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CHAPTER 1


Blueprint for Modern Management


THE REALITIES OF MANAGEMENT


At first glance, horse management might seem to be a rather cold and impersonal term. But at its heart is the reality that everyone who is responsible for a horse’s day-to-day care has a huge responsibility.
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No matter how much we care for our horses in an emotional way or how much we strive to keep their lifestyles as close to nature as possible, we manage every minute of their lives. We choose where they live, when and what they eat, how much socialisation they enjoy, the type of exercise and training they undergo and the athletic pursuits they follow. Caring for horses can and should be part of our management philosophy, but we must never forget that if a horse is unhappy about an aspect of his lifestyle, he can’t change it. It may be tempting, especially on a busy yard, to organise everything for human convenience, but that may not always be the most effective and therefore the most efficient regime.


No matter how fond of a horse you are, he is nearly always a working animal rather than a pet. It doesn’t matter whether he is primarily a competition horse or a family friend: he has a job to do. To do that job, whether it be hacking or horse trials, to his full ability, he needs to be healthy, happy, sound and confident in his work.


Management is at the heart of a horse’s well-being. Modern owners and those who work in the equestrian industries have knowledge and research at their fingertips that was unknown even fifty years ago and we may feel we know better than our predecessors how to protect a horse’s well-being. For instance, at one time, a horse who was a weaver, wind-sucker or crib-biter would be condemned as having a vice and ‘managed’ by sometimes inhumane methods. Now, we know that ‘stable vices’ are stereotypical behaviour patterns that, in general terms, are a horse’s reaction to being confined.
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Whatever a horse’s job, he must be healthy, happy, sound and confident in his work.





We may still confine horses by keeping them at least part of the time in stables and it may be that, in practical terms, this is sometimes essential. However, we now accept, or should do, that fitting a collar which induces discomfort or pain when a horse arches his neck to crib-bite, or even putting him through surgery to sever nerves which make this possible – which at one time was considered a feasible ‘solution’ – cannot be justified. Instead, we look at ways of organising the horse’s routine and environment to make any periods during which he may have to be stabled as acceptable as possible.


Against that, we also have to guard against letting well-meaning ideals overrule common sense. It’s all very well saying that horses are born to live outdoors 24/7 and, at base level, this is true. But when a horse is in hard work and has to be clipped and his field is so wet and churned up that he is fetlock-deep in mud, a compromise may be the best option on both sides, and a mixed regime of turnout in a suitable area combined with stabling will often be the best for everyone involved, two- and four-legged. ‘Natural’ is not always synonymous with good: it might be natural for horses to be outdoors in all weathers, but it’s also natural for them to go hungry when conditions are bad, and to be eaten by predators.
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We must do everything possible to make periods when a horse has to be stabled acceptable to him.





Just as importantly, we must work out the principles of good management but, at the same time, look at every horse as an individual. That skill marks the difference between someone who is a good horse manager, whether on a private or commercial basis, and someone who is conscientious but not quite doing the best for and therefore getting the most out of a horse.


That is where this book comes in. Whether you are a private owner wanting to do the best for your horse and get the most from him, a student looking forward to a career in the horse world, or someone who already runs a yard, I hope you’ll find in this book ways to improve your horse management skills. They may require you to analyse why you follow practices you’ve carried out for years and, perhaps, change some of the ways you operate. They may also reinforce some principles that have been the bedrock of horse management for many years, albeit by including new techniques.


The advice in these pages comes from years of private and commercial horse management and has been proven to work for horses and ponies of all shapes, sizes and roles. The methods have been applied to show horses, racehorses, eventers, youngsters starting out their careers and even children’s ponies. The result is a long and continuing roll-call of happy, healthy and successful horses. If you didn’t care for horses, you wouldn’t be reading this book; by continually striving to improve your management skills – as we all should – you will be doing the very best you can.


SAFETY FIRST


Horse-related accidents are more common than you might think. The only statistics available relate to riding accidents but, as anyone involved with horses knows, you don’t have to be in the saddle to be potentially at risk.


