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Introduction
End-of-life decisions aren’t easy for anyone who has cared for horses, ultimately there will come a time 
when they are necessary. To ensure the animal’s well-being, comfort, and humane end, caregivers should 
always have a plan in place for euthanasia. Being proactive enables choosing a method of euthanasia and 
disposal that is in alignment with individual values and provincial or territorial legislation.

An end-of-life plan may alleviate stress during difficult times, enabling informed choices based on 
compassionate care and financial considerations.

Owners and caregivers who are well-educated about euthanasia tend to be more comfortable with the 
decision and process. The Horse Welfare Alliance of Canada (HWAC) is committed to providing equine 
owners and caretakers across Canada with resources on equine welfare and best practices, including 
euthanasia. HWAC advocates for continual improvement in animal care and emphasizes considering equine 
welfare daily and throughout the animal’s life.

This resource provides comprehensive guidance on end-of-life decisions, including:

•	 Conditions or circumstances that require euthanasia 

•	 Acceptable methods and options for euthanasia 

•	 Carcass disposal options 

The well-being of animals and humans is closely intertwined. While euthanasia is 
intended to be a painless ending for an animal, compassionate deaths are still a loss, 
and can cause significant grief amongst caregivers, owners, and family members. It’s 
important to be mindful of mental health and well-being and to seek support as needed. 

Legislative Landscape
In Canada, the euthanasia of animals is regulated by provincial and territorial laws. Euthanasia can be 
performed or directed to be performed by the horse’s owner or by a peace officer / appointed official as 
defined in provincial or territorial Acts. 

While veterinarians lack the authority to euthanize animals without direction from the owner or a 
designated peace officer / appointed official, they can offer counsel on the appropriateness of euthanasia 
and various application options. It is advisable to acquaint yourself with your provincial and territorial 
animal protection legislation to fully understand the legal framework surrounding euthanasia in your area.

If you are considering transporting a horse for euthanasia, you must do so under the direction of a 
veterinarian and within the legal requirements of the Health of Animals Regulations Part XII. Consult the 
HWAC ‘Equine Transport: Understanding Canada’s Transport of Animals Regulations’ document for an overview 
of transport laws.

https://horsewelfare.ca/wp-content/uploads/2024/06/HWAC_Equine_Transport_Understanding_Canada_Transport_of_Animals_Regulations.pdf
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Section 1: Challenging Decisions
A horse’s quality of life can diminish quickly with a serious illness, disease, injury, or old age. At this 
point, horse owners will be faced with a difficult but necessary decision. The act of ending an animal’s life 
humanely is called euthanasia. This term, which has a Greek origin, means “good death” and involves 
bringing life to an end with minimal pain, fear, distress, and anxiety. 

It is natural to struggle with feelings of guilt and to question whether the timing is right. The fear of 
judgment or criticism only exacerbates an already challenging situation. Viewing euthanasia as an act of 
compassion and the most responsible and humane approach to caring for your equine is crucial. Seeking 
out the guidance and support of your veterinarian can assist you in making these difficult decisions.

Expenses related to added veterinary care, euthanasia, disposal, and other elements  can be a source of 
concern for horse owners. The cost of euthanizing a horse can vary depending on several factors, including 
location, professional fees, additional services required, and specific circumstances surrounding the 
euthanasia. These costs will likely be minimal when compared with fees for ongoing veterinary care and 
management of a deteriorating condition. Local veterinarians or animal services in your area are best 
suited to provide an accurate cost estimate based on your specific situation and needs. 

No matter how challenging this decision may be, delaying euthanasia  could lead to further deterioration 
in the animal’s condition, along with continued discomfort, distress and potentially suffering. Opting for 
euthanasia in a timely manner not only prioritizes horse welfare and comfort but also offers a humane end 
to unnecessary suffering.
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Section 2: Indicators for Euthanasia
Old age, poor health, disease, injury, economics, and safety are all conditions and/or circumstances that 
you may face as an equine owner or caregiver. Examples of specific conditions may include:

•	 A medical condition or surgical procedure that has a poor prognosis for a good quality of life

•	 Continuous or unmanageable pain from a condition that is chronic and incurable

•	 Continuous analgesic medication and/or box stall confinement for the relief of pain for the rest of 
its life

•	 An unmanageable medical or behavioral condition that renders it a hazard to itself or its handlers

•	 Weakness, emaciation, and poor body condition

•	 Unresponsive to treatment

•	 Disease for which no effective treatment is known, or for which the cost or treatment is prohibitive

