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LICENSING GUIDANCE (COMPLETE GUIDANCE)

What is Licensing?  									+

Local Authorities (which includes the term ‘Council’) in England, Scotland and Wales are responsible for issuing licences to businesses that hire out horses.  In Northern Ireland, licences are issued by the Divisional Veterinary Office.

Licenses are granted through a process of application (by the operator of the business) and inspection (by a suitably qualified inspector).  Licensing is intended to confirm that the operator of the business has the competence, processes and facilities necessary to assure the welfare of the horses that are used by the business.  

Local Authorities are responsible also for enforcing other regulations (for example: health, fire, environmental and food safety, consumer protection and planning).  Thus, although licensing is primarily about animal welfare, Local Authorities are legally permitted to add further conditions and standards to the License which, when inspected, demonstrate compliance across this wider suite of regulation.

The information provided on this page, and subsequent pages, is offered as advice and not authoritative guidance.  You must ensure that you are familiar with relevant national legislation and regulation, and we recommend that you review any specific guidance provided by your Local Authority (normally on their website). 

What are the Legislation and Regulations? 				

Riding Establishments in England, Scotland and Wales are required by law to be licensed by local authorities under the Riding Establishments Acts 1964 and 1970.  These laws have been supplemented by:

· England:  the Licensing of Activities Involving Animals (England) Regulations 2018.
· Scotland:  the Animal Health and Welfare (Scotland) Act 2006.
· Wales: Animal Welfare (Licensing of Activities Involving Animals) (Wales) Regulations 2021

Riding Establishments in Northern Ireland are licensed under Welfare of Animals Act (Northern Ireland) 2011, Welfare of Animals Act (Northern Ireland) 1972 and
Riding Establishments Regulations (Northern Ireland) 1980.

Statutory Guidance (which sets out minimum criteria for licensing) and Codes of Practice (which provide a practical guide for owners and keepers of horses) have been issued in England and Scotland:

· England:
· Hiring out horses licensing: statutory guidance for local authorities – February 22 
· Code of Practice for the Welfare of Horses, Ponies, Donkeys and Their Hybrids 
· Scotland:  
· Each Local Authority issues its own guidance, which is normally available through their website
· Code of Practice for the Welfare of Equidae 
 
While the Legislation, Regulations and Codes of Practice do differ across the nations of the United Kingdom, their intent is the same - to assure the welfare of horses that are hired out by businesses.

Links to the Legislation and Regulations can be found in the Resources Area of the ABRS+ website.

Do I need a License? 								

You require a licence if you are business that hires out horses for riding and/or instruction in riding.  This could include:

· Riding schools
· Loan horses
· Hunter hirelings
· Pony and donkey rides
· Polo instruction
· Pony parties where the ponies are ridden

Pony party businesses that use ponies that are not ridden must be licensed as Keeping or Training Animals for Exhibition Licence (England) or Performing Animals Regulations (Scotland and Wales).

In determining whether an activity constitutes a business, Local Authorities may consider indicators such as the HMRC ‘badges of trade’ and the £1,000 trading allowance. These are used as guidance only and are not determinative; factors such as frequency of activity, level of organisation and intent to make a profit will also be considered. 

The term ‘horse’ is an inclusive term that covers wide variety of equine descriptive names, including mare, gelding, pony, foal, colt, filly, stallion, donkey, ass, mule, jennet and hinny. 

Your Local Authority is responsible for determining whether you fall within the regulations and require a licence.  If you are not sure whether you need a licence, you should contact your Local Authority licensing team for advice.

 How do I apply for a License? 							

You must apply for a License through your Local Authority using the process described on their Website.  To do so, you will need to complete their Application Form which you will either fill in and submit on-line, or download for submission by post or email.

You must apply and be granted a licence before commencing licensable activities.  If you already have a licence, you should apply for re-licensing before your existing licence terminates and allowing sufficient time (~3 months) for your Local Authority to complete the re-licensing process.

