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  ■ Leanne O’Sullivan 

L AST week in Horse 
Sense, Teagasc equine 
advisor, Declan 
McArdle, discussed 

the importance of  taking a 
good photograph of  a horse 
that is for sale. It has become 
the norm to upload photos 
and videos of  horses for 
sale to the web as clients are 
reluctant to travel without 
first seeing a photograph of  
the horse. 

Following on from last 
week, we now take a look 
at what prospective buyers 
should consider in regards 
to conformation when they 
are happy with their first 
impression of  the horse 
online and are now going 
to view it. When it comes to 
conformation it is important 
to know what is desirable 
and what’s not, bearing in 
mind that horses are not al-
ways perfect, if  the faults are 
minor or irrelevant to the 
job the horse has to do, they 

do not necessarily 
preclude purchase.

If  the horse is in 
poor condition it 
takes an expe-
rienced person 
with a good eye to 
judge the horse’s 
potential. It takes 
skill to recognise 
whether, given 
the right care, 
the horse will 
develop into a worthwhile 
animal. A horse with good 
skeletal structure but poor 
muscle development can be 
transformed through suit-
able work and nutrition. Too 
much fat can also disguise 
a horse’s outline and make 
it difficult to judge what the 
horse will be like without the 
excess fat. 

If  the horse is in good con-
dition the following are some 
of  the features that should be 
sought.

HEAD
 Ô The set of  the head on the 

neck is very important as 
it affects respiration and 
ease of  flexion. 

 Ô The size and type of  the 
head should suit the type 
of  horse. 

 Ô There should be suffi-
cient width between the 
branches of  the lower jaw 
to allow room for the top 

of  the windpipe. 
 Ô There must be 

room between the 
lower edge of  the jaw 
bone and the jugular 
furrow to allow the 
horse to flex. 

 Ô The upper and 
lower jaw should be of  
equal length. If  over-
shot (parrot mouth) or 
undershot the horse 
may have problems 

when biting grass, it will 
also make choosing a bit 
more difficult.

NECK
 Ô The neck should not be 

set into the withers so low 
that there is a big dip  
between it and the with-
ers. 

 Ô The length of  the neck 
should be in proportion to 
the horse’s body. 

 Ô The topline should be 
convex.  
If  the withers are too 
high it will make fitting 
a saddle difficult, if  too 
low the saddle will work 
forward.

SHOULDER AND CHEST
 Ô The shoulder should be 

deep with a definite slope 
forward from the withers 
to its point (illustrated by 
line ‘A’ in Figure 1).  
This gives a longer more 
flowing stride.

 Ô The horse’s chest should 
be of  medium width,  
this gives room for the 
heart.

 Ô If  the chest is very narrow 
it will increase the likeli-
hood of  the horse brush-
ing it’s legs in front.

BACK
 Ô The back should be of  me-

dium length and almost 
level.

 Ô Long backs are liable to 
strain.

 Ô Hollow backs are seen as a 
sign of  weakness in young 
horses, but are also a sign 
of  age in an older horse.

 Ô A back that is arched 
upwards (roached back) 
can make it difficult to fit 
a saddle.

QUARTERS
 Ô The hind-quarters are 

often referred to as the 
horse’s engine as it pro-
vides power. 
The hips should be broad, 
rounded and a pair.

 Ô A long croup (length from 
hip to point of  buttock) is 
desirable.

LIMBS
 Ô The forelegs should be 

straight from the top of  
the leg to the foot, when 
looked at from the front, 
and straight from the top 
of  the leg to the front of  
the fetlock when viewed 
from the side (illustrated 
by the pink line in Figure 
1).

 Ô Deviation from a straight 
line when looked at from 
the front (eg. splayed feet 
or pigeon-toed) is a con-
formational fault which 
can put extra strain on the 
horse’s tendons ligaments 
and joints.

 Ô The cannon bones should 
be short and straight.

 Ô The forearm should be 
well developed and longer 
than the leg below the 
knee so as to minimise 
strain on the ligaments 
and tendons. 

 Ô Pasterns should be of  

a medium length, long 
sloping pasterns are liable 
to strain. Short upright 
pasterns tend to cause 
lameness through extra 
jar and concussion.

 Ô When assesing the hind 
legs, there should be a 
straight line from the 
point of  buttock through 
the point of  hock down 
to the fetlock and the 
ground, deviation shows 
a weakness and places 
greater strain on the stifle 
and hocks.

