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K ing Louis XIV of France possessed a 
passion for hunting and equestrian-
ism, going so far as to commission 

an esteemed 17th-century architect to 
design stables adorned with exquisite 
stone sculptures next to his Versailles 
castle. Reputed as the finest in the world 
at the time, the two stables housed up 
to 2,000 horses in side-by-side standing 
stalls under a 15-foot vaulted ceiling. 

Generations of royalty used those same 
stables, which by accounts were kept im-
maculate but confined horses with little 
opportunity for social interaction, turnout, 
or fresh air—it turns out 15-foot ceilings 
can only do so much for ventilation. 

We can forgive proud Renaissance 
kings for their lack of scientific knowl-
edge; in centuries since, equine welfare 
researchers have shown us what’s beauti-
ful to us isn’t necessarily what’s ideal for 
a horse. Current standards require better 
housing for our horses to ensure their 

physical, social, and emotional health. 
Here’s what today’s modern horse farm 
might look like.

The Barn, From Air to Foot
It’s questionable whether an article 

about the modern horse farm should 
even begin with the barn. After all, most 
welfare experts agree that the barn isn’t 
the heart of a welfare-friendly farm. Sure, 
it’s necessary in the sense that we need 
a place to store food and materials, and 
we need a shelter where we—with less-
weather-resistant bodies than our hors-
es—can work with them in high winds, 
heavy rains, and extreme  temperatures. 

But most horses don’t need a barn; 
rather, they need shelter. “Low on a horse 
farm necessity list is ‘the ideal modern 
barn’—essentially a three-wall shelter that 
they can go into if the weather is very 
bad,” says Jan Ladewig, DVM, PhD, pro-
fessor in Animal Welfare and Ethology 

(the study of behavior) at Copenhagen 
University’s Department of Large Animal 
Sciences, in Denmark.

For farrier and author Jaime Jackson, 
nature itself can even provide shelter with 
structures such as large trees or cavelike 
depressions in rock. 

While simple shelter might be “ideal” 
for the horse, it’s often not the most 
practical solution for many horse owners. 
Trudging across large fields to retrieve 
heavy-coated horses caked in mud can 
certainly conflict with our interests as 
riders. As a compromise, we bring our 
horses inside. 

The ideal modern barn takes into 
account all aspects of horse health and 
welfare. Most in-barn health issues 
relate to the airways. Here, dust, am-
monia, and pathogens (disease-causing 
organisms) easily infiltrate horses’ 
lungs, leading to “respiratory problems, 
pulmonary disease, and other fancy 
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Rolling hills and majestic barns give way to enrichment paddocks and shared 
structures in this look at todays “ideal” horse farm

The ideal farm fulfills horses’ 
fundamental needs: free-choice 

forage (in this scenario, via an 
automated feeder) and water, 

company, and movement.
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names we often call heaves (now named 
equine asthma),” Ladewig says. 

Many horse barns have high levels of 
mold and ammonia, indicating ventila-
tion problems, says Harry Blokhuis, PhD, 
professor of ethology in the Department 
of Animal Environment and Health at 
the Swedish University of Agricultural 
Sciences, in Uppsala, and coordinator of 
the Welfare Quality project and Network. 
(The Network includes 250 European sci-
entists that develop systems and stimulate 
research for animal welfare assessment 
and communication.)

Some horse owners close up the barn 
when their horses are coughing instead 
of airing it out, thinking the cough is 
because the horse is “cold,” says Anja 
Zollinger, BSc, of the Agroscope research 
institute and the Swiss National Stud, in 
Avenches.

The ideal modern barn, therefore, has 
an excellent ventilation system with lots 
of windows and vents allowing free air 
flow. It also has a distinct separation be-
tween any indoor arena and stalls—either 
with a full wall or as separate buildings 
altogether—as researchers in Germany 
have recently shown that stall dust levels 
are higher when there’s only a half-wall 
between them. 

Bedding and footing also affect air 
quality. Although studies are ongoing, we 
know that peat has a strong ammonia- 
absorbing ability and pine shavings 
harbor the fewest bacteria. Wood chips 
produce much less dust in an indoor 
arena than sand, and a watering system 
in the arena can keep dust production 
low. The modern horse farm should adapt 
its practices in light of the latest scien-
tific recommendations for bedding and 
footing as they become available, says 
Zollinger.

New Welfare Fashion:  
Group Housing

Individual box stalls? Those are so last 
year. Today’s welfare researchers agree 
that horses need togetherness. They 
benefit from shared spaces, standing 
next to and grooming each other. “There 
is one thing that horses need more than 
anything (besides food and water), and 
that is social contact,” Ladewig says. “It’s 
not enough for horses to just see, hear, 
and smell other horses. If we are really 
concerned about the welfare of riding 

horses, we must get away from indi-
vidual housing and move toward group 
 housing.” 

