
We are increasingly aware of the negative effects of pollution on 
our own, and the planet’s health. It is an accepted fact nowadays 
that increased traffic volumes inevitably mean higher levels of 
pollutants such as those caused by exhaust fumes. Cyclists are 
often seen wearing masks in city centres, to reduce the direct 
effects of roadside pollution. Modern prams and pushchairs are 
often designed so that the child or baby is elevated in order to 
avoid direct exposure to exhaust fumes in and around traffic. 

Examples of pollutants which may be experienced on our roads, 
and not just in cities, include sulphur dioxide, nitrogen dioxide, 
suspended particulates, carbon monoxide and ozone. 

It makes sense, therefore, that we should be thinking along these 
same lines when it comes to transporting animals; particularly 
those requiring their own separate method of transportation, such 
as horses, alpacas or greyhounds and other racing dogs. Have you 
ever thought about how roadside pollution affects animals when 
they are required to travel? The effects can include health, physical 
& mental stresses on the horse.

Stressed Animals

Everyone knows what stress is, however it is not easily defined. 
One definition describes stress as adverse effects in the 
environment or management system which force changes in an 
animal’s physiology or behaviour to assist them in coping with 
their environment. 

Transportation stress as a result of air pollutants stems from the 
horse’s inability to lower their heads throughout the journey - thus 
allowing airways to clear. It is suggested by J Comp Pathol in his 
research that transport influences the upper respiratory tract and 
the lower airways so that they are more susceptible to bacteria, 
causing respiratory diseases associated with transport.  The 
duration and intensity of this kind of transport stress can impact 
the horse’s capacity to grow, reproduce, train, perform and 

maintain its on-going health. Signs of stress during transport can 
include; sweating, a rise in heart rate, elevation in temperature, 
behavioural issues concerning loading, unloading and throughout 
transit, decreased fluid intake, and loss of appetite.

Identifying and minimizing these stressful situations during 
transport is essential to maintain well-being, health, and the 
reproductive efficiency of the horse as well as protecting its 
performance and economic potential.   

Sick Animals 

Respiratory concerns for horse owners during transportation 
include toxic gases from either exhaust fumes or build-up of 
waste products (faeces and urine) and the horse’s inability to clear 
the airways. 

Toxic gases, especially elevated ammonia or carbon monoxide 
levels, can cause damage to the lung epithelium, sudden 
respiratory disease, or altered or depressive behaviour.   

If there is any doubt that animals are not affected in the same 
way as humans by roadside pollutants, a report on the ‘Effects 
of Air Pollution on Animals’ by E. J. Catcott reported that, during 
an episode of smog in Donora, Pennsylvania, an “appreciative 
number” of animals became ill or died as a direct effect of that 
fog. He also found susceptibility to the effects of the pollution 
was equivalent to that of the human population, particularly for 
that of dogs. With the effects on the animal population affected 
by pollution being largely respiratory, but also in some cases 
digestive. 

Over recent years, quite a number of valuable horses have 
developed acute infection within the lung and chest commonly 
referred to as ‘travel sickness’ or ‘shipping disease’. The lungs are 
affected by transport for a number of reasons. Firstly, air quality 
may be poor due to little or no ventilation. 

Breathing easy?

The effects of roadside 
pollution on transported horses 
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Ventilation on animal transport vehicles such as horse floats tends to be via open windows or vents, which do nothing to protect 
the animals inside from exposure to polluting elements. This computer animation shows how air flows during motion.

continues on page 51...
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This may also be made worse by the use of dusty hay and straw with the 
horse being forced to breathe this for a prolonged period. If the horse 
urinates then there may also be accumulation of ammonia which can 
irritate the lungs. 

Dehydration can also slow the clearance of dust from the lungs leading 
to inflammation. In addition, the elevated head position also prevents 
proper clearance of debris and mucus from the lungs and allows 
bacteria to multiply. 

Horses that have raced or been subjected to strenuous exercise 
immediately prior to long distance travelling are particularly prone, 
which if not recognised and treated early, is invariably debilitating 
and may be fatal. Ensuring ventilation is sufficient to keep air flowing 
without causing chills, as well as an adequate rate of air change is 
crucial for the animals health and well-being, particularly in large 
transport vehicles carrying a number of horses over longer distances. 

Prevention
Action can be taken to help avoid the effects of roadside pollutants 
on horses during travel, via the use of smart, effective ventilation 
for a journey’s duration. The provision of adequate clean or filtered 
ventilation for animals during road transport is a significant measure 
towards preventing stressed and sick animals.

Adequate Ventilation
Ventilation is a key factor in the transport of live animals. When animal 
pens become poorly ventilated, oxygen depletion and a build-up of 
toxic gases develops very rapidly. Circumstances vary according to 
ambient conditions but a failure of ventilation systems in some tropical 
conditions could result in extensive asphyxiation of animals, in as 
little as two or three hours. In practice, natural ventilation alone isn’t 
adequate for all situations; often-alternative ventilation needs to be 
sourced.  

Filtration
Studies by Weinhold have shown that air inside vehicles with no 
method of air filtration have a much higher concentration of pollutants 
than in the air just outside the vehicle; up to 10 times in some cases. 

As ventilation on animal transport vehicles such as horse floats tends 
to be via open windows or vents, there is nothing to protect the 
animals inside from exposure to polluting elements. In addition to 
this, respiratory problems from pollutants are only exacerbated by heat 
which is another side effect of poor ventilation. A ventilation source that 
also addresses the filtration of air provided to animals is recommended 
for best results.

Plan your trip
Measures you might take to reduce your animals’ chances of suffering 
the ill effects of pollution might include trying to plan your route via 
what you think are quieter roads, or at certain times of day when traffic 
is not heavy. These may to some extent reduce levels of exposure to 
roadside pollutants; however you will not be able to eliminate the 
problem entirely and you cannot positively predict factors such as other 
traffic.  

Conclusion
Various research studies have been carried out regarding this subject, 
producing compelling evidence that roadside pollutants have an 
extreme effect on animal and human health during transport. With these 
types of effects associated with the pollutants we experience every day 
at our roadsides, this is something which we need to be concerned 
about not only for ourselves but also on behalf of our animals. 
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The Perform Air Vent works as your vehicle moves, filtering 
the air to provide clean ventilation throughout the trip.

Replaceable filter removes dust, dirt, pollen & pollutants

This animation show how exhaust fumes flow during travel, 
and why you should consider installing a ventilation system 

specifically designed for horse floats and horse trucks to 
protect your horse’s health.

Adequate ventilation delivered at the front of the float alters 
air pressure redirecting fumes away from the float

The effects of roadside pollution during transport continued from page 53...


