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protecting the environment

The impact of our horses on the 
world goes far beyond their 
hoof prints on the ground. 
Every time we switch the  

yard or arena lights on, each time we 
administer a wormer and whenever  
we buy a new product, the size of our 
horse’s carbon hoof print grows. 

But with just a few small changes, it’s 
possible to put the eco into your equine. 

The results will be a healthier horse, 
more pennies in your pocket and a 
happier planet to canter around.

Green, green grass
Healthy, varied pasture is vital for a 
thriving horse and the best grazing 
contains a range of plants and herbs. 

Horses prefer it to monoculture (one 
type of grass only) and it makes the  
diet more nutritious.  

It may also reduce the risk of obesity, 
laminitis and associated metabolic 
disorders, while transforming your  
field into a haven for wildlife. You  
will attract butterflies, bees, birds and 
small mammals.

Creating a diverse, nutritious pasture 
means rethinking your idea of weeds. 

Nettles are rich in iron and vitamins 
and have anti-inflammatory properties, 
providing medicinal benefits for 
laminitics. They are also adored  
by butterflies.  

Thistles can get out of hand, but 
should be allowed in moderation 
because they provide vital food for the 
stunning goldfinch. 

The grass and weed balance is best 
achieved by designating part of the 
field as a wildlife area, which you leave 
for nature, as well as equine culinary 
interest and self-medication.

To really make your horse’s salad  
bar zing, sow some yarrow seeds  
(for healthy hooves and circulation),  
some tasty birdsfoot trefoil and some 
nutrient-packed black medick. 

When seeding paddocks, avoid rye 
grass mixes. They are high in sugars  
and are only suitable for Thoroughbred 
youngsters and broodmares.

Artificial fertilisers should be used 
sparingly. They encourage grass that  
is too rich for most horses. 

Weed killers are best used for spot 
application rather than across the 
whole field, but the most effective 
control of poisonous plants, such as 
ragwort, is the good old fashioned  
‘dig up the roots’ method.

Wormers are an essential part  
of horse care, but they do contain 
chemicals that can damage insects.

Any harm to the environment can  
be reduced by poo-picking regularly 
and following a targeted worming 
programme. This involves carrying out 
regular worm egg counts and seeking 
advice from your vet. Only worm when 
you need to.

A sustainable stable  
The average horse produces a massive 
7.5 tonnes of manure a year. Put muck 
too close to a river or stream and it  
will pollute waterways and destroy 
fragile ecosystems. However, dispose  
of it in the right way and it is an asset, 
replacing artificial fertiliser.M
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Our expert
Kate Blincoe

Kate is a sustainability 
writer who studied 
environmental 
sciences at the 
University of East 
Anglia. Kate is a  
keen rider and owns 
Jamie, an 18-year-old 
Thoroughbred.

Lower your horse's 
environmental impact 
on the planet by 
embracing a few small 
management changes 
at the yard, writes 
Kate Blincoe

"Creating a diverse 
pasture for your 
horse means 
rethinking your 
idea of weeds"

Our horses have an impact on the 
environment, from what they eat to 

the products you use to care for them

Diverse pasture  
will encourage 
butterflies

Turn lights off to  
save electricity

Nettles  
are rich  
in iron and  
vitamins
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protecting the environment

 It is best to spread well-rotted manure 
on fields or gardens, as recommended 
by the Environment Agency. 

Its website (www.environment-
agency.gov.uk) offers essential guidelines 
for spreading manure. 

For example, you should avoid doing 
so if heavy rain is forecast within the 
next 48 hours.

Most horse bedding choices are  
fairly green – straw, shredded cardboard 
and paper count as recycled waste 
products, and wood chip and hemp are 
from renewable sources. 

Careful mucking out can reduce the 
amount of new bedding used, as will 
some deep littering methods.  

However, the plastic bags bedding 
usually comes in are not so eco-friendly. 
In some areas, you can recycle them  
– just check with your nearest local 
authority recycling centre. 

Reuse is an option, too. If you open 
them carefully, then bedding bags 
make ideal rubbish sacks and are handy 
to store rugs in. 

Don't waste water
Water is a precious resource, yet at the 
yard we chuck away buckets of left-over 
water or leave the hose running in 
between jobs. 

Instead, reuse drinking water to soak 
hay, fill a butt for watering yard plants 
or even to keep a bird bath topped up. 

Talking tack
Bitless, bareback riding would be the 
most ecologically sound way to ride. 
But, let’s face it, for most of us this 
would end in disaster. 

The next best choice is leather tack. It 
is natural and durable and, with regular 
conditioning, should outlive your horse.  

If you are buying from new, look for 
vegetable-tanned leather, which has 
had no chemical treatment.

While synthetic products are cheaper 
and easier to care for, they are usually 
made from plastics that will take 
decades to degrade in landfill. 

Twine is handy to tie your horse up 
to, and much safer than tying them 
directly to a fence or metal ring. 

However, you may find that some  
of today’s twine is stronger than it  
used to be, and may not break if a  
horse pulls back.

