
Opening Address by Martin Blake, Chief Veterinary Officer of the Department of 

Agriculture, Food and the Marine to the Joint Oireachtas Committee on Agriculture, Food 

and the Marine on animal welfare, including horse welfare 

 

Good afternoon 

 

I welcome the opportunity to address the committee today on animal welfare. As I 

understand the Committee has a specific interest in horse welfare issues, so I will expand a 

bit more on that subject later on. I am accompanied today by my colleague, Dermot 

Murphy, who is Principal Officer in charge of Animal Health & Welfare Division in the 

Department of Agriculture, Food and the Marine (DAFM).  

 

Animal Welfare is an important and growing societal concern – it is also a complex issue. 

Whilst concerns about cruelty to animals first led to legislative initiatives in the early part of 

the 19th century, it is only relatively recently that science and scientific understanding of 

animal welfare has developed in a meaningful way. This evolution of scientific knowledge 

continues to the present. The science continues to challenge us – for instance, in respect of 

our previous thinking/understanding about the perception and indeed the relative 

perception of pain by an animal, the impact on the mental state of an animal and also in the 

area of how best to assess or measure the ‘welfare state’ of an animal. 

 

When speaking of, or assessing the ‘welfare state’ of an animal, it is also important to 

recognise that, indeed similar to humans in society, it is not a binary choice of ‘good’ or 

‘bad’. There are many components that contribute to the state of an animal’s welfare which 

may or may not be present, or present to varying degrees, at certain points of time. It is 

therefore best to reflect on an animals ‘welfare state’ as being on a continuum where ‘good’ 

and ‘bad’ are at the extremities. Evaluation has now turned more towards a more holistic 

viewpoint, that of ‘A life Worth Living’ rather than on the presence or absence of a desirable 

attribute at any particular point in time.       

 

Major strides have taken place in Ireland in recent years with a view to bringing about 

improved welfare outcomes.  I mention in particular the passing by the Oireachtas of the 

Animal Health and Welfare Act 2013.  The introduction of this legislation has brought 

greater coherence to the range of inter-connected issues involved, leading to greater 

societal awareness and understanding; it brought greater clarity to certain matters and has 

supported more effective enforcement.  Of critical importance is the clear enunciation that 

the owner or person in charge of a kept animal has primary legal responsibility for its 

welfare. 
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The Department of Agriculture, Food and the Marine continues to devote considerable 

resources to animal welfare issues through its network of Regional Veterinary Offices and its 

officers at DAFM supervised licensed slaughter premises. The operation in recent years of 

the Department’s Animal Welfare helpline allows for ease of reporting concerns by 

members of the public and rapid responses to complaints made. A total of 321 calls were 

received in 2017, 446 in 2018 and 136 so far this year. All such reports are followed up 

upon. 

The network of animal welfare charities operating countrywide also play an important role 

in promoting animal welfare and dealing with welfare concerns raised directly with them.  

Two of these, the DSPCA and the ISPCA, have been given authorised officer powers under 

the Animal Health and Welfare Act 2013 for a number of their inspectors. This is a 

significant new departure and the arrangements in place under Service Level Agreements 

with both organisations have been working well. As well as DAFM officers and the 

authorised inspectors of the ISPCA and DPSCA, a number of officers of the Irish Horseracing 

Regulatory Board (IHRB) have been similarly authorised in respect of sectors where they 

have other regulatory responsibilities. In addition, the CEOs of all Local Authorities are 

empowered to appoint officers under the Act and members of An Gárda Síochána and 

officers of Customs and Excise have powers under the Act. 

I should also mention that in order to assist the work of the charities, Minister Creed 

allocated €2.75 million to 108 such charities in December 2018.  These annual allocations 

support the ongoing work of the charities directly involved in the areas of rescue, care and 

re-homing of rescued animals. This represents a 100% increase when compared to the 

allocation in 2013. 

Beyond the Animal Health and Welfare Act 2013, the Department has recourse to a number 

of other important welfare related legislative instruments. Included here is S.I. No 311 of 

2010 - European Communities (Welfare of farmed animals) Regulations 2010 - which gives 

effect to a range of EU Welfare Directives that have specific requirements in respect of 

calves, pigs and poultry. The EU Regulations 1/2005 and 1099/2009 have direct applicability 

in respect of the protection of animals during transport and at the time of killing, 

respectively. 

 

Taken together these various pieces of legislation have combined to bring about improved 

animal welfare standards and a legislative framework whereby we can continuously assess 

and address animal welfare needs in Ireland. While acknowledging the legislative 



improvements that have taken place, the Department continues to addressing ongoing 

animal welfare challenges that present themselves on a regular basis.   

A key focus for the past while has been the development of an Animal Welfare Strategy for 

the country.  A consultation process was launched by Minister Creed last September at the 

Animal Welfare Conference in Backweston and we have received a good response. It is 

hoped to complete the task and present the final strategy document later this year. This 

will, for the first time, provide an overall dynamic reference framework where matters 

concerning animal welfare can be considered at a national level.  