Whether you are a one-horse owner or manage a large yard, it’s essential to do all you can to ensure that everyone stays as safe as possible. The consequences of accidents don’t just affect the individual: employers have a duty of care and, in both private and commercial set-ups, litigation is common. Individuals who have been injured by horses have brought civil cases against their owners even when most reasonable people would assume that an owner could not be held responsible and, whatever the outcome, litigation leads to stress.


Today’s teachers and employers have to talk in terms of making risk assessments, being properly equipped and following best practice. In simple terms, this means having horse sense and common sense.


The most successful riders, handlers and trainers know how to think like a horse. They understand how horses react and don’t anthropomorphise. For instance, a horse who spooks when a bird flies out of the hedge isn’t being naughty, he’s reacting to an unexpected stimulus in the way nature intends. Horses are prey animals, so when they are frightened, they run away from the source of fear rather than confronting it.


I always find it amusing when riders come for lessons and complain that their horse is ‘being naughty and won’t canter on the right leg/rein-back’. Horses don’t wake up and decide to wind up their riders or handlers – if they don’t give the response you wanted, either you haven’t asked correctly or the horse is physically incapable of obeying the instruction.


A horse who behaves aggressively is a different matter and must be managed with extreme care. He needs experienced, professional-standard handling by someone who is calm, can react quickly and quietly when necessary and will not become angry. In my experience, many horses who seem to be aggressive are actually frightened of you and the key is to get them on your side whilst ensuring that you stay safe.


Sometimes, an aggressive/nervous horse will react badly if you make eye contact with him. In this case, I walk quietly towards him but keep myself turned slightly to the side so I am not confronting him. I approach slowly and calmly and, when I make contact, put my hand on his shoulder. I don’t just walk in, look at him and try to put my hand on his head – to him, that’s confrontation.


I’ve never had a horse who didn’t come round, but you must always be aware of how this type of animal reacts. Monitor his routine and identify what he does and doesn’t like. Remember, too, that perfume – even a perfumed deodorant – can set off a reaction, especially if it has a musky smell. Don’t wear perfume or aftershave and make sure anyone else handling him follows the same rule. If you’re an employer, never let inexperienced staff – or anyone you can’t trust to be constantly aware and confident – to handle such a horse.


You may also find that, occasionally, a horse will take a dislike to another on the yard beyond the normal behaviour of establishing a pecking order. In this case, don’t stable them next to each other and don’t turn them out together.


Throughout this book, I’ll give examples of safe practice. For starters, here is a list of basic, sensible strategies:


■Wear safe clothing, particularly headgear, when handling as well as riding horses. I’m riding and working with horses all day, so put on my hat first thing and only take it off if I have a lunch break. If your current hat seems hot and/or uncomfortable, shop around for a new one. The latest lightweight safety hats and helmets are very comfortable and I forget I’ve got mine on.


Safe, comfortable footwear is another must. No one expects you to wear smart leather boots when mucking out – and if you do, they won’t last, because the ammonia in horse urine and droppings will ruin them – but yard boots should be supportive, have soles which give sufficient grip and be easy to put on and take off. Some designs are marketed as being safe for working and riding, but don’t ride in boots which have tread soles, even if you use safety stirrups, as they might not give a quick enough release.


■You may be in control of your horse, but you can’t always be in control of what’s going on around you – so pay attention to what you’re doing, not to the text message that’s just come through as you’re leading your horse out to the field.
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The latest safety hats and helmets are lightweight and comfortable.





■Be confident and consistent. Horses are herd animals and a horse will – or should – look to you as his leader. If you are calm and confident, you stand a good chance of him being the same.


Be consistent in what you ask for and what you expect and it will pay dividends in your horse’s behaviour and attitude, under saddle as well as in hand. The top in-hand show producers insist that their horses always walk out correctly when being led and never let them slop along. At the same time, be fair. Don’t expect a horse to stand and be trimmed up at a time when he’s used to being fed.


Don’t take routine tasks and well-mannered horses for granted. If you drape a lead rope over a horse’s neck rather than tie him up with a proper quick-release knot, don’t be surprised if he shoots across the yard when a passing car backfires.


