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AIMS OF 
THE STUDY

Consumers are becoming 
increasingly aware of  
animal welfare issues

European Union is 
investing to produce 

evidence-based animal 
protection laws

Horses are different from other 
livestock, having multiple roles 

in the society, from sport to 
meat production

Italian Heavy Draft Horse 
(IHDH) is an increasing reality, 
with limited evidence on their 

husbandry practices
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AIMS
Investigate IHDH management practices and welfare issues 
and find possible associations between them.

HYPOTHESIS
The husbandry practices and welfare 
concerns of  IHDH are related to the 

1) farmer experience

2) type of  farming
- Intensive
- Semi-intensive
- Extensive
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THE SURVEY: APPROACH

AIMS OF 
THE STUDY

Conducted from 
March to 

November 2023

Cross-sectional 
survey

40 multiple-choice; 
6 open-ended 

question

By telephone from the 
deputy director of  

«Associazione Nazionale 
Allevatori IHDH»
(ANACAITPR)

Consent was asked 
to the respondents 
before taking their 

answers
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Respondents’ details

Farms’ details

Good feeding

Good housing

Good health

Appropriate behaviour

Statistical analysis

• Descriptive statistics

• Chi-square goodness of  
fit test (χ² GOF test) 

• Fisher’s Exact Test 

AIMS OF 
THE STUDY

THE SURVEY: DETAILS

With farmer experience 
(<20 years; >20 years) and 
type of  farming (intensive; 
semi-intensive; extensive)
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• The respondents were mainly middle-age males

• Most of  them had more than 20 years of  experience in rearing horses

• They learnt the profession mainly from their families

• They personally took care of  the animals

• The concept of  welfare was almost completely identified as «good health»

• Only for 8.9% of  respondents animal welfare included >1 welfare principle

92 breeders were interviewed, reaching a representative 
sample of  the IHDH farmers populationAIMS OF 

THE STUDY

Respondents’ details
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Variable name Category Frequency and 
Percentage

χ² GOF
Test

Fisher’s Exact 
test

Zone of  Italy (n=92)

North 35 (38.0%)

0.159
Type of  
farming
<0.001

Centre 35 (38.0%)

South 22 (24.0%)

Number of  horses 
(n=91)

1-10 62 (68.2%)
<0.001

>10 29 (31.9%)

Different equids
(n=89)

No 72 (80.9%)
<0.001

Yes 17 (19.1%)

Different animals
(n=92)

No 61 (66.3%)
0.002

Yes 31 (33.7%)

Purpose of  the farm 
(n=92 – multiple 
answers allowed)

Reproduction 81 (88.0%)

-
Farmer 

experience
0.004

Show 38 (41.3%)

Meat production 26 (28.3%)

Sport 5 (5.4%)

Other (i.e., work, leisure) 8 (8.7%)

AIMS OF 
THE STUDY

Farms’ details



Variable name Category Frequency and 
Percentage

χ² GOF
Test

Fisher’s Exact 
test

Horse housing

(n=92 – multiple 
answers allowed)

Paddock 43 (46.8%)

-
Pasture 38 (41.3%)

Box 16 (17.4%)
Other 7 (7.5%)

Type of  farming

(n=91)

Intensive 21 (23.1%)
0.069Semi-intensive 31 (34.1%)

Extensive 39 (42.9%)

Group housing

(n=92)

No 19 (20.7%)
<0.001

Farmer 
experience

0.017Yes 73 (79.3%)
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Good feeding and good housing
• Most farmers watered (98.9%) and fed (85.9%) their animals ad libitum

• Almost half  of  the respondents reported that horses had access to pasture 
(41.3%), especially in extensive systems (Fisher’s Exact Test p-value <0.001)

• Half  respondents reported leaving salt blocks available (47.8%)



BACKGROUND

MATERIALS
AND

METHODS

RESULTS
AND

DISCUSSION

CONCLUSIONS

FUTURE 
PERSPECTIVE

AIMS OF 
THE STUDY

Good health

0 20 40 60 80 100

Pathologies

No pathologies
Diarrhea

Colic

Injuries

Laminitis

Skin problems

Fractures

• Deworming was performed more fequently in intensive farming 
(Fisher’s Exact Test p-value <0.001)

• Hoof  care and dental care was done when needed but not scheduled

• Hot branding was performed by 85% of  respondents
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Appropriate behaviour

It is important to promote taming as most IHDH are handled and 
transported for various reasons (e.g., shows, breeding, slaughterhouse)

• Horses were reported not to show stereotypies or aggression

• One third of  the respondents reported that their horses were not trained to 
the use of  the halter and to be handled

• Halter training was less frequently reported in horses kept in extensive 
systems (Fisher’s Exact Test p-value <0.001)

• Almost the totality of  respondents did not train horses for transport (94.6%)
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TAKE HOME MESSAGE

• We obtained preliminary 
information on how IHDH is reared

• Some good practices were 
highlighted (e.g., group housing, 
feeding and watering ad libitum)

• But there were also some welfare 
issues and practices that need to be 
improved (e.g., no scheduled health 
care, hot branding, training)

First step to ensure a higher level of  
welfare for this Italian breed
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Education of  the 
breeders on good 

husbandry practices

Developing 
objective tools to 
assess the welfare 
of  these horses

Providing evidence to 
better understand the 

horses situation in 
Italy and Europe
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