•	 Drastic weight loss with no potential cure

•	 Severe laminitis

•	 Reportable disease that specifies euthanasia

•	 Unresponsive respiratory disease/illness

•	 Advanced or infectious arthritis

•	 Paralysis from traumatic injuries or disease that results in immobility

•	 Transmittable or zoonotic diseases that is not treatable

•	 Fractures of the legs, hip or spine

•	 Emergency medical conditions that result in severe pain that cannot be relieved by treatment (i.e. 
trauma associated with vehicle incident)

•	 A wound significantly impacting a critical body region or system (i.e., major organ, muscle and 
skeletal systems, brain injury)

•	 Uncontrollable bleeding

When faced with any of these conditions or circumstances, there are several considerations that can help 
an owner through this often-difficult decision process. The following questions are intended to assess the 
horse’s welfare and quality of life, as ultimately this is about what is best for the horse, no matter how 
difficult the decision is for you. Although the answers to these questions are not always straightforward, a 
veterinarian is equipped with the knowledge and skills to help you answer them.

Is the animal experiencing significant pain?

Is continual medication to alleviate pain and suffering required?

Will the animal have to endure a painful and lengthy recovery?

Will the animal be likely to return to normal function post recovery?

Is the animal contagious and a risk to the welfare of others and broader facility operations?

Can the required care be provided during the convalescent period?

Is the animal likely to suffer prolonged chronic pain or immobility?

Will weather extremes create inhumane conditions for the animal during and/or after recovery?

Will the animal be unable to or have difficulty accessing feed and water?
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Will the cost of therapy create an unacceptable financial burden?

Do you have sufficient time for the ongoing care of the animal?

Is the animal dangerous to humans?

Recognizing Pain and Suffering 
Equines are prey animals and do not necessarily express pain and suffering in a manner that is easily 
recognizable to owners and caretakers. They often conceal signs of pain as a survival instinct to protect 
themselves. Behaviour changes are often the first indicator that action is required.

Experience and education are key factors in enabling animal handlers to accurately assess behaviour, 
especially when distinguishing between distress and normal behaviour. For example, an ill horse may 
appear less responsive or become lethargic, while lame horses may simply adjust their gait or posture to 
hide symptoms. It is vital to your horse’s health and welfare that you learn to recognize indicators that 
your animal is experiencing pain, discomfort or distress.

Behavioural indicators that an animal may be experiencing pain or distress include:

•	 Inability or unwillingness to rise or walk

•	 Reluctance to put weight on a limb

•	 Protection of the painful area

•	 Tucked up abdomen

•	 Drooping head and/or ears

•	 Kicking at belly

•	 Grinding teeth

•	 Lack of interest in food, water, or surroundings

•	 Staying away from or indifferent to other animals

•	 Unresponsive when touched

•	 Standing in a rigid position, shivering, trembling or profuse sweating

•	 Unsettled or inability to get comfortable.

Any of the above indicators may appear alone or in conjunction with other signs of pain or distress. There 
may also be subtle facial expressions that indication pain or distress, see the following Horse Grimacing 
Pain Scale.    
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The Horse Grimacing Pain Scale1

The Horse Grimace Pain Scale provides explanations for each of the six facial action units (FAUs). Each FAU 
is scored according to whether it is not present (score of 0), moderately present (score of 1) and obliviously 
present (score of 2). doi:10.1371/journal.pone.0092281.g002

SCALE - not present (score of 0), moderately present (score of 1) and  
obliviously present (score of 2)
Ears stiff and turned 
backwards

The ears are held stiffly and turned backwards. As a result, the space between 
the ears may appear wider relative to baseline.

Orbital tightening The eyelid is partially or completely closed. Any eyelid closure that reduces 
the eye size by more than half should be coded as “obviously present” or “2”.

Tension above the  
eye area

The contraction of the muscles in the area above the eye causes the increased 
visibility of the underlying bone surfaces. If temporal crest bone is clearly 
visible should be coded as “obviously present” or “2”.

Prominent strained 
chewing muscles

Straining chewing muscles are clearly visible as an increase tension about the 
mouth. If chewing muscles are clearly prominent and recognizable the score 
should be coded as “obviously present” or “2”.

Mouth strained and 
pronounced chin

Strained mouth is clearly visible when upper lip is drawn back, and lower lip 
causes a pronounced “chin”. 

Strained nostrils and 
flattening of the profile

Nostrils look strained and slightly dilated, the profile of the nose flattens, and 
lip elongate.

