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Abstract

The scientific literature on horses kept on common land in the UK is limited. Welfare codes and legislation are in place to safeguard
the welfare of these horses; however, it has little scientific validation. This study investigated the welfare code compliance and physical
welfare of both tethered (T) and free-ranging (F) horses kept on a public common in South Wales. A welfare assessment was
developed using resource-based and animal-based measures. The assessment was carried out weekly over a six-week period on all
horses found on the common, a total of 37 horses, 21 tethered and 16 free-ranging were observed during some or all visits. The
mean prevalence of welfare measures assessed during weekly observations of individual horses was calculated. The highest mean
prevalences were recorded for rainscald, hoof overgrowth and hoof cracks. Overall, no significant differences were found between
welfare indicators for tethered and free-ranging groups of horses on the same common. There were high levels of  compliance with
the Welsh Government code of practice covering tethering in some areas, eg having a 4-m gap between tethered horses (96% compli-
ance), however, in other areas there was poor compliance, eg exercise off the tether for a period each day (0% compliance). Changes
to management, including provision of shelter, increased access to water, exercise and farrier attention, may significantly improve
welfare. However, there was no evidence that tethering itself had a significant negative impact on the physical welfare of horses.
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Introduction
A preliminary survey carried out by the Welsh Assembly

Government identified approximately two thousand horses

kept on common land (defined as “land which is owned by

one person over which another person is entitled to exercise

rights of common [such as grazing animals]” Defra 2009) in

South Wales (Cardiff Trading Standards, personal communi-

cation 2009). Some horses were tethered on public commons,

some were free-ranging on public commons and others, such

as groups of Welsh mountain ponies, are kept on much

higher, remote areas. Some common grazing rights are asso-

ciated with properties near the commons whereas others can

be exercised by anyone, but usually by people who do not

have land of their own and are not able to afford rented land

(J Hotchkiss, Cardiff Trading Standards, personal communi-

cation 2009). Swansea County Council considers horses on

common land to be at risk of poor welfare and a danger to the

public and property, especially if they stray onto public

highways (Swansea County Council 2000). However, these

opinions are based on little scientific evidence. 

Legislation is already in place to attempt to safeguard the

welfare of horses on common land. The Animal Welfare Act

(2006) replaced much of the previous legislation that covered

tethered horses. This act makes it an offence if “an act of his,

or a failure of his to act, causes an animal to suffer” (Crown

2006). At present, tethering is permitted by the act; although

the Code of Practice for the Welfare of Horses, Ponies,

Donkeys and their Hybrids (Welsh Assembly Government

2008) contains an annexe specifically dealing with the

management of tethered horses. Recommendations in the

annexe of the code provide guidelines on the suitability of

animals, the site and the equipment used for tethering. They

also stipulate requirements for food, water, shelter, exercise,

supervision, identification and protection from malicious

persons (Welsh Assembly Government 2008).

The welfare assessment protocol for this project was designed

following a review of the literature and discussion with

experts who drew on published welfare assessment method-

ologies (eg Leeb et al 2002; Jongman et al 2005; Pritchard

et al 2005) to devise a protocol for assessing the welfare and

legislation compliance of horses tethered on public land in

South Wales (Mullan & Whay 2011). The assessment protocol

designed for this study was based around the Five Freedoms

(FAWC 2009). Two types of observation are regularly used in

animal welfare assessment: animal-based and resource-based

observations (Main et al 2003). A combination of these two
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