■Horses thrive on routine when they are at home and soon get used to how a yard is run. It gives them security, so if possible, establish what happens when and try to stick to that. Some people maintain that you shouldn’t provide this security blanket because it can’t be followed on competition days but, in my experience, horses accept that show days are different from home days. I’ve found that routine is particularly important when dealing with Thoroughbreds who have come out of racing, as they are used to regimented lifestyles.


■A horse can hurt you without meaning to. He can stand on your foot or strike out with a front or back leg when something startles or irritates him – and if you’re in the wrong place at the wrong time, hard luck.


The answer is to always try to be in the right place and to make sure that a horse knows where you are. Speak to him as you approach him and make your approach from an angle which allows him to see you. Horses have a blind spot directly behind them. They also have monocular vision and see things out of one eye at a time rather than through both eyes. That is why a horse may walk past something, spook and regain his equilibrium, but then spook again when he walks past it in the other direction. He isn’t being stupid; it’s because of the way his eyesight passes information to his brain.
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Horses from a racing background are very much used to a routine.





Never kneel next to a horse, because you’re vulnerable to being knocked over or trodden on. Bend down, so you have a better chance of being able to jump out of the way if necessary.


Also, make sure your arm is in front of the horse’s cannon bone when you pick up a hind leg. If you position your arm behind his leg and he kicks out, you are in line for a broken arm.


■Horses react strongly to scent; the Flehmen’s reaction, where the top lip is curled upwards, amuses us because it gives the impression that the horse is laughing. However, there is a sac at the top of the nasal passages called the vomeronasal or Jacobson’s organ which horses use to get more information about a particular smell. By curling the top lip, he partially closes his nostrils, which helps to block off other scents. Don’t underestimate the effect that the sense of smell can have. As mentioned earlier, never wear perfumed products when working around stallions, as some become excited by it. Nor should you put a rug worn by one horse on another without washing it, as some will be disturbed by the ‘wrong’ smell.


■Handle a horse from both sides, not just from the nearside. We’re taught to tack up, mount and lead from the left, but this encourages a horse to always bend to the left. It also means that if you need to lead him on the road, where the British Horse Society advises walking on the left-hand side with the leader between the horse and the traffic, he is accustomed to being controlled from the right.


■Sometimes, you will need to think for others as well as for yourself. If you are on a yard where there are children and/or dogs, be aware of where they are and what they are doing. If the dogs and/or children are yours, train them! At the same time, you have to accept that an excited child or dog may, for example, forget not to run behind a horse. My dogs are on the yard with me and I look on that as being part of my horses’ education, but I’m also careful to keep them out of the way when necessary.


■Don't be afraid to ask for help. There are many occasions when it's safer, easier and quicker for two people to carry out a task than for one to risk trying it alone. Inexperienced employees should not be asked to handle horses known to be difficult, though it may benefit them to gain the experience of helping, under the supervision of the yard manager or another more experienced member of staff.


■If you’re a private owner and know that your horse is difficult in a particular respect – the obvious examples are when being clipped or loaded – don’t try to manage alone. Ask a professional with a good reputation to help as, once a horse’s fear or objections have been overcome in a kind but sensible manner, you will hopefully be able to take over. Make sure you ask someone with recognised skills and a well-earned reputation rather than someone who claims to be a ‘horse whisperer’ or similar.




KEY POINTS


•We manage every minute of our horses’ lives and must be aware of that responsibility.


•Good management is at the heart of keeping a horse happy, healthy and sound.


•It’s good to establish principles, but ideals should not overrule common sense.


•Horses have common instincts and needs, but are also individuals.


•Whatever you are doing, safety must come first.







CHAPTER 2


A Stable Environment


Ahorse’s environment has a huge effect on his health and well-being, both physical and mental. Physical considerations mean that he must be provided with a safe environment that minimises the risk of injury and disease and gives him protection from adverse conditions all year round. Psychologically, he must feel safe and relaxed.
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A lot is talked and written about keeping horses as nature intended. Certainly, we must remember that we are dealing with an animal who relies on his instincts, even though horses have been domesticated for 6,000 years. Unfortunately, so much has been said and written about the necessity of keeping horses the ‘natural’ way that it’s easy to lose sight of three important points.


