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These keys open doors to 
equine-inclusive communities

By Danielle Bolte / courtesy elcr.org

Horses bring many 
benefits to our local 
communities including 

economic, ecological, and aes-
thetic, and they enhance our 
general health and well-being. 
Plus, horses can be local eco-
nomic drivers; according to the 
American Horse Council 2005 
National Economic Impact of 
the U.S. Horse Industry Study, 
the equine industry accounted 
for 460,000 full-time jobs with 
an annual impact of $39 billion 
annually to our economy, gener-
ating $1.9 billion in taxes.

Also, horses and the beautiful 
scenic vistas that horse lands 
provide contribute greatly 
to our communities and our 
quality of life. It is important 
to note, though, that horses 
cannot provide these benefits 
without the land to support 
them. Increasingly, both horse-
men and non-horsemen have 

witnessed open areas that were 
once horse lands taken over by 
development. According to the 
2012 USDA Census from 2007 to 
2012 the number of horse ranch-
es decreased by 14% (71,146) and 
the horse population decreased 
by 11% (407,479). Poorly planned, 
uncontrolled development or 
sprawl, population growth, and 
a citizenry that is increasingly 
unfamiliar with livestock are the 
greatest threats to equestrians 
and horse land owners today.

While premier horse facilities, 
competition and recreational 
riding venues can exist close to 
(and even in) cities, local land 
use planning must purposefully 
incorporate them. By includ-
ing horses into the land use 
planning process and making 
communities equestrian-friend-
ly, planning departments can 
encourage horse owners to 
remain in the area or possibly 
move to the area for the provid-

ed amenities. Here are seven 
steps that can help incorporate 
horses into the land use and 
community plans.

STEP 1: Know Your Equestrian 
Community.

The shape of the local horse 
industry will determine what 
types of facilities are necessary. 
Understanding what types of 
equestrian uses are present in 
the area and where they are 
located is an essential knowl-
edge base for future planning, 
but one that many communities 
are lacking. Horse owners are 
not a uniform body; the equine 
industry ranges in scale from the 
backyard horse owner to large 
show facilities and racetracks. 
In addition, horses are used for 
many purposes, ranging from 
companion animals to trail and 
endurance horses to show and 
race horses. For example, areas 
with large populations of rec-
reational trail riders may have 
more need of well-maintained 
trail systems than areas with a 
high population of racehorses or 
gaited show horses.

STEP 2: Develop and Maintain 
Equestrian-Friendly Trail Systems.

Recreational and trail riding 
are the most popular uses of 
horses, with nearly 4 of the 9.2 
million horses in the country 
used solely for this purpose. 
Therefore, one of the most 
widely attractive amenities 
that can be provided to horse 
owners is a well maintained and 
horse-friendly trail system.

What makes a trail system 
“equestrian friendly?” First of 
all, there must be ample space 
to park and turn horse trailers 
around. A few stalls or paddocks 
may not be amiss in well-used 
areas, especially where camp-
ing is also a possibility, but as a 
minimum there must be water 
available at the trail head, and 
possibly along the trail as well, 
depending on its length.

The trails themselves should 
be reasonably wide to allow for 
safe passage, and the footing 
should be natural, not gravel or 
pavement, to aid in traction and 
avoid bruising of the horses’ feet. 
When clearing overhead limbs 
from the trail, consider that a 
rider’s head is often eight feet or 
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Seven 
Steps 
for Horsetowns

Residential equestrian trails, 
like the 95 miles of trails found 
in the City of Norco, are key to 
maintaining a horse community.
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more from the ground, and clear 
the overhead space accordingly. 
Be sure trails are well-marked; 
pocket sized maps could be 
made available at the trailhead 
to complement marks along the 
route. Also, if trail systems are 
shared with other users, such as 
hikers with dogs or bicyclists, be 
sure that rules for shared use of 
the trails are clearly posted and 
enforced.

Maintenance of the trail sys-
tem should include trimming 
of brush along the sides of the 
trail and occasional re-clearing 
of overhead branches. Footing 
should be maintained reason-
ably well, with washouts or 
other unsafe areas repaired, but 
the footing does not need to be 
maintained perfectly level in 
most cases.

STEP 3: Create Equestrian Zones 
or Neighborhoods.

One of the best ways to avoid 
complaints about odor, dust, 
and loose horses is to cluster the 
horse farms near each other. In 
addition to avoiding neighbor 
complaints, this allows for the 
easy development of trails and 
equestrian facilities within these 
communities. In areas where 
horses are a large part of the his-
tory or culture of the community, 
equestrian zones can also be 
used as tourist draws. For exam-
ple, an equestrian zone or neigh-
borhood with a large population 
of young or competitive riders 
could be grouped around a coun-
ty or city show facility, which 
could then provide the govern-
ment with additional income.

STEP 4: Protect Agricultural 
Lands from Development.