If you are unsure about an animal’s well-being it is important to consult with your veterinarian who 
can assist in assessing the situation.

1  www.researchgate.net/publication/260950013_Development_of_the_Horse_Grimace_Scale_HGS_as_a_Pain_Assessment_
Tool_in_Horses_Undergoing_Routine_Castration

doi:10.1371/journal.pone.0092281.g002
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/260950013_Development_of_the_Horse_Grimace_Scale_HGS_as_a_Pain_Assessment_Tool_in_Horses_Undergoing_Routine_Castration
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/260950013_Development_of_the_Horse_Grimace_Scale_HGS_as_a_Pain_Assessment_Tool_in_Horses_Undergoing_Routine_Castration
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Likelihood of Recovery
One of the most significant challenges in equine care is gauging whether a sick or injured animal will 
recover. Typically, horses should exhibit noticeable improvement within 24 to 48 hours after initiating 
treatment. This timeframe is a critical reference point for evaluating the success of interventions and 
determining the next steps in managing care.

The severity of the illness or injury, along with a horse’s overall health and response to treatment, are 
important factors to consider. Horse owners and caregivers should closely monitor a horse’s progress 
and obtain veterinarian advice in order to make informed decisions about ongoing care and a feasible 
recovery plan.

As caregivers, we all have a responsibility to act in an ethical and humane manner. Under no 
circumstances is prolonging euthanasia for the sake of convenience, a fear of death or allowing a 
suffering animal to die naturally, often referred to as “letting nature take its course,” acceptable. 
When euthanasia is warranted, it should be carried out promptly to minimize pain and distress.

Dangerous Animal
A horse that displays aggressive or unpredictable behavior can pose significant risks to those around 
it, including handlers, riders, and other horses. Euthanasia may become a necessary consideration to 
ensure the safety of both people and other animals. 

While efforts to address behavioral issues through training and management strategies can be beneficial, 
investigating potential sources of pain or neurological disease is also important. However, some horses 
may still pose a danger to themselves and others. In such cases, euthanasia may be considered the most 
humane and responsible course of action to prevent potential harm and ensure the well-being of all 
involved.

Economics 
The cost of treating an animal can often become a significant factor in euthanasia decisions. Veterinary 
care for horses, particularly for serious or chronic conditions, can be expensive and ongoing. Owners 
may find themselves facing a substantial financial burden associated with diagnostic tests, medications, 
surgeries, and ongoing treatments. 

This potential burden may be diminished by the purchase of a medical and surgical insurance plan. This 
is a preplanning step that may allow owners to elect expensive and further treatment.  

Maintaining an ailing horse’s general welfare, in addition to normal care costs, can quickly become 
a financial burden. When presented with mounting expenses and limited resources, owners should 
consider euthanasia as the most humane option, especially if the prognosis for the horse’s recovery is 
uncertain or if the treatment costs far outweigh the potential benefits. It is very rare that rehoming the 
horse is a humane option.
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Section 3: Euthanasia Options
Once the decision to euthanize has been made, owners must determine whether they will perform 
euthanasia themselves or if they will have their veterinarian euthanize their horse. This decision will need 
to take into account several factors including availability or access to a euthanasia method (i.e. firearm, 
captive bolt gun); the skill level required to apply it; comfort with the method and the process and urgency 
of the application. 

If the horse is insured, it may be necessary to obtain permission from the insurance carrier.

Veterinarian
Veterinarians can administer lethal injections that renders the animal unconscious, ultimately leading to 
its death. Alternatively, depending on the situation, some veterinarians may choose to use a firearm or 
captive bolt gun for euthanasia. Your veterinarian will discuss and explain the available options based on 
the specific circumstances and needs of the animal.

Owner 
Owners are legally permitted to euthanize their own horse. However, this approach is only suitable for 
those who possess the necessary skills, knowledge, and confidence to ensure the animal is euthanized 
effectively and without undue pain or distress. Individuals must be comfortable and adequately trained to 
perform the task.

Caregiver
Clear communication and a shared understanding with those responsible for caring for your horses is 
crucial. In times of crisis, delaying decisions due to owner unavailability could result in unnecessary 
pain and suffering of the horse, with valuable time lost due to uncertainty. Always have immediately 
available and be prepared to provide contact numbers for your veterinarian and emergency contacts, along 
with written instructions outlining steps to take in the event of severe illness or catastrophic injury. It’s 
important to ensure that all possible scenarios have been considered and that relevant information is 
readily accessible so that your wishes will be honored.

