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J ust before Hurricane Irma swept 
across Florida in the first weeks of 
September, Kim Rogers Smith packed 

up her family, hitched up her trailer, and 
loaded her horse, Cosmo, for the long 
drive from Sarasota to their evacuation 
destination in Tennessee. In the midst of 
the already stress-inducing bumper-to-
bumper traffic, a rear tire on her trailer 
blew. 

“Fortunately, we were only 200 yards 
from a rest area,” she says.

After unloading her horse, Rogers 
Smith’s husband jacked up the trailer 
and changed the tire. They headed back 
into traffic and drove to the nearest tire 
store to replace the spare. That done, they 
eventually arrived in Tennessee. But on 

the trip home, the tread stripped away 
from the other rear tire.

“It was a nightmare, and I can’t believe 
it happened,” Rogers Smith says of their 
trying journey across state lines. “Es-
pecially since I inspected every safety 
feature of that trailer before we even 
started the trip. Having an accident with 
the trailer is my biggest fear.” 

Incidents involving tire and wheel 
failure and faulty trailer floors are among 
the most common causes of horse trailer-
related accidents, says Mark Buchert, 
DVM, of Performance Equine Vets, in 
Aiken, South Carolina. Yet many owners 
spend more time teaching their horses to 
load into their trailers than they do mak-
ing sure the trailer itself is safe. 

“As a result, horses can be at risk every 
time they step onto a trailer,” Buchert 
says. 

He believes the only way owners can 
reduce that risk is to have their trail-
ers inspected thoroughly at least once 
a year—more often if the trailer is used 
frequently throughout the show or trail 
riding season. Annual safety inspections 
might be performed by the trailer’s manu-
facturer as part of a regular maintenance 
plan, or by a specialist who services all 
types of trailers. 

“Either way, the inspections need to be 
done by a professional,” Buchert says. 

Here are some trailer tips that should 
always be on your must-do list.

1. A Safe Place to Stand
No matter who conducts the inspec-

tion, Buchert says it should begin with a 
careful examination of the trailer’s floor.

“Remember, in most trailers that floor 
has to support two horses—a total of 
2,200 pounds,” he says, on average. “Ac-
cidents involving faulty trailer floors are 
 commonplace.”

In fact, poor trailer floor integrity had 
fatal consequences for a group of Utah 
horses traveling home from a daylong 
trail ride this past September. By the 
time Utah Highway Patrol troopers 
reached the driver, the trailer’s entire 
floor had separated from the transport 
box, severely injuring all seven animals. 
They were subsequently euthanized at 
the scene. In their investigation the Utah 
Highway Patrol questioned the trailer’s 
condition.

Buchert says he’s not surprised at 
this case’s grim outcome. Horses that 
fall though a trailer floor usually suffer 
devastating injuries to their skin, legs, 
and joints. 

“I’ve seen three of these accidents in 
the past six months, and they are always 

Precious Cargo

is
To

c
k

.c
o

m

7 steps toward a safer trailer-hauling experience

From annual safety inspections 
to cautious driving, you can help 
make your horses’ journeys safer.
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catastrophic, always extremely heart-
wrenching, and always fatal,” Buchert 
says. “I wouldn’t wish this end to any 
animal.”

Fortunately, these incidents are 
preventable with thorough checks and 
maintenance, says trailer manufacturer 
Carl Turnbow, of Oilton, Oklahoma. He 
recommends owners remove matting and 
examine trailer floors from the ground 
up at least once a year—more often if you 
haul frequently.  

“People don’t realize that horses’ urine 
can eat up a floor,” Turnbow says. “And if 
the trailer has an interlocking floor, urine 
can sit there for months.”

Once you’ve removed the floor mats, 
Buchert suggests taking a close look at 
the spot welds that attach metal floors 
and tack welds that attach wooden floors 
to the trailer. Look for signs of wear and 
weakness, such as gaps at the weld sites 
or thinning of welds. 

Then, he says, inspect the underside of 
the trailer to see if it needs maintenance. 
Over time, wooden floors might require 
a new coat of preservative. If you spot 
rust on metal floors or frames, scrape 
and clean it with a wire brush, and apply 
a coat of rust-preventing paint or other 
preservative. 

Place mats back on the floor, and make 
sure they fit properly. Ill-fitting mats or 
those that show signs of damage or rot 
should be replaced.

“Then jump around in the trailer to 
make sure the floor is stable,” Buchert 
says. “Remember, your horses are going 
to be moving around while you’re moving 
them.”