One of the most important 
resources for horsekeeping is 
land. The protection of open 
space and agricultural land, of 
which horse farms are usually 
considered a part, is therefore 
vital to the maintenance of 
an equestrian community. In 
addition to pasture, space is 
needed for trails and competi-
tion arenas. Several ways exist 
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to help protect these open 
lands, ranging from Transfer of 
Development Rights (TDR) pro-
grams to zoning definitions.

TDR programs are based on 
the amount of development 
allowed in the zoning code, with 
one zone designated as the 
sending zone, typically in a more 
rural area, which will remain 
more lightly developed than 
allowed, and a separate zone, 
usually in a more urban area, 
designated as a receiving zone 
and allowed to develop more 
densely, for example with five 
stories instead of three. Once the 
development rights are trans-
ferred from the sending zone, 
they are permanently revoked 
from the sending property, leav-
ing the property rural in nature 
in perpetuity -- at least in theory.

Urban Service Boundaries and 
Lot Size Restrictions are zon-
ing-based means to protect the 
rural areas of the community. A 
hard urban service boundary, 
outside of which public sewer 
and water are not extended, can 
limit development outside of 
itself, encouraging the remain-
der of the land to remain largely 
rural while promoting denser 
infill development within the 
boundary, essentially encourag-
ing a larger scale version of clus-
ter development. Over time, the 
boundary is likely to expand, but 
use of such a boundary can help 
slow the sprawl of the urban and 
suburban land uses. Restricting 
lot sizes can also be a tool to 
maintain open space. A com-
munity-wide greenspace plan, 
defining which areas will remain 
open, is also a vital step in pro-
tecting these areas. Without a 
clear picture of what should be 
left as open space, it is too easy 
for development to sprawl out-
wards from an urban area.

STEP 5: Appropriate Codes and 
Ordinances.

Appropriate codes can be 
beneficial to the development of 
an equestrian-friendly commu-
nity, helping to prevent friction 
between neighbors, especially 

where equestrian uses interact 
with non-rural uses. Beneficial 
ordinances encourage creation 
of space in the community. For 
the horse industry, regulations 
on the minimum lot size are 
reasonable, ensuring the provi-
sion of adequate space for the 
horse’s health and well-being as 
well as allowing space to buffer 
odors and dust from the neigh-
bors. Similarly, regulations on 
the number of horses that can 
be kept per acre, or required 
buffers between barns, manure 
piles, and other features of 
equestrian facilities and streams 
and property lines may be 
necessary to avoid conflict and 
protect surface water quality. 
Ordinances such as these help 
equine properties maintain good 
relationships with their neigh-
bors.

STEP 6: Enhance Public 
Awareness.

Improving public awareness 
of the horses in the community 
can help make trail-sharing 
safer and more effective and can 
help develop support for policies 
protecting agricultural lands 
from development. In order for a 
community to be truly equestri-
an-friendly, the rest of the area 
must be aware of the role that 
horses play in the local econom-
ic and ecological reality. Surveys 
can indicate the current level of 
public knowledge and support 
of horses in the community, 
and appropriate actions can be 
determined based on the results.

STEP 7: Incorporate Existing 
Facilities.

Create equestrian zones 
around existing professional 
farms and equestrian neighbor-
hoods in areas that already have 
large horse populations. Even 
in transportation planning, the 
locations of these facilities can 
help determine the type of roads 
necessary, or the most viable 
locations for equestrian-friend-
ly trails. When planning for 
horse-related land uses, refer 
back to the survey of the local 

equine industry suggested in 
step 1.

While not all of these steps 
will be appropriate for all 
communities, they do provide 
a buffet of options for the 
community planner to choose 
from in incorporating horses 
into the master plan. To truly 
serve the existing equestrian 
industry, efforts should also 
be made to reach out to local 
equestrian-oriented groups and 
non-profit organizations to gain 
their input on proposed plans 
or on areas in need of planning. 
Most national equestrian orga-
nizations, such as the United 
States Dressage Federation, 4-H, 
and United States Pony Club, 

have local chapters that can pro-
vide information on the equine 
industry and may provide a 
means for reaching out to the 
local equestrian community for 
suggestions. In addition, many 
non-profit organizations exist to 
encourage interfacing between 
the equestrian community and 
the planning community, includ-
ing ELCR and Horses for Clean 
Water. Researching such organi-
zations in your community will 
likely provide you the informa-
tion you need to plan for your 
local equine industry effectively.

  More online: http://bit.ly/09Aelcr

Ho
rs

et
ra

de
r 

ph
ot

o
Ph

ot
o 

co
ur

te
sy

 L
AE

C

Clustering horse activity in a 
designated area has several 

practical benefits that can gain 
favor with local agencies.

City-sponsored “cross-over” events that bring together a town’s horsepeople and non-
horsepeople, like the Heritage Horse Festival in San Marcos, raise awareness of horses and 
their positive impact in a community. This year’s 15th annual Ride & Stride Fund-raiser at 
Walnut Grove Park will be on Sunday, Oct. 17.




