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Equines have a peculiar place in our society. From livestock to sport, through to landscape managers and leisure
partners, equines show a wide range of little-known environmental advantages and assets. Today's wake-up calls about
the environment are progressively putting pressure on stakeholders of the agricultural sector, including the equine
industry. This study focusses on the main environmental consequences of equine use and possession in Europe based on
scientific and technical sources under the lens of five leading sectors where equines show unique impacts as green
assets. Now, more than ever before, it is important to highlight the role of equines as a green alternative in political
debates and management practices to give them the place equines deserve in the ecological transition of agriculture.
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| 1. Introduction

Despite the decline of equine populations in the middle of the 20th century 12 the European horse industry is growing
again thanks to economic alternatives found in the diversification of the uses of equines (sports, racing, leisure, etc.).
Equines have many environmental advantages, but the fragmentation of the sector and the lack of synthetic knowledge
about their environmental impacts do not enable the promotion of these assets and their effective inclusion in
management practices and European policies.

| 2. Five Equine Green Assets : Synthesis of the Literature Review

To highlight the equine environmental impacts, a literature review was carried out to cover the main European stakes. This
work led to the identification of five “green assets”, fields where equines show unique environmental advantages
compared to other agricultural productions. These green assets are linked to the nature of equines (grazing and domestic
biodiversity), to their geographical distribution (land use), and to their use by human beings (tourism and work).

2.1. How does the Inherent Nature of Equines Impact the Environment?

e Equine grazing: Equine grazing incidence is unique because of this animal's morphology and its physiology
specificities, especially regarding ruminants (the main herbivores raised on grasslands)&. In particular, equine grazing
is done on different patches made of lawns and high grasses [4. Consequently, the structure of the grassland is
heterogeneous, creating a variety of ecological niches used by several species (birds - ducks and spoonbills - were
found on lawns, a place where insects are easier to find, and little mammals were found in high grasses, a place where
they can hind more easily) 2. But, when pasture use is mismanaged, there appears a risk of overgrazing on lawns.
This is why mixed grazing (cattle-equines) is an interesting alternative to improve the quality of grasslands and to
counter shrub invasionlS],

« Domestic biodiversity: Human and environmental selection has led to a rich diversity of equine breeds all over the
world. Some of these breeds are currently endangered and their conservation is an important issue, which could be
introduced in European policies. Local breeds may present a better adaptation to local climatic conditions and their
present in sensitive areas could be beneficial to the conservation of these zones IS,

2.2. How does the Spatial Repartition of Equines Impact Land Use?

« Land use: Equines are present in various areas, especially where other livestock is presently absent. This land use is
directly linked to the place of equines in society; as livestock, it is possible to find equines in farms and large areas, but
as family pets, equines can be encountered near houses, sometimes on small plots of lands that are not usable for
agriculture 19 They can also be present in rural areas, where pastures are included in a landscape mosaic, which is



beneficial for biodiversity. Moreover, farmers can experience benefits from the presence of equines on their land, such
as selling equine feed, letting the equines graze on unproductive pastures, or receiving manure.

2.3. Animal Uses Serving Environmental Issues

« Tourism: Equines can be used as a means of transport but also as travel companions to discover wild countries and
landscapes. Equestrian tourism is also an illustration of soft roaming. A comparison between hiking, cycling, and horse
riding shows that the impacts on the environment were the same between these means of transport but they differed in
the degree of impact (e.g., soil compaction and erosion, loss of organic matter biomass, and biodiversity losses) 21,
The two most severe impacts of equestrian tourism are: (1) nitrification of rivers and soils because of the
overconcentration of phosphor in poor soils, and (2) zoochory through fur and manure, which raises the risk of invasive
plants being spread in protected areas. On the other hand, this spread may be beneficial for the flora diversity of poor
soils.

« Equine work: Equines are also used in tourism, cities, and agriculture as a source of energy, whereas other livestock
are not, at least in Europe. Equines consume fodder, which is considered a renewable source of energy because it
does not involve fossil energy in the narrowest sense 12, The animals must be fed all year, whereas machines can be
used occasionally and refuelled infrequently. Despite this disadvantage, equine work allows farmers to attain better
feed and energy autonomy23l, to highlight a traditional vision, to be appreciated by urban inhabitants, and to maintain a
diversified gene pool through the use of local equine breeds4. Finally, equine work is considered by some authors as
a form of sustainable agriculture.

Today, when searching for sustainable solutions to modern environmental issues, the use of equines is a neglected green
alternative. Better knowledge and use of equine green assets could partly respond to more ecological agricultural needs
and contribute to the development of this animal industry, which has a place in regional development and in Europe’s
sustainable transition.

3. How to Better Use Equine Green Assets : Proposition of Some Practical
Recommendations

3.1. For Equine Keepers

Raising awareness and improving management practices could improve equine environmental impacts, highlight their
green assets, and better use these assets in everyday practice. It is already possible to propose some examples of
practical recommendations to equine owners, as for example:

« In order to avoid the overconcentration of manure in suburban areas, equine owners may build reliable partnerships
with local farmers, who can use manure as fertilizer. Manure can also be recycled and rapidly composted to improve
soils in city parks. Another solution is to transport manure to methanation firms for energy production .

« Equine grazing has interesting characteristics in pastures and shows complementarities with other herbivores, such as
cattle. Thus, associating these animals could be a first step toward improving pasture quality and maintenance.

3.2. For Institutional and Political Stakeholders

Equines are often forgotten in political debates as they are seen as both livestock and pets. Moreover, there is a lack of
practical information and courses on equine green assets that are usable by stakeholders. Promoting environmental
assets of the horse industry could help integrate equines into political debates and help develop research on this topic.
Hence, it is possible to propose some practical recommendations to institutional and political stakeholders, as for
example:

« In regions where grasslands or rangelands are important, local development policies could include aids in favor of the
equine industry, for example, subsides for cattle farmers to also hold equines, or for the creation of numerous platforms
to help horse owners meet farmers for feed purchases, pasture grazing, or the use of manure 15,

« When discussing new sustainable projects concerning ecological farming or public service missions in cities, equines
could be included in the list of suggested alternatives based on the assets presented in this paper if all economic,
social, and welfare conditions are fulfilled.



| 4. Conclusions

The equine industry is constantly evolving according to changes in society. One of the next steps is linked to the growing
environmental awareness. This issue concerns citizens but also the political spheres, thereby putting pressure on the
stakeholders of all economic sectors, including the equine industry. Indeed, in most European countries, environmental
issues are not yet considered to be important enough by stakeholders in the equine industry. However, through their
green assets, equines can have an active role in ecological transition and debates, both alone and as a complement to
other economic productions and services. In the future, it could be interesting to support knowledge exchange in order to
progress equine research, thus making this industry more visible and understandable, and to include equines in political
debates about the environment and raise awareness about equine uses to avoid radical actions from animal activists.
Creating and publishing all kinds of communication media, such as articles, photos, videos, websites, and podcasts, could
be a way to reach a larger audience and make equine owners adapt their management practices to better use equine
green assets.

From European organizations to society, everyone should be aware of the potential place of equines during the ecological
and agronomic transition toward a greener future.
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