
The 
Facts

Just in case



So why don’t we do the same with the 
horses we love so much?  Even though 
your horse might be young and healthy, 
and even though you are sure you’ll 
have him for many years to come, it 
is still sensible to make a plan just in 
case, just like you would on a plane.
If the worst happened and your horse 

suddenly got ill or injured, how many 
of us know what to do?  Calling the 
vet is obvious but what then?  What if 
the vet does everything they can but 
you are left with no choice but to have 
your friend put to sleep?  What if you 
are away and someone else is caring 
for your horse – do they know how 
you would like things to be handled?  
What if your horse dies suddenly of 
natural causes?  Understandably, 
none of us want to think about this 
but by making a plan now, just in case 
and when we have no need for it, we 
could save ourselves a lot of distress.  
Making a plan doesn’t mean you’re 
going to use it any time soon – but it 
does mean that if the worst happens, 
you’ll know what to do.

What should you consider?
There are two key things to plan for, 
even though those plans might need 
to change when the time comes.  The 
first is the way in which the horse is 
put to sleep and the second is what 
happens afterwards.

When deciding how to put a horse to 
sleep there are two main options to 
consider.  One is an injection and the 
other is by gun.  The circumstances at 
the time may make the decision for you 
but it is important to know the facts 
about both options, firstly so that you 
can decide which is best for your horse 
and secondly, so that you know what to 
expect should the time come.  It is very 
important to consider 
which is best for the 
horse rather than 
for the owner. For 
example , injection 
may not be the best 
option for horses 
which hate needles but may be the 
preferable of the two if the horse  
is headshy.
Understandably this isn’t something 

that owners like to think about but it 
helps to know what actually happens 
with each method, as well as what 

to expect.  Certain things which are 
completely normal in this situation can 
be very frightening for an owner if they 
aren’t prepared.
When a horse is put to sleep by 

injection it is given an overdose of 
anaesthetic which will render it 
unconscious before it slips into a coma 
and dies – this can only be done by a 
qualified vet.  The vet may sedate the 

horse first before 
administering the 
anaesthetic drug.  The 
anaesthetic will be 
given either by needle 
or through a catheter 
in the neck and the 

horse will then fall to the ground.  The 
way this will happen varies: some 
horses will sit back on their haunches 
before falling onto one side; others will 
fall onto their side immediately; some 
will stagger first. Once on the ground, 
the horse will be very deeply asleep but 

How many horse owners make a plan just in case?  
Whenever we travel on a plane, there is always a safety 
briefing before take off.  We all know what the plan is 
in case of emergency and we would be concerned if the 
journey didn’t start with this information. It doesn’t 
mean for a second that we think we will need to use it. 
But we pay attention, just in case. 

Just in case

If the worst happened and 
your horse suddenly became 
ill or injured, how many of us 
would know what to do?



it is common to see muscle twitching 
along their flanks and there can also be 
movement of the legs.  Some will gasp 
which can be a shock to the owner but 
the horse is deeply unconscious and 
not in any distress, discomfort or pain.  
The vet may administer a follow-up 
injection at this stage, although there 
is no need to be concerned if they 
don’t.  The horse’s eyes will open, the 
pupils will dilate and the eye will go 
glassy – the vet may touch the horse’s 
eye gently to check for a reflex and may 
also use a stethoscope to check that 
the heart has stopped beating.
When a horse is put to sleep by gun, 

a free bullet is 
discharged into 
the brain causing 
instantaneous 
death: this can be 
done either by a 
vet or by another 
licensed individual.  
Depending on the circumstances, a vet 
may administer a mild sedative first 
although it is not uncommon for no 
sedation to be used.  The horse is dead 
the instant that the bullet is discharged 
– this is very important to remember 
as their body may continue to react 
in a number of ways.  Firstly, the legs 

will usually ‘snatch’ up underneath 
the body and the horse will fall to 
the floor.  However, in some cases the 
legs will stiffen and the horse will fall 
sideways or backwards.  Most horses 
will bleed from the nose, some from 
the wound and some from the ears.  
It is fairly common for the horse to 
sweat afterwards and there is often 
‘paddling’ of the legs and twitching 
or contraction of other muscles.  All of 
these can continue for several minutes 
and are part of the body’s natural 
response.  Although the horse is dead, 
the heart may continue to beat for as 
much as ten minutes afterwards.  This 

can be distressing for 
the owner but is part 
of the process and does 
not mean that the 
horse is still alive.  As 
with the injection, the 
horse’s eyes will open, 
the pupils will dilate 

and the eye will go glassy.
It is worth giving some thought to 

the location.  Unless there are welfare 
reasons to the contrary, it is generally 
better to move the horse whilst it is 
alive rather than afterwards.  When 
deciding on the location you will also 
need to consider whether your horse 

is going to be buried or collected (see 
overleaf) as the location may need 
to have access for a large vehicle.  If 
you keep your horse on a yard of 
other horses, try to find an outside 
area away from the main yard which 
is quiet and private.  If the horse is 
going to be shot, remember that the 
noise may be upsetting for people to 
hear.  Remember also that there will 
be some blood on the ground.  On an 
area of hard standing, you should have 
a hosepipe available to wash this away.  

