“Several reasons
have been sug-
gested for recent
eventing fatalities
including loss of
balance at speed,
fence design ... and
just plain bad luck.
The one factor |
think has the great-
est effect on safety,
however, is the
competence of the
horse and rider.”

Are You Qualified—or Are

You READY?

Everyone —especially the rider—has a part

in making eventing safer.

venting is a dangerous sport. We

have been reminded of this in the

past year, as we have lost a lot of

friends, both two- and four-legged.
The hard truth is that as long as 100-pound
humans meet up with 1,000-pound horses,
humans (and sometimes horses) are going to
get hurt.

Both the US Equestrian Federation (USEF)
and International Equestrian Federation (FEI)
are actively engaged in making our sport as
safe as possible. Even as we welcome their
efforts, however, we should view with a little
suspicion any effort to do something for peo-
ple that they can do better by themselves.

Several reasons have been suggested for
recent eventing fatalities including loss of bal-
ance at speed, fence design ... and just plain
bad luck. The one factor I think has the great-
est effect on safety, however, is the competence
of the horse and rider. (This also goes back to
the “bad luck” factor: Although the capricious
nature of luck is one of the hardest things to
deal with as you go through your life, it is also
a widely quoted aphorism in sport that the
harder athletes work, the luckier they get.)

We can improve fence design, and we can
draw up increasingly complicated qualification
schemes to control when a rider is allowed to
move up to the next level of eventing. How-
ever, we cannot help riders who confuse be-
ing qualified to compete at a given level with
being ready to compete there.

Not A Simple Fix

Eventing is a terribly complicated sport, and
it is hard to examine one facet of the sport
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without considering all the others as well.

For example, about 10 years ago a horrible
number of rider fatalities suddenly occurred.
In response to these fatalities, course designers
were instructed to build cross-country courses
which contained more complex combinations
and accuracy questions. The thinking was that
this new design would serve to slow the com-
petitors down, which would make the sport
safer. It was a good idea, but it did not work.

What happened next is that riders figured
out how to jump the accuracy questions at
slow rates of speed and then to gallop at a
terrific pace to make up for the time lost in
the slower sections of the course. While it
has become common for riders to “make the
time” at most events (when was the last time
you watched Rolex and nobody made the
cross-country time?), they are now going at
speeds that once were reserved for the stee-
plechase phase of the Classic format, where
riders jump at high rates of speed over soft
brush fences. Because of the change to the
short format, we are now seeing a generation
of riders and horses who have never done
a steeplechase phase. This means that when
riders move to the next level of competition,
for which they are “qualified,” many of them
are going at a higher rate of speed for the
first time.

Obviously, the riders are inexperienced at
this new speed, and they are going to arrive
at an obstacle out of rhythm, or “miss.” Just as
obviously, the penalties for missing at a solid
obstacle are much more dangerous than com-
ing too close to a soft brush fence with a slop-
ing outline. You might notice that | have not



said much about horses as being part of the
problem, because it is not the horses who are
the problem, it is the riders. Horses don't like
to fall down and if riders can learn to stay out
of their horses” way, both horse and rider will
usually have a safe and enjoyable time of it.
Certainly you need the right horse for the job,
and | can give you some help in finding a suit-
able horse for eventing. Reread my May 2006
column in Practical Horseman on selecting the
right horse for eventing. You can also find it
on our Web site at www.practicalhorsemanmag.
com. Just remember that once you have taught
your horse how to do something, your job is
to tell him what to do, and then stay out of
his way.

The ramifications of building more com-
plex cross-country courses are that we now
have courses that are basically a series of com-
plicated show-jumping questions, which de-
mand a slow, balanced approach. These com-
binations are usually followed by several plain
obstacles designed to be jumped at speed.
This sort of design causes more and more
extreme changes in the length of stride of the
horses, with more and more chances for riders
to lose their rhythm and balance. The reason
for this is that the slower you make riders go
to negotiate the combinations, the faster they
have to go elsewhere on course, to achieve
the required optimum time.

Requirement:
Good Balance
The term “rotational fall” has entered our lexi-
con recently because of the type of fatalities
that have occurred. A rotational fall happens
when the horse and rider both fall in a straight
line, with no sideways momentum at all. One
knee-jerk response to recent tragedies is to
say “rotational falls are highly dangerous, and
they always happen over plain fences at high
speed.” This is not true. | can remember when
people were saying that “rotational falls are
caused by horses jumping from a standstill.”
The grim truth is that rotational falls can hap-
pen at any speed and are always dangerous
for both horses and riders.

Another recent statement has been that
horses are jumping badly because riders
are not “setting up” (i.e. checking) for their

fences correctly, and therefore riders have

to learn to check more. This makes superfi-
cial sense, until you watch horses race over
fences at the Maryland Hunt Cup, or journey
to Aintree, England, to watch the English
Grand National. Have you ever watched
either of these races? The fences at the Mary-
land Hunt Cup vary from 4 feet to 4-foot-10
in height (that is not a misprint ... 4 feet, 10
inches) and the average speed for this 4-mile
race is about 800 meters per minute (mpm).
The fences at the English Grand National
range up to 5-foot-3; again, the average rate
of speed over this 4-mile steeplechase is
about 800 mpm. My point in bringing this
up is that it is wrong to equate speed with
bad jumping. Bad jumping can happen at any
speed. | have watched some of the most bril-
liant, stylish jumping | have ever seen at the
Hunt Cup. At the same time, | have watched
novice eventing riders skidding around like

a hog on ice at 350 mpm. The thing | want
you to remember is that speed and balance
are not mutually exclusive.

