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Abstract

The well-documented versatility of donkeys (Equus africanus asinus) means that issues concerning their welfare can vary depending
on how they are mainly used and their geographic location. The present study is the first assessment of donkey welfare to be system-
atically conducted in the Iberian Peninsula. This area is characterised by the coexistence of high levels of mechanisation and industri-
alisation, and human populations with low levels of formal education, still making use of donkeys in their daily work. This study aims
to evaluate the main welfare problems affecting donkeys within this context. The welfare assessment was carried out in accordance
with the first level of the AWIN protocol for donkeys. Only 37.6% of the animals evaluated showed all positive indicators, with no
physical problem detected while the remaining 62.4% revealed at least one negative health indicator. Body Condition Score (BCS)
was one of the main concerns, with around half of the donkeys exhibiting an inadequate body condition. Dental evaluation revealed
similarly concerning results, with 62.8% of the animals assessed requiring treatment. Indications of hoof neglect were noted in 39.5%
of the animals evaluated with a 9.84% incidence of lameness. Skin problems affected 26.7% of individuals. Only 41% of the animals
displayed positive results for all behavioural indicators. Aside from BCS, the most prevalent problems were sub-optimal behaviour,
pain reaction to cheek palpation, hoof disease and integument alterations. These issues should be prioritised, both as regards this
specific donkey population and the education of their caretakers.
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Introduction
Although not a new concept, awareness and concern for
animal welfare has been growing globally (Violin 1990;
Blosh 2012; Broom 2014). In the past, worry about
animal welfare tended to focus on public health concerns,
such as zoonoses, and animals’ capacity to be more
productive and live longer. However, this started to
change, especially within the last decade, as increasingly
large numbers of people have begun to regard animals as
sentient beings (Le Neindre 2009). Welfare is not a simple
concept to define; rather it is a consensus drawn from
scientific, ethical, religious, legal and economic opinions,
which may differ depending on the part of the world, and
is best summarised in the Five Freedoms (Farm Animal
Welfare Council [FAWC] 1993). Over the years, four
different basic approaches have outlined the foundation of
animal welfare: an animal’s ability to cope with its envi-
ronment; an animal’s emotions; its experiences; and its
expression of natural behaviour (Fraser 2003; Phillips

2009). Some of these ideas are intertwined, such as the
fact that an animal’s ability to cope with its environment
will depend on its nature (Broom 2011).
Donkeys (Equus africanus asinus) are powerful, resilient
animals and their naturally docile nature enables them to be
used in agriculture and transport throughout most of the
world (Palo et al 2016). Inherently versatile, donkeys’
welfare problems vary depending on how they are mainly
used and where they live. This leads to wide variation in the
prevalence of welfare issues, which is mainly a reflection of
the differences between developing countries and the indus-
trialised world. In developing countries the most common
problems tend to be low Body Condition Score (BCS),
overwork, wounds, and dental and hoof problems, while in
industrialised countries obesity and social isolation are
more common, although none of these issues are exclusive
to any one country or cultural background (Toit et al 2008;
Burn et al 2010; Passantino 2011; Kumar et al 2014; Dai
et al 2016). In Europe, as a contrast to the trend in devel-
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