ISES Conference Sydney July 2009

In July I attended the three day International Society for Equitation Science Conference in Sydney. This was the fifth conference and the second one that I have attended. The theme was Ethical Equitation: A Sustainable Approach. The previous conferences were AEBC, Australia 2005 (which I attended), Italy 2006, USA 2007 and Dublin 2008. The next one is Uppsala, Sweden. 31 July – 2 August 2010 and the theme is - Horse welfare and human safety: importance of learning, training and education (I am hoping to be able to go to this one too, some serious saving up to be done!). So, back to Sydney and its theme of ethical equitation and the development of a sustainable approach to horse training and the use of horses for leisure, at work and in competition.  

The conference format was two days at the University of Sydney’s Faculty of Veterinary Science and one day of practical demonstrations at Centennial Parkland Equestrian Centre. The practical demonstrations were given by:

International showjumper and coach Colleen Brook

Horse trainer for stage and screen Steve Jeffries

Para Olympian and clicker training expert Georgia Bruce

The Australian Equine Behaviour Centre’s Warwick McLean

International dressage competitor Brett Parberry

All of the demonstrations were really good. It was very refreshing to see such high level competitors who are also passionate about horse welfare training issues. 

Dr Paul McGreevy was the conference convener and he did a great job, right down to the reusable conference bags and luminous fleecy hats. I will cherish my lime green hat for ever more. Paul is also one of the world's leading experts on companion animal behaviour and welfare and a keen horseman himself.  The conference was aimed at anyone involved in training and caring for horses including equine scientists, veterinarians, riders, trainers, coaches and judges. Attendees included EFA judges and coaches, vets, equine educators (TAFE and Higher education), RDA, horse trainers, media such as The Horse Magazine,  Horses and People and Hoofbeats, and feed companies. Attendees came from 15 countries. The event was sponsored by high profile companies and organisations such as RIRDC, Ranvet, Nature Vet, AEBC, Wintec (with one lucky person winning a saddle), Pro Vet, Horse Connections and Waltham.

The conference was head lined by three keynote presenters who are leaders in their respective fields:

Dr Bidda Jones, Chief Scientist at RSPCA Australia

Emeritus Professor Bob Boakes, one of the world’s leading experts on learning in non human animals

Professor Leo Jeffcott , longstanding veterinarian to the Australian Olympic Eventing team

There were many other speakers from both near and far talking about such issues as 

What is the effect of different training regimes on the physical fitness of the equine athlete?

Can the presence of a human help to calm a nervous horse?

How does rider position affect stride length during canter?

How can the temperament of a future sport horse be accurately assessed?

Is horse misbehaviour a major cause of poor performance?

What equipment and training increases the risk of behaviour problems in the ridden horse?

The highlights of the conference for me were the talk by Dr Bidda Jones titled Ethical Equitation- What's in it for the Horse? She talked about why we have to explore what the horse gets out of the horse/human relationship when we consider that what we do with horses (on the whole nowadays) is simply for people to have ‘fun’. Also a lunchtime talk by Susan Kjaergard titled Denmark - A paradigm shift in sport horse welfare. Susan is a top competitor in showjumping based in Denmark, she has ‘stuck her neck out’ about welfare issues for competition horses. I really admire people who do that especially when they are in such a high profile position. Last but not least meeting the two brave young women who work for Epona TV. Have a look at their website www.epona.tv.

I came away from the conference feeling positive about what seems to be a definite move towards the more ethical treatment of horses at all levels of the industry. We still have along way to go though and especially in an area that is close to my heart - housing and horses. For example keeping such a large animal in a 3.6m square box on an almost permanent basis (as some competition horses are kept) has to be wrong. Zoo animals in western countries usually fare better as they are on public display, domestic horses are often subject to archaic management systems which are accepted simply because that is how it has always been done. We need to question outdated horse management methods. Watch this space!
