying 

areas and evasion possibilities for horses lower in rank must be available in sufficient number.  

The management system in groups must guarantee for every animal a stress free and sufficient feed 

allowance and food intake. This is guaranteed by the corresponding construction and setting of feeding 

places. Or the horses must be tied for the time of their food intake.  

Especially for foals and young horses, the keeping in groups is an indispensable pre-condition for the 

development of a corresponding normal social behaviour as well as for the further stress free use by 

man.  
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Individual keeping  

 

Individual keeping is generally understood as stabling of a horse in a (individual) box. In this 

management system, the social contact is restricted by structural conditions. The minimum 

requirements for this form of stabling are, that the horses must have sight-, hearing- and olfactory 

contact to others of their own kind, that means the occupation by watching and social contact 

possibilities must be guaranteed by corresponding structural settings.  With this kind of stabling, 

independent of the kind of use and intensity, it is indispensable that the horses have the possibility of 

daily running out alone or in groups.  

 

 

(Measurements) Size of boxes, Examples: 

In detail, the following measurements shall be taken as a basis for new 
buildings or for re-constructions: 

 

All measurements are related to withers height (WH) 
Large horses = 1,80 m 

Normal horses = 1,67 m 

Ponies = 1,45 m 

  
  
Dimensions of the lying down areas if the horses are kept in groups 

Single looseboxes, covered yards without permanent paddock
Minimum for a horse ( same like single box)(2 x WH)2 

Example: 

Mean WH of the stabled horses: 1,67 m  

Required area  = (2 x 1,67)2  

= 11,2 m2 per horse 

Group boxes with feeding compartments  and permanent 
paddock 
Minimum for a horse (without feeding sites):  

minimum 3 x WH2 per horse 

Example: 

Mean WH of the stabled horse : 1,67 m 

Required area  = 3 x 1,672
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= 8,4 m2 per horse 

Group boxes with separate forage mangers and permanent 
paddock 
Minimum 2,5 x WH2  per horse 

Example: 

Mean WH of the stabled horse : 1,67 m 

Required area  = 2,5 x 1,672  = 7,0 m2 per horse 

May be reduced up to 20 % if the individual conditions as to 
stable structure, horses and grooming are favourable  

Feeding compartments  :  
 When keeping horses in groups feeding compartments  or other 
measures for individual feed supply are recommended,  

Width = 80 cm, with small ponies it can be smaller, Length with 
manger = 1,8 x WH  

= for large horse 3,25 m  

= for normal horse 3,00 m 

=  for ponies 2,60 m 

Transparency of partition is obligatory 

Water supplies (automatic drinkers) and mangers must be located 
in such a way that eating and drinking horses can not reach each 
other 

  
  
Individual keeping  

 

Area of a single box:  
minimum = (2 x WH)2

= for large horses ca. 13,0 m2

= for normal horses ca. 11,2 m2

= for ponies ca. 8,5 m2

Short side of a single box: 

minimum = 1,5 x WH 

= for large horses ca. 2,70 m 

= for normal horses ca. 2,50 m 

= for ponies ca. 2,20 m 
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Height of partition:  
ca. 0,80 x WH 

= for large horses ca. 1,45 m 

= for normal horses ca. 1,35 m 

= for ponies ca. 1,20 m 

 

Height of partition (upper area barred):  
ca. 1,30 x WH  
= for large horses = ca. 2,35 m 

= for normal horses ca. 2,20 m 

= for ponies ca. 1,95 m 

 

Height of partition (nontransparent top to bottom, 
only as exception):  
minimum = 1,45 x WH  
= for large horses ca. 2,60 m 

= for normal horses = ca. 2,40 m 

= for ponies ca. 2,20 m 

Note: stallions and mares are not to be stabled side by side having direct contact, eye or smell contact. 

 

Height manger base:  
ca. 1/3 x WH 
= for large horses ca. 60 cm 

= for normal horses ca. 55 cm 

= for ponies ca. 50 cm 

= for small ponies ca. 30 - 40 cm 

Note: Manger should be placed in the corner of the box (to prevent injuries) Drinker and manger must 
be placed separate, hay fed from the bottom 

 

Height of box door:  
1,4 x WH  
= for large horses ca. 2,50 m 

= for normal horses ca. 2,35 m 

= for ponies ca. 2,00 m 

Height of lower half of box door: 0,8 x WH 

= for large horses ca. 1,45 m 

= for normal horses ca. 1,35 m 

= for ponies ca. 1,16 m 
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Width of entrances:  
= for large horses ca. 1,20 m 

= for ponies ca. 1,00 m 

Width of stable corridors: 

if possible 3,00 m,  min. 2 x corridor 
 is necessary, otherwise horse can not turn around. 