The information required by Local Authorities at application does vary but typically will include:

· Details about the Applicant.
· Details about the Applicant’s business.
· Information about the Riding Establishment to be licensed.
· Information on stabling, grazing and other associated facilities.
· Details of the horses that will be hired for riding and/or instruction.
· Information on who will manage the Riding Establishment and on what basis they are competent to do so.
· Details of the veterinary surgeon used by the Riding Establishment.
· Details of the Public Liability Insurance held.
· Details of any disqualifications or convictions associated with animal welfare.  

Before applying for a licence, you should ensure that you have the required planning permission to use the premises as a riding establishment, to erect new stables or other buildings on the site, and/or have obtained Permission for Change of Use.

How much will the License cost? 						

The Regulations allow Local Authorities to charge fees for licensing (including application, inspection and enforcement) but that these fees should be ‘reasonable’.  

The structure of fees and the amounts payable varies by Local Authority.  Some Local Authorities require the full fee to be paid on application, while others charge a smaller fee on application and make a further charge for the issue of the licence.  In addition to the application and/or issuing charges, a re-occurring Annual Fee may also be levied when a multi-year licence is issued.  Additional charges are normally levied for re-inspection and for varying the licence (for example, the addition or removal of named horses from the licence).  Veterinary fees are normally an additional charge and are invoiced separately. 

The specific fees that you will need to pay will be detailed on your Local Authority Website.  

What does an inspection for licensing involve? 			

Once you have applied for a licence and paid any associated fees, where these are required, you will be provided with an inspection date by your Local Authority.

The inspection will be carried out by a suitably qualified inspector appointed by the Local Authority, accompanied by a listed veterinarian, or a listed veterinarian who has been appointed as an inspector by the Local Authority.  

The Local Authority has legal responsibilities that extend into areas such as Health and Safety, Building Regulations, Safeguarding and others.  Although the licensing inspection will focus on the welfare of the horses, the inspector may also seek evidence that other legal requirements are being met.

The inspection will comprise: 

· A review of documents and records that demonstrate that you have, are and will comply with relevant legislation and regulations.
· An inspection of the horses, tack, premises and facilities to confirm adequacy of care and suitability for use.

Some Local Authorities are willing to conduct pre-inspection advisory visits.  Where this is offered, the service will be identified on their Website.  Where it is not explicitly offered, you can call your Local Authority licensing team to determine whether pre-licensing support is available.

The ABRS offer an Advisory Service.  We can provide practical advice and guidance to members and support them through the licensing process.

What documents and records do I need to present? 		

To satisfy the licensing requirements, you will need to have written policies, procedures and plans that describe how you run your business on a day-to-day basis.  These will need to be supplemented by specific records that provide objective evidence of activities performed, events occurred and/or results achieved.

· Policies provide guidelines and principles that describe how you wish for decisions to be made within your business:
· Procedures describe how you run your business on a day-to-day basis.  They allow someone who is new to your business to know how things are done
· Plans set out specific actions that are intended to achieve a specific aim
· Records are documents (in paper or digital form) that  provide objective evidence of activities performed, events occurred, results achieved or statements made

You are required to retain and present records for the last three years (and in some specific cases for 5 years).  Where you are unable to do so (for example, where your business is new), this will not prevent you gaining a licence but may impact on the length of licence granted. 

Your Local Authority may ask that some documents and records be submitted with your Application.  This will be detailed on their Website or Application Form.  Their Inspector will review documents and records during the inspection.  

The documents and records required can be grouped into four areas: Inspection, Safety, Staff and Client; these are describe in more detail at the Annexes.  There is also a detailed inspection workbook that is available to Members in the ABRS+ Member’s Area.

How long does a licence last? 						

If you are located in Scotland or Northern Ireland, your Licence must be renewable annually. In Wales, licence duration is determined by the Local Authority and may be issued for more than one year.”