2. Wheels Wearing Well
Next, owners should turn their atten-

tion to tires. “Getting a flat and having 
to wait for someone to fix it could mean 
having your horse in a 107-degree trailer 
for a long time,” Buchert says, because, 
for safety reasons, you’re not going to be 
unloading horses beside the highway.

Before hauling, check each tire for 
signs of wear, such as shallow or barely 
there tread. Look also for signs or dry rot 
or that tires are wearing unevenly. Wear 
on one side of the tire or the other gener-
ally means the tire is “pulling,” or riding 
toward that side. Then, make sure the tire 
is inflated to the manufacturer’s recom-
mended maximum pounds per square 

inch (PSI, which you can find on each 
tire’s sidewall) to achieve even wear. 

“The maximum for a trailer tire is 50 
PSI,” says R.J. McIntyre, of Sturdy Built 
Tire Parts, in Bradenton, Florida. “An 
overinflated tire will wear in the middle, 
and an underinflated tire will wear on the 
sides.” Under- or overinflated tires can 
contribute to tire failure, as well as inef-
ficient gas mileage.

All tires have a date stamped into the 
sidewall that indicates when the tire was 
manufactured. 

“The first two numbers tell you the 
week of the year the tire was manufac-
tured, the last two numbers are the year,” 
he says. “In places where the climate is 
hot, such as in Florida, a five-year-old-tire 
is old and should be replaced.” 

Also consult your owner’s manual to 
see if the truck includes special features, 
such as a setting that levels the trailer be-
hind the hauling vehicle or components 
that make hauling easier and safer.

“When our tire blew, we discovered that 
all the weight in the trailer was centered 

at the back,” Rogers Smith said. “When 
we replaced the tire, they told us that there 
was a button on the truck that leveled out 
the trailer and improved the ride.”

3. Wheel Integrity
In addition to checking tires for 

proper inflation and signs of wear, annual 
maintenance should include inspecting, 
greasing, and repacking the trailer’s wheel 
bearings. 

“Bearings could fall out, and a tire 
could collapse,” Buchert says. “You 
don’t want to lose a wheel while you’re 
traveling; in fact, that’s one of the pri-
mary causes of accidents involving horse 
 trailers.”

The latter step—repacking—is crucial 
because oil breaks down over time. Heat 
generated by braking can cause oil to 
break down even faster. Because the 
wheel bearings carry the trailer weight, 
greasing them regularly ensures the 
load is distributed properly over all four 
wheels and helps maintain the wheels’ 
mechanical integrity. 

c
o

u
r

Te
s

y 
D

r
. 

r
eb

ec
c

a 
G

im
en

ez

Check metal trailer floors and 
panels for rust, and replace 
them if needed.
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Check and adjust the pressure on your trailer tires to make sure they’re inflated to the manu-
facturer’s specifications.

FARM&BARN
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4. Signs of Stress
Annual inspections should also include 

a full trailer examination for stress 
fractures. Turnbow says so-called stress 
cracks are most likely to occur at the back 
of a trailer at the ceiling or under the 
gooseneck. 

“But they can happen anywhere on the 
body of the trailer, and they are likely to 
get worse as you use the trailer,” he says. 

5. Safety Checks
While owners should perform major 

maintenance once a year, they should run 
through certain safety checks every time 
they hook up their trailers for a trip. 

Make sure brakes are functioning and 
brake lights are working. Likewise, test 
turn signals, and verify that the chains 
connected to the hitch show no broken or 
worn links.

If you’re borrowing an unfamiliar 
trailer, check markings on the ball and 
receiver to make sure they match in size; 
a too-small ball is an unhitching hazard, 

a too large simply won’t fit.
Before loading a horse, make sure 

latches on interior separators, windows, 
and doors close properly and are secure, 
and add straps where necessary. “I’ve seen 
doors with bad connections pop open,” 

Buchert says. “Make sure they’re going to 
stay latched.”

6. Disease Prevention
After confirming a trailer’s equipment 

is in good working order, no safety plan 
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Common Roadside Calls for Help
When it comes to hauling horses, owners call for help for all kinds of reasons, says 

Linda Lee, director of operations for US Rider, an equestrian motor plan that provides 
roadside assistance to 39,000 members nationwide. 

“In fact, we service approximately 9,000 calls per year,” she says. “As you can imagine, 
some calls have serious issues, such as a motor vehicle accident, while others may be as 
simple as a member’s keys locked in their car.”

Lee has ranked the most common calls her firm fields:
1. Towing;
2. Flat tires;
3. Roadside mechanical issues;
4. Lockouts;
5. Jump starts; and
6. Winching a vehicle out of a ditch, mud, or snow.