Emergency Situations

In certain circumstances, euthanizing a horse yourself may become necessary, 
particularly when access to a veterinarian is limited or you are in remote areas and  
are unable to access care in a timely manner. It is important to factor this in your  
end-of-life plan and consider what method you will utilize. Scenarios could also include 
activities like trail riding in rural or inaccessible areas, or during disaster events such  
as wildfires. 
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Processing and Transport
An owner may determine that the most suitable end-of-life option for their animal is at a processing 
facility. It is important to note that this option is only available if the horse is fit for transport. You must 
determine this by reviewing the Health of Animals Regulations – Part XII (Transport of Animals). 

If the animal is UNFIT, it cannot be transported.

If the animal is COMPROMISED, it can only be transported under special provisions.  
The Regulations state that compromised animals must not go through auction markets or 
assembly yards, and they must not travel long distances with a maximum food, water, and  
rest (FWR) interval of 12 hours.

It is ILLEGAL to transport unfit or compromised 
animals to market (as per the definitions in HAR XII).

Consult the HWAC document ‘Equine Transport: Understanding Canada’s Livestock Transport Regulations’

https://horsewelfare.ca/wp-content/uploads/2024/06/HWAC_Equine_Transport_Understanding_Canada_Transport_of_Animals_Regulations.pdf
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Planning for euthanasia will help ensure that the process is as effective, safe, and as stress free as 
possible for both the handler and the animal. Safety, animal welfare, skill level, aesthetics, location, legal 
restrictions, biosecurity requirements, and disposal options are all important factors to consider as you 
select the most appropriate euthanasia plan, approach, and environment. 

Safety
The euthanasia method must be safe for the individuals performing the task and any bystanders or other 
animals present. Measures to minimize hazards or risks should be in place including consideration of:

•	 Proximity to the animal to be euthanized

•	 Availability and use of restraints on the animal to be euthanized

•	 Potential for involuntary kicking, and

•	 The chance a missed gunshot could hit a person or another animal.

Animal Welfare
Handlers must do all they can to minimize anxiety, fear, pain, and distress for the animal. The animal 
must be properly and effectively restrained and/or sedated if necessary, and the welfare and safety of 
nearby animals considered. Animals cannot be dragged or forced to walk on broken limbs except in cases 
of obvious human safety concerns. 

Skill Level 
Euthanasia requires a level of skill and training that will dictate the method selected, and equipment 
required. 

The administration of medically induced euthanasia is appropriate for qualified veterinarians, while 
gunshot and captive bolt gun use can be performed by those with training, experience, and solid knowledge 
of the anatomical location of application of the shot. 

Keep in mind that most failed euthanasia is due to human error. For this reason, the person performing 
euthanasia must be proficient in the application of the method selected to ensure good animal welfare and 
safety for everyone involved. 

Aesthetics 
Some euthanasia methods may be visually more challenging than others, depending on individual levels of 
understanding and comfort. For instance, lethal injections may appear to be more peaceful than a gunshot. 
Factors that affect aesthetics include blood loss, physical trauma to the animal, and involuntary movement 
of the animal following application.

Section 4: Considerations for 
Euthanasia Method
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Location
While an emergency may dictate where euthanasia must take place, in other situations, the owner or 
caregiver may have more opportunity to select a practical environment for the application of euthanasia. 
Access is an important factor to consider when planning euthanasia and determining the logistics for 
carcass removal and disposal. Additionally, it’s crucial to keep in mind that a severely injured horse, such 
as one with a broken leg, hip, or pelvis, should not be forced to walk to a more convenient area. Non-
ambulatory animals should only be moved if there is a concern for human safety. 

The Health of Animals Regulations: 
Part XII: Transport of Animals definition:

Non-ambulatory (downer) (an unfit condition)

Downer animals are those that are unable or unwilling to rise, remain standing or walk 
unassisted. An animal that cannot rise, remain standing, or walk unassisted cannot 
be loaded. This category includes animals with ruptured pre-pubic tendons (“split” 
animals) and animals that need hobbles to assist in the healing of injuries or to prevent 
further injury.

If the animal becomes non-ambulatory while in transit, the transporter must take 
actions as soon as possible to prevent furthered suffering. 

inspection.canada.ca/en/animal-health/terrestrial-animals/humane-transport/health-animals-regulations-part-xii

Legal Restrictions 
Certain legal restrictions apply to some of the acceptable euthanasia methods. For instance, in Canada, 
firearms used for euthanasia must be registered, and the operator must possess a valid firearms license. 
Since a captive bolt gun is not classified as a firearm, it does not have the same registration requirements.