If you are located in England, your business will be assigned a business risk rating (low or higher risk) and a star rating (between 1 and 5 stars).   Depending on your risk rating and star rating, your licence will be valid for 1, 2 or 3 years:

	Risk Matrix
	Welfare standards

	
	Minor failings
	Minimum standards
	Higher standards

	Business Risk
	Low Risk
	1 star
1 year licence
	3 star
2 year licence
	5 star
3 year licence

	
	Higher Risk
	1 star
1 year licence
	2 star
1 year licence
	4 star
2 year licence



[bookmark: Safety]How is my business risk determined?					

Business Risk is an assessment of the likelihood that compliance will be maintained satisfactorily into the future.  New businesses that do not have three years of compliance history with a local authority will automatically be considered high risk as they have no operational history.

	Risk scoring table
	Low (score 1 points)
	High (score 2 points)

	Compliance history

	Inspections
	Documented evidence from formal inspections over the previous three years reveal consistent and high levels of compliance in terms of welfare standards and risk management
	Formal inspections over the previous three years reveal some degree of non-compliance that has required the intervention of the inspector for the business to ultimately recognise and address these. More serious breaches would attract other enforcement action: suspension, revocation, prosecution.

	Follow up action
	No evidence of follow-up action by local authority in the last year apart from providing the licence holder with a copy of the inspection report, or sending them a letter identifying some minor, administrative areas for improvement (for example minor record keeping issues)
	Follow up action by the local authority, such as sending them letters, triggered by low level non-compliance that is not addressed, or the business does not recognise the significance of the need to address the non-compliance.

	Re-inspection
	No re-inspection necessary (apart from standard unannounced inspection) before next planned licence inspection / renewal
	Re-inspection necessary to ensure compliance.

	Complaint history

	Complaints to the Local Authority
	No complaints received direct to the LA that are justified in relation to welfare standards or procedural issues during the previous three years
	Low level substantiated complaints identifying concerns over the business / licence holder have been received within the previous three years.

	Complaints to the business
	Licence holder records and documents any feedback received directly, in order to demonstrate compliance and willingness to address issues, and can provide evidence of this
	Licence holder does not record feedback received directly or show willingness to address any issues identified.

	Appreciation of: 

	Welfare standards - enrichment
	Sound understanding by the licence holder of relevant environmental enrichment applicable to the activity (guided by expert advice), with demonstrated implementation
	Little environmental enrichment present, inconsistently used and its importance not understood or really valued.

	Hazards/risks
	Licence holder clearly understands their role and responsibilities under the legislation. Hazards to both staff and animals clearly understood, properly controlled and reviewed with supporting evidence where applicable.
	Licence holder not fully engaged with their role/responsibilities, lacks time to fulfil role, no system for review and reassessment of hazards to both animals and staff.

	Hazards/risks - maintenance
	A suitably planned maintenance, repair and replacement program for infrastructure and equipment is in place.
	No planned maintenance program. Building, installations and equipment allowed to deteriorate before action is implemented.

	Hazards/risks - knowledge and experience
	Staff have specialist and appropriate knowledge of the taxa / species that are kept. There is sufficient staff, time and resource for daily, adequate routine monitoring, evidenced through records and staff rotas.
	Key staff lack experience / knowledge of the species. Staff appear overburdened and / or unsupported by management, corners being cut.

	Hazards/risks - dealing with issues
	Clear defined roles / responsibilities of staff, with clear processes for reporting and addressing any identified issues.
	Lack of any process, or ownership and responsibility within the business to identify and deal with issues.

	Welfare management procedures

	Written procedures
	Written procedures / policies clearly documented, implemented and reviewed appropriately.
	Limited written procedures / polices. No overall strategic control or direction.

	Supervision of Staff
	Appropriate supervision of staff evident where applicable.
	Inadequate supervision of staff evident on inspecting or from the training records.

	Record keeping
	All required records maintained and made available.
	Poor standard of record keeping, records out of date or appear to be being manufactured - relevance of records not appreciated.

	Training
	Planned training programme for staff to review and assess competency, with documented training records.
	Little or no evidence of relevant training or system for review and reassessment.

