
 
 

Safely Handling Horses on the Ground 
 
A thorough understanding of horse 
behavior and proper horsemanship is 
essential to safe use of horses. By 
understanding horse behavior, you will be 
better able to predict and control your 
horse’s actions. This pamphlet provides 
tips on how to safely handle horses on the 
ground. 
 
Working  
When working with your horse, it is best to tie 
the horse securely with a quick-release knot 
or have someone hold the horse with a lead 
rope. If a person is holding the horse, it is 
best for them to stand on the same side as 
the person working on the horse. If cross-ties 
are used, they need to have panic or quick-
release snaps and secured with a breakable 
tie.  
 
First touch the horse by placing a hand on its 
shoulder or neck and slowly moving towards 
the head while moving your hands in a 
rubbing action. Always work close to the 
horse and near the shoulder whenever 
possible. Working close to the shoulder will 
decrease the likelihood of being struck with a 
front or hind foot.  
 
Picking up a Foot 
Always let the horse know what you intend to 
do and do not surprise the horse with a 
sudden movement. When asking a horse to 
lift its foot, touch his shoulder and then run 
your hand down his leg. When you get to the 
fetlock, “cluck” to the horse and apply 
pressure on the leg. The horse should 
respond to the sound or slight pinch on the 
fetlock by picking up its hoof for you. Once 
you have the horse’s foot, rest it on you thigh 
and knee, and hold the hoof with your hand to 
clean or examine it. Don’t lift the leg too high 
or pull it sideways.  

 
Grooming 
While handling and grooming do not drop 
grooming tools or equipment near the horse. 
Place them away from the horse where you 
will not trip on them, and they will not be 
stepped on by the horse. Also, collect all 
grooming materials in advance so you do not 
have to leave the tied horse alone.  
 
Halters 
Avoid leaving halters on loose horses. It is not 
safe to leave a halter on a horse that is loose 
in its stall or turned out in a paddock or 
pasture. If it is necessary to do so, make sure 
the halter fits snugly and check it often. If a 
halter is too loose, the horse may catch a foot 
in it – especially if they are trying to scratch 
their head with a hind foot. It could also get 
caught on fence posts, or other pasture 
objects that may cause serious injuries or 
death. 
 
Leather halters break away easier than nylon 
halters. If you use a nylon halter make sure it 
has a breakable leather section, or another 
breakaway feature that releases quickly if 
necessary. Also, some halter materials will 
shrink if they get wet, so make sure to check 
the fit of your halter regularly.  

 