In my younger and braver days I did some
steeplechasing and timber racing. | was not
very good at it, but [ learned an enormous
amount from my experiences there—and had
a ball while I was doing it. One of the things |
learned was that some horses could gallop on
a soft hold down to fixed fences at what race-
horse trainers call a “two-minute lick” (roughly
800 mpm) and jump like a bird. They were
naturally well balanced, and they jumped
well as a result of that balance. Other horses
needed a great deal of support from my reins,
and I soon found out that those were the
dangerous ones! Any horse who is heavy in
the reins (in whatever discipline and at what-
ever speed) is depending on you to maintain
his balance. This makes any minor mistake at
the base of the jump even more dangerous,
because the horse is not in balance at the mo-
ment of takeoff.

I survived my experiences and learned
from them, but it was luck, rather than skill,
that saved the day. The overall lesson |
learned was that horses who were in a good
balance jumped well, regardless of the speed
that we were going at any particular time.

Things started to improve and become

“Bad jumping

can happen at

any speed. | have
watched some of
the most brilliant,
stylish jumping |
have ever seen at
the Maryland Hunt
Cup, where the
fences vary from

4 feet to 4-foot-10
in height and the
average speed for
this 4-mile race is
about 800 meters
per minute. At the
same time, | have
watched novice
eventing riders skid-
ding around like a
hog on ice at 350
mpm. The thing |
want you to remem-
ber is that speed
and balance are not
mutually exclusive.”
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safer for me once I started to apply my
dressage training, with its emphasis on
balance and self-carriage, to training my
horses over fences. As | developed my
competence, my risk factor became
much lower.

Develop Your
Competence

[ think our safety statistics would show
a marked improvement if riders would
work more on their competence and less
on their qualifications. At the same time,
riders do not go out to ride dangerously
on purpose ... it happens by accident. For
example, many riders consistently throw
their body ahead of the horse as he takes
off. It is now only a question of time be-
fore that horse and rider have an accident
because the horse is out of balance as he
tries to jump.

Many times, riders are not aware of
how they ride. So | have developed a self-
rating system (facing page) to help them
evaluate their current level of riding and
to highlight the skills riders need to im-
prove before they are “ready” to compete
at the next level and not just “qualified.”
Use my rating system to determine where
you fit on a scale of 1 to 10, and compare
your skill levels to the riders you see com-
peting at the upper levels. Once you rate
yourself, you will have a much better idea
of the level at which you are ready to ride,
rather than relying on a mechanical quali-
fication system. In addition, you will have
a much better idea of the areas you have
to improve to increase your competence.

We need to take a long, hard look at
our sport and see what we can change,
and what we have to accept. USEF presi-
dent and Olympic gold-medal winning
eventer David O’Connor recently said,
“You can’t make eventing safer than life
itself.” If we increase rider competence,
we will do the very best thing we can for
our sport. We can't make eventing safer
than life itself, but we can make it as safe
as possible. We just have to work at it. |
hope you join me in the effort.
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The following rating system is designed to
help you produce safe and effective riding. It
should be applied with the help of an expert
coach or horseman, if possible. The competi-
tive levels are not specifically referred to in
the table, but basically the upper levels of the
rating system equate to the upper competi-
tive levels. For example, Level 9 and 10 rid-
ers would be ready to compete at the 4-star
level, Level 8 for 3-star, and so on down the
scale. While no rating system can guarantee
safety, a system such as this can at least
make you aware of the areas of strength

and weakness in your riding and give you

a guideline as to when you are ready to
compete at a higher level, rather than being
merely qualified.

| recommend you satisfy the require-
ments for one level across the board before
moving to the next level of competition. Be-
cause the risk factor is lower in the dressage
phase, you might be able to compete safely
at the next higher level if you have a horse
who is a good jumper. However, the relation-
ship between dressage and jumping is com-
plex and pervasive, so your show-jumping
and cross-country skills must be extremely
solid before you undertake to compete above
your dressage rating level. You should never
compete more than one level above your
dressage rating, and | strongly recommend
that you be at the required skill level before
competing at the equivalent competitive
level. If you compete at a higher level but
cannot yet satisfy the requirements of the
skill level, then you are a menace to society
and to yourself, regardless of any administra-
tive “qualification.”

For example, if you still “chase” your
horse to a long stride, you should not move
up until you have learned how to ride cor-
rectly and safely at the new required height
and speed.

Use your judgment when rating yourself,
and when it comes to moving to the next
competitive level, “use your head.”



