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Help your pet overcome it's fear of fireworks




Fear of Fireworks Protocol For Horses

As a natural prey species, the horse is pre-programmed to react adversely to any unusual object, noise, or movement, particularly any that approach the animal in an unexpected manner. Moreover, the faster the approach, and the louder the noise, the worse the perceived threat.  Little wonder that so many horses are terrified by the whizzes and bangs created by firework displays. And the consequences of this fear can be catastrophic – a panicking horse can easily endanger its own life.

What can be done to solve the problem?

To the horse, normality equals safety.  Once they become accustomed to a strange sight or sound, they can learn to accept that it is not a threat, and that there is nothing to fear.  This principle, known a desensitisation, lies at the heart of all successful equine training methods – both traditional and modern.

As we all know, fireworks make distinctive noises.  Many humans find the constant bangs and whistles around bonfire night unsettling, so imagine what that must be like if you had the sensitive hearing and natural ‘flee from danger’ instinct of a horse, and nobody could explain to you what was going on. Throw in some flashing lights and memories of feeling frightened last time you heard those noises, and it becomes easy to understand why animals can be frightened by fireworks, and why they may become increasingly anxious as the bonfire season progresses.

Unfortunately, it is impossible to explain to a horse that the fireworks are just noisy and that they are, in fact, totally harmless. What we can do is allow the animal to become accustomed to the type of sounds associated with fireworks, and to allow them to learn through experience that no harm will come to them and that there is nothing to fear.
How does the Programme Work ?

The programme aims to help your horse learn to cope with fireworks by gradually desensitising him to the noises associated with them. It is not a ‘quick fix’ and it will require time and commitment from you to work through the programme in full.  


The CD with the sounds of fireworks is just one part of the programme and it has been designed to recreate the noises associated with fireworks in a random pattern so that it sounds as realistic as possible to your horse, but remains entirely under your control. You should never use it to frighten or punish the horse, but should gradually build up his experience of firework noises and teach him to relax when he can hear these sounds. 

Our programme is divided into 3 important stages


· Creating a safe haven for your horse

· Using the desensitising CD

· Coping with the firework season. 

· What next : the long term plan

Creating a safe haven for your horse
If your horse is already stressed and anxious, it will be difficult for them to learn anything – least of all how not to be frightened!

It is necessary that your horse is in a safe and calm environment when you start to use the desensitising CD.

In most cases, the best place for this will be the horse’s own stable.  The horse should be able to relax, untethered, in a familiar, well-lit box with a thick bed and plenty of high fibre feed to munch (hay or alfalfa).  

As horses are herd animals, an anxious horse will generally relax better if there are other calm horses nearby and within sight, and pair bonded horses should remain close to their friend. 

If your horse lives out permanently; a round pen, manege or a field shelter with a secure gate can be used to provide a safe, enclosed space for the horse to come into while you work through the programme.  

Do not tie the horse up – he needs to be able to have freedom of movement in order to remain calm, but do make sure that the area is secure and enclosed in such a way that the horse cannot bolt.

Familiarity and predictability help horses to relax, and you should establish a regular stable routine of bringing the firework phobic horse in to it’s safe haven before dusk during the weeks running up to bonfire night.  

You will need to wear suitable protective clothing – strong yard boots with toe caps and a hard hat if you are going to be in the stable with the horse while you work through the programme, so make sure that your horse is used to seeing you in these clothes.

Experiment with various methods of encouraging your horse to relax – grooming or massaging is ideal, or you could try playing the ‘friendly game’ from Level 1 of the Parelli Natural Horsemanship approach ( www.parelli.co.uk).  Some horses will relax better if they are left in peace to munch on a haynet, while you work quietly around them – mucking out, sweeping up etc.

How To Use The CD
Make sure your horse is safe and comfortable in his ‘safe haven’ before you start to use the CD and is either relaxed and being handled by you or is munching quietly on his haynet.

