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Euthanasia - what you need to know 
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What does euthanasia mean? 

Euthanasia is the intentional causing of a painless and uncomplicated death.  

When is euthanasia indicated?  

In an emergency situation euthanasia can be indicated on humane grounds eg severe colic 

or long bone fracture. This situation although dramatic is often clear cut, in contrast with 

judging when to euthanase the old or ill horse with a slowly declining quality of life or 

hopeless prognosis.  

Euthanasia should also be considered for unwanted or unaffordable horses that cannot be 

rehomed. 

The chronically ill and older horses - veterinary involvement and euthanasia 

The chronically ill horse, regardless of its age, requires the same considerations as the 

elderly for euthanasia. There is evidence to show that the geriatric horse (≥ 15 yo) 

population is growing in the UK. In part this is due to increased sophistication of veterinary 

care available. It also reflects the changing pattern of the human - horse bond. Increasing 

numbers of owners elect to keep their horses and ponies as companion animals beyond 

their working life and into their older age. Recent research shows that although we want to 

keep these older animals this is unfortunately associated with a decrease in the frequency of 

routine health care that they receive in retirement eg vaccinations, worming, dental and foot 

care. 

We have a legal “Duty of Care” towards the animals in our care as stated in the Animal 
Welfare Act 2006 (Equine Industry Welfare Guidelines Compendium for Horses, Ponies and 
Donkeys (Third Edition)) and as such we owe it to our ageing horses to have regular 
veterinary checks at least every six months. This level of regular veterinary involvement will 
allow us to protect the welfare of the geriatric and chronically ill horse so that a decline in 
health and quality of life will be detected at an earlier stage and therefore allow us to plan 
ahead for euthanasia. The right timing of euthanasia is vital for good equine welfare and 
provides a better long lasting memory for us, the owners. 
 

Assessing quality of life and timing of euthanasia 

The veterinary profession and horse owners are being encouraged to consider the horse’s 

quality of life not just prolonging it. There is no evidence to show that an animal can grasp 

the concept of extended life let alone trade current suffering for it. 

As yet there is no one measurable tool for quality of life assessment but currently guidelines 

for the veterinary profession are evolving based on clinical judgement and involving the 

owners or carers that spend time with the animal and intuitively know when the horse is no 

longer enjoying life. 
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Examples of questions about the horse’s quality of life are; 

is your horse; 

 Still eating and not losing body condition 

 Showing normal behaviour in the field  

 Rolling as normal 

 Showing a change in the amount of lying down in the field. This can be less or more 

than usual 

 Still able to get up from lying down or rolling without any difficulty 

No one criteria on its own is enough to make the decision about euthanasia but I think the 

last question is a key one and can often indicate time to consider euthanasia in an older 

horse especially if winter is approaching.  

Photographs and keeping a diary of your horses behaviour and body condition can help you 

to make comparisons in difficult situations of slow decline. 

In cases with chronic illness it is advisable to set a timeline in agreement with your vet for 

significant improvement in your horses condition and agree that euthanasia is the next 

option to consider. 

The longer ownership of horses that we are now experiencing inevitably means that there 

are stronger emotional ties however we must remember that resisting euthanasia, to protect 

ourselves from anticipated sadness, can compromise our horse’s welfare. Timely euthanasia 

is good welfare.  

Owners should be encouraged to think ahead and make a euthanasia plan well before it is 

actually needed in order to avoid making difficult decisions when feeling emotional.  

What do I need to consider when planning euthanasia? 

The following should be discussed with your veterinary surgeon prior to euthanasia: 

 Who will carry it out. 

 What technique to use and the implications. 

 Whether you want to be present or not. 

 When to say your goodbyes. 

 What will happen to the body afterwards. 

 Costs.  

The two most common methods of euthanasia used in the horse, pony and donkey are, 

shooting with a free bullet or intravenous lethal injection. Both techniques are humane and 

result in rapid death.  

The two most common methods of equine euthanasia 

Questions Shooting Intravenous lethal injection 

Who can perform 
euthanasia? 

Vet/ hunt kennelman / fallen stock 
person - all require firearms licence 

Vet only 

Where should it 
be done? 

 soft landing  

 vehicle access  

 soft landing  

 vehicle access 
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 obstacle free to avoid 
ricochet 

What will happen 
to the horse 
during the 
procedure? 

 horse sedated 

 unaware of gun placement 
on front of head 

 falls instantly and vertically to 
the ground. 

 variable amount of blood 
from bullet hole and nostrils 

 some limb movement and 
occasional reflex gasps 

 may defeacate and urinate 

 eyes stay open 

 horse sedated 

 +/- intravenous (i/v) 
catheter in neck 

 lethal injection  given i/v 

 short delay up to 30 
seconds 

 deep breathing 

 sinks slowly to the ground 

 occasional reflex gasps 

 may defeacate and 
urinate 

 eyes stay open 

What happens to 
the body? 

hunt kennels / fallen stock service 
/ pet crematorium +/- ashes back 
burial with permission from 
Trading Standards 

fallen stock service / pet 
crematorium +/- ashes back 
burial with permission from 
Trading Standards 

Overall costs More economical More expensive 

 

Bereavement  

 If a horse or donkey will be leaving behind a companion the body collection should 

be delayed to allow them to have time to accept the death. Donkeys in particular can 

be more at risk of developing hyperlipaemia after the loss of a friend. 

 Many people feel a big sense of loss after their horse has been euthanased because 

very often they form a large part of their daily routine and social life. This is a normal 

and acceptable feeling and grief counselling is becoming increasingly available. 

Insurance  

It is important to clarify what type of insurance cover you have for your horse before 

euthanasia.  Clear communication with the insurance company and the veterinary surgeon 

can avoid disappointment afterwards. To be eligible for mortality insurance the reason for 

euthanasing the horse has to follow the guidelines laid down by the British Equine Veterinary 

Association (BEVA). Your vet will be able to advise you about this. Also it is worth 

remembering that most insurance companies will request a post mortem to be carried out. 

Notification of death 

The passport issuing authority should be notified of the horses death as should your 

veterinary practice to avoid vaccination reminders arriving afterwards. 

The unwanted and unaffordable horse 

Understandably the costs of euthanasia and body disposal of a horse can be hard to afford 

but it is our responsibility as owners to deal with this and not allow our horses to suffer 

unnecessarily. It should also not be an option to try and fall back on the horse charities. 

There are simply too many unwanted, unaffordable and abandoned horses for the number of 

good homes available. As winter approaches and the recession in the UK continues charities 

already full to capacity are concerned as to what the future holds for the growing number of 

unaffordable and unwanted horses. 
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