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Take Home Message: Veterinary technicians are invaluable team members for Equitarian work
that provides health care to working equids. Skills that a veterinary technician brings include
expert horse handling, inventory management, physical examination, anesthesia induction,
monitoring and recovery, equipment maintenance, student/horse owner education, laboratory
testing, data collection and more. The experiences provide an opportunity to travel, provide
community service, and improve the welfare of equids that might otherwise never receive any
veterinary attention. Challenges include funding, supplies, customs, living conditions and often
very hot, humid, climates.

Introduction

The true number of working equids (horses, donkeys and mules) in the world is unknown but is
estimated to be 116 million. Their critical role in the livelihood of 600 million people has been
well documented on many continents. Poor nutrition, long work days, poorly fitting harness,
heavy unbalanced workloads, and parasites lead the list of woes that beset them. In many
cultures, horsemanship is poor, resulting in unnecessary harm to their equids.

International nonprofit welfare organizations dedicated to working equids are well established in
England, all founded by women. These organizations work in many countries and include:
Society for the Protection of Animals Abroad (SPANA, 1923); World Horse Welfare (WHW,
1927), The Brooke (1934), and The Donkey Sanctuary (1969). None provide an opportunity for
veterinary volunteers that can only offer one or two weeks of their time. In contrast, the
American Fondouk in Morocco (1927) is a permanent veterinary hospital, trains veterinarians in
the region and welcomes veterinary students from multiple countries.

The Donkey Sanctuary in Mexico chose to augment its program through the incorporation of
veterinary students with obligatory social service requirements. Through this collaboration,
teams of veterinary students and veterinarians provide working equid health care to enrolled
communities every six months. In the United States, Humane Society Veterinary Medical
Association’s Rural Animal Veterinary Service (HSVMA/RAVS), Christian Veterinary Mission,
and Project Samana have supported a small number of equine veterinarians and American
veterinary students to provide working equid health care internationally. However, no
comprehensive program to expressly train equine veterinarians to participate and initiate projects
to improve working equid welfare and health has existed.

Partnership Development
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In 2009, Dr. Jay Merriam and Dr. Julia Wilson began the Equitarian group within the American
Association of Equine Practitioners (AAEP). Dr. Merriam brought his experiences from Project
Samana in the Dominican Republic and long-standing relationship with the American Fondouk.
Dr. Wilson brought years of experience with Heifer International, fluency in Spanish and decades
of veterinary teaching experience. Dr, Merriam, a descendent of the Merriam Dictionary family
coined the word Equitarian. An equitarian is one who serves horses, donkeys and mules with
compassion and whose only reward is their improved health and welfare. Drs Merriam and
Wilson then the Equitarian Initiative (EI) which is now an independent, 501c3 nonprofit
organization.

The Donkey Sanctuary Mexico kick started EI by offering interested veterinarians to come be
“the students” for a week in their program that trains veterinary students. This was the first
Equitarian Workshop. Since, there have been 10 Equitarian Workshops with the last held in
January 2020 in Costa Rica. Leaders of new projects have emerged from the Workshop and gone
on to begin Equitarian projects in Costa Rica, Honduras, Mexico, Guatemala, Nicaragua and
South Dakota. Many Workshop participants have subsequently joined these projects as well as
those that preexisted in Dominican Republic, Guatemala, Nicaragua and Peru. In many instances,
the new projects have been mentored by organizations such as World Horse Welfare, The
Donkey Sanctuary, veterinary college in Mexico City (UNAM) and Christian Veterinary
Mission. Veterinary technicians have participated as well, providing invaluable support.

Critical Roles

Imagine a very busy multi-doctor clinic in a field. A team of veterinarians are working
individually on a number of horses at the same time. Many are ill behaved or too tired to resist.
Foals are not halter broken. Children and curious onlookers are clustered around the horses,
some on bicycles adding to the chaos. Each horse, donkey or mule receives at least a cursory
physical examination by a veterinarian, vaccinations and anthelmintic. Castrations are performed
on any equid that the owner will allow. Wounds are treated. Medical, dental, musculoskeletal,
skin, reproductive and ophthalmic problems are addressed. The doctors may be faced with over a
hundred animals in a day, for multiple days in a row.

Now imagine that chaotic scene with at least one experienced veterinary technician. This person
can provide so many skills including: organization of the veterinary team’s supplies, provision of
safe horse handling skills, and improved workflow and efficiency.

The first order of business is organization of supplies. This may begin at the stage of ordering
supplies. These must be packed carefully for safe transportation to the project site, remembering
the 50 pound airline limit for each container. Each container may need a manifest of its contents
to shorten the transit time through customs. Depending on the country, all supplies may need to
be approved by the country’s government weeks before the team arrives. If the team is bringing
controlled drugs like ketamine, application for U.S. permits must be made at least a month in
advance. Ketamine may be available in the country, which is simpler. For import permits, the
lead veterinarian needs a local veterinarian who is interested in being part of the team. The local
veterinarian can also play key roles for arrangement of transportation, lodging, meals, and



community organization. This latter role is critical as the team’s visit must be anticipated and
work sites selected. The horse owners must know that the team is coming and be persuaded to
give up their work time to bring their horses, donkeys or mules.
Once the day begins, someone, perhaps a technician, needs to facilitate a fair system for the
order of the horses to begin assessment. This person must either be fluent in the language of the
country or have a very good translator. This “registrar” can begin the medical record, including
signalment, history and reason for coming. Depending on staffing and timing, work-related
questions may be asked at this point as well. For most of the current Equitarian projects, Spanish
language skills are invaluable.