® Posting motion is irregular
¢ Unable to control canter speed

¢ Unaware of diagonal or lead

* No jumping experience
® Introduced to standing 2-point
while at the halt.

e Should not ride outside
of an enclosed area

o Less than 10 hours of riding
instruction

e Can walk, trot and canter
on a frained horse

Not yet able to regulate speed

Consistently loses balance and
position at trot and canter

On a familiar horse at the trot,
can usually change between
posting and a standing 2-point
without losing rhythm

® Jumps small gymnastic and
single fences with a neck-strap

Can safely walk and trot over
mild terrain changes

Occasionally loses position go-
ing up and down hills

® Can determine sex of horse and is
aware of breed types

® Knows basic safety of leading, tying,
loading and turning out

Understands basic rules and knows
how to keep score at competitions

Can easily walk, trot and can-
ter simple dressage figures

Understands basic leg and
hand aids

Position deteriorates without
stirrups

¢ Can maintain standing 2-point at
trot and canter without reins.

Introduced to jumps in sequence
at the canter

Still resorts to hands to maintain
balance

Can trot and canter over 2'6"
x-c obstacles while maintaining
control

Not comfortable at 350 mpm

Occasionally dislodged by
effect of terrain

100 hours of riding instruction

Able to groom, tack horse correctly
and mount and dismount safely

Understands post-exercise care

Introduced to bending and
flexion

Can effectively apply aids for
simple transitions

Knows basic geometry of
lower-level dressage figures

Jumps safely without stirrups over
low fences

Cantering 8-10 fences at an
even rhythm is still a challenge

Does not yet recognize distances

Introduced to simple x com-
binations

Beginning fo influence the ap-
proach on a familiar horse

Comfortable at 350 mpm

Not yet able to self-analyze basic
mistakes

Able to visually discriminate between
good and bad riding

Still suffers from performance anxiety

Executes leg-yielding and
shoulder-in on schooled horse
under supervision

Capable of teaching turn on
the forehand to new horse

Still uses hands to create flexion

* Can occasionally maintain an
even rhythm over 33" course
under supervision

Occasionally recognizes 3 long
strides in the final approach

Usually ahead of the motion at
takeoff

Surprised by close distances

Becoming comfortable up and
down banks and drops

Understands how to adapt po-
sition to suit terrain changes

Still has difficulty maintaining
steady rhythm at 450 mpm

500 hours of riding instruction

Able to load and unload horse
in trailer unassisted

Can drive loaded trailer safely, in-
cluding backing up truck and trailer

Recognizes good shoeing

Can detect hind-end lameness

Can perform minor firstaid procedures

Rides all three working paces
well

Able to self-critique competitive
performance

Bounces at medium sitting trot

Rides difficult horse adequately

Understands the relationship of
inside leg to outside rein

Consistently lengthens last three
strides in the approach

Still ahead of the motion at point
of takeoff

3’6" looks BIG at competitions

Lower-leg position deteriorates
under competitive pressure

Can ride well under supervision

Basically accurate in approach
to 45-degree corners, angles
and narrows

Often “chases” horse to a long
stride over individual fences

Occasionally can ride several
fences in rhythm at 520 mpm

Drops back one skill level on an
unfamiliar horse

Able to develop own feeding chart
and conditioning schedule

Knows requirements for worming and
teeth floating

Safely administers IM and IV
injections

Experimenting with collection
and extension under
supervision

Consistently produces accurate
and balanced transitions

Position not yet consistently
independent

Usually jumps in good style from
a balanced canter

Still sees an occasional “Long
One”

Comfortable over 4’ individual

fences

Rhythm deteriorates under
pressure

When jumping drops, slips and
regains reins automatically

Occasionally chases horse to a
flat takeoff

 Not yet consistently effective in
complex combinations

Can ride well at 550 mpm

1,000 hours of riding instruction

Rides unfamiliar horses well

Reasonably expects top 10 placing
at one- and two-star CIC and CCl
competitions

Sophisticated understanding of
required veterinary maintenance for
competition horses

Always produces horse on
the bit

Rides well in both collection
and extension

Usually receives an “8" for
position from FEI Judges.

Consistently presents horse in
rhythm and balance at base of
the fence

Rarely sees “flat” strides at
competitions

Doesn't often cause knockdowns

Comfortable over 4’3" fences

Always well placed jumping
up or down

Rarely chases to a flat stride

Usually makes the time at up-
per FEl levels

Comfortable at 600 mpm

2,500 hours of riding instruction

Can selfrain to upper level placings

Can successfully compete with
unfamiliar horses

Unaffected by competitive pressure

Has completely independent
position

Capable of producing a “10”
in FEI competition.

Changes length of stride in ap-
proach without changing speed
or balance

Produces clean rounds over 4’3"
course in good style

Consistently accurate in ap-
proach despite show pressure

Usually makes the optimum
time at four-star level

Can school steeplechasers and
timber horses

Reasonably expects top 10 placing at
four-star level

Able to secure 60% or better at
Prix St. Georges level on suit-
able horses

Always recognizes quiet strides
to the base of the fence

Has successfully jumped clean
rounds in Grand Prix.

Comfortable, balanced, and
rhythmical at any speed over
any ferrain, under any condi-
tions

Over 5,000 hours of riding instruc-
tion, reasonably expects to win
medals at World and Olympic
competitions
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