The first is that the modern horse is a working animal, whether he is a top-class athlete or kept purely so that his owner can have the pleasure of looking after him and hacking or driving him without competing. Every horse, whatever his job is or was – because retired animals should be treated as well as working ones – should have the best possible level of care.


The second point is that, when trying to keep horses in a natural way, it’s very easy to romanticise the existence of the wild horse. Nature isn’t all about green fields and an idyllic existence; it’s about survival. Keeping a horse out 24/7 in all weathers in an established herd, which is often held up as the ideal management system, can and does work for some. However, it demands a large area of suitably managed land and most horse owners simply do not have that available.
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Two or three compatible horses will live amicably together.





Nor is it possible for many yards to keep an established herd. If you keep two or three horses at home you may build up an established group, but commercial and competition yards will find that impossible. They usually have a changing equine population, either because clients move away or send horses for limited periods to be schooled or competed, or because horses are sold. Selling horses is a fact of life for most professional competitors, even if they don’t like doing it. Not every horse makes the grade and producing horses for sale is, for most professionals, a necessary way of helping to fund their careers.


The third point is that horses, like people, are individuals. Some may seem to dislike being stabled, though with thought, the right facilities and adequate turnout this can usually be overcome. I’ve never had a horse whom I couldn’t stable part of the time and be confident that he was relaxed and happy, though I accept that not everyone has access to different options within the same yard, as I do. There are many horses who look on their stable as a home and are always ready to come in when the weather is bad or when they are irritated by insects, despite every care being taken to repel flies and mosquitoes. Again, turning a stable into a home takes thought and the ability to assess a horse’s personality and reactions, as explained later in this chapter.


In deciding how we can give a horse the nearest-to-perfect environment, I believe we should accept that, in most cases, a regime which mixes time out in the field with time in the stable is the best of both worlds, not a compromise. There are strong views on how best to keep horses and those who see the issue in black and white and are passionate to the point of becoming zealots are not helping horses or owners.


STABLE YARD LAYOUT


There are as many types of stable yard as there are types of housing, from long-established yards with their own sense of history to state-of-the-art set-ups more akin to an equine hospital. Each has advantages and disadvantages, but I feel I have the perfect set-up for my job, which ranges from backing young horses to producing top-level competition animals. In its time, my yard has housed point-to-pointers, event horses, show animals, children’s ponies, broodmares and foals.


It’s a set-up that has grown over the years, as the original yard needed to expand. That has become its greatest strength as, rather than one large, impersonal yard I have smaller, satellite ones branching off my original one. This enables me to find a slot that suits a particular horse. For instance, those who prefer a quiet environment can lodge on a small, quiet square of boxes, whilst those who enjoy constant mental stimulation and like to see what’s going on are happiest in stables where they have a good view of horses being worked in the nearby school. As there’s usually something going on, from lungeing to gridwork, they never get bored.
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Few yards could match this one in Newmarket for luxury – but horses can be just as happy in less palatial surroundings.





This might seem an old-fashioned arrangement compared with a purpose-built competition yard or an American barn set-up, but it works. American barns may save time and therefore money because everything is under one roof, but there are disadvantages as well as advantages, as discussed later in this chapter.


Where there are horses, there is muck. Our muckheap is on a concrete base and is sited so it can be removed easily and regularly and does not cause a nuisance either to us or our neighbours. It is also kept in good shape.


My feed room is light, airy and has a wash-down tiled floor. This makes it functional and easy to keep clean, which is important for the sake of hygiene and to discourage vermin. Similarly, my tack room is out of sight of casual visitors, one of several necessary security measures. My tack does not get damp or mouldy, partly because the tack room environment minimises the risk of damp and partly because all tack is checked and cleaned regularly. We have a hay store that allows us to keep hay in dry, well-ventilated conditions and use bedding wrapped in waterproof packaging, which can be stored outside.
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My round pen is ideal for loose-schooling and introductory work.
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My horse-walker is used as an addition to exercise, not a substitute for it.





