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USEFUL CONTACT DETAILS

POSSIBLE REACTIONS

It is important to be aware that, while the horse will 
be unconscious almost instantly and so will not 

experience any distress or pain, some involuntary 
reac�ons can occur which may be unexpected, or 

distressing to the owner. These can include:

 

MAKING THE DECISION

In an emergency situa�on (e.g. an irreparable broken 
leg), the decision to euthanase your horse may need 

to be made quickly in the interests of welfare with 
li�le choice in the method or loca�on.

However, in the non-emergency situa�on, the 
decision is o�en reached following a period of 

deteriora�on due to old age, illness or injury. In these 
circumstances, it can be very difficult to decide when 

an end point has been reached. It is therefore 
important to take �me to consider the situa�on 

carefully and ensure the best decision is reached for 
your horse. 

It can be helpful to discuss this with your vet who will 
be able to provide a sympathe�c, informed opinion 

of your horse’s condi�on, as well as prac�cal answers 
to your ques�ons.

          METHODS OF EUTHANASIA

Once the decision has been made to euthanase, it is 
important to consider the method you would prefer. 

There are two forms of humane destruc�on 
commonly available for horses; by injec�on or 

shoo�ng by free bullet. 

Both provide a quick, painless death for the horse and 
the decision of which to use is based on the owner’s 
preference, the body disposal method and the cost.

 Injec�on – an overdose of anaesthe�c is injected 
into a vein in the horse’s neck, which anaesthe�ses 
the horse before stopping the heart. This procedure 

can only be carried out by a veterinary surgeon.

 Shoo�ng by free bullet – can be performed by a 
veterinary surgeon, a hunt kennelman or a licensed 

slaughterman if they have had the appropriate 
training and hold a current firearms licence.

 Bri�sh Equine Veterinary Associa�on 
(www.beva.org.uk) 

World Horse Welfare  (www.worldhorsewelfare.org)

Blue Cross bereavement support service 
(www.bluecross.org.uk)

Brent Carter - end of life service 
07973 128251 (www.brentcarter.co.uk)

Bri�sh Horse Society - Friends at the end scheme
www.bhs.org.uk/our-work/welfare/our-campaigns

/friends-at-the-end

a sudden and/or uncoordinated collapse to the 
floor – this can be especially pronounced if shoo�ng
by free bullet. 
twitching muscles, limb movements or sudden 
air intake. 
considerable blood loss from the nose and 
bullet hole if a firearm is used.
the eyes usually remain open in death and the 
heart may beat for several minutes a�er euthanasia.



EUTHANASIA 
the importance of 

advance preparation

The decision to euthanase a horse may be the most 
difficult one faced by an owner.

In addi�on to the emo�onal stress, the situa�on is 
further complicated by the prac�cal arrangements 
necessary. While the decision can never be made 
easy, considering the op�ons available in advance 

can help to prevent further distress both during, and 
a�er the procedure. It can be useful to leave a plan 

of your arrangements with your yard owner or 
temporary carer, so that if you are unavailable in an 

emergency situa�on, your wishes can s�ll be 
respected.

Call recep�on if you would like to discuss 
anything further: 0808 168 5580 or 01254 888 600

OTHER CONSIDERATIONS

As well as the difficult choices of how to put your 
horse to sleep and the arrangements a�erwards, 

there are several other areas to consider.

Insurance companies – Most request that, where 
possible, they are informed before your horse is put 

down. Some may also require a post mortem 
examina�on in order to process a claim. It is helpful 
to know these details well in advance. The Passport 

Issuing Organisa�on also need to be informed of 
a horse’s death, in order to maintain their records.

Loca�on – It is o�en recommended that the horse 
is put to sleep in familiar surroundings, without the 

stress of transport to a strange place. This can also be 
a good choice if your horse is closely bonded to a 

companion as allowing the companion to inspect the 
body a�erwards can lessen their distress and reduce 

pining. If the horse is not unsound, it can be 
transported to a suitable, quiet, safe area for 

euthanasia if preferred. 

Staying with your horse – This is a ma�er of personal 
preference with some owners wishing to stay while 
others would prefer not. As it is important for the 
horse to remain as calm as possible, some people 
prefer to nominate a friend or yard owner to be 

present who can be a familiar calm handler for the 
horse.

 

Individual crema�on – This is o�en a popular choice 
but can be very expensive and in some regions there 
may be a significant delay in the collec�on of the body.

Simple disposal/hunt kennels – Collec�on and 
disposal are offered at variable costs, depending on 
the method of euthanasia.

Abbatoir – While this is an unpopular choice with 
many owners, there are several abbatoirs in the UK 
who accept horses and conform to the required 
welfare standards. This op�on is the most cost 
effec�ve as they o�en pay a fee to the owner. Horses 
must be sound and fit to travel. It isn’t suitable if 
horses have received recent medica�on or if their 
passport has been signed as ‘not intended for 
slaughter for human consump�on.’

Burial – For those who own their own land, legisla�on 
currently allows you to bury your horse, but only if 
your horse is kept as a pet and is not used for any 
business purpose. Consult DEFRA and your local 
council for further informa�on and details regarding 
legal requirements.

AFTER THE EUTHANASIA

There are several op�ons available for the removal 
and management of your horse’s body, with wide 

varia�ons in cost and availability in different regions. 
It can be bewildering to assess these op�ons at the 

�me of euthanasia and the choice made can 
influence the method of euthanasia performed. 

It is therefore highly recommended that you research 
the possibili�es so that you are prepared if you ever 

need to be.