Group housing requires space, of 
course—but only slightly more than what 
you have per horse in individual stalls. 
“You need room for social contacts as 
well as areas for horses to get away from 
social contact,” Zollinger says. Partial 

walls, hanging rugs, or waterers serve as 
“escape walls” to allow subordinate hors-
es to move away from dominant horses 
without getting trapped in a corner. 

Accidents are unlikely—if the horses 
have gotten used to each other first, 
get along well, and have these escape 
walls, she says. Ideally, let the horses get 
acquainted in open fields first, and select 
stallmates based on the behaviors you 
observe. 

If you’re not ready to tear down walls, 
or if you have stallions that could seri-
ously injure each other, researchers have 
some group housing compromises. A 
French research group has found inter-
stall windows without bars to be safe and 

welfare-friendly for otherwise isolated 
horses. And Zollinger and her colleagues 
have tested partially open separators 
 between their National Stud stallions’ 
stalls, with very encouraging results.

Feeding & Entertainment Systems
Equine ethology has shown us again 

and again the importance of keeping a 
horse’s mouth busy. In nature horses graze 
up to 17 hours a day. Therefore, confined 
horses benefit from the near-constant 
use of their mouths, for both mental and 
physical health. The saliva they generate 
with chewing keeps their digestive sys-
tems working better, and the regular jaw 
movement staves off  boredom. 

The problem lies in how stalled horses 
eat, consuming hay and feed far faster 
than they do fresh grass. Researchers 
have been looking into ways to extend the 
time it takes to ingest hay and feed. Slow 
feeders exist for both grain and forage, 
and our sources say they’re an essential 
part of a welfare-friendly farm. 

“Ideally (horses) should have free ac-
cess to hay,” Zollinger says. “But if this 
makes them overweight, they should 
have slow feeders or automated feeders 
that distribute regular, small portions 
throughout the day.” 

Horses might also appreciate a brush, 
attached to a wall or fence, that they can 
scratch against as they would against 
trees or other objects outdoors. But 
other “entertainment devices,” such as 

Interstall windows can allow safe social interactions for otherwise isolated horses such as these 
Swiss stallions.
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It’s not enough  
for horses to just see, 
hear, and smell other 
horses.” 

 dr. jan Ladewig
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mirrors, balls, or toys,“aren’t necessary 
if we respect the fundamental needs of 
horses: free-access forage, company, and 
 movement,” says Zollinger. “They don’t 
need to be ‘kept busy’ if we offer them the 
right living conditions.”

The exception to this might be when 
horses are on stall rest while rehab-
bing from injury or illness (TheHorse.
com/35908).

Putting Technology to Use
Horse care is hard, round-the-clock 

work. It’s also exceedingly primitive com-
pared to modern farms for other species 
such as cattle and pigs, says Blokhuis. “I 
think the most modern invention in most 
horse farms is the wheelbarrow,” he says. 

Horse farms could benefit from exist-
ing camera-GPS surveillance that tracks 
individual livestock movement and, via 
software, establishes what’s “normal” 
behavior for each individual, he says. “It’s 
not very expensive or complicated and 
gives you warnings when an animal is 
acting unusually.” The first examples of 
these for horses are now on the market, 
available as halters or neck collars.

Automated feeders can help us respect 
a horse’s natural consumption rhythms, 
with more feeding times, of smaller 
quantities, throughout the day. Better for 
digestive and mental health, automated 
feeding might even help reduce growing 
horses’ risk of developing osteochondro-
sis (a disease that causes lesions in grow-
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Trailer Safety Checklist

A Horse’s Normal TPR

Perfect for your tack 
room, feed room, or 
horse trailer

POSTERS
BOOKS & PRODUCTS

Once horses are loaded and before driving off, check that:
Horses are tied securely and with proper length of lead rope or quick-release trailer tie

Haynets are securely fastened

Butt chains or bars are fastened

All doors, windows, and gates are securely latched

Before any kind of trailer travel, do a 
once-over in these areas, checking that:
All lights are working

Brakes are working, and brake maintenance is 
up-to-date

Trailer hitch is secure, and safety chains are on

Dirt and debris are swept out

Trailer mats are clean and dry

Dividers are securely fastened

Trailer 
Safety

Checklist

Loose, rattling parts have been tightened or secured

Sharp edges or loose wires inside trailer are fixed

Trailer is loaded properly and within weight limits

Lug nuts on all wheels are tight

Tire pressure is within recommended ranges when 
tires are cold

If weight gain on free-choice forage is a con-
cern, offer hay in a slow feeder.
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ing joint cartilage and bone), scientists 
on a recent French study found, although 
more research is needed to confirm this. 

