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Abstract

A welfare assessment was conducted during 475 observations of 75 long-line tethered horses and 587 observations of 112 free-
range horses kept on public grazing land in South Wales over a six-month period from March to August 2010. The observations
included quantitative and qualitative behavioural assessments, assessments of physical welfare and assessments of the environment
of the horse. Multi-level modelling was used to identify the significant factors affecting each measure. Tethered horses had similar
behavioural repertoires to free-range horses but there were differences related to tethering, such as fewer observations of walking,
trotting and cantering, increased vocalisations occurring during the observation and poorer qualitative ‘mood’ scores. There were few
observations of severe physical welfare problems in either tethered or free-range horses, however tethered horses were observed more
often to have eye abnormalities, hoof cracks, lameness and signs of limb pain but less often with mane and tail tangles, as thin or as
dirty. Shelter from wind, rain or sun was available to almost all free-range horses (99.8% of observations) but was only found during
16.5% or fewer observations of tethered horses, giving them a greater risk of poor welfare during inclement weather. Similarly,
tethered horses were infrequently observed to have access to clean water, and their willingness to drink when offered water, suggests
the provision of water was inadequate and tethered horses may have been thirsty. There were significant confounding effects of the
observer or climatic factors for some behavioural and physical measures that should be considered when conducting future studies.
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Introduction
Horses are kept and managed in a variety of environments

which may variably influence welfare, such as social

contact (Harewood & McGowan 2005; VanDierendonck

et al 2009), physical space (Jongman et al 2005; Chaplin &

Gretgrix 2010), exercise (Houpt et al 2001; Freire et al
2009) and human interactions (Sondergaard & Halekoh

2003; Hausberger et al 2008). It is recognised that many

aspects of horse welfare can be safeguarded in a range of

management systems within the UK and that the most

appropriate system will depend, among other factors, on the

type and use of the horse (National Equine Welfare Council

2009). The management of horses is also likely to depend

on the owners’ access to resources, such as stabling or land.

Although short-line tethering of horses in indoor stall

housing systems occurs in a number of countries, this paper

discusses the common form of tethering in the UK, where

horses are restricted to an area of grazing land by means of

a long-line tether. This tether is usually attached to a neck or

head collar around the horse at one end, and a metal peg

inserted into the ground at the other. There are no nationally

collated data on the number of long-line tethered horses

kept on grazing land in the UK. Preliminary observations in

2009 suggested that approximately 1,500 horses were kept

on public grazing land in South Wales (Welsh Assembly

Government 2011), of which it was estimated 120 were

tethered ( L Bishop, personal communication 2010). It is not

known whether the situation in South Wales is representa-

tive of the rest of the UK, however tethered horses can be

observed in many areas across the UK (S Mullan, personal

observation 2012). Long-line tethering is also a common

form of restraint for equines (eg Leeb et al 2003) and

livestock such as goats (eg Jaitner et al 2001) in many

countries around the world.

Long-line tethering of horses is permitted in UK law

providing there is compliance with the Animal Welfare Act

(2006). The National Equine Welfare Council produced a

Code of Practice for Tethering Equines (National Equine

Welfare Council 2006) and the devolved administrations

within the UK have each produced a Code of Practice for

the Welfare of Equines (eg Welsh Assembly Government

2008) that provides guidance on the suitability of animals

for tethering, appropriate tethering sites, equipment and the

management of tethered horses. Tethering of horses is an
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