I wish to acknowledge the strong stakeholder engagement that has taken place in this 

process.  A clear message coming across from this consultation process is that education is 

of critical importance in ensuring better animal welfare outcomes.  It highlights that animal 

owners and keepers need to be constantly aware that they bear the primary legislative, as 

well as ethical and moral, responsibility for ensuring the welfare of animals under their care.   

‘Working in partnership’ is a further key aspect that will feature in the new Animal Welfare 

Strategy.  In Ireland, we are fortunate to have some well established groups already in 

place, such as the Farmed Animal Welfare Advisory Council (FAWAC) under the 

chairmanship of Professor Patrick Fottrell.  This group is made up of representatives of 

farmers, veterinarians, welfare charities, academics and government. It has now been in 

existence for 17 years – among its many achievements include the Early Warning System 

(which seeks to address on-farm welfare concerns before they become serious and enable 

early interventions) and the publication of various best practice Guidelines. These guidelines 

relate to the welfare of laying hens, the welfare of pigs, managing acutely injured livestock 

on farms, the welfare of broiler chickens, the welfare of animals during transport, welfare 

guidelines for horses, ponies and donkeys, welfare guidelines for beef, sheep and dairy 

farmers and welfare guidelines for horses at gatherings and sales.    

The Scientific Advisory Committee on Animal Health and Welfare under the chairmanship of 

Dr. Colm Gaynor has provided important scientific advice and recommendations on issues 

relating to animal husbandry practices and slaughter.  The Irish Pet Advertising Advisory 

Group (IPAAG) and the Greyhound Forum have also played key roles, bringing stakeholders 

together to address specific welfare related issues.  

 At this point, I would like to mention the ‘One Welfare’ concept which will also feature in 

the Strategy.  This builds on the ‘One Health’ initiative, which recognises that the health of 

humans, animals and the environment are inextricable linked and that progress across all 

three domains is necessary – with practitioners (doctors, ecologists and veterinarians) - 



needing to work collaboratively if we are to optimise the sustainability of the world for the 

benefit of society. 

‘One Welfare’ similarly recognises the inter-connectedness of human wellbeing and animal 

welfare in our society and that, in many instances, where either is threatened, it is 

necessary to consider both perspectives. From a practical point of view, this concept and 

approach seeks to better understand the positive two-way inter-relationship and inter-

dependency between animals and their owners, where if these relationships break down, it 

has the potential for very negative health and welfare outcomes for both animals and 

humans. ‘One Welfare’ seeks to raise awareness of this relationship and to bring together 

various disciplines, including social scientists, human health professionals, veterinary 

professionals and agriculture scientists to work collaboratively on animal welfare and 

human wellbeing.   

The new strategy will include a focus on scientific and evidence-based animal welfare 

research, on improved measurement of strategic implementation of initiatives and 

programmes, and on enhanced, sensitive and robust enforcement systems. 

Before going on to speak in more detail on horse welfare, I will take the opportunity, just 

briefly, to reflect a little on the issue of social commentary in the area of animal welfare. 

Within society, we must acknowledge the way new technologies and media platforms 

provide a powerful tool in highlighting issues and getting engagement of citizens. In the area 

of animal welfare, social media is playing an increasingly prominent role. However, as across 

all areas of ‘on-line life’, caution needs to be exercised – with regard to the authenticity and 

veracity of postings; where opinion may be presented, or be misinterpreted, as fact; where 

incendiary or abusive comments are made; where on-line commentary/conversations flow 

but where any suspicion or indeed evidence that people may have is not brought to the 

attention of the regulatory authorities – or when done so, is well after the event which 

impacts on the ability to effectively investigate. It is increasingly difficult for citizen to 

understand what is the truth! A significant challenge for us is to provide a trusted source of 

information.  

 

Equine Welfare  

The welfare needs of equines are broadly similar to all other animals kept by man and they 

are subject to the same legislative framework.   It is worth noting that equines are relatively 

few in number in Ireland when compared with other species (estimated to be in the region 

of 250,000, whereas there are in the region of 6.6m cattle, 3.7m Sheep, 1.6m Pigs, 3.6m 

laying hens and approximately 0.75m dogs).  



Equines differ in a number of respects from other kept animals however, in that they  

 Generally live much longer than any other domesticated animal species 

 Are kept for a greater variety of reasons - as companion animals, for leisure pursuits, 

for competition, for cultural reasons and for food purposes – (very few, if any, are 

now kept in Ireland as working animals). 

 May experience a change in utility with age, especially those that have participated 

as athletes. 

 May be treated with animal remedies that are not licensed for use in other food 

producing animals – which reflects the multiple uses that horses are engaged in. 

 Are expensive to keep, being large animals – this is inter-connected with their 

longevity and their change in utility as they get older 

 Are, on an individual animal basis, predisposed to being transported more often than 

other animals during the course of their life time. 