Baler twine also makes a brilliant 
replacement fillet string on rugs. 
Simply plait three strands together  
for the ideal thickness. H

Your yard isn’t just home to horses – there 
are birds and insects living there, too. 
And, like your horse, all creatures need 
food, water and shelter. 

Decades ago, farms and yards were 
more welcoming to birds and mammals, 
with rickety barns providing places to nest 
and hide, and grain spilling out of trailers. 
Modern buildings and the need for security 
means a home for nature has been lost. 

This is easily remedied. A few nest 
boxes around the stable or barn will soon 
fill with cheeping chicks. Why not put up 
a house sparrow box to help this sociable 
but endangered bird? 

Our beautiful summer birds, the 
swallows, swifts and house martins, will 
soon be winging their way back from Africa. 

Keep top stable doors open all spring 
and summer so they can find a place to 
make their nests. You could also create a 
mud patch where swallows can gather the 
building material for their nests.  

When pulling manes and trimming tails, 
don't waste the left-over hair. It's ideal  
nesting material for birds. Just pop it on a 
hedge or in a bird feeder and it will be 
collected by birds, such as blue tits.

Hang out a couple of bird feeders. 
Provide sunflower seeds for blue tits and 
chaffinches, and black nyjer seeds for the 
stunning yellow and red goldfinch. Your 
yard will soon become a nature haven.

Enjoy wildlife when out hacking, too.
In the next couple of months, you may 

see ‘mad March’ hares boxing or running 
crazily in the middle of open fields. 

Skylarks will be rising up, singing their 
delicate, trilling song high above. 

We are privileged to see these sights 
and it can certainly remind us that our 
countryside and environment is worth 
looking after. 

GivE A wElcOmE 
TO wilDlifE

Second-hand tack is a good option 
because it is thrifty and ‘green’ – but 
always ensure it’s in good order and 
have a used saddle fitted by someone 
who is qualified to do so.

When it comes to looking after tack, 
natural is best. A little tea-tree oil added 
to your tack cleaner can help prevent 
mould developing. 

Also, using vinegar to clean your bit 
and other stainless steel is a cheap and 
eco-friendly way to make it shine. Just 
rinse it well to avoid a nasty taste in 
your horse’s mouth.

Green tea
For natural, ecologically sound feeding, 
simplicity is best. Unprocessed feeds  
are better for the environment, your 
horse and your finances. 

Look for forage-based feeds 
containing only one or two 
ingredients, such as lucerne, 
grass or beet pulp.  

If you select feeds which 
are Vegetarian Society 
approved, you can be sure no 
genetically modified (GM) 
products are used and no 
animal testing has taken place. 

Feeds produced by most major 
manufacturers are GM free – check  
the information printed on the bag  
or give their helpline a call. 

Be a fussy consumer and  
ask your horse-feed producer if  
they source ingredients locally. 

Avoid leftover food by 
getting to know your  
horse’s appetite. 

Uneaten 
hay should 
go on the 

muck heap, where  
it will compost down. 
Choose feed that 

comes in paper sacks in 
preference to plastic and avoid 

supplements in tiny plastic containers. 
Bigger tubs can be more economical, 

and reduce packaging, while some 
companies offer refill packs.

If you only have one horse, ask other 
owners on the yard if they want to club 
together and share, to reduce costs.

Reduce and reuse
If you do end up with lots of plastic 
containers, get creative. You can store 

your plaiting kit or equine first aid 
supplies in empty tubs, for example. 

Larger containers can even be 
transformed into dressage 

markers – fill with sand  
and then paint letters  
on the sides. 

Plastic feed sacks are 
useful for collecting 
garden waste at home,  
or carry hay in them to 

avoid making a mess.
Baler twine from hay 

bales can be reused in 
many ways. It is great  

for repairing damaged 
haynets, or even for 

making your own. 

Our top three 
eco products
1Simple System feed: The company provides a natural, forage-based way to fuel your horse. All feed meets strict environmental and ethical criteria and to date it is the only horse feed company to be registered with the Vegan Society. Visit: www.simplesystemhorsefeeds.com.

2 vale Brothers traditional brushes: Often, old-fashioned is best. Take  the Equerry Dandy Brush, for example. The base is beech wood from managed and replanted forests and the bristles  are horse hair. The products are made in England and will provide years of happy brushing. Visit: www.valebrothers.co.uk.

3 Solar-powered electric fence units: Say goodbye to lugging a heavy battery back to the yard to charge  it up – let the sun do the work instead.  Try Wolseley’s solar powered energizer, which has essential back-up options in  case of insufficient sunshine. Visit:  www.stockshop.co.uk.

toptip
Old turnout rugs can be 
used for patching rips 
in other rugs and old 

stable rugs make 
excellent pet beds. 
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well-rotted manure 
makes great compost

muck out carefully so  
you use less bedding

Recycle empty feed 
and bedding bags Everyone needs to do their bit to 

protect the environment

Don't throw old rugs away 

– you can reuse them for 
patches or even pet beds

leave top doors open 
to allow birds access


