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Must Love Dogs...and Horses
Yes, your canines and equines can learn to get along.
By Lisa Munniksma

August 2009

In nature, dogs and horses would not be pals. It's through domestication and humans’ sometimes-unreasonable wishes that
they are asked to coexist in today’s barnyards. With effort from the human handler, a dog can learn that horses are not to be
chased, stalked or barked at. It's that effort, though, that so many people struggle with. If you own equines and canines, and
are coping with compatibility issues, here are some training tips to help everyone in the barn get along.

A Dog’s First Encounter
When introducing a “green” dog to horses, experts say you need to begin, well, at the beginning. The first between-species
meeting is going to set the tone for the relationship.

“Pick a horse that's dog savvy for the first meeting,” says Pam Dennison, veteran dog trainer and founder of Positive
Motivation Dog Training in Belvidere, N.J.

Dennison uses horses that won't react to a dog that's barking or behaving nervously. The idea is similar to pairing a green
rider with a seasoned horse—at least one of them knows the drill.

If you can do this exercise while the dog is still a puppy, the introduction will probably go much smoother because a puppy
has fewer negative behaviors to un-teach.

Introductions of any kind should start with the dog on a leash. Robert DeFranco, board certified companion animal
behaviorist with the Association of Companion Animal Behavior Counselors, suggests putting the dog in a Gentle Leader
head collar. Using the head collar, DeFranco says you can control the dog “very easily and very gently.”

The last thing you want is for your dog to get hurt or feel pain by means of inhumane restraint. He will associate that pain
with meeting the horse, and this will become a negative experience.

Having the dog under your control is essential because “horses are obviously flight animals, unlike a dog that’s a social
animal. You're going to have a dog coming up to a horse faster than a horse will approach the dog,” DeFranco says.

You don’t want the dog approaching too quickly and spooking the horse, as the dog can feed off that energy and kick into
predatory mode, so start from a distance first. “Lots of treats, lots of play, lots of petting to pair good associations with the
horse,” says Dennison, who is also a certified dog behavior consultant with the International Association of Animal Behavior
Consultants.

As the dog shows you signs that he’s OK with a horse 30 feet away, slowly get closer. When the dog and horse are finally
face to face, let them sniff each other. Dogs base much of their judgment on smell, so they need time to know what to make
of this large, looming animal.

Don't let the dog spend too much time sniffing at first. Dogs will often get scared of something they’re not sure of and start
barking or get aggressive. So, let him sniff the horse, then call the dog away, give more treats, praise and play, and go back
for another short meeting. If you keep the dog busy, you won't give him time to get scared.

Throughout the process, Dennison cautions, keep it slow. If there is the slightest sign of fear or aggression from the dog,
increase your distance, keep up the positive association, and try again.

If the dog does react negatively, it's important not to punish him. Yelling and punishment can be confusing to a dog, and he
will only associate that with the overall experience. Instead, find opportunities to use positive reinforcement and try to pay
close attention to your dog'’s attitude so you can stop a negative reaction before it starts.

A Dog with a Past
Not everyone brings a dog home as a puppy. If you are considering getting an adult dog from a shelter, his past is
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probably a mystery. If horses are an important part of your life, the dog you bring home needs to be compatible with them.

“Before bringing a dog home permanently, I'd want to make sure that dog was good with horses,” Dennison points out. “It
would be like if you have kids and you get a shelter dog; you're not going to get one that's not good with kids.”

Many shelters will let you take the dog for a trial period. That's a good time to try the introduction exercise with him.

“Get to know the signs and the expressions of your dog and your horse. If you see a problem, stop right then and try to
introduce them slowly,” DeFranco says.

If you're unsure about fear or aggression signs that you need to watch for, ask for assistance from a trainer, veterinarian or
behaviorist.

“We're usually called in when there’s a problem,” DeFranco continues, but he has also been asked to visit a shelter or work
with a family in choosing a dog.

Working with Problem Horses
Sometimes it's not the dog that needs to be slowly introduced to the horse. If there’s a bad canine experience ingrained in a
horse’s brain, he'll need a careful reintroduction to dogs.

The process is similar to the dog'’s first meeting with a horse. You want to be sure the dog you choose for the reintroduction
is not going to react to the horse’s nervousness.

Start again with the dog on the leash some distance from the horse. Have someone else working with the horse, by feeding
treats, grooming, or doing something else that the horse enjoys. This is called operant conditioning.

DeFranco says the horse is thinking, “When this animal [dog] is around things are good, so I'll tolerate this animal.”

“I think I've learned with my work with horses [that they] learn much faster than dogs do,” Dennison says. “What I've also
learned with horses, every single one of them, is that you cannot use food exclusively as a reward past the first 15-20
minutes of training because they become pushy around food.”

The dog should only approach as the horse remains relaxed. When they are face to face, it's as important for the horse to
sniff the dog and vice-versa. Keep the dog away from the horse’s back legs, and keep an eye on both animals’ body
language to gauge whether the situation is about to turn bad.

“The dog’s temperament is critical,” DeFranco says. At this point, if the horse spooks or has a negative reaction, and then
the dog reacts negatively, you have to start all over.

Controlling the Environment

Let's say you've brought home a dog that turns out to not be OK with horses. Or maybe you got a dog as a puppy but did
everything wrong, so now you can't trust the dog around the barn. These things happen. You don't have to get rid of the
dog; you just have to control his environment.

“Dogs are naturally inquisitive and will often chase something that runs,” including horses, DeFranco says.

This might be a predatory behavior, or the dog just might be having fun. Either way, you can use certain types of pasture
fence to keep out roaming dogs.

If your dog is only a problem during feeding time, feed the horses in the barn with the doors closed so the dog can’t enter.

If the dog nips at a horse’s heels as you're leading, keep the dog in the house, in a kennel or on a tie-out line while you're
turning out.

Herding “is a behavior that's instinctively bred into some dogs, but you can train a dog not to herd the horses through
behavior modification,” says Lisa Peterson, long-time horse person and American Kennel Club (AKC) spokesperson. “Give
the dog another job at the barn. Make sure the dog has enough activity so that he doesn't invent behaviors on his own.”

If you board your horses make sure that when you bring your dog to the barn, you're following barn rules.
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“Just because your horse is OK with dogs, you shouldn’t assume that other people’s horses are, too,” Peterson says. “A lot
of people love to go to the barn and let their dogs run loose,” she continues. “You really need to supervise the dog to make
sure he doesn’t roam, get into a fight with neighboring dogs, or frighten a young horse.”
A little bit of effort on your part can go a long way toward having peace in the barnyard between your horses and dogs.

The AKC website, www.akc.org, is a good resource for information about more than 150 dog breeds. For more dog
resources, visit www.dogchannel.com.

Read more about choosing a dog. This article first appeared in the July 2007 Issue of Horse lllustrated. Click here to
subscribe.