= for large horses ca. 2,40 m 

= for ponies ca. 2,00 m 

 

 Stand for tie up only temporary, see point 3.2 / 
3.3):  
Width with fixed wall 

min.: = WH + 20 cm 

= for large horses 2,00 m 

= for normal horses 1,90 m 

= for ponies 1,65 m 

Width of stand with moveable bar 

Min.: = WH 

Length of stand = 2 x WH 

= for large horses 3,60 m 

= normal horses 3,35 m 

= for ponies 2,90 m 

  
 
 
Floors and bedding  

 

Floors, staying areas (feeding places), running areas –whichever stabling system was chosen – must 

always be non-slippery and dry.  

 

In the lying down area, they must correspond to the need for warmth of the horses.   

Stone-, concrete or natural floors do generally not fulfil these requirements.  

Therefore the need for warmth and the requirement to absorb fluid must be taken into consideration 

with provision of sufficient suitable bedding or corresponding preparation of the ground.  
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In case of insulating ground / corresponding insulating covering (rubber mats), or in case of a wooden 

ground, the bedding can be thinner, because it must guarantee only the absorption of fluid.  

 

Droppings and wet straw must be removed at regular intervals. This promotes the comfort of the 

horses and a good/impeccable stable air.  

 

 

Running out  

 

The running out should be a fenced-in area, making free movement possible for the horses. Dependent 

on the size and frequency of use and the number of horses using it, it is necessary to fulfil some 

minimal requirements to area and ground conditions. 

 

Running-outs in long rectangular form offer advantages over square areas for instance with regard to 

incentive to movement. 

 

Every running out must guarantee: 

 a low injury risk 

 a non-slippery area  

 freedom from (considerable) pollutions/toxic risks  

 

Large running-out areas and especially pastures can do without fixing of the ground, if they fulfil the 

above-mentioned criteria.  

 

For small and intensively used running-outs (two times (twice the height of the horse at withers) 

squared) the ground must be water-repellent, not slippery and easy to keep clean.  

(Layers of sand, wood shavings, surface that grips well, wood surface with layer of sand, plastic hole 

plates are well suited for the surface) 

 

 

Keeping a horse at grass 

 

Keeping a horse at grass in this context refers to keep it permanently there (24 hours per day). 

At grass, horses should normally be kept in groups. Keeping them at grass corresponds best to their 

natural living space.  
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Dependent on the climatic and weather conditions a suitable natural or artificial weather protection 

must be available, which has room for all horses at the same time and protects them against heat, 

insects, long continuing wetness and wind.  

In order to guarantee sufficient food- and energy supply, very large areas must be available. If this is 

not the case, it is essential especially during times of low growth intensity or a standstill of the growth 

that roughage and mineral feed is fed in addition. 

Moreover, a sufficient supply of fresh water (with regularly replaced fresh water) must be guaranteed 

in case of permanent or all-day keeping at grass.  

 

 

Judgement of the horse's condition 

 

-Establishment and judgement of the state of nutrition of the horse- 

 
 Evaluation of Condition of Horses 
 
/ evalution 

Feeding 
condition 

Neck Evaluation criteria of back 
and ribs 

pelvis 

1 very lean very thin backbone and ribs very 
visible 

hip bones sticking out, deep 
grooves at side of tail 

2 lean  Thin  
Contours of backbone and 
ribs visible 

hip bones visible, tissue at 
base of tail sunken 

3 slim  Slim backbone covered, ribs 
not easily visible 

Rounded croup, thin grooves 
at base of tail 

4 Normal/ 
normal 

 no crest 
(excluding 
stallions) 

rib easy to feel Round croup, Hip bones easy 
to feel 

5 fat  Small broad, and 
firm crest 

Ribs not easy to palpate, 
groove along the back 

Formation of grooves in 
croup starting, split croup 
normal in heavy horses 

6 very fat Pronounced broad, 
firm crest, fat 
wrinkles 

broad back with deep 
grooves along midline  

Hip bones not palpable, split 
croup easily visible 

  from Meyer, 1995; adapted acc. to Carrol und Huntington, 1988 
 
 
 
Pastures (and running-out areas) must be in a way that horses cannot be injured in them and cannot 

escape from them as well. They must be bounded by a clearly visible break-out-safe fence. Electric 

fences as sole fencing-in have a higher injury risk, especially, if they are not regularly fixed and have 

no predetermined breaking point.  

In special conditions of keeping, "natural" boundaries such as ditches may be acceptable.  

Barbed-wire-fences, wire netting fences or metal wires as the sole fencing-in or faulty and insufficient 

fences are not acceptable.  
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For running-out areas fulfilling the minimum size or being still smaller, electric boundaries must be 

avoided.   

 

 

Keeping at sport-, show- and breeding events 

 

Special requirements are applicable for the temporary stabling at sport-, show- and breeding events, 

and temporary deviations from optimal / ideal management conditions and corresponding prerequisites 

may be acceptable. 

