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Help your pet overcome it's fear of fireworks




Clipper Calming Programme for horses
Claire Shorthose BVMS MRCVS

Every year, thousands of horse owners have difficulty clipping their horses.  As soon as the dreaded clippers come out, their normally calm, relaxed companion turns into a fidgety, shivering wreck.  In many cases, owners and grooms resort to modifying the clip, twitching the horse, or even having the vet out every few weeks to inject sedatives. All these tactics are undesirable when you consider that the clipping is done to keep the horse comfortable through the winter months.

So, what’s the big problem with clippers?

Clippers make a very distinctive, loud buzzing sound – one that is quite unlike any other and which the horse only ever hears at clipping time.

To a prey animal like the horse, normality equals safety. The equine mind is programmed to react quickly to anything ‘abnormal’ by trying to get away as fast as possible.  In the case of clipper noise, this may involve stepping away, head shaking and kicking – actions which are obviously unsafe for both parties when you are in contact with the horse trying to clip it.

If the horse is tied up tightly and unable to follow his instinct to move away from the source of his discomfort, he will become increasingly anxious and distressed.

Considering the intelligence of the horse and his ability to learn, it is not surprising that, after one or two unpleasant experiences, many horses learn to associate the sight and sound of the clippers with discomfort and fear and can easily become sensitised to the sound of clippers – breaking out into a sweat, pacing, kicking, stamping and resisting restraint as soon as they are switched on.

How can you help?
Scientific research has shown that it is actually the noise made by clippers, rather than the sight of the clippers themselves that brings about anxiety and adverse responses in horses.

Horses which have had the opportunity to gradually become accustomed to the sound of clippers running without being distressed will cope far more easily with this noise – a process called desensitisation. This happens in very busy yards, where young horses may be able to become accustomed to the noise made by clippers being used on their stable mates, long before they ever come into contact with the clippers themselves.

For many horse owners who keep their horse at home or on a small yard, this option is not available – especially as we do not all have our own set of clippers. Even if we have our own clippers, the option of leaving them running unused for extended periods of time while the horse becomes used to the noise is not a clever idea : it would quickly cause our expensive piece of equipment to overheat, damaging the blades and burning out the motor. 

The Fear of Clippers CD has been developed to overcome this problem.  It includes recordings of a range of different types of equine clippers, from large heavy-duty machines to smaller trimmers suited to more detailed work, and can be used as part of a programme to desensitise horse to clipper noise.

Will it work for any horse?
Most people buying the CD will be doing so because having a horse that is already afraid of clippers motivates them.

However, prevention is better than cure, and the Fear of Clippers CD is likely to work best if used with young and inexperienced horses before they ever meet a set of clippers.

It can also, with commitment and patience from the handler, be used to desensitise horses that have already developed clipper anxiety, to improve compliance, make the task of clipping easier on horse and owner and reduce the need for excessive restraint or sedation.

How Does it Work ?
The programme is divided into 3 steps :

· Creating a safe, calm working environment

· Playing the CD

· Introducing clippers

and finally : clipping your horse !

Creating a suitable working environment

Not everybody has a dedicated clipping box on their yard, but if you do, then it is important that your horse has a chance to become accustomed to being in this space long before you start to clip him there.

A few weeks before you propose to clip the horse, allow him to become accustomed to being tied up in the space where you will clip him, and to being groomed and handled all over when he is in this space.

A suitable clipping box has a secure door, no sharp objects that a frightened horse could hurt himself on and a power point, preferably mounted high on the wall or from the ceiling, so there are no loose cables being dragged along the floor.

If you will be using the horse’s own stable to clip, make sure he is accustomed to standing there with minimal bedding

Allow your horse plenty of opportunity to get used to the sight of you wearing a dust mask and other protective clothing that you will need when you are clipping him – the fewer surprises he has to cope with, the better!

Playing the CD
The aim is to allow your horse gradually to become accustomed to the noise of running clippers, without ever becoming distressed or anxious.

Begin by waiting until you horse is completely relaxed – eating a feed, picking at a haynet or being handled and groomed, and start by playing the CD at incredibly low volumes for a very short period of time (initially volume 1 on your CD player, for no longer than 1 minute)

Remember that animals have far more sensitive hearing than we do, and the horse will pick up the clipper sounds even when you are playing the CD at volumes so low you cannot hear it.

Over a period of three to four weeks, gradually increase the volume you play the CD until it reaches realistic clipper volume, and the length of time you play the CD for, up to 15 minutes once or twice a day.

Talk to your horse in a calm, soothing voice while you play the clipper recordings, rewarding him for remaining relaxed.

If your horse shows any sign of anxiety such as kicking, stamping, tensing his muscles, moving away or sweating, say nothing to him. Simply stop playing the CD and walk away, leaving him to settle down again in his own time.

Do not play the CD again for a couple of days and then restart at a previously ‘safe’ level.

Once your horse is able to remain calm and relaxed while you play the CD close to his head, at a realistic volume for 15 minutes; he should be ready to cope with the next stage.

Introducing Clippers
Before you introduce the clippers, take some time to get your horse used to being tied up – or preferably held by an assistant- and handled all over; including under his belly, around his ears and nose and any other tickly areas you will want to clip!

Start by simply smoothing the flat of your hand all over the horse. Once he is coping with this introduce a soft body brush, then a firmer brush. Rub the hair in both directions, so he can become used to the sensation of the brush running against the lie of his hair coat.

Talk to your horse in a soothing voice throughout the process, letting him know there is nothing to be afraid of.

When you horse has accepted these exercises, repeat them while the clipper CD is being played.

Finally introduce him to the actual clippers.  Show the clippers to the horse, allowing him to approach them and sniff them in his own time, before unravelling the electrical cable.  Talk to your horse and reward him for positive, relaxed behaviour. Stroke the horse all over with the clippers before you switch them on, allowing him to become used to the movement of the cable and the sensation of the clippers next to his skin.

Keep the Clipper CD playing throughout the introduction of the clippers, so that the now-familiar sound of the recording will drown out the noise made by your own clippers when you switch them on.

Switch your own clippers on and off a few times before starting to clip.

A very anxious horse will find it difficult to stand still for a long time during clipping, so it is advisable to start with a simple trace clip, and gradually over a period of weeks increase the extent of your clipping lines as necessary.

Fear of Fireworks.com owns copyright of this protocol and accompanying recording. 

Any unauthorised broadcasting, copying or recording in any manner what so ever will constitute infringement of such copyright.
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