On grass, you may wish to have some 
earth available to cover it up.  If there 
is going to be a delay before the horse 
is collected, it is useful to have a rug 
available to cover him until this point.
If the horse has a close companion, 

it may be helpful to give them time to 
see the horse afterwards and accept 
that they have gone.  However, don’t 
be distressed if the companion seems 
unconcerned by the loss of their friend 
as this is a very normal reaction.

There is no need to feel guilty 
if you find it too distressing to 
be there at the end.

Should you be there?
Many owners feel that they owe it 
to their horse to be there at the end.  
However, most have done what they 
need to do for their horse by making 
the decision at the right time and it 
really isn’t necessary to be there in the 
final few minutes.  Unless your horse 
is genuinely going to be affected if 
you’re not there, think carefully about 
how you are likely to react.  Naturally, 
you will be upset and in many cases 
the horse will pick up on this.  If so, it 
may be better to ask an experienced 
person who you trust to hold your 
horse, or alternatively ask the vet to 
bring someone with them for this 
purpose.  There is no need to feel 
guilty if you find it too distressing to 
be there – your horse will have no idea 
what is happening.  However, if you 
feel that you must be there, make sure 
you know what to expect and follow 
any instructions that are given by the 
person responsible for putting the 
horse to sleep.  It is advisable to walk 
away as soon as it is over and not to  
be there when the horse is removed  
as this can be upsetting to watch.

If the horse has a close 
companion, it may be 
helpful to give them time to 
see the horse afterwards and 
accept that they have gone.



What happens next?
With a smaller animal such as a dog 
or a cat, owners are often able to 
bury them at home or ask their vet 
to arrange for a cremation. However, 
many horses are put to sleep at their 
yard so arrangements need to be made, 
in advance if possible.  Owners with 
their own land often like to bury their 
horse at home but you will need to 
check with the local authority before 
making arrangements.  You must 
obtain permission for burial from 
your local council, as the location of 
water courses and other issues need 
to be considered.  Once permission is 
granted, there are still certain issues to 
think about and regulations to follow.  
For example, a horse will usually need 
to be covered by at least 1 metre of soil 
and your local council can advise on 

this.  This means that many owners will 
need to source a mechanical digger and 
operator.  The person who is putting 
the horse to sleep must be aware that 
the horse is being buried as this may 
influence the location chosen.
Fallen stock collectors (also known 

as ‘knackermen’) will collect horses 
as well as other animals.  The average 
cost of this service is around £200 and 
many will put the horse to sleep for no 
extra charge.  Only a vet is licensed to 
administer medication so if a horse is 
put to sleep by a fallen stock collector 
this would be by gun.  As fallen stock 
collectors are used regularly by farmers 
they are very experienced in putting 
animals to sleep.  Horse owners can 
use the National Fallen Stock Collection 
scheme — www.nfsco.co.uk
The most economical option may 

be to take your horse to an abattoir 
(although there are only a few in the 
UK which currently deal with horses).  
Some people shy away from this option 
but it can be worth consideration, 
especially if money is an issue as the 
abattoir may pay the owner rather than 
charging a fee.  These are professional 
places where the welfare of the horse is 
paramount.  If you have any concerns, 
give your nearest abattoir a call to find 
out what you should expect if you 
take your horse to them.  Remember 
that you will not be able to consider 
this route if your horse has been given 
certain medicines (such as bute) or is 
unfit to travel.  If the declaration within 
the passport has been signed as ‘not 
intended for slaughter for human 
consumption’, this cannot be reversed 
and makes it impossible for the horse 
to be taken by an abattoir at any stage.

Some hunt kennels will take in horses 
although this has declined in recent 
years and will depend on any medication 
the horse has been given.  Some are 
able to put horses to sleep but, as with 
fallen stock collectors, they are not able 
to inject.  Owners would need to contact 
their local hunts to find out if they offer 
this service and what the costs are.
Finally, you can have your horse 

cremated and a number of options are 
available.  Most crematoriums will be 
able to collect your horse and offer  
three main services: communal 
cremation where your horse would be 
cremated as part of a group and no 
ashes would be returned; communal 
cremation with token ashes returned 
(this would be a small quantity of 
ashes from the cremation so may 
not be from your horse) or individual 
cremation where your horse would 
be cremated alone and their ashes 
returned to you.   
 

 
Most crematoriums offer wooden 
caskets with a name plaque and many 
will also have the option of scattering 
the ashes in a memorial garden.  The 
price of these services can range from 
approximately £300 for communal 
cremation with no ashes to around 
£900 for individual cremation.  Options 
and prices will vary so you will need 
to contact your local pet crematorium 
for information.  Remember that most 
insurance policies will not cover the full 
cost of even the simplest cremation.

