


Can horses play soccer?
Volunteers practice desensitizing horses

As prey animals (any animal that could serve as a food source for another animal), horses
are well-known for their propensity to be extra sensitive and alert of their surroundings. As
outlined in this article on equine (horse) behavior from Rutgers Equine Science Center,
horses depend on flight as their primary means of survival. Their natural predators can be
large animals such as cougars, wolves, or bears, so its ability to outrun these predators is
critical.

So you can imagine their surprise when a five-foot tall, bright red ball was slowly rolled into
the arena where they quietly stood. Suddenly, eyes widened, ears pointed forward, heads
went up, and noses sniffed long, slow puffs of air as each horse tried to wrap their heads
around just what-on-earth this thing was.

Luckily for the horses, our friend Gary Sello has been teaching and training both horses
and people for decades now, taking his Big Red Ball to a handful of educational
opportunities each year. He and his Ball have been guests at Halleck Creek Ranch a number
of times over the years, and there's always something new to learn, or a new perspective to
be gained.

So when the horses' heads went up along with their assigned volunteers' blood pressure,
Gary gently explained to the group that the Big Red Ball exercise was about thinking like a
horse, and how to help them overcome their natural response to run. He demonstrated
ways to reassure a horse facing something unknown, and encouraged our volunteers to
make the exercise fun and playful for their horses.

And in the end, although not every horse was completely sure about their new friend, The
Big Red Ball, to everyone's surprise, a few of the horses really took to playing "soccer",
chasing after it and bumping into it with their chests, as they knew it was nothing more than
a Big Red Ball.
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