| nfluence of social environment on the behavior of younqg hor ses
by Sarah Florence

Lots of research is focused on the horse, Equusl®ab being among one of the first
animals domesticated. It has been living with husnfom so long that real wild horses don't exist
anymore: we can find groups of feral horses bey thre descendants of domesticated ones. Some
other animals, namely Przewalski horses, are viesedo Equus caballus and are often considered
as the last wild horses, but actually they are lesrospecies: Equus ferus. Therefore all studies on
the natural behavior of horses are in a way ( eveary slightly ) biased. This animal is and has
been used by humans in many ways, there are yeraeguestions without answers, several
controversies in the riders world, and each newadiery raises other issues. These last decades,
we've seen a growing interest in the natural bemawf horses, in order for horses owners to
understand better their companion, and to try éwide them with a better life, or to use the bdst o
their natural skills. The ways to train young hersgpanded, each trying to be the best. Horses tend
to live near to their owners, who usually live néawns and like convenience... Horses can be
found living in very different social structuresrfexample some competition horses live always in
a box, having nearly no contact with other horsesl for different reasons, some other horses can
live in an almost feral mode like in certain bregdicenters and in this case have limited contact
with humans. And between these two extremes, weficaha huge variety of cases. Owners
sometimes argue on the best way to house theiesaifsis leads to an interrogation: does the social
environment of a horse (number and age of conspeggifaffect it's behavior? And if yes, in which
ways ? A horse has a genetically and environmentidtermined character. In young horses, the
environmental component is less developed becanse they are young, their experience of life is
limited when compared to an older horse which cdatdexample have learned to overcome it's
fearful nature. So when studying the effects of én@ironment on the behavior of horses, it is
relevant to study especially young horses. Thikescontext of our survey. The age of young horses
studied varied between 0,5 and 2 years. Most eftithe it is only later that horses are seriously
trained to be ridden.

Group housed young horsesare easier totrain

Before weaning, some foals were purchased and tiweiers were told to minimize interactions
with them. After weaning, they entered a study lid@vgaard and Ladewig, 2003 ) where they were
housed either alone or in group of three. Theictiea to early training ( one horse at a time ) was
studied, but except during training sequences, thy very little contact with humans. These
horses had to pass several stages consisting plestasks such as accepting to be touched all over
the body, accepting a foot to be taken and knocketie hoof with a piece of metal, or walking
between tyres without showing any sign of fear. ébichble behavior ( biting, kicking,etc ) during
training sessions, and number of stages passed reeoeded for each horse. It was found that
group housed horses passed more stages and hadnlissirable behavior than singly housed
horses. Group housed horses learned more quicklyvane more focused, their training was more
efficient and more easy. Both singly and group kdusorses had interaction with humans during
training, but only group housed horses had interaatith other horses. So we can say that having
interaction with other horses improves the inteoams with humans. We can even assume that
horses learn from other horses to reduce undesitadthaviors: for example in biting, if a horse
lives with other horses and if it happens thaitiédanother horse, there will be a reaction from t
other horse; whereas singly housed horses don& tte/ opportunity to bite a conspecific and
experience what happens next. This could explaiyn siumgly housed horses bite their trainer more
frequently. Therefore there is a positive influentgroup housing on the behavior of horses during
training.



Presence of adult horsesin groups of young hor ses

Actually, young horses kept ( for practical reasor@nly ) in groups of same age/same sex
individuals is quite frequent a situation in donestorses. But this is still far from their natural
social environment. We've seen that it is bettantsingly housed status, but what would happen if
we added some adult horses ( not related ) to theses of young ? The study has been made
( Bourjade et al., 2008 ) on same age, same saxgybarses groups, which were observed before,
during and after the introduction of a couple ahsasex adult horses ( between 4 and 20 years ) in
the group. Observation sessions recorded all thewers of a horse during a 10 min period of
time. Maintenance behavior (grazing, drinking,efcself directed behavior ( self grooming,
rolling,etc ) as well as social behavior ( positiagonist, ritualized behavior, snapping )were
recorded. The nearest conspecific was also recoatiedthe existence of a preferencial spatial
partner was studied. The study has been divideul tinee phases: first the behavior of young
horses among the group of other young horses,ttileebehavior of young horses during the time
when two adults were introduced into the group, andlly, the behavior of young horses when
adults had been removed from the group. Duringfifs¢ phase, young horses showed a high
frequency of agonistic interactions and social ptagy had few preferencial social partners and
mutual grooming was almost never seen. When aditre present in the group, young horses
showed new behaviors such as flehmen or snappiadudils, moreover, the number of preferencial
social partners increased among the young hors$i&at®ve behavior and social investigations also
increased in this phase, in the same time agon&i@viors decreased. Horses modified their
behavior both toward adults and toward others. Wadults were taken away from the groups,
certain behaviors were maintained but some othetterred to the state they were before the
introduction of adults. The newly expressed behawiemained as well as the social preference for
spatial and affiliative behavior. But the numberpyéfered partners, the frequency of agonistic
interactions, of affiliative behavior and of sodiaestigations returned to their previous levéiug
we can assume that the presence of adults aceslesatial development of young horses and
triggered adult-like behavior patterns. Those typésehavior remained after the adults were
removed. Adults, when present, played also a ldbreal role of control and mediation since
agonistic interactions among young horses werer ranel prefered social partners were more
numerous. So young horses seem to behave morectfedigetoward other young horses when
adults are present.

Adult/young ratio in Przewalski horses

So we have seen that the presence of adults anmurgyyhorses exerts a positive influence
on the behavior of young horses. But what aboutéleive number of adults against the number
of young horses ? Does it make any difference écamt study ( Bourjade et al., 2009) was focused
on this question in Przewalski horses. Those hdiged in semi-freedom in south of France and
young horses that were studied belonged to fiveerdift naturally formed families. In those
families, the adult/young ratio was different, remp from 0,67 to 1,33. The kind of social
interactions made by young horses ( aggressivesitiye interaction ) as well as the distance to
the nearest neighbor was recorded. It appearedntigadups where the adult/young ratio was high (
this means more adults for one young ), the aggmresate among young horses was lower than
that in other groups. When this ratio was low, ypurorses stayed near to their neighbors for
longer. There are also some behaviors that werefloenced by the adult/young ratio: the number
of prefered spatial partner or the quantity of pesicontacts. So regarding this data, we can say
that the more adults that are present in a grougoahg horses, the better it is for the social
development of those horses. Indeed there is ression among them and they are more bonded



to other young horses. The role of mediator pldygdhe adult assumed in the study where adults
were introduced into groups of young horses, seeoméirmed here, since the more adults are
present, the more this mediator role can be seamr{ly in avoiding aggressivity ).

Therefore, those studies point out the fact thad lhetter for young horses not to be kept
alone in a box or a pasture, it will be easieré&ntand have a less aggressive character ikieps
with other horses and especially with adults. Soaly this is showing that the best would be to
allow horses to remain in a diversified herd, just what would be in natural conditions. Of course
it is not frequently possible to do so for horsenevs and this for mainy reasons ( availability of
other horses, necessity to separate genders td avovanted reproduction,...). But this type of
housing could be a solution for difficult or pactiarly aggressive young horses.
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