THE “HORSEWISE” PROJECT – the responsible horse owners’ guide to land management
Suffolk Farming and Wildlife Advisory Group have secured funding under the “The Areas of Outstanding Natural Beauty Sustainable Development Fund” to try to encourage landowners to improve the standard of equine grazing, limit the negative impact on the landscape and help the environment within both the Suffolk Coasts and Heaths and the Dedham Vale AONB. The “Horsewise Report” offers constructive advice and encourages landowners to manage their land in the best possible way for both their horses, and the environment. The report also gives information on the grants, such as the Single Farm Payment and Environmental Stewardship, which are available on land grazed by horses.

Changing land use and ownership has seen an increase in the number of horses kept in Suffolk.  Often this land use blends in well to the local landscape as pastures are well managed and fencing is well maintained and sensitively sited.  However, horses have a bad reputation as grazers as they are fussy and damaging eaters, who can make their pastures ‘horse sick’.  Horse owners are sometimes also at fault. ‘Horsiculture’ has entered the language as a pejorative word, conjuring up pictures of overgrazed and weedy pastures, gappy hedges and flapping electric tape, collapsing gates and muddy gateways.  The effects of new field patterns, the erection of stables and field shelters, and weed infestations can have a negative effect on both wildlife and landscape. However, there are many ways to avoid or minimise these problems and at the same time, maximize the benefit to wildlife and the local landscape.
The horse’s reputation is bad mainly because we keep it in unnatural conditions, and very often at too high a density of horses for the amount of land.  Careful management can overcome many of the problems of the horse confined to pasture.  However, even where fencing and pasture management is well attended to, horse managers may not be following best practice either for their horses or for their grass. High quality, fertilised grass is not necessarily good for horses. It is often too rich, leading to colic and laminitis, and joint deformities in youngstock.  The horse is an athlete, not a milk or meat producer, and it is not a ruminant, so its feeding requirements are fundamentally different from those of sheep and cattle.  Apart from anything else, its preferences for certain grasses, and other plants also differs from what is generally recommended for agricultural animals.
As land managers, horse owners therefore need to consider the overall effect of their management on the wider environment. Because grassland management seems such an everyday and straightforward task, it is often undertaken with little thought or understanding of the consequences that it can have.  When we manage grassland for horses we may be destroying a rare plant community, the nesting habitat of a declining bird species, or the home and food of countless other animals without being aware of it.  We may be damaging historical formations, polluting water or adding to atmospheric gases. In doing this, we may not even be achieving the immediate aim of providing the best pasture for our horses.

As well as advising on pasture management, the “Horsewise” Report covers the such issues as:
· Poaching of gateways and water troughs

· Fencing

· Exercise Equipment

· Manure disposal and storage

· Managing hedges, ditches and ponds

· Grants
This project’s aims are to encourage you to look differently at your yard and pasture, no matter how much land or how many horses you have. As grassland managers, horse owners have a responsibility not only towards their horses but towards the wider environment.  

If you would like a copy of the “Horsewise” report, please contact Caroline Blew at Suffolk FWAG on 01473 652800 or email suffolk@fwag.org.uk. Suffolk FWAG is part of an independent UK charity, which is dedicated to providing environmental and wildlife conservation advice to farmers and landowners.