Our arena is a short walk from the stables and visible from some fields and stables. We also have a horse-walker used as an addition to exercise, not as a substitute, and a round pen, used for loose-schooling and for introductory work with horses being backed.


BETTER BY DESIGN


If you are building a yard from scratch, you have a wonderful chance to design a layout for your exact needs. Don’t just rely on theory: visit lots of yards – old and new, specialising in different disciplines – and ask owners what they couldn’t do without and what, in hindsight, they wish they had included. If possible, talk to the staff who work there, too, because they may identify different pros and cons.


Building projects can soon rack up horrific costs and most people, including those working on a commercial scale, have budgetary constraints. However, one of the commonest mistakes is not identifying priorities and trying to do everything at once on an inadequate scale rather than leaving some things until later. It’s all too easy to make false economies, even on a small scale: many owners of two horses will wish they had built three stables rather than two, as the cost of the third would have been much smaller had it been built at the same time rather than leaving it until they needed extra space.


Work out what you need to operate efficiently and safely from the start: that’s your A list. Your B list should comprise additional facilities and equipment you aim to add later and which your initial plan should take account of. As part of this, ask whether a particular facility is a luxury, or something which would make your or your staff’s work easier, quicker and therefore cheaper. Heat lamps and/or wash boxes are not cheap, but in some circumstances could earn their keep quickly.


We all want to have high standards, but creating the right impression can be practical as well as pleasing. Hopefully, clients will not be impressed by hanging baskets rather than happy horses, but a yard with a pleasing outlook and safe facilities reinforces the message that the person running it is knowledgeable and conscientious.


Those who are taking over or want to make the most of existing facilities usually have less freedom than those who can design from scratch. However, they should still identify good and bad points and get expert advice on making adaptations. Don’t assume that older yards are inferior to modern ones: they often have solidly built, well-ventilated stables that provide a healthier environment than some modern constructions and are more likely to stand up to wear and tear.


GETTING PERMISSION


Planning constraints must be considered and can be a nightmare. Never assume that you can build or adapt without getting planning permission; it may not always be necessary, but if you go ahead, the worst scenario is that you could find yourself facing a fine and being forced to demolish a new building or restore one to its original specifications. (NB Points made on planning-related topics in this chapter are based on UK legislation, but other countries will have their own planning laws and readers resident outside the UK should be sure to check the pertinent legislation.)


Sadly, it is increasingly difficult to obtain planning permission for permanent brick stabling and permanently sited field shelters. This is largely a result of unscrupulous tactics by people who applied for permission to build stables when they had no intention of horses being anywhere near the buildings. Before planning officials got wise to the trick, stables would be built and change of use applications followed swiftly, the intention being to turn them into living accommodation.


Many authorities now refuse most applications for brick stabling and will only allow wooden stables. One benefit of adapting an existing set-up may be that you find more success in getting permission to turn existing brick buildings that have had an agricultural use, such as dairies or machinery stores, into stabling even though UK legislation does not class horses as agricultural animals. If you live in a green belt area, you may find it easier to obtain permission for change of use and modification of existing buildings than for building new ones.


The only permitted use of most rural land in the UK is for agricultural purposes, which, as just mentioned, does not include keeping horses. Whilst the grazing of horses on agricultural land does not constitute a material change from a former agricultural use, anything beyond grazing would require planning permission. Some councils have even ruled that the temporarily siting of showjumps on fields requires planning permission – and installing an arena would generally require it even if it is for private rather than commercial use.


There are exceptions, but it is always safest to use a specialist planning consultant, especially when making applications. Stable manufacturers and arena specialists will not usually make applications on clients’ behalf, but are used to the requirements and should be able to help by supplying drawings and photographs to show what the installation will look like. Getting professional help will allow you to make the right impression, show that you will not be causing problems for neighbours and other users of access roads and dispel any misconceptions. Most councils give free pre-planning advice but, in some circumstances, you may need to consult a solicitor who specialises in planning law.