FEET
 Ô The angle of  the hoof  and 

pastern should match that 
of  the shoulder (illus-
trated by lines ‘A’ and ‘B’ 
in Figure 1)

 Ô Front feet and hind feet 
should be matching pairs.

 Ô Front feet should slope at 
an angle of  45-50 degrees 
from the ground.

 Ô The hoof  wall should con-
tinue at the same angle as 

  ■ Leanne O’Sullivan 

THIS is a very busy time 
of  year for those who are 
considering further educa-
tion on a specialised course. 
There are open days and 
similar events happening 
across the country to allow 
prospective students better 
understand the courses in 
which they are interested, 
as well as experience the 
atmosphere different colleges 
have to offer.

For those who like work-
ing with horses, the date for 
your diary is the College 
of  Agriculture, Food and 
Rural Enterprise (CAFRE) 
Enniskillen Campus Equine 
Open Day, which will be held 
on Saturday, April 23rd, at 12 
noon in Enniskillen Campus. 

During the open day you 
will have the opportunity to 
meet and talk to staff, tour 
the campus facilities and 
gain an insight into life and 
study at CAFRE. I remember 
the first time I went to visit 
CAFRE, I couldn’t believe a 
place like it existed. Pris-
tine paddocks with horses 
grazing surround the college 
building, and as you explore 
further you begin to compre-
hend the magnitude of  what 
this college has to offer.

RACING AND EQUITATION
For those with a passion for 
racing and bloodstock, an 
active racing yard with 12 
point-to-pointers and a breed-
ing unit with three well-bred 
thoroughbred mares await 
you. 

You will have the opportu-
nity to ride out before your 
classes and accompany the 
horses to races, foal down 
mares and assist in handling 
and training the newborn 

foals, just as you would out in 
the industry.

For those enthusias-
tic about the sport horse 
industry the equitation yard 
contains 20 sport horses that 
actively compete at local 
shows, many of  which go on 
to compete at Balmoral Show 
in May. At CAFRE you can 
choose to study equitation 
as one of  your modules, this 
allows students to improve 
their riding and training 
skills. The breeding unit has 

five sport horse broodmares, 
some of  which are produced 
by the students to compete in 
mare and foal classes at the 
end of  the year.

CAFRE Enniskillen Cam-
pus also has a well-equipped 
forge for those who wish to 
pursue a career in farriery. 
The pre-farrier programme 
provides an opportunity for 
students to progress onto an 
apprenticeship in farriery, ul-
timately sitting the diploma 
of  the Worshipful Company 

of  Farriers and becoming a 
registered member.

The farrier upskilling 
programme is designed for 
those already working in 
the industry and seeking 
to achieve the Worshipful 
Company of  Farriers Di-
ploma Award (DipWCF). The 
course covers the principles 
of  equine anatomy, physiol-
ogy, conformation, dynamics 
and movement, injuries and 
ailments/diseases affecting 
the foot and limb and the 
fundamentals of  farriery. 

When it comes to horses, 
knowledge and practical abil-
ity must go hand in hand and 
that is what CAFRE can offer.

For more information on 
any of  the equine courses 
offered at CAFRE, freephone 
0800 0284291 or visit the web-
site at cafre.ac.uk.

Waiting on  
the weather

  ■ HEAVY rain last means 
that even where ground is 
free-draining, grass is very 
slow to grow due to low soil 
temperatures. Livestock 

farmers are now counting 
the days of fodder they have 
left. Shortages of silage are 
starting to develop in some 
areas. There is a lot of hay 
and silage selling but, given 
that it is plentiful and that 
we are into April, prices have 
not lifted significantly and 
it is unlikely to cause any 
problems for horse owners 
sourcing hay.

The speed at which land 
dries out depends on the soil 
structure. A dry period of 24 
hours will do a lot for those 
on medium and lighter soils, 
but it will take considerably 
longer for heavier land to dry 
out. 

This means that horse 
owners will need to be patient 
and wait until the land 
recovers enough to begin 
harrowing and rolling.

Harrowing and 
rolling

  ■ Alan Douglas of Alan 
Douglas Machinery LTD told 
The Irish Field that: “Where 
grassland has been damaged 
by horses, compacted or 
water logged, I would advise 
using a heavy chain harrow 
to fill in the the holes once 
the ground is dry enough. The 
heavy harrow will level and 
rake out the dead grass allow-
ing nutrients to enter the soil 
which in turn enables growth.