It is important to think about the 
reasons why your horse is being 
put to sleep when considering 
these options.  For example, any 
lame, injured or weak horses 
should always be put to sleep at 
home if possible rather than being 
travelled to another location.



Making the decision
If there is a real emergency, such 
as severe colic or a serious injury, 
you may have no choice but to have 
your horse put to sleep.  However, 
most owners are faced with what is 
potentially an even more 
difficult decision – a 
slow decline in health 
and quality of life.  So 
what does ‘quality of 
life’ actually mean?  In reality, it will 
mean a different thing for each horse.  
For example, some are quite happy to 
spend their days in a field, whereas 
others are only truly happy when they 
can be worked regularly.
Because we see our horses every day, 

it can be incredibly difficult to spot the 
many tiny changes that can happen.  
When thinking about quality of life, 
you need to consider what is ‘normal’ 
for your horse.  One of the best ways 
to do this is to keep a diary or notes on 
the individual things he does that make 

him your horse.  Does he come to greet 
you in the field?  Does he always have 
a roll or a canter around when you turn 
him out?  How does he behave with 
his companions?  Does he lie down in 
the stable or is he the kind of horse 
who never lies down?  Does he become 
distressed or difficult to handle if he 
isn’t worked regularly?  If you keep a 
note of all those little things your horse 
does, it will be easier to spot if he stops 
doing them.  Whilst you might not 
worry if one or two little things change, 
you might need to consider his quality 
of life if these start to add up.  It is also 
useful to take photographs of your 
horse at fairly regular intervals so you 
can look back at these to see if there 
are any noticeable changes.  This can 
be particularly relevant as a reminder 
of their condition if they struggled 
through the previous winter.
Sometimes owners can be tempted to 

try and rehome their horse if they are 
no longer able to keep 
them, either because of 
personal circumstances 
or because the horse 
can no longer be ridden.  

However, unless the horse is genuinely 
fit and well, this is not necessarily in 
their best interests.  If the horse is older 
or has a condition which will worsen 
over time, it is often better to have that 
horse put to sleep rather than rehome 
them to face an uncertain future.  It is 
not uncommon for owners who have 
rehomed horses in such a situation 
to worry about where the horse has 
ended up and to wish they had been 
brave enough to make the only decision 
which would guarantee their horse 
never fell into the wrong hands.

‘Quality of life’ will 
mean something 
different for each horse.



 Making the decision to have a horse 
put to sleep is very difficult, but putting 
it off doesn’t make it any easier.  In a 
situation of gradual decline, avoiding 
the inevitable can lead to owners 
wishing they had been brave enough to 
make the decision earlier.
As well as being difficult to assess 

quality of life, it can also be surprisingly 
hard to discuss with friends and 
family.  People close to you can often 
be almost as attached to your horse 
as you are, but they probably don’t 
spend enough time with them to 
notice the small changes that you see 
and this can make it very difficult for 
them to understand why you might be 
considering his future.  In this situation, 
it can be very helpful to speak to 
someone completely independent who 
can listen to your concerns and help 
you decide whether the time has come.  
Owners are always welcome to call our 
Advice Line on 01953 497238 to talk 
things through.

Remember there is a legal 
requirement for owners to inform 
the relevant passport issuing 
organisation in the event of any 
horse’s death.

The legislation and regulations 
mentioned throughout this leaflet 
apply to England. Other parts of the 
UK are similar but please contact 
the relevant authority for guidance.

You know your horse best and 
he relies on you to make the 
right choices throughout his life. 

If the horse is insured, find out exactly what the policy covers.  Many 
policies won’t cover the full cost of having the horse put to sleep and may 
only pay a set amount towards the cost of cremation or other options.  
Many owners will have to make financial provision despite having their 
horse insured and it will be easier to allow for this well before the funds 
are required.  If the horse has died suddenly or been put to sleep in an 
emergency, remember to contact the insurance company as soon as 
possible.  In a non-emergency situation where it has been possible to 
plan ahead, the insurance company must be contacted beforehand to 
find out what their requirements are.  For example, some insurance 
companies may require a post mortem to be carried out.  Bear in mind 
this is likely to be at the owner’s expense rather than being covered by 
the policy.  If the decision is based on quality of life rather than being a 
veterinary necessity you may find that the insurance policy doesn’t cover 
any of the costs involved. 

To get hold of a copy, as well as other relevant information, visit  

www.worldhorsewelfare.org/just-in-case

Whilst your horse is happy and 
healthy, it is a good idea to 
research the services available 
in your local area as well as all 
associated costs.  By doing so you 
will know what options you would 
prefer and you will have all the 
relevant contact details readily to 
hand, even in an emergency.  You 
can also provide a copy of the same 
information to whoever cares for 
your horse if you are away, i.e. your 
livery yard manager.  This way you 
can be sure that your wishes are 
known.  To make this easier, World 
Horse Welfare has produced a  
Just in Case Owner’s Plan which you 
can complete and keep with your 
horse’s passport.



World Horse Welfare receives no government  
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