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Abstract

Severe accidents befalling both horses and riders have been observed during award ceremonies in equestrian sports. We hypothesised 
that such ceremonies and subsequent laps of honour pose a significant risk to the well-being of horses, riders and third parties. 
Tournament riders’ opinions were sought and analysis of accidents undertaken via an online questionnaire completed by 700 tourna-
ment riders participating in dressage and showjumping in Germany. While 31.3% of the riders reported feeling tense themselves 
during award ceremonies, greater tension was reported in the warm-up area and throughout the competition itself. In contrast, 48% 
of horses were at their most tense at award ceremonies and displayed the greatest amount of stress during the lap of honour. Sixty 
percent of survey participants felt award ceremonies created an increased risk of injury with riders citing stressed horses as being the 
principal cause. Only risks associated with the warm-up area were noted by a greater proportion of riders (66.6%). The most frequent 
cause of accidents at award ceremonies was deemed to be kicks. Horse participation at award ceremonies was deemed to be 
important for spectators and sponsors and, although over half the riders were in favour of compulsory participation with a horse, they 
expressed the desire for exceptions to be permissible by judge(s). This study supported the hypothesis that mounted award ceremonies 
have a negative impact on horse welfare.
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Introduction  

Overview 
The domestication of the horse dates back approximately 
5,500 years (Outram et al 2009) and the process has seen 
the horse evolve from being draught or pack animals and 
meat suppliers to sports and leisure animals thereby forcing 
them to adapt to artificial, human-made environmental 
conditions (Hirschberg 2010). The Animal Welfare Act in 
Germany (in its currently valid 2021 version) has estab-
lished, inter alia, that it is the responsibility of humans to 
protect the life and well-being of an animal and that 
inflicting pain, suffering or damage to an animal is 
forbidden. The extent to which horse usage causes the 
animal to suffer and be harmed has to be assessed in light of 
this basic principle. This is especially relevant in the case of 
competitive equestrian sports events, where horses are 
routinely exposed to physical and psychological stress. 
Therefore, Mellor’s Five-Domain model (Hemsworth et al 
2015; Mellor & Burns 2020), which integrates biological, 
functional and affective state orientations, could be applied 

to equestrian sports events whereby the welfare implica-
tions to horses of human-animal interactions could be 
assessed, effectively and systematically.  
Inextricably linked to equestrian sport events, award cere-
monies became the focus of attention especially following 
the dramatic events of 2019 when a young rider tragically 
died after a fall with her horse during such a ceremony in 
Neuenkirchen, Germany (Osnabrück Police Inspection 
2019). And, in another incident, a kick to the head of a tour-
nament helper occurred at the award ceremony of the 
dressage team at the Olympic Games in Rio de Janeiro in 
2016 (The Sun 2016). In the aftermath of these and other 
similar incidents, the frequency of media discussions on the 
subject increased rapidly (eg in the Reiterjournal, 6/2018, or 
in the St GEORG, 6/2019). Nevertheless, the 2018 
Performance Test Regulations (Leistungs-Prüfungs-
Ordnung: LPO) of the German Equestrian Federation (FN) 
define the award ceremony, including the lap of honour with 
the horse, under § 59, No 2.1, as part of the performance test 
(Leistungs-Prüfung: LP) and regard it as obligatory. 

Universities Federation for Animal Welfare Science in the Service of Animal Welfare