The horse’s non-agricultural status and the fact that councils in some areas of the UK – particularly the densely populated south-east – are worried about ‘horsiculture’ (a term now widely used to mean commercial use of the countryside for keeping or exercising horses), makes life as difficult for owners making genuine equestrian applications as for those trying to sneak granny flats under the planning radar.


It also means that owners in some parts of the country are not allowed to have field shelters sited permanently on grazing land. This should be easier to overcome, as there are many designs of mobile shelter on skids, which can be moved at required intervals. However, you should still check planning regulations, as mobile shelters fall into a grey area. If you are lucky enough to have fields bounded by thick, natural hedging, these may supply sufficient shelter, but modern farming practices means such hedging is becoming rarer and additional forms of shelter are usually needed.


STABLE CHOICE


In many situations, one of the biggest decisions you need to make is whether to have conventional looseboxes or indoor stabling. For simplicity, I’m using the term indoor stabling as interchangeable with American barn; technically, the latter is a purpose-built construction and indoor stabling is often a conversion of an existing large building by adding walls and partitions, sometimes made to measure.


From the human point of view, indoor stabling has much to offer. It enables you to stay dry and relatively comfortable when carrying out routine care such as mucking out. It also wins on a time and motion study basis, as horses and equipment are under one roof.


However, it may not be so successful from the equine point of view. It isn’t always easy to ensure good ventilation – though specialist manufacturers and architects can help – and in theory, it is more difficult to prevent the spread of disease, as germs and viruses spread rapidly when horses share the same airspace. In practice, this is a problem with any set-up unless hygiene and management protocols are top class.
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American barns make a great working environment for people, but in theory, it is more difficult to prevent the spread of disease.





For instance, although I make it a rule that I must be on site whenever a new horse arrives at my yard, whether on a permanent or short-term basis, things occasionally go wrong. As this book was in preparation, the owner of a horse I had agreed to take in for backing sent him a day early without warning. I returned home to find the transporter had insisted on leaving the horse and my staff had put the animal into an isolation box. They got top marks for doing so, but I wasn’t pleased by a message that had been left via the transporter to tell me that the horse ‘had a few spots, but they weren’t ringworm’. The horse did, in fact, have ringworm and I told the owner that he must be collected the following day. As I explain in Chapter 10, ringworm is not a dangerous condition, but it is inconvenient and, on a professional yard, potentially an expensive nuisance. It spreads like the proverbial wildfire and I will not take in a horse if I have the slightest suspicion that he has ringworm anywhere which may bring him into contact with others. The ‘slightest suspicion’ factor is not, incidentally, a matter of being over-cautious – you don’t always get visual warning of an outbreak, as the incubation period is usually between four and fourteen days (though it can be longer) and a horse may arrive looking perfectly healthy and break out afterwards. As it was, we instituted preventive hygiene measures immediately (also explained in Chapter 10) and there were no cases in our yard.


STABLE BASICS


The basic requirements of any form of stabling are that it should provide sufficient room, good ventilation and an environment in which the horse is safe and comfortable.


Stable dimensions are calculated on floor space and the minimum dimensions quoted are often:


Pony up to 148 cm (14.2 hh) – 3.05 m (10 ft) square


Horse up to 162 cm (16 hh) – 3.65 m (12 ft) square


Horse over 162 cm (16 hh) – 4.26 m (14 ft) square


Broodmares about to foal/with foals at foot ideally need a stable at least 50 per cent larger than the mare alone would require. Ask your vet’s advice.


Internal headroom should be a minimum of 3.65m (12ft) to give reasonable ventilation and big horses should ideally have more. Door openings should be at least 1.22m (4ft) wide, whatever the size of the occupant, to minimise the risk of an animal banging his hip as he goes in or out. Doors must be of suitable height for the animal to be able to see over without having to raise his head and neck at an unnatural angle, so a Shetland pony needs a door scaled or suitably adapted to Shetland dimensions. All stable doors should open outwards.