	A score of 17 or less = Low risk.  A score of 18 or more = Higher risk.





How is the level of welfare standard determined?			+

In England, the 'specific' and the 'general' welfare standards that you are required to meet are set out in the ‘Guidance notes for conditions for hiring out horses – February 2022’.  You can use our self-assessment checklist( [image: Icon
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Description automatically generated]) to check your compliance against the specific and general standards and to plan your remedial actions where you do not comply.  The Guidance Notes and Checklist can be found in the Resources Area of the ABRS+ website.  You must meet the standards as follows:

· Minimum standards:

You must meet minimum standards set out in the guidance documents. 

· Minor failings:
AA
A licence will be issued as the failings are normally only administrative.  A licence is not issued or will be suspended or revoked where the welfare of animals may be compromised. 

· Higher standards:

There are two types of higher standard: 'required' and 'optional'.  To apply the higher standards, businesses need to achieve all of the 'required' higher standards and 50 per cent of the 'optional' higher standards.  Meeting the higher standards is optional but is the only way to gain a higher star rating.  A business must meet the minimum standards before the higher standards can be considered.  

To obtain a 4 or 5 Star rating, all of the criteria below must be met: 

· There must be an option for a permanent individual turn out paddock/pen to allow horses their own area for grazing/turnout if required owing to ill-health or domination by other horses
· Horses must be inspected at least once during the out-of-hours period (e.g. 1800-0800)
· All horses must have a structured management and care programme to include their exercise needs with suitable alternatives for those unable to exercise, such as additional grooming, physiotherapy etc
· Each horse will have its own specific care plan detailing age and any health-related conditions
· Records must evidence individual monitoring and training plans for horses in connection with individual training needs to complement their use within a riding school. This must be accompanied by evidence of regular and effective checks with saddler for comfort and fit
· Initial assessments must be undertaken for new riders and details of assessment recorded
· Documented risk assessment must be available for all such equipment, for example horse clippers, horse walkers, yard blowers, arena levelling equipment and any additional therapy based machines or equipment
· Documented risk assessment must be available for activities, including PPE requirements that include the appropriateness of PPE relative to different tasks and situations.

3 of the 5 criteria below must also be met: 

· Horses will not be in reach of each other to bite and there will be room to work around them. Horses will be in view of each other, unless kept singly for management reasons, such as isolation or stallion management purposes
· There must be a separate secure, clean and well-lit veterinary inspection area that enables safe access to allow inspection of a horse
· There must be a separate well-lit, lockable, purpose-built feed room with water available and additional storage for supplements
· A competent person must be on-site at all times
· Independent specialist nutritional advice must be sought as appropriate for individual horses and documented alongside the weekly body condition scoring. Records must evidence individual health plans and monitoring for horses in connection with dietary requirements. There must be legible and up-to-date feed chart on display that informs correct feeding amounts for individual horses.

In Scotland and Wales, there is no centrally issued Guidance Notes.  Some Local Authorities publish their own guidance notes on their websites.  If these are not available, you should consult your Local Authority Licensing Inspector.  In general, however, the Guidance Notes used in England and the ABRS+ guides are a good guide to the standards that are likely to be required.

What do I do if I am refused a License or are unhappy with the Conditions or Star Rating?							

You have the right to appeal if you are refused a licence, are unhappy with any conditions imposed or think your star rating is wrong.  You should check your Local Authority website to confirm when and how you lodge an appeal.

You may also be able to request for a re-visit where you have made the improvements to correct observations that arose during the inspection.  If your Local Authority offers this service, they will normally charge an associated fee.  

Will I be inspected during the period of the licence?		

The Local Authority have the right to inspect a Riding Establishment at any time to confirm that the conditions of the licence are not being breached.

In England, the Local Authority is required to carry out one unannounced inspection during the term of the licence.