 Have a very significant variance in their economic value, which reflects what they are 

used for.  

These differences, as well as the fact that horses are generally more visible to a broader 

proportion of society – (as with dogs and cats, quite a number are kept outside of farming 

situations) - increase the challenge of ensuring the welfare of horses over their lifetime. 

That said, similar to all other species, it is important to acknowledge that the vast majority 

of horses in Ireland are kept in conditions that are generally acceptable from a welfare 

perspective.  

Because of these specific challenges, DAFM has paid additional attention to the welfare of 

horses. In broad terms, we encounter similar types of presenting signs as for other farmed 

species – ranging from different degrees of neglect where there is failure to provide the 

basic needs of an animal from a nutrition or husbandry perspective to some instances of 

actual cruelty inflicted on an animal. Some of the neglect type cases fall into the ‘One 

Welfare’ domain, whereas others do not.  

A particular confounding factor with horses, which is almost unique when dealing with 

farmed animals, is where animals are allowed to stray. This is not a new phenomenon. The 

Control of Horses Act was introduced in 1996 in response to the acknowledged practice of 

animals not being controlled by their owners and being allowed to stray. This gave powers 

to local authorities to control where horses could be kept and also powers to seize 

wandering or straying horses – recognising the need for local authorities to have the 

legislative capability to control nuisance and health and safety challenges posed by un-

restrained animals in public areas, as well as a means of dealing with horses placed on 



private property without the landowners consent. Whilst the welfare of such animals may 

on occasions be a concern, this is not always the case. 

This straying phenomenon is then also confounded by a more recently recognised practice 

of horses being abandoned. These events are relatively infrequent; however, from an 

animal welfare perspective, it is totally unacceptable that any domesticated animal be 

abandoned by its owner – domesticated animals are not bred to be able to fend for 

themselves. 

Both these types of scenarios are captured in data relating to seizures of animals under the 

Control of Horses Act 1996. Whilst still at an unacceptable level, the overall numbers seized 

has been falling year on year from a high of almost 5,000 in 2014 to less than 1,500 last 

year.  The reduction in numbers and greater re-homing possibilities in Europe are assisting 

the situation, with reduced number of horses being euthanised.  

One of the main challenges in dealing with this straying/abandoned horse scenario has been 

difficulty in establishing the owner or person in charge of the animal. Because of the 

historical diverse nature of the equine industry, the regulatory framework in areas of 

identification and traceability have developed differently and have not advanced at the 

same rate as systems for cattle for instance. It should be recalled that as a result of the 

different uses to which horses are put, they also move much more frequently than other 

farm species. Two relatively recent Statutory Instruments - S.I. No 62 of 2016 European 

Union (Identification of Equidae) Regulations 2015 and S.I. No 113 of 2014 Control on Places 

Where Horses are Kept Regulations now support the identification and traceability of 

equines.    

In the Department’s continuing efforts to bring about improvement in the area of equine 

welfare, it has engaged with local authorities, charities involved in equine welfare and other 

interested parties in a series of initiatives aimed at promoting good animal welfare over 

recent years.  Key amongst these has been the development of State supported Equine 

Centres in a number of urban areas, and projects at the edge of provincial towns that 

involve stabling facilities for those that find it difficult to access land. For example, in Dublin, 

the Department was pleased to assist in the financing of the Clondalkin Equine Club with 

South Dublin County Council.  The Department is also involved in projects involving the 

Traveller Community in Carrick-on-Shannon and Longford. You will likely have noted the 

launch last week by Minister Stanton of the outcome of a research project on Traveller 

Horse Ownership, which project was funded by DAFM.  

The Department has also undertaken an initiative in raising awareness of the critical 

importance of good horse welfare amongst road racing sulky participants and the owners 



and keepers of trotting horses. In this regard, the Department has engaged a relevant 

education provider to deliver an education programme to assist in this process.  A key 

element of the programme’s intent is to encourage participants to move from the practice 

of road racing and to encourage engagement in regulated Irish Harness Racing Association 

activities.  The programme will lead to improved welfare conditions for equines kept for the 

purposes of trotting and harness racing with an increased focus of good husbandry practice, 

increased awareness of the legal requirements for owners and keepers of equines kept for 

these purposes.  A number of courses have been completed in Mallow, Cashel and Dublin.  

Further courses are planned for the coming months. 

The Department is also supporting an education programme with a focus on horse welfare 

in schools in Limerick city.  The results to date have been very positive with employment 

opportunities being pursued with the assistance of the Racing Academy and Centre for 

Education (RACE) and a number of training yards. 

The Department will continue to engage in these various initiatives with a view of bringing 

about ongoing improvements in horse welfare. 

To conclude, I hope I have provided you with a broad overview of animal welfare and the 

activities that the Department of Agriculture Food and the Marine is pursuing in advancing 

this matter which is of major and increasing societal interest. I will be glad to take question 

from the members of the Committee at this stage. 

 

END 




