
CODE OF CONDUCT FOR EQUINE TRANSPORT 

Each day horses get transported for different reasons: commercial, 

economic and sporting. Regardless of the reason the welfare, health and 

well –being of each animal remains an important consideration. 

Watering and feeding of the horses, travelling space and handling of the 

horses are the three main factors to consider when planning the 

transportation. 

Only horses that are healthy and fit for travel should be loaded for the 

trip. 

 
Signs to look for: 

• Bright, alert and responsive 
• Clear and bright eyes 
• No nasal discharge with normal breathing 
• Good body condition with a shiny coat and supple skin 
• Normal frequency, consistency and colour of urine and faeces 
• Horse standing and walking normally on all four legs 
• No signs of inflammation, pain, swelling or injury 

 
 

Should anything abnormal be noted, the horse should be assessed by a vet 

prior to loading the animal. 

1. Watering and feeding of horses: 

- All animals that are going to travel must be allowed free access to 

good quality grass/hay and water for at least 6 hours prior to 

loading.  

- In the vehicle, food and water should be positioned to allow easy 

access and containers / buckets should be constructed in such a 

manner as to be safe for use and to minimise injury during travel.  
 

- Trips should be scheduled to stop every 4 ½ hours of travel for at 

least 30 minutes to allow the horses to chance eat good quality 

roughage/ grass and drink cool, clean potable water.  



- Journeys longer than 24 hours require that horses be offloaded 

and rested with free access to food and water for 24 hours before 

being reloaded and continuing with the journey. 

 

- When the horses are unloaded at the destination, all horses must 

immediately have free access to food and water with enough 

space to allow all the horses to feed/water at the same time. 

 

- Handlers should observe travelling horses for signs of colic, 

fatigue, abnormal behaviour such as licking poles, infrequent 

urination and defecation, panting, lack of sweating and poor 

response to the environment. Ill horses must be identified and 

must be treated by a vet as soon as possible. 

 

- During travel horses may become dehydrated and common 

contributing factors are: 

o Overcrowding in the vehicle, 

o Horses in poor health at the time of loading,  

o Long journeys, 

o Travel during hot and humid weather conditions. 

 

- Dehydration can result in serious health and welfare issues and 

may even cause the death of a horse. Therefore any horse that is 

dehydrated at a stop may not be reloaded until it is seen and 

treated by a vet. 

 

Well hydrated horses will arrive at the destination in better 

condition and will be able to fore fill their required task as needed. 

 

Any sick or injured animal that is unable to bear weight on all four 
legs must be seen by a veterinarian immediately. 

 
 

 

 

 



2. Loading Space 

 

- The vehicle should be in good condition with an absorbent 

bedding to create a non -slip floor. The vehicle must be suitable 

for equine transportation, road worthy and with sufficient towing 

capacity and must be appropriate for the number and type of 

horses needing to be transported. Cattle trucks can only be used if 

the horse is unable to jump out of the top. 

 

- The vehicle must have an escape route for an handler in with the 

horses. 

 

- Horses should be loaded and stalled in appropriate groups: 

• Different species (donkeys/ mules/ horses) and different ages 

• Stallions 

• Mares and fillies 

• Mares with foals at foot 

• Aggressive animals 

Stallions and aggressive animals should be kept separately from 

the others with a solid partition or an open space between 

animals. 

 

- As a guide an adult horse needs 1.75m2  space when loaded and a 

foal 1.4m2. The ideal standing traveling position is diagonally with 

the hind quarters in the driving direction with 10 -20cm space 

between the horse and each partition. Enough space is needed to 

allow horses to balance and also to prevent leg injuries. 

 

- Partitions with head sections will reduce biting. 

 

- During hot weather: increase standing space per horse; travel 

during the coolest part of the day. During cold weather: normal 

standing space per horse; travel during the warmest part of the 

day. 

 



- Ideally horses should not be tied to the vehicle. If they are tied, 

then the rope length must allow the horse to completely lower its 

head in order to clear the nasal passages however it should not 

allow the front limbs to become entangled in the rope.  

 

- If horses are tied up then a quick release knot should be used. The 

halter lead rope should ideally be from a material that can be cut 

easily in an emergency with a knife or pair of scissors.  

 

3. Handling of the horses 

 

Horses should be handled in such a manner as to minimise stress and 

prevent injury. 

- Horses have poor depth perception and adapt slowly to different 

light intensity. Adequate loading light is required both inside and 

outside the vehicle although horses move more easily from dark 

to lighter areas.  

 

- Horses have blind areas directly in front and behind them and 

handlers should avoid these zones to prevent frightening or 

startling a horse. 

 

- Horses should ideally be halter trained before travelling to allow 

ease of handling, loading and moving of horses. Untrained horses 

could be loaded carefully in smaller groups (maximum 4 horses) 

and should not be travelled over long trips. Experienced and 

competent handlers should load all horses. 

 

- Ensure that the loading area is open, safe with a non -slip floor and 

minimal objects lying around. A gradual incline towards the 

vehicle may help with horse movement up the ramp. Ensure 

enough time is available to load horses so as to minimise stress.  

Travel between the provinces in South Africa 

It is vital that before any horse be loaded and travelled across South Africa, 

the owner and transporter of the horse are aware of the required permits 

needed especially when moving a horse from the African Horse Sickness 



INFECTED area to the SURVEILLANCE or PROTECTED areas. As each 

season of the year will have different requirements as dictated by the State 

Veterinary Services, it is important that you contact your local veterinarian 

or State Veterinary Department for further information. Information and 

travel permit applications can be found at www.myhorse.org.za  

 

 
Golden rules of travel 

 
1. Only fit and healthy horses are allowed to travel. 
2. Horses must eat and drink regularly throughout the trip and regular 

stops should be scheduled on long journeys. 
3. Adequate loading and traveling space is required for each horse. 
4. Horses must be well handled to minimise stress and injury. 
5. Any unfit, sick or injured horse noted during travel must be identified 

and seen by a vet as soon as possible.  
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