Biosecurity 
If there is a concern about disease spread, prioritize biosecurity by using proper protective gear during 
handling, disinfecting equipment and surfaces, and securely disposing of the carcass. Report suspected 
diseases to authorities, monitor other animals for signs of illness, and take necessary precautions to 
prevent further spread. If a disease such as rabies is suspected, extreme caution must be taken during 
euthanasia and disposal of the carcass. If in doubt, contact your veterinarian.

Disposal Options
Once euthanasia is complete, it’s crucial to ensure proper disposal of the carcass. Information on 
disposal options is provided in Section 5. Restrictions may apply based on the animal’s condition prior to 
euthanasia, environmental considerations, and the availability of appropriate equipment and services.

Certain medications used during euthanasia can affect disposal methods. Your veterinarian can provide 
guidance on the available options and any restrictions that may apply.

https://inspection.canada.ca/en/animal-health/terrestrial-animals/humane-transport/health-animals-regulations-part-xii
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Approved Euthanasia Methods

Veterinary Medical Euthanasia
The most common method of veterinary-assisted euthanasia involves lethal injections, similar to 
administering anesthesia for surgery. After the injection, the animal rapidly loses consciousness and will 
collapse. It’s important to note that controlling the collapse of a large animal can be challenging and may 
be distressing to witness.

Following the injection, breathing slows significantly, and there may be continued limb movement, that 
can be upsetting or potentially hazardous to those present.

The drugs used in euthanasia are often highly toxic. When considering burial or composting, it’s essential 
to check local legislation to prevent potential contamination of water or soil. For more detailed information 
on disposal methods, please refer to Section 5.

Gunshot
The most rapid and humane euthanasia method is a firearm. When applied correctly, death is instant and 
painless for the horse. 

For gunshot euthanasia to be considered humane, the shot must effectively penetrate the brain, causing 
significant damage to the brain. The shooter must have a solid understanding of firearms, including any 
jurisdictional restrictions, as well as skill in accurate targeting and knowledge of where to place the shot. 
The extent of brain damage inflicted by the bullet or shotshell hinges on various factors, including the type 
of firearm used, the characteristics of the ammunition, and the precision of the shot.

Ensuring the safety of handlers, the public, and other animals is paramount. It is essential that individuals 
and any other animals present are positioned behind the shooter and out of the line of fire. Ricochet can 
occur off the skull, pavement, or other solid objects if shots are missed, posing a risk to anyone in the 
vicinity. Careful consideration and adherence to safety protocols are integral to minimizing any potential 
risks and hazards during euthanasia procedures.

Standard Guidelines
A euthanizing gunshot must be delivered only by trained, skilled, and licensed handlers with access to a 
registered firearm.

•	 All firearms must be cleaned and maintained, and ammunition should be kept dry.

•	 The shooter should wear both ear and eye protection.

•	 The shooter must always ensure a clear background when shooting. It is prudent to have a backstop 
that will impede a bullet if it passes through the animal.

•	 Firearms must never be held flush to the animal’s head. This may cause the gun to explode.
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Firearm Selection
Firearms, rifles, or shotguns are the recommended tools for euthanasia of equines. Shotguns are suitable 
for close-range shots of 1-2 yards (1-2m), while rifles are preferable for longer distances. 

Current recommendations stipulate that the muzzle energy available must be 1,000 ft lbs. (1,356 J) for 
animals over 400 lbs. (180 kg). Animals weighing less than 180 kg will require 300 ft lbs (407 J). Any 
firearm used to euthanize a equine, must provide at a minimum 1,000 ft lbs of muzzle energy. 

It is important to consider the following:

•	 A 20-, 16-, or 12-gauge shotgun with slugs can effectively euthanize equines of all weight classes. 

•	 Birdshot of number 4, 5, or 6 is only appropriate for very close-range shots. 

•	 Smaller firearms like .410 caliber or 28 gauge may not be sufficient for euthanizing mature animals. 

•	 The commonly available .22 long rifle does not meet the energy requirements for euthanizing larger 
livestock like equines, with an average muzzle energy of only 100 ft lbs.

High-powered rifles can also be used but may pose safety concerns due to the risk of pass-through, 
especially at close range. The .22 Winchester magnum rounds, delivering 300 - 325 ft lbs of energy, are 
suitable for animals less than 180 kg. Hollow-point or soft nose bullets are recommended to increase tissue 
destruction and reduce the risk of skull penetration.