Annex A - Licensing Guidance (Inspection Requirements)

Operators must ensure appropriate documentation, procedures and standards are in place to protect the health, safety and welfare of horses, staff, clients and the public.
	Area
	Requirement
	What Must Be Presented at Inspection
	Notes

	Licensing & Records
	A valid licence must be held and conditions complied with.
	- Licence on display 
- Insurance certificate 
- Horse register 
- Vet / farrier records 
- Workload records
	Records current and complete

	Staffing & Supervision
	Adequate, competent staff must supervise all activities.
	- Staff list / roles 
- Evidence of competence 
- Supervision observed
	Ratios appropriate

	Suitability of Horses
	Horses must be fit, suitable and of appropriate temperament.
	- Horses in work observed 
- Matching to riders 
- Workload evidence
	No horse overworked

	Horse Welfare (Daily Care)
	Horses must have suitable care and be protected from harm.
	- Water, feed, shelter available 
- Horses in good condition 
- Daily care evident
	Visual + discussion

	Preventative Healthcare
	Horses must receive routine preventative care.
	- Vaccination records 
- Worming programme 
- Dental records (if available) 
- Body condition monitoring
	Programme should be consistent

	Veterinary & Farriery Care
	Routine and responsive health care must be maintained.
	- Vet contact details 
- Treatment records 
- Farriery schedule 
- Evidence unfit horses not used
	Clear system in place

	Biosecurity & Disease Control
	Measures must be in place to prevent spread of disease.
	- Isolation arrangements (stable/area) 
- Procedure for new/sick horses 
- Hygiene practices (equipment, yard)
	Especially relevant for high turnover yards

	Tack & Equipment
	Tack must be safe, suitable and correctly fitted.
	- Tack in use 
- Storage area 
- Riding hats (to standard)
	Check fit and condition

	Facilities
	Premises must be safe and suitable.
	- Arena / riding areas 
- Fencing 
- Yard condition 
- Mounting area
	No hazards

	Safety Procedures
	Risk assessments and emergency procedures must be in place.
	- Risk assessments 
- Accident book 
- First aid provision 
- Emergency plan
	Reflect actual activities

	Matching Horses to Riders
	Horses must be appropriately matched to rider ability.
	- Observation of riding 
- Staff explanation
	Beginners supervised






Annex B - Licensing Guidance (Health & Safety Requirements)
Operators must ensure appropriate documentation, procedures and standards are in place to protect the health, safety and welfare of horses, staff, clients and the public.

	Area
	Requirement
	What Must Be Presented at Inspection
	Notes

	Health & Safety Policy
	A system must be in place for managing health and safety.
	- Health & Safety policy (where required)
- Evidence staff are aware of arrangements
	Proportionate to size of business

	Risk Assessments
	Risks to staff, clients and horses must be assessed and controlled.
	- General risk assessment
- Activity-specific assessments (riding, handling, off-site)
- Evidence controls in place
	Must reflect actual activities

	COSHH (Hazardous Substances)
	Hazardous substances must be identified and controlled.
	- List of substances (medicines, chemicals)
- COSHH assessments
- Safe storage observed
	Includes yard and equine-specific substances

	Fire Safety Risk Assessment
	Fire risks must be assessed and controlled.
	- Fire risk assessment
- Fire plan (including horses)
- Escape routes visible
	Must consider people and horses

	Fire Safety Management
	Fire safety systems must be maintained.
	- Fire log book
- Equipment checks
- Drill records (if applicable)
	Records up to date

	First Aid Provision
	Adequate first aid arrangements must be in place.
	- First aid kit
- Identified trained person
- First aid plan
	Accessible at all times

	Accident Reporting
	Accidents must be recorded and managed.
	- Accident book
- Reporting procedure
- Staff awareness
	Legal requirement

	Emergency Procedures
	Clear procedures must exist for emergencies.
	- Emergency plan (injury, loose horse, fire)
- Staff able to explain procedures
	Should reflect real scenarios

	Horse Handling & Riding Rules
	Safe systems of work must be in place.
	- Written or verbal rules
- Staff following consistent approach
	Observed in practice

	Notice Board / Information
	Key safety information must be displayed.
	- Fire action notice
- Emergency contacts
- First aid information
	Clearly visible