For stabling, the same climatic requirements are applicable, that means among other things at least a 

sufficient fresh air supply must be guaranteed.  

The measurements for boxes can be temporarily lower than the requirements minimum sizes. 

However, it is necessary that for big horses also a sufficient number of large boxes are available 

(12m2). 

In case of temporary accommodation in stalls, the injury risk shall be kept as low as possible by the 

placing together of good-natured animals. Balance by intensive Management: leading, grazing, etc. . 

 

If horses are kept together for a certain period at such events, and in order to protect the horses from 

the spreading of diseases, it is necessary for the persons responsible to give prove of a sufficient 

vaccination protection against the common infectious diseases.  
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Table Minimum Sizes acc. to Breeds 

(Deviations are permissible, in case they do not fall below the exactly calculated minimum values) 
Examples for 
different breeds 

Height of 
the withers 
[WH] in cm 
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Shetlandpony 
,  79-93 1,8 m 3 m² 1,5 m² 1,4 m 6 m² 9 m² 
Small donkeys a. 
o.  94-106 1,8 m 4 m² 2,5 m² 1,6 m 8 m² 12 m² 

Ponies  107-117 1,8 m 5 m² 3 m² 1,7 m 10 m² 15 m² 

donkeys 118-127 1,9 m 6 m² 4 m² 1,9 m 12 m² 18 m² 
Haflinger, Island-
, 
Mérens-,Fjord-
and 128-136 2 m 7 m² 4,5 m² 2 m 14 m² 21 m² 
Camargue 
horse, 
Mule, 
Connemara 
pony, big donkey 
a. o.  

137-145 2,1 m 8 m² 5 m² 2,2 m 16 m² 24 m² 

Freiberger, 
Arabian  ,  
Friesian, 
Andalusian, 
Quarterhorse, 146-154 2,3 m 9 m² 5,5 m² 2,3 m 18 m² 27 m² 
Paso-, 
Poloponies, 
Mules, big 
donkeys a. o.. 155-162 2,4 m 10 m² 6,5 m² 2,4 m 20 m² 30 m² 
Warmblood, 
riding- and 
driving horses, 163-169 2,5 m 11 m² 7 m² 2,5 m 22 m² 33 m² 
Thouroughbred ,  
Standardbredu. 
a. 170-176 2,6 m 12 m² 7,5 m² 2,6 m 24 m² 36 m² 

 177-183 2,7 m 13 m² 8 m² 2,7 m 26 m² 39 m² 

Shire-Horse and  184-190 2,8 m 14 m² 9 m² 2,8 m 28 m² 42 m² 
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Other very 191-196 2,9 m 15 m² 9,5 m² 2,9 m 30 m² 45 m² 

Big horses 197-203 3 m 16 m² 10 m² 3 m 32 m² 48 m² 
1) Minimum width required for a box.  1,5 WH. 
2) Foaling boxes and boxes for mares with foals at foot , older than two months  minimum space 
required: 130% of the minimum area set 
3) For harmonized groups with five and more horses the total area may be reduced for maximal 20 %  
4) Feeding compartments, width: widest extension of the horses body (pelvis, belly) plus 10 
centimeters          BVET-800.106.06 (2) - Annex 
 
 
Management 

 

It is essential that any person dealing with horses or keeping or caring for horses, has a sufficient 

knowledge as well as the necessary capabilities for a behaviour-related accommodation (keeping), 

nutrition and care.  

Regular further education, especially for persons working in the field of horse keeping and use, is 

considered to be important.  

These requirements to keeping, nutrition and care begin with the knowledge about social- and 

expression behaviour. The necessary fundamental knowledge and that, which should be taught, are the 

preconditions to avoid fear, illness and injury in horses, and therefore to prevent diseases and to 

guarantee "secure" handling for their own protection.  

 

Minimum requirements for "every" horse keeper 

 

A person dealing or caring for horses, has to have knowledge of the species-typical needs of the horse. 

This person must know the social- and expression behaviour of the horse. In addition, he/she must 

have sufficient abilities (and means) to do justice to the care, keeping and management of horses.  

A person, who deals, cares or uses horses, must guarantee that, 

- each horse has its daily sufficient movement 

- each horse is fed several times a day (in case of keeping in a stable) or gets roughage ad. lib. 

and/or enough time is available that sufficient food-intake is possible calmly.  

- each horse will have available fresh water to drink at least several times a day or ad.lib.  

- each horse can stand or lie on dry bedding. 

- each horse is taken care of in its whole body, in conformity with the requirements of the kind 

of use.  

- the hooves of each horse are regularly taken care of and if necessary a correct shoeing is 

regularly provided.  