“A pre-trip checklist is invaluable,” she says, to help prevent 
some of these scenarios. You can download one at  TheHorse.
com/30033.—Pat Raia

Your Pre-Drive SafetY CheCkliSt  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;	 ✔ 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; and	 ✔ Tire pressure is within recommended ranges when tires are cold.  Be sure you’ve packed:
	 ✔ First aid kits for horses and humans;	 ✔ An emergency kit with flares or cones, a working jack, and extra halters and lead ropes;

	 ✔ A fire extinguisher that is working and easily accessible;
	 ✔ A lug wrench or tire iron, and a tire pressure gauge;	 ✔ Fully charged cell phone(s), and a charger on board;
	 ✔ A list of emergency numbers, including physician and veterinarian;
	 ✔ Equipment and gear that is secured in the trailer with bungee cords or rope to keep

  things in place in the event of a collision.
  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;

	 ✔ Hay nets are securely fastened;	 ✔ Butt chains or bars are fastened; and	 ✔ All doors, windows, and gates are securely latched.  Finally, drive with caution. Towing a trailer alters the way your vehicle handles:
	 ✔ Allow more time for stopping;	 ✔ Keep greater distance between you and the vehicle ahead;
	 ✔ Signal for turns earlier;	 ✔ Stop every few hours to give your horses a break from the motion and noise, 
  and to offer them water; and	 ✔ If you’re driving more than 12 hours, break it up and plan to stay somewhere overnight.

—Lisa Kemp
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is complete without attention to the bio-
hazards that owners can bring home with 
their trailers. That’s why Buchert recom-
mends owners clean trailers thoroughly 
by removing bedding, removing and 
cleaning the mat(s), scrubbing the inside 
walls from top to bottom, and at least 
hosing down the exterior walls from top 
to bottom after returning from a horse 
show, trail ride, or any other venue that 
might have unfamiliar horses— especially 
if you’ve borrowed the trailer.

“Remember, trailering is the most 
stressful thing you can do with a horse,” 
says Buchert, resulting in immune 
system compromise. “So when you 

transport in a trailer that has been used 
by others, you exposed your horses to 
(biohazards), too.”

7. Drive With Care
Finally, the most thorough safety 

regimen is only as good as the operator’s 
driving skill and the ability to avoid unex-
pected hazards that appear on the road.

“You have to be alert,” Buchert says. He 
recommends horse haulers drive defen-
sively, observe speed limits—even travel 
at a slightly slower speed—and compen-
sate for the load’s weight by allowing for 
more braking room between cars.

If you must stop abruptly and the 
horses are facing forward, they could col-
lide with the front of the trailer or, worse, 
break through a front window.

At the same time, some novice trailer 
haulers might not have enough experi-
ence to cope with a load that shifts every 
time the horses move. While there is no 
substitute for experience, you can prac-
tice keeping the load balanced.

“There was one older experienced fel-
low who suggested that you should put 
a quarter on your dashboard, and if the 
quarter moves across the dashboard, your 
horses are sliding in the trailer,” Buchert 
says. “I don’t know if that’s true, but it 
makes some sense.”

If an accident does happen, auto 
insurance covers the driver of the vehicle 
towing the trailer. 

“If you are driving your trailer and 
transporting another person’s horse and 
you have an accident, your (auto) insur-
ance covers the accident. If someone 
else is driving their (truck) and pulling 
your trailer, their insurance covers it,” 
says Palmetto, Florida-based insurance 
agent Martin Vreman. 

In most states, the financially respon-
sible insurance carrier is determined 
by which driver the responding law 
enforcement officer deems responsible. 
However, 12 states and Puerto Rico 
have so-called “No Fault” laws that al-
low drivers to recover accident-related 
financial losses from their own insurance 
 companies.

“But the auto insurance does not cover 
the contents—that would be the horses or 
whatever else is inside the trailer, includ-
ing clothing, tack, buckets, feed, or any 
other equipment,” Vreman says.

Finally, he reminds drivers to carry 
their insurance information in the vehicle 
pulling the trailer so they can produce it 
for law enforcement, whether during a 
routine traffic stop or in the case of an 
accident.

Take-Home Message
Ultimately, Rogers Smith believes that 

no amount of preparation can guaran-
tee that every trip involving a horse and 
trailer will be uneventful. But she believes 
her recent experience makes a good case 
for preparedness.

“I’m a former school bus driver, so I’m 
super-conscious about safety checks. In 
fact, I’m kind of paranoid about it, but 
you never know what’s going to happen, 
no matter how prepared you are,” she 
says. “That’s why I make sure I go over 
every single safety checkpoint before I 
even think about putting Cosmo in the 
trailer.” h
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