	Premises Plan
	Layout of premises must be understood.
	- Site map (if available)
- Access/exit routes identified
	Useful for emergencies

	Safety Certificates
	Relevant equipment and installations must be safe.
	- PAT testing (if applicable)
- Electrical/gas certificates (if applicable)
	Current where required




Annex C - Licensing Guidance (Staffing & Employment Requirements)

Operators must ensure appropriate staffing arrangements, employment practices and supervision systems are in place to protect the health, safety and welfare of horses, staff, clients and the public.
	Area
	Requirement
	What Must Be Presented at Inspection
	Notes

	Staffing Levels
	Adequate staffing must be in place for all activities.
	- Staff present on site
- Staffing levels observed during activities
	Must reflect workload

	Staff Competence
	Staff must be competent for their role.
	- Evidence of experience/training
- Staff handling horses and riders
- Staff explanations
	Formal qualifications not always required

	Supervision
	Activities must be appropriately supervised.
	- Riders supervised in practice
- Staff positioning during lessons/rides
	Ratios appropriate to risk

	Induction & Training
	Staff must receive appropriate induction and ongoing training.
	- Induction process (formal or informal)
- Evidence staff understand procedures
	Proportionate to role

	Horse Knowledge
	Staff must understand horses in their care.
	- Ability to discuss horses
- Awareness of temperament, workload, needs
	Observed through discussion

	Emergency Awareness
	Staff must understand emergency procedures.
	- Staff able to explain actions (accident, loose horse, fire)
	Practical understanding required

	Working Hours & Fatigue
	Working practices must not compromise safety.
	- Staff rota (if available)
- Evidence of breaks/rest
	Avoid fatigue risks

	Safeguarding
	Safeguarding measures must be in place where applicable.
	- Awareness of safeguarding
- Procedures (if working with children)
	Relevant to client group

	Employment Records
	Basic employment records must be maintained.
	- Staff list
- Roles/responsibilities
- Contracts or agreements (if applicable)
	Proportionate

	Right to Work
	Staff must be legally permitted to work.
	- Evidence of right to work checks
	Legal requirement

	Volunteers / Casual Staff
	Roles and supervision must be clear.
	- Defined duties
- Supervision observed
	Common in riding establishments





[bookmark: Client]Annex D - Licensing Guidance (Client Safety & Management Requirements)

Operators must ensure appropriate systems are in place to protect clients, including their safety, suitability for activities and overall management while on site.
	Area
	Requirement
	What Must Be Presented at Inspection
	Notes

	Client Registration
	Clients must be registered and relevant details recorded.
	- Rider registration forms
- Emergency contact details
	Records up to date

	Rider Assessment
	Clients must be assessed for suitability before riding.
	- Initial assessment process
- Staff explanation
- Riders observed
	Especially beginners

	Medical Information
	Relevant health information must be obtained.
	- Medical disclosures on forms
- Staff awareness of conditions
	Handled appropriately

	Rider Briefing
	Clients must receive safety instructions.
	- Safety briefing observed or explained
- Clear instructions given before riding
	Consistent approach

	Protective Equipment
	Appropriate equipment must be used.
	- Riding hats to standard
- Suitable footwear
- Equipment checks before riding
	Checked prior to activity

	Supervision
	Clients must be appropriately supervised.
	- Riders supervised during activity
- Staff positioning observed
	Ratios appropriate

	Matching Riders & Horses
	Horses must be matched to rider ability.
	- Allocation observed
- Staff explanation
	Key control measure

	Consent & Risk Acknowledgement
	Clients must be informed of risks.
	- Signed forms (if used)
- Verbal explanation of risks
	Not a substitute for safety

	Accident Procedure
	Clear process must be in place for incidents.
	- Staff able to explain response
- Link to accident recording
	Aligned with H&S

	Customer Information
	Clear information must be provided to clients.
	- Rules, signage, instructions
- Information visible and understood
	Supports safe behaviour
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