Whenever a horse is stabled, he is in an environment that carries dust and spores. This is inevitable, no matter how well-designed the stabling and how meticulous your management. Scientists now know that a huge percentage of horses have some degree of recurrent airway obstruction (RAO), a term that has largely replaced the former one of chronic obstructive pulmonary disease (COPD). This adds weight to the premise that horses should spend as much time turned out as possible but, as we have already discussed, you have to look at the big picture. Accommodation is an important part of that, but not the only consideration. Rather than getting stressed over the fact that you have to stable your horse part of the time, work out how you can make his environment as healthy as possible.


In terms of stable design, this means providing ventilation measures that offer frequent air exchanges, but in a way that minimises the risk of draughts. If a horse cannot escape draughts he will be uncomfortable, which may result in muscle stiffness and tiredness. Think how you feel when you’ve had a poor night’s sleep: why should a horse be any different?


Whether you are dealing with a new-build project or existing buildings, a window in the back of the stable as well as one in the front is an excellent and relatively inexpensive way of providing extra ventilation, as long as you manage the options this provides to minimise the risk of unwanted through-draughts. As already mentioned, this also gives the horse a more interesting view on life.




[image: image]


An extra window gives the stabled horse a more interesting outlook.





Roof pitch and the number and siting of air outlets must be taken into consideration. The best way of finding the right arrangements for your situation is to consult an expert with technical and equestrian expertise. Stable manufacturers are much more clued up about ventilation than they used to be, but ask what measures they use and why when deciding which company to employ, and beware anyone who dismisses the issue as unimportant.


Walls should be lined with kickboards, preferably full height, which add insulation and protect the external structure from at least some damage. Even unshod hooves go through most kickboards remarkably easily, so consider using wall mats if necessary – but ask why a horse is using what, to him, is a defence mechanism. Is he kicking because he is worried or annoyed by his neighbour? Look at the cause, not just the effect.




[image: image]


Bars at the top half of a dividing wall may work with congenial neighbours, but not if one horse tries to bully another.





The best way of dividing stables depends on individual set-ups. If you have a static horse population and congenial horses, using bars at the top half of a dividing wall may help you keep occupants content. If you have a changing population – which applies to many competition yards – you may not want horses to be able to sniff at their neighbours because of health issues and the risk of incompatibility between individuals.


Drainage is important, as ammonia from urine and droppings affects a horse’s respiratory system. Again, you need to look at your whole management picture, as bedding materials, efficiency of mucking out and ventilation are all parts of the same jigsaw: the best drainage system won’t work if drains are allowed to become blocked. It is often said that efficient drainage relies on there being a slight fall (slope) on the floor which allows liquid to drain away to an appropriately sited outlet, but this is not always present in older buildings – or, sometimes, in newer ones where stable bases have been built without specialist knowledge.


If you are planning a new set-up or have problems with an existing one, get specialist advice and consider whether or not you are using bedding which best suits your needs. Rubber matting is widely used and I recommend it, always with supplementary bedding unless your vet specifies otherwise. Some horses are reluctant to stale (urinate) on matting alone and it’s impossible to keep rugs clean if horses are bedded that way, but most mats will need to be removed regularly and the floor underneath cleaned and disinfected.


FIELD SHELTERS


Horses need protection from wind and rain in cold weather and from flies in the summer. If trees and hedging do not give sufficient natural shelter, you need to supply a purpose-built one. Conventional designs are basically open-fronted stables, but the opening must be large enough to allow more than one horse at a time to have safe access and exit, or arguments and injuries may result. You may also find that whilst some horses use this type of shelter, others are reluctant to do so and will stand outside, using a shelter wall as a windbreak. This may be a natural preference or it may be that the horse is being intimidated by field companions.


A less common design comprises windbreaks made from solid 2m (6ft 6in) sections laid out like wheel spokes. Horses use these happily but need appropriate rugs to protect against the cold and wet or against insects.




[image: image]


Field shelter openings must be large enough to allow more than one horse at a time to have safe access and exit.
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Some animals prefer this type of windbreak.





As with stables, check whether you need planning permission. If getting permission for a permanent shelter is a problem, look at mobile ones. These are built on skids and can be towed by a tractor or ordinary four-wheel drive vehicle. Because they can and should be moved at irregular intervals, they have so far been exempt from planning permission.
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