· Turn on the CD, initially at a very low volume (Volume 1 on your CD player) and for a few seconds only. Use a remote control, or get an assistant to operate the CD player, so you can stay with your horse.

REMEMBER – animals are far more sensitive to sound than people, and they will hear the CD at volumes so low you do not even know that it is on.  

· Play the CD at gradually increasing volumes, for gradually longer periods of time. Over around 3-4 weeks, you should work up to playing the disc at full volume for up to 15 minutes, while the horse remains calm and relaxed throughout. Play the CD at different times of day, sometimes in the morning, sometimes at night.  

· Use our firework phobia record chart to help organise your horse’s desensitisation.

· Reward your horse for remaining calm and relaxed while the CD is playing.  You can do this by talking to the horse and feeding him, grooming him or massaging him – any part of your regular routine which helps him to relax and remain calm. 

· Watch out for your horse displaying any signs of anxiety, not just the obvious ones like spooking, but also more subtle signs like as not standing still, shifting his weight, stamping, circling, tense muscles, laying ears back and grinding teeth. If the animal appears anxious at any time, say nothing to him and turn the CD off. Do not play the CD again for a few days, and start again at a lower volume.

· Be aware of other horses on the yard.  The CD can be played in a busy yard situation, and all the horses will be able to learn from it – but you will need to work through the programme at a pace to suit the most nervous member of the group.

Coping With The Firework Season

Preparation is the key to surviving the firework season!

Now that you have created a safe haven for your horse to go to during bonfire night, you can use it and the CD to help him cope.  

· If you have been given any medication by your vet, these need to be given as prescribed in time for them to take effect BEFORE any noise starts

· Provide your horse with a high fibre meal, such as a well-filled haynet or alfalfa to keep him distracted during the firework party.  The actions of eating and chewing are in themselves calming for an anxious horse.

· Make sure your horse is used to coming in before dusk.  For the duration of the firework party, close as many doors as possible, including the top door of the stable or barn doors to protect your horse from any sudden flashes that may add to their anxiety. 

· Wrap up warm and bring a snack and hot drink out to the yard for yourself, too so the horse does not have to be left alone if it is particularly anxious

· Play the radio and the Fear Of Fireworks CD to your horse throughout the bonfire party, so that the now-familiar firework sounds can help to drown out the extra noise from outside 

· Ignore the noises yourself, and speak reassuringly to your horse if he shows any fearful behaviour your horse shows – just as when you were working through the protocol.  NEVER punish the horse for fearful behaviour.

What Next ?
Once your horse is used to the CD and you have both made it through this year’s bonfire season, it is a good idea to keep up the desensitisation programme.  You do not have to keep playing the CD every day – once a week or as often as you remember will be fine – but do try and keep the element of surprise.  

Try the following variations:

Once your horse is used to the CD and you have both made it through this year’s bonfire season, it is a good idea to keep up the desensitisation programme.  You do not have to keep playing the CD every day – once a week or as often as you remember will be fine – but do try and keep the element of surprise.  

Try the following variations:

· Play the CD with the player set to ‘random’ mode so that your horse does not become too used to the order of the tracks

· Move the CD player around the yard, so the horse does not get used to the sound always coming from the same place

· Play the CD with different family members in attendance, so the horse does not come to rely on just one person for reassurance

· Once you are sure that your horse is not frightened by the CD, try playing it while your horse is calm and relaxed in different places, such as a manege or indoor school, and while he is involved in different activities, such as some gentle schooling work.

· Make sure you play the CD at random times of day, to keep the element of surprise.  That way, your horse will be better prepared for random fireworks, bird scarers, local shoots or other similar noises that occur throughout the year

If you have any difficulties with introducing the CD, or your horse appears distressed at any stage of the programme, it may be that the horse requires additional help, in the form of either a more detailed behaviour therapy plan, or medication to help him remain calm while working through the protocol. 

Please do not hesitate to contact the surgery if you are experiencing difficulties. 
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