The use of a pistol (handgun) by law enforcement officers or properly licensed individuals may be 
acceptable. However, light pistols such as police .38 may not achieve permanent complete brain 
dysfunction. Additionally, common handguns may not meet the recommended muzzle energy requirements 
for animals over 400 lbs. (180 kg).

Location of the Shot
The correct location is the center of an imaginary X on the horse’s head. This placement can be determined 
by making a line from the inside of the ear across to the inside of the opposite eye. 

Gunshot to the heart or neck is not an acceptable means of euthanasia.
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Captive Bolt Guns
Bolt velocity and accurate placement are the two most important factors 
in captive bolt gun use. To be effective, the bolt must have sufficient bolt 
velocity for the animal type and weight class. Bolt velocity is dependent on 
grain strength maintenance, repair, and storage. The gun must be accurately 
placed on the animal’s head - this includes location of shot and flushness of 
the gun to the skull.

Cartridges vary in strength and are classified by the amount of propellant 
they contain. This is measured in grains. The higher the amount of grains, 
the larger the animal for which they are intended. Manufacturers generally 
include a guide that matches cartridges to weight class and bolt lengths.

It is highly recommended that captive bolt guns designed for on-farm euthanasia be used. These devices 
are designed to cause sufficient destruction of the brain through physical and concussive damage to be 
considered a one-step method. Other devices may only stun the animal and therefore require a secondary 
kill step such as exsanguination or pithing.

Standard Guidelines
This method should only be applied by trained personnel who are familiar with the captive bolt guns. For 
safety and efficiency, the following best practices should also be observed:

•	 The shooter should wear both ear and eye protection.

•	 The gun must not be cocked until the shooter is ready to fire.

•	 The safety must be set until the handler is ready to discharge it.

•	 The discharge end of the captive bolt must be always pointed towards the ground.

•	 The animal’s head must be stationary before shooting. Animals that are upright and mobile may be 
more difficult to safely captive bolt without restraint.

•	 The same frontal location as advised for a gunshot should be used. 

•	 All styles of captive bolt guns must be held firmly against the animal’s head. If it is not held flush 
to the animal’s head, the bolt may not penetrate or provide the required energy to be effective.

•	 The recoil will vary depending on calibre, buffer configuration, manufacturer, cartridge used, and 
animal size. If necessary, the handler should use two hands when firing the gun.

•	 Although one shot should be enough, handlers should be prepared to administer a second shot or a 
secondary action such as pithing, or exsanguination may be necessary.

•	 If a second shot is required, it must not be administered where the first shot was discharged. If the 
first shot was correctly placed, the second shot should be applied slightly above and to the side of 
the first hole. 
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Equipment Maintenance
Poor equipment maintenance is the leading cause of failed application. Captive bolt guns must be 
maintained and inspected in order to operate effectively. Following any instance of use, guns should be 
cleaned and examined carefully. Guns that are not used regularly should also be cleaned and oiled at least 
once a month in accordance with the manufacturer’s instruction manual.

All methods of euthanasia may invoke involuntary kicking and twitching. These 
involuntary movements can be disturbing, but they are not indicators that the animal is 
still conscious. These muscle spasms may take up to a minute to manifest and can last 
several minutes. These are normal components of the death process and should not be 
interpreted as signs of pain, distress, or animal consciousness.

 

Secondary Methods 
In some situations, a secondary method or application may be necessary alongside the original method to 
ensure swift euthanasia of an animal following a gunshot or penetrating captive bolt. This includes:

Pithing
Pithing is a procedure where a rod is inserted into the hole created by the bullet, or the bolt, and pushed 
through the brain to the spinal cord. The rod is then moved back and forth and around inside the head. 

For pithing to be effective, the original bullet or rod must have been accurately delivered into the brain. If 
this is not the case, a second accurately placed shot must be applied. 

Pithing rods can be made from a variety of materials or purchased. The rod must be somewhat rigid, yet 
still flexible, and a sufficient length to reach through the brain to the spinal column.  

Exsanguination 
This process involves bleeding an animal by severing a major artery or vein. Exsanguination is not 
recognized as a sole method of euthanasia. The animal must be stunned prior to exsanguination. 

