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EUnetHorse improves the resilience of horse farms — including grassland management

M. Rinne', A. Sironen', A. Yli-Viikari!, R. Isomiki?, E. Uusivuori?, J. Vattulainen', M.
Saastamoinen', L. Rantamiki-Lahtinen®

'Natural Resources Institute Finland (Luke), Jokioinen, Finland

2University of Helsinki, Finland

Correspondence: marketta.rinne@luke.fi

Introduction

Equine farms are an important part of EU’s agriculture and rural development, but horse
farmers face many challenges related to the economic performance, environmental impacts,
welfare of horses as well as the social aspects (entrepreneur well-being, social license to
operate). The EUnetHorse thematic network project (2023-2027) has identified the needs of
horse farmers and searched for solutions to them to increase the resilience of the horse farms.
The three thematic areas and specific topics within them are presented in Table 1.

EUnetHorse builds a European network for knowledge exchange and peer-to-peer learning
between actors and stakeholders of the horse sector to improve the resilience of equine farms.
The project is coordinated by the French Horse and Riding Institute (IFCE), and the other
participating countries are Portugal, Spain, Romania, Switzerland, Belgium, Germany and
Finland. For more information: www.eunethorse.eu.

Table 1 Topics included in the EUnetHorse project.

Thematic area Topics

Socioeconomics How can equine farm profitability be improved?

How can working conditions be improved?

How can problems associated with access to agricultural land be solved?
Environment How can practices and resource management be adapted to climate change?
How can biodiversity be managed while maintaining equine activities?

How can pastures and grasslands be managed to face future challenges?

Horse health and | What practices can be implemented to promote biosecurity measures and prevent
welfare emerging diseases?
How can horse welfare conditions be improved?

Process to provide concrete solutions for horse farmers

Adapting good practices and solutions is a possibility for horse farms to address the current
challenges. However, there is not enough validated data on the suitability of various solutions
for equine farms. To evaluate potential solutions, an assessment methodology was created by
using principles of multicriteria decision analysis. The method is based on simplified cost-
benefit analysis, which is used to create assessment matrixes.

In the beginning of the project, horse farmers in all participating countries were interviewed
for identification of their needs. After that, existing solutions were searched that matched the
needs. The evaluation of solutions was then conducted in all countries in national workshops,
where experts analysed them thoroughly. In the next step, the national evaluations were
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validated in European level workshops where project partners as well as invited experts
discussed the national assessments and decided which solutions will be further promoted. To
collect feedback from the end users, training and demonstration days were held in all countries,
where the solutions were demonstrated in real life sitations, and horse farm operators evaluated
their usability. Further, an on-line survey was conducted to collect feedback about the solutions
from the end users. Finally, the solutions are distributed to the end-users. The information
produced in EUnetHorse is disseminated through various channels including an active
Facebook. The main repository for the materials is the EU Farmbook, which store e.g. all
solution technical sheets in open access format.

Grasslands as one of the key topics of EUnetHorse

Many important aspects in the equine sector are linked to grasslands and forages, so that
solutions related to this topic are highlighted here. Forages are the main source of nutrition for
horses, and adequate access to forages is a key factor ensuring the welfare of horses. Grasslands
play a positive role in providing several ecosystem services such as soil carbon sequestration
and improved soil structure, water and nutrient management, biological nitrogen fixation when
forage legumes are used and improved biodiversity. On the other hand, forage production and
grazing are challenged by the climate change and limited access to agricultural land. The
solutions proven by the EUnetHorse assessment scheme can be accessed from the project
website and EU Farmbook. Topics related to grassland management include:

e Crop rotation

e Reduced tillage cultivation

e Soil quality index

e pH corrections of soil

e Breeding/selection of new grass and legume species and varieties
e Multi-species grasslands to adapt to climate change

e Application of mycorrhizae to improve plant growth in pastures

e Pasture management to optimise land use

e Use of a grazing consumption grid to manage the pasture area

e Use of an application tool for plant identification in pasture management
e Avoid overgrazing by adapting the number of horses

e (Grassmeter to evaluate forage mass in pastures

e Mixed grazing of horses and other animal species

e Pasture irrigation

e Collection and storage of manure

e Manure and compost valorization

e Use of side-products as fertilizers

e Maintaining open pastures and preventing forestration by slashing
e Drying hay in a barn/hay dryer
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Conclusions

Throughout Europe, the horse sector is in a slight decline, and the same phenomenon is
experienced in Finland. However, horses have a lot to offer to the society such as to balance
the lifestyle of modern people by providing contact to large animals and nature, to bridge the
gap between urban and rural lifestyles, and to contribute to the livelihoods in the countryside.

EUnetHorse aims to better utilize the existing information, but it also highlights areas where
knowledge gaps exist. This serves to generate ideas for future projects. The equine sector is
underpresented e.g. in EU Horizon projects, and would benefit from resources dedicated to its
development. In Finland, Luke gave up the experimental horse pool in 2025, and there are no
longer dedicated horse researchers at Luke, but expertize is gathered on project basis. This
model requires support from national stakeholders and the international research community
to continue development of the horse sector within Finland as well as at European and
ultimately at global level.
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IMPROVING RESILIENCE OF EQUINE FARMS

Figure 1 Logo of EUnetHorse.
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