One automated feeder, like the one 
seen here, allows pastured horses to enter 
their own feeding stalls through a specific 
door according to their microchip. These 
machines close the door behind the horse 
to give him a chance to eat in peace and 
can even send owners text messages 
about their horse’s consumption.

And how about the automatic poop-
scooper? What sounds like a dream ma-
chine for anyone cleaning a stall also ben-
efits horse health. One mucking machine 
used in group housing settings (TheHorse.
com/32414) shovels manure 16 hours a 
day into a covered collection gutter. This 
helps reduce the risk of parasite prolifera-
tion, improves air quality, and provides 
cleaner, drier surfaces for hooves.

Perhaps the greatest advantage of tech-
nology on the farm, though, is the time it 
frees up for humans. That time can then 
be “reinvested in equine welfare,” says 

Zollinger. “We can observe the horses, 
detect little problems before they become 
big ones, verify that all the animals feel 
comfortable in the group, identify the 
affinities and the animosities within the 
group, keep an eye on body condition, 
etc.,” she says. 

Outside: a Horse’s World
Enough about the indoors. Horses 

want to spend most of their time outside. 
So let’s look at the exterior parts of our 
horse farms.

First and foremost, do away with the 
idea of massive lush green pastures with 
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Automated feeders distribute multiple small meals throughout the day, allowing horses to forage 
continually and cutting down on chore time. This is another view of the feeder pictured on page 1.
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slightly rolling hills. Tradition tells us 
it’s horse heaven, but science tells us it’s 
metabolism hell. 

“Such imagery speaks to the current 
and tragic epidemic of laminitis across 
the horse world where horses are put out 
in grass pastures at the cost of their vital-
ity, if not their lives,” Jackson says. “These 
practices are dangerous to horses.”

Flat green pastures also undermine our 
horses’ well-being, says Ladewig. “Keep-
ing horses on a barren pasture with just 
grass is not good enough,” he says. “What 
they need is environmental enrichment. 
They need a place to roll; they need some-
thing besides hay or grass to chew on; 
and they need trees to stand under and 
bushes to hide behind.”

Jackson developed a commercial track 
paddock with an “obstacle course” path-
way design, which he says offers a great 
way to keep horses moving and appeal to 
their natural sense of discovery. 

“They need something that incites 
them to move,” Zollinger says. “Not just 

a sand paddock with nothing in it, but a 
setup designed to get the animals to navi-
gate around to different feeding, water-
ing, and shade areas, for example.”

“Ground that is varied from rocks and 
gravel to dirt and sand, that is undulating 
and steep along with areas of flat, that in-
corporates forest and even a ‘water hole,’ 
serves the horse in the best of ways,” says 
Jackson.

Paddock enrichment is possible with 
almost every farm size and budget, 
Jackson says. “It can be as elaborate and 
expensive as one can afford or as simple 
and inexpensive as the most modest 
pocketbook,” he says.

Responsible Farm Management
The modern horse farm is not only 

horse-friendly but also earth-friendly. 
Sure, grazing and manure production are 
“natural,” in a sense—but not in the kinds 
of concentrations we see on today’s more 
compact horse farms. Manure can pollute 
water and deplete the soil of important 
nutrients. But, well-managed, it can be an 
excellent ecological resource.

Researchers recently reported that peat 

bedding composts better than straw or 
shavings, and pine shavings in high-
manure-concentration areas of paddocks 
can help lock in nutrients in the soil. 
Most recently, researchers at the Swedish 
University of Agricultural Sciences found 
that wood chips in pastures improve 
grass production and help keep nearby 
water sources cleaner (see page 11). 

Take-Home Message
Horse farms certainly aren’t what they 

used to be. Traditional ideas of glorious 
green fields and majestic indoor struc-
tures with luxurious individual box stalls 
are on their way to becoming archetypes 
of the past, say our sources. As science 
advances, uncovering more about equine 
behavior and needs, our horse farms 
must evolve to follow that progress. 

Farm managers, workers, and owners 
can contribute significantly to this evolu-
tion. Nothing beats a well-informed and 
observant team.

Little by little, we can adapt our farms 
to heed researchers’ advice and provide 
our horses with the most ethical, ecologi-
cal, and welfare-friendly farms possible. h
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Track or enrichment paddocks keep horses moving and appeal to their natural sense of discovery.
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