“Rolling grassland with a 
ring roller will also aid in fill-

ing in the holes and leveling 
the ground. I suggest a ring 
roller as opposed to a flat 
roller because it will level the 
ground without fully sealing 
it. This means that water can 
soak down into the earth. For 
areas requiring re-seeding a 
grass seeder can be mounted 
on the chain harrow which 
helps to save time.

Alan Douglas, Alan Douglas 
Machinery LTD
Web: alandouglasmachinery.
com
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The speed at 
which land dries 
out depends on 
the soil structure

A ring roller

Conformation evaluates 
the degree of correct-

ness of a horse’s bone 
structure, musculature, 
and its body proportions 
in relation to each other. 

Undesirable conforma-
tion can limit the ability 

to perform a specific 
task and can affect the 

horse’s soundness

CAFRE College open day – a date for your diary

EXPERT VIEW
Conformation is just one part of assessing a horse for 
purchase, you must also consider the horse’s tempera-

ment, movement and performance ability.  
Below are some of the qualities that industry experts 

look for in a potential purchase:

C onformation
onsiderations

This week in 
Horse Sense 

we take a look at 
what prospective 
buyers should 
consider in rela-
tion to a horse’s 
conformation

First look at the horse at 
rest in the stable, then ask 
for the horse to be brought 
out for inspection. Here 
are a list of some of the 
questions you should ask 
yourself when inspecting a 
horse’s conformation.

1 Does the horse live up 
to your expectations?

2 Is he true to type and 
of the right size and 

weight for the job required?

3 Is the horse propor-
tionate?

4 Does everything 
match?

5 Consider the horse’s 
shoulder, is it sloping 

forward?

6 Assess the straight-
ness of the horse’s 

legs from the front, side 
and behind, are the legs 
matching pairs?

7 Are the withers too 
high or too low?

8 Look at the horse’s 
feet, is the sole slightly 

concave as it should be, is 
the hoof-pastern axis at a 
45-50 degree angle to the 
ground?

9 Look at the horse’s 
general outline, is the 

horse in good condition, 
has the horse sufficient 
depth of girth?

10Are the horse’s hips 
level?

10questions to ask yourself 
when viewing a horse

RICHARD BOURNS
When I am judging a horse’s 
conformation, the first thing I 
look for is overall balance. A 
horse that has balanced con-
formation with a neck, back 
and hip of equal length will 
generally be a good mover 
and this balance translates 
into good performance.

FIONA CRAIG
I personally like a good 
head and eye and length 
of neck. Without question 
quality, style and confi-
dence are also vital in any 
horse, but they do come 
in all shapes and sizes, 
and often they are not the 
‘perfect model’. 

Undesirable 
conforma-
tion can limit 
performance 
ability

the pastern when viewed 
from the side.

 Ô Where the angle of  the 
hoof  wall is lower than 
the angle of  the pastern 
it creates a broken-back 
hoof  pastern axis.

 Ô The hind feet should have 
a slightly steeper slope 
and should be longer  
and narrower than the 

front feet.
 Ô All feet should point 

forward, a deviation is 
usually caused by poor 
conformation which could 
result in a faulty action.

 Ô Heels should be wide with 
a well-developed frog.

 Ô Large flat feet can lead 
to problems such as sole 
bruising and corns.

A heavy 
chain harrow 

Alan Douglas Machinery

Alan Douglas Machinery

Above: Cahill McGuigan and 
Jamie Quinn who recently 
graduated from Enniskillen 
Campus after completing the 
Pre-Farrier programme

Foundation Degree in Equine Management student Sarah McClelland 
explaining to visitors at last year’s Open Day the equitation modules on 
the equine programmes and how she completed her work placement 
recently in Holland 
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 ■FIGURE 1: IDEAL CONFORMATION

Some say that the 
ideal horse is a 
‘square horse’, 
meaning that the 
horse is the same 
height at the wither 
as the distance 
from point of 
shoulder to point of 
buttock

The shoulder should 
be deep with a defi-
nite slope forward

The front feet 
should slope at 
an angle of 45-50 
degrees from the 
ground. The angle 
of the hoof should 
match that of the 
shoulder

The forelegs should 
be straight from the 
top of the leg to the 
front of the fetlock 
when viewed from 
the side
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