Great care must be practiced while performing exsanguination. Although the animal is unconscious, 
forceful, involuntary muscle contractions may still occur that can cause injury to the handler. While 
this procedure is recognized in the Code of Practice for the Care and Handling of Equines, it can be more 
challenging with respect to aesthetics and biosecurity due to the potential for a large volume of blood loss.
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Confirmation of Insensibility and Death
Death is not instantaneous - it may take up to 10 minutes for the death process to be completed, which is 
normally indicated by full cessation of the heartbeat. Upon correct application of the euthanasia method, 
an animal will be immediately rendered insensible. The animal will initially be in a tonic state, which they 
will appear tense (tonic), they will relax, and involuntary kicking and body movement may occur. This 
phase is then followed by the cessation of brain activity, breathing, heartbeat, and blood circulation coming 
to a stop.

In order to ensure that an animal goes on to die, without regaining consciousness, you must confirm 
the animal has been effectively rendered insensible and that at no point before death does it regain 
consciousness. 

Confirmation of Insensibility 

Signs of Insensibility Indicators of Sensibility

•	 Absence of natural blinking 

•	 No response to menace reflex (waving 
hand over eyes)

•	 Absence of rhythmic breathing

•	 Attempts to right itself or lift head off the ground

•	 Vocalizes after application

•	 Controlled eye movement or natural blinking.

•	 Rhythmic breathing 

If the animal is showing any signs of consciousness or returning to sensibility, the primary euthanasia 
method must be applied again or a secondary method such as pithing or exsanguination should be 
employed. 

Confirmation of Death
Before the carcass is moved or disposed of, death must be confirmed. Confirmation of death can be 
challenging in the field. First and foremost, the absence of movement should not be mistaken for death. 
Just because an animal is not moving, does not mean it is dead. At least three of the indicators listed below 
are required to verify that an animal has indeed passed away.

•	 Absence of rhythmic breathing

•	 Lack of palpebral and corneal reflex - touch the animal’s cornea (surface of the eye), there should 
be no response if the animal has passed away

•	 Dilation of pupils

•	 Absence of rhythmic heartbeat 

•	 Cessation of heartbeat (pulse) – use a stethoscope to determine the absence of a heartbeat

Be aware that the heartbeat may continue for an extensive period of time, even with the absence of all 
other signs of insensibility. An animal is not considered dead until the heartbeat has ceased.
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Section 5: Disposal 
Following euthanasia, it is the responsibility of the owner to dispose of the carcass in a safe, timely, 
and effective manner. Your disposal approach will depend on the method of euthanasia, appropriate 
biosecurity, and the animal’s health condition prior to death.

Disposal Options
Proper disposal of mortalities helps control the spread of disease and prevents contamination of air, soil, 
and groundwater. Before choosing a disposal method, first determine what is legally allowed at your farm 
location as regulations differ across provinces and municipalities. Consult your local regulations when 
selecting your disposal option. Disposal options are listed below.

Burial
Burial disposal requires careful planning to meet specific conditions, including setbacks from roadways and 
property boundaries, measures to prevent water contamination. 

Identifying and excavating an appropriate burial location can be challenging, especially in winter or rocky 
terrain. To that end, owners should:

•	 Contact local authorities and/or utility companies before any digging commences. This is important 
for health and safety of operator and to prevent incidents related to disturbed or damaged 
underground utilities. 

•	 Consider natural water flow and collection points. High water tables or flood-prone areas may 
prohibit burial. 

•	 Consult and comply with provincial or territorial pollution regulations.

Burning / Cremation / Incineration
Carcasses may be incinerated in accordance with the applicable provisions in the provincial or territorial 
environmental protection Act and in the Regulations relating to the burning in an open fire, or in an 
incinerator. 

Owners may also access cremation services through a third-party. These providers specialize in equine 
cremation and offer various options to accommodate the needs and preferences of the horse owner. Like 
with smaller pets, owners typically have the choice between individual cremation, where the ashes of their 
horse are returned to them, or communal cremation, where the ashes are not returned. These services can 
be arranged through veterinary clinics or directly with the cremation facility.

Incineration is the best option for disease control as carcasses are reduced to ash, with all infectious agents 
destroyed. High-temperature incineration should not be confused with burning. 

Composting
Composting or surface composting is a naturally occurring process during which bacteria, fungi, and other 
microorganisms convert organic material into a stabilized product called compost. Refer to your provincial 
or territorial government legislation for information on composting of animals. 
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Deadstock Pickup
Deadstock removal is a service offered by private businesses for the removal of animal carcasses. Access 
to this service varies in each province. The removal of deadstock from a farm requires minimal effort 
and provides excellent on-farm disease control. Your provincial or territorial Ministry of Agriculture 
can provide information about deadstock pickup services in your region. If excessive time elapses before 
pickup, proper storage of the carcass will be necessary.