- each horse is regularly/daily checked for any sign of diseases. 
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- each horse gets accustomed in time to care measures (successive introduction) as well as to 

transport.  

- in case of injury or illness, each horse is presented in time to a veterinarian and after that gets 

suitable medical care.  

- each horse, according to its age, gets prophylactically suitable care by a veterinarian to protect 

it against bacterial, viral and parasitic infections.  

- each horse is instructed and trained according to its aptitude and abilities.  

 

The necessary knowledge and abilities about training can be achieved through correspondingly 

approved special organisations. The recognition of further training, in particular in the field of a 

professional handling and the commercial use of horses, can be delegated to approved special 

organisations as well.  

It is to be emphasized that especially in the professional field there is a general obligation to regularly 

attend further training.  

 

 

Keeping a horse in his old age 

 

Horses, which cannot be used any longer/which have obtained an age when they cannot be used any 

longer/and which only can/must spend their old age under the care of man, must be regularly 

controlled / moved / cared for and kept as the other horses as well. Special requirements to the 

nutrition of old horses may need to be fulfilled.  

 

 

Killing / Euthanasia / Humane destruction  

 

Ill, injured or old horses must possibly be killed. The veterinary medicine has appropriate medication 

available for this situation, which make a falling asleep / passing away of the horses without fear, 

suffering (and injury) possible. Chemical euthanasia is an alternative to killing by shooting and blood 

extraction.  

After euthanasia, it is necessary to ensure collection by a suitable carcass disposal service.  

 

 

Transport on the road 

 

Transport is an extraordinary stress for horses. They have to get used to it by successive introduction 

to the transport.  
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That involves among other things, that horses have to get used by a foresighted and cautious way of 

driving the transport.  

Contrary to other kinds of animals, horses do not need to be transported in vehicles, which make lying 

down possible for them. But as for other species transport and especially transport mean for horses 

have to meet certain standards (e.g. sizes, existing prescriptions for the number of horses to be 

transported).  

The present legal minimum requirements for the time of a horses' transport make a difference between 

the transport of slaughter horses and other horse transports (for commercial-, sport and breeding 

purposes). The transport must cause as little stress as possible for the horses, by regular breaks, 

feeding and watering, especially in case of longer transports. The payload area must be provided with 

a layer of bedding, especially in case of longer transports (with stopover at events).  

 

 

Horse passport / Identification of horses 

 

The horse transport and trade takes a very important part in the European Community and in the whole 

world. Of essential importance in this connection are the control of contagious diseases as well as that 

of the origin, for instance under breeding points of view, but also under points of view of the consumer 

protection.  

A pre-condition for movement is the identification of the particular animal.  

Within the European Community, it was laid down some years ago that the horse is to be identified by 

a passport.  

Since 2000 the EU decided, that every horse which is kept for breeding and farm use, shall be 

registered and get a unique life number. In case of transport every horse must be accompanied by a 

passport for equidae.  

 

 

Export/Import 

 

The import or export of horses is subject to particular regulations. First of all, the requirements 

regarding disease hygiene are of importance. On the territory of the EU, there are at present for 

travelling far-reaching standardized requirements, however, for the temporary and the permanent 

import or export of animals into a state within the Community as well as into a state outside the 

Community there have to be made very different epidemic hygienic examinations and it is necessary 

to submit corresponding veterinary certificates.  
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The examinations to be performed in each case are provided by the particular health status in the 

exporting- or importing country and the current national regulations – which are revised if the health 

status changes – and provide, which examinations have to be performed in each case.  

 

 

 

Literature 

 

 

Welfare guidelines compendium 

Ed.: British Equine Veterinary Association and International League for the Protection of Horses, 

2000 

 

Haltung von Pferden, Ponys, Eseln, Maultieren und Mauleseln 

Richtlinie 800.106.06(2) 

Hrsg.: Bundesamt für Veterinärwesen, Bern, 23. April 2001 

 

Pferde richtig halten 

Hrsg.: Bundesamt für Veterinärwesen, Schweiz, 2001 

 

Leitlinien zur Beurteilung von Pferdehaltungen unter Tierschutzgesichtspunkten 

Hrsg.: Bundesministerium für Verbraucherschutz, Ernährung und Landwirtschaft (BMVEL), Bonn, 

10. Nov. 1995 

 

Empfehlungen zur Freilandhaltung von Pferden 

Hrsg.: Niedersächsisches Ministerium für Ernährung, Landwirtschaft und Forsten, Hannover, 3/1999 

 

Gruppenhaltung von Pferden, Eingliederung fremder Pferde in bestehende Gruppen 

Hrsg.: Chemisches u. Veterinäruntersuchungsamt Freiburg, Fachbereich: Ethologie u. Tierschutz, Juli 

2000 

  

 

 

Links: 

 

http://www.adas.co.uk/equinewelfare/compendium.pdf  
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