Projects may be organized in stations for greater efficiency. These most often include dentistry
and surgery. Reproduction and internal medicine might be handled by the intake/assessment team
veterinarians. A saddler and at least several farriers may also be separate stations. Larger projects
may include an education area for horse owners and children. Within these stations, a veterinary
technician can be effective in many ways. At the surgery station, this includes surgical
assistance, general anesthesia, instrument cleaning, medication preparation, student instruction,
and owner communication. At the dentistry station, a veterinary technician can assist with
restraint, sedation, and instrument maintenance. At the intake station, an experienced veterinary
technician can take histories, perform at least initial physical examinations, administer vaccines
and anthelmintic, and help restrain unruly horses and foals. If veterinary students are present to
learn and assist, a veterinary technician may also take on a teaching role.

During the work day, the veterinary technician can greatly improve the team’s efficiency by
drawing up vaccines, preparing medications for use and dispensing, keeping the supplies in order
and maintaining a running list of what has been used to restock for the following day. In the
larger projects, depending on the layout of the work area, a central pharmacy and supply area is
very helpful. Additionally, after completion of the community work, the veterinary technician
may perform fecal egg counts or other laboratory tests if the means to do so are available. At the
conclusion of the work days, a final inventory must be made according to whatever plan has
been made for supply storage or return to the veterinarians’ home country. Expiration dates
should be recorded as well to avoid use of expired drugs on the next trip. This process can be
challenging when team members are exhausted.

Challenges

What are the challenges of participation? A veterinary technician will typically work long, hard,
hot, humid days in the communities. In Peru, high altitude may be an issue, as well as physical
fitness. In many projects, anyone who sweats profusely may become electrolyte-depleted.
Sunburn and heat stroke can occur, so shade for all work sites must be sought. Insect bites and
subsequent disease transmission must be prevented. Mosquitos, ticks, chiggers, and gnats are
prevalent in many tropical countries. Hence, strong bug repellent must be applied daily.
Mosquito nets may be a requisite at night. Rabies risk depends on the region, prevalence of
vampire bats, and unvaccinated dogs, so checking a rabies titer before departure makes sense.
Eating local food is the norm, so enteritis may follow. Sudden onset of enteritis in the middle of a
work day is very problematic, posing the challenge of the lack of a restroom. An outhouse may



be the only option, and toilet paper is unlikely to be provided. Participants should always consult
with their physician for health advice before departure. Lodging may be rugged including
sleeping on the floor, in a hammock, or in a double bed with someone you barely know,
depending on the project location and budget. Cold showers may be the only option for bathing.
Security is a very important issue to consider. All U.S. citizens should register with the
Department of State’s STEP program and buy evacuation insurance before departure. Passports
must be protected at all times, must often by keeping it on your person. At least one copy of your
passport should be stored somewhere else in your luggage. The team leader can provide an
estimate of how much cash should be brought, so that you can change money to the local
currency at your bank before you leave. The bank may require several days of lead time to get
that currency for you. Changing money within the country may make you a target for thieves
who lurk near the banks. For credit cards, bring only one, and inform the credit card company
that travel to the project country is imminent. All money, passport, and credit card should be
secreted in a place that a thief cannot readily reach, such as a travel wallet that fits under
clothing.

Why Participate?

The best reason to join a project is to use your passion for equids and skills to provide health care
to a population that truly needs it. Many of the projects include local veterinarians and veterinary
students who are eager to learn more. All together, these provide a very rewarding way to share
your skills. Participation can be very effective in banishing compassion fatigue from routine
practice, and career burnout. Team members share a love for adventure and new places.
Friendships that arise are often long-lasting. The veterinary practice or university may
subsequently choose to offer externships to the veterinary students, or invite a local veterinarian
to come shadow the veterinarians in the future. For some, Equitarian work will become an
addiction.

Starting Equitarian Work

Veterinarians and veterinary technicians that have already participated in Equitarian work are a
great resource for learning more about the benefits, challenges, and details of specific projects.
Equitarian Initiative is on Facebook and the internet at www.equitarianinitiative.org. Many of the
Equitarian leaders are available at the EI booth in the AAEP trade show.

Travel funding to get to the foreign country may be steep, but there are ways to help cover these
costs. Credit card points and frequent flyer miles are transferable. A veterinary technician can
help fundraise for travel expenses through appeals to clients, silent auctions, fundraisers at horse
shows, and website or Facebook “asks”. Trip expenses are tax deductible. However, consult with
an account to familiarize yourself with these details. Scholarships for veterinary technicians are
starting to become available, and will hopefully become more numerous with more sponsors.