Disposal in Landfill
Some landfills may accept carcasses, though there may be a fee. Check with your local landfill authority. 

Scavenging
Natural disposal involves offering an equine carcass to the local predator/scavenger population in 
jurisdictions where it is legal. Carcasses that have been euthanized with drugs (permitted use by a licensed 
veterinarian ONLY) cannot be disposed of in this manner as it poses a significant poisoning risk to 
scavengers (coyotes, birds), pets, and drinking water. 

Any animal that is confirmed or suspected of dying from an infectious or reportable 
disease must be disposed of in accordance with the provincial or territorial disposal of 
dead animal Regulations.
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Saying goodbye to a horse can be a deeply personal experience. Some persons may choose to spend time 
with a horse before euthanasia, be present during the process, or opt to say goodbye afterward. Whatever 
the decision, it is essential to do what feels right for you without feeling pressured.

Grief
Experiencing grief after the loss of a horse is natural and normal. It is important to recognize that grieving 
involves accepting the pain of loss and adjusting to the changes that accompany it, which takes time. By 
understanding this process, you can better manage your grief and support family members who are also 
mourning. You may find that the loss of your horse has changed your lifestyle, and it is important to 
engage in activities that promote healing and well-being.

Explaining the loss of a horse to children can be especially challenging. Children often form strong 
emotional bonds with animals, and younger ones may struggle to grasp the finality of death. It is critical 
to communicate with clarity, respect, kindness, and honesty when discussing the horse’s passing. Using 
terms like “putting to sleep” may be confusing for children, as they may interpret it as a temporary state. 
School counselors, books, and articles on coping with loss and grief can provide valuable support for 
children as they navigate their feelings.

Guilt
It is normal to experience a range of complex emotions, including guilt and doubt, after animal euthanasia. 
You may question whether it was the right decision or if you could have done things differently. These 
feelings are all part of the grieving process.

Knowing that you made an informed and compassionate decision can bring some solace in this difficult 
time. Understanding that you acted to prioritize your horse’s welfare can help ease any guilt or burden you 
may feel. Keeping the animal’s welfare at the forefront of your mind will help you find peace amidst the 
sorrow. Additionally, seeking support from fellow horse owners who have experienced similar situations 
can provide comfort and understanding.

Memorializing
Creating a memorial for your horse can be a meaningful way to honor their memory. Some options 
include having memorabilia made from the horse’s hair, establishing memorials or awards, or making 
contributions in their horse’s name. For more ideas and options within your equine community, consider 
reaching out to your provincial equine organizations.

Section 6: Difficult Goodbyes – 
The Human Factor



horsewelfare.ca
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Mental Health
Coping with the loss of an animal can be highly stressful. Whether it involves making the humane decision 
for a beloved companion or participating in necessary depopulation activities, there are inevitable mental 
and emotional impacts to navigate.

Amidst these difficult decisions, it’s crucial not to overlook your own health and well-being. Remember 
to lean on your support network of family and friends. Talking through your emotions can help alleviate 
feelings of grief and provide comfort.

If you or someone you know is struggling or in crisis, please reach out to your local emergency care line. 
Additionally, you can find links and information on mental health resources at horsewelfare.ca/mental-
health/. It’s important to prioritize mental health during challenging times.

Resources
•	 Equine transport

-	 Equine Transport: Understanding Canada’s Transport of Animals Regulations -  
horsewelfare.ca/transport/

•	 Canada’s Codes of Practice 

-	 Code of Practice for the Care and Handling of Equines - National Farm Animal Care Council 
nfacc.ca

-	 Code of Practice for the Care and Handling of Equines - HWAC online training  
horsewelfare.ca/fr/equine-code-training/

•	 Biosecurity - horsewelfare.ca/biosecurity/

•	 Animal welfare Regulations (federal and provincial) - horsewelfare.ca/laws-and-regs/

•	 Mental Health resources - horsewelfare.ca/mental-health/ 

•	 Horse Grimace Pain Scale - www.researchgate.net/publication/260950013_Development_of_the_Horse_
Grimace_Scale_HGS_as_a_Pain_Assessment_Tool_in_Horses_Undergoing_Routine_Castration

http://horsewelfare.ca/mental-health/
http://horsewelfare.ca/mental-health/
https://horsewelfare.ca/laws-and-regs/
https://horsewelfare.ca/mental-health/
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/260950013_Development_of_the_Horse_Grimace_Scale_HGS_as_a_P
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/260950013_Development_of_the_Horse_Grimace_Scale_HGS_as_a_P
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