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Working equids: linking human and 
animal welfare

WORKING equids continue to be an essential 

component of the livelihoods of millions of 

families worldwide, particularly in low- and 

middle-income countries.1 These animals provide 

a critical support system to the households that 

rely on them, with a central pillar of this support 

system being the money they generate – both 

directly and indirectly – and the savings their 

owners make by using them.2 Working equids can 

therefore be considered as part of the inancial, 

physical and social capital of their owners,3 

as well as a central axis for building resilience 

capacity.4

Working equids perform a variety of roles, 

including transporting people and their products 

to local markets, transporting water, participating 

in religious ceremonies, the mining industry, 

construction, tourism, equid-assisted therapies, 

forestry, agriculture and disaster relief as well as 

acting as companion animals. 

However, the speciic activities in which horses, 

donkeys and mules are involved difer according 

to the local climate, geography and culture. In the 

same way, the welfare problems they encounter 

vary across countries and activities, as the risks to 

which they are exposed are diferent.

Assessing working equid welfare
Animal welfare is a multidimensional concept,5 

and this multidimensionality explains the many 

challenges encountered when trying to assess 

welfare and implement welfare improvement 

strategies. To be efective, welfare assessment 

tools need to be validated, reliable and 

repeatable.6 They also need to provide evidence 

about the general welfare status of individuals 

and the prevalence and severity of each welfare 

indicator used.7

Studies evaluating the welfare of working 

equids generally include two types of indicators: 

inputs and outputs. The inputs consider how 

adequate the resources that the animal has 

available are, indicating the risk of a welfare 

problem.8-9 Outputs, or animal-based indicators, 

relect the response of the animal to the resources 

available in their environment.8-10 

When applying welfare assessment tools to 

working equids, some potential diiculties 

need to be considered before the selection of 

the indicators. For example, we need to take 

into consideration that most working equids are 

in low-income countries where resources (eg, 

internet and electricity) are limited and access to 

some communities can be diicult due to the lack 

of roads in more isolated areas or social/political 

instability in the region.7 Language, cultural and 

religious diferences, as well as high levels of 

illiteracy, can also pose diiculties.4 

Welfare assessment instruments therefore need 

to incorporate practical indicators that can be 

measured with limited resources. A summary of 

the key considerations that must be addressed 

when selecting indicators for welfare assessment 

instruments is given in Box 1.

In a study summarised on p 445 of this issue of 

Vet Record,11 Rodrigues and colleagues used the 

WHAT YOU NEED TO KNOW

• Working equids can experience a wide range of welfare 

issues, with the most commonly reported being poor 

body condition, musculoskeletal pathologies, lesions, 

dental disorders and behavioural issues, such as apathy 

and aggression. 

• The majority of working equids are found in low- and 

middle-income countries, where resources are limited 

and literacy levels in some communities are low.

• As such, welfare assessment instruments need to 

incorporate practical indicators that can be measured 

with minimal resources. These instruments also need 

to be respectful of cultural, religious and idiomatic 

diferences and local customs.

• The welfare of working equids and their owners is 

inextricably linked. Developing welfare assessment 

tools alongside an enhanced understanding of human-

animal interactions and human behaviour change 

could, therefore, prove pivotal in achieving long-term 

improvements in animal welfare standards. 
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equid assessment, research and scoping (EARS) 

tool – developed by The Donkey Sanctuary – to 

assess the welfare of equids working in the brick 

kilns of Nepal. The EARS tool consists of a bank 

of 300 questions that consider a wide range of 

behavioural, health, human-animal interaction 

and environmental indicators. This makes EARS 

a lexible tool that can be adapted to the many 

diferent contexts under which equids work. 

Welfare problems affecting working equids
Most research on working equids tends to identify 

several welfare problems that are similar across 

countries and types of work, as well as other 

issues that are more country, activity, species and 

culture speciic. However, even within a single 

country, one can ind diferences in the prevalence 

of some welfare issues.

Poor body condition score is a recurrent 

problem in working equids.12-15 Pathologies 

associated with the musculoskeletal system are 

also frequent, with some studies reporting that up 

to 90 per cent of animals have some kind of limb 

pathology, independent of the species studied.13,16 

Lesions associated with harnessing systems are 

commonly observed, with the anatomical area and 

severity usually determined by the type of work 

being performed and the number of hours the 

animal works each day.9,12–18 Overgrown or worn 

teeth are also frequently reported.19,20 As such, the 

detection of dental disorders should be considered 

in welfare assessment tools when possible.

Parasites can also become a signiicant health 

issue, although the prevalence of parasites 

appears to be highly variable between countries. 

For example, low burdens of parasites have been 

reported in Chile,9 but it is estimated that over 90 

per cent of the working equids in Guatemala are 

afected by parasites.17 The type and abundance 

of parasites will depend on the climate conditions 

present in each region and, in some cases, the 

presence of vectors. 

Behavioural disorders have also been studied in 

working equids, with a recent study14 indicating a 

higher prevalence of depression-like behaviours 

in equids doing traction work compared with 

those doing pack work. A high percentage of 

working equids have also been described as 

exhibiting apathetic behaviour.17 In addition, 

some behavioural diferences between species 

have been reported, with mules being described 

as more aggressive than horses and donkeys,14 

although these diference vary depending on the 

context. 

Behavioural assessments provide important 

information about the nature of the human-

animal relationship and how the animal is 

responding to their environment. They can also 

help to highlight problems in the communication 

between the animal and its owner that could be 

overcome through owner education strategies.

The study by Rodrigues and colleagues11 again 

points out the presence of these welfare issues, 

BOX 1: KEY CONSIDERATIONS WHEN SELECTING 

INDICATORS FOR WELFARE ASSESSMENT 

INSTRUMENTS

Indicators included in working equid welfare 

assessment tools need to be:

• valid, reliable and repeatable

• practical and consider the possible difficulties of data 

collection in the field

• specific according to the species being assessed

• selected according to the type of work being 

performed

• selected according to regional climate and geography

• approved by an appropriate animal care and use 

committee

• respectful of cultural, religious and idiomatic 

differences and local customs

Horse transporting wood in Guatemala
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but a key diference between this and previous 

studies is that the authors evaluated equids 

before the start of the working season. The study 

reports that 80 per cent of the equids examined 

were underweight, 40 per cent had open wounds, 

47 per cent were lame, 70.6 per cent had pain in 

the vertebral column, 42 per cent had a negative 

reaction when people approached them and 38.2 

per cent exhibited signs of fear and distress.11 

The indings of the study have important welfare 

implications, as they indicate that the welfare 

status of these equids is poor before they even 

begin working. This suggests that these equids do 

not have suicient opportunity to recover between 

working seasons, so their welfare status is likely 

to decline year-on-year.

Many of the welfare problems identiied in 

working equids are connected to human welfare 

problems and misconceptions about equids. As 

Rodrigues and colleagues point out, improving 

human welfare is essential if improvements to 

animal welfare are to be achieved.11 Therefore, 

the development of animal welfare strategies that 

include a One Welfare approach is vital to ensure 

long-term improvement.
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