
Most horse haulers are aware that allowing horses to 
travel with their heads out of the drop-down windows is 
dangerous. There are accounts of horses being decapitated 
from oncoming traffic when allowed to stand with their 
heads out of a moving trailer. Horses have also been 
known to attempt to escape the trailer through an open 
window, causing a traumatic and possibly life-threatening 
situation. Discarded cigarettes have even been known 
to enter through open windows and light hay nets on 
fire. Although such events are rare, there are other more 
common risks to your horse when they are allowed to 
travel with their heads out of the trailer. A passenger inside 
an enclosed vehicle may be unaware of the wide variety 
of debris, such as dirt, pebbles, bugs, and more, hitting 
the truck and trailer while in motion. This debris can 
endanger your horse, particularly during high speed travel. 
Head injuries, especially of the eye, are common in horses 
trailered with the windows open. Injuries can range from 
minor abrasions, a result of wind causing drying of the 
corneal surface, to punctures of the eye from flying debris.  

Even fully enclosed trailers can put the horse at risk if 
a large amount of loose debris, such as dirt, hay, shavings, 
or dried manure, exists inside the trailer. Airflow at faster 
speeds can stir up this debris making the horse susceptible 
to respiratory problems and eye injury. Horses that are 
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Figure 1: Allowing your horse to stand with its head outside of 
the trailer is not recommended at stop or in motion. 

Figure 2: Horses can try to exit through an open window 
causing a life-threatening situation.
(Credit: Bart Sirman, DVM)



Figure 3: Superficial corneal 
abrasions as can be caused by 
wind drying the corneal surface.

Figure 4: Staining corneal ulcer

Figure 5: Punctured corneal surface 
possibly caused by flying debris

Figure 6: Corneal laceration

Figure 7: Eyelid laceration

frequently hauled under these conditions can develop 
chronic respiratory issues similar to asthma and eye 
problems such as superficial corneal ulcers. Hauling with a 
clean trailer and footing that is heavy and slightly damp is 
recommended to minimize complications for the horse. 

Airflow is important for horses when hauling, especially 
in warm ambient temperatures. Windows need to be 
open to allow for necessary air flow. Most newer trailers 
have a grate that can be closed on the window to allow air 
flow but not allow the horse to hold its head outside of the 
trailer. A mesh screen over the window opening is ideal to 
reduce debris entering the trailer while providing air flow. 
Open-sided trailers greatly increase the risk of injury from 
debris by allowing more debris inside the trailer. Using a 
fly mask on the horse can potentially decrease incidents 
of eye injury during trailering. It is not recommended to 
haul horses in open-top trailers where horses can put their 
head above the windbreak 
of the truck and trailer. This 
situation greatly increases 
the possibility of injury to the 
horse.

Trailers with full-sized 
escape doors in the front can 
also pose a safety risk to horses 
if used incorrectly. Horses 
have been known to injure 
their lower limb when left in 
a trailer with the full-sized 
escape door open, especially 
in a slant load trailer. The chest 
bar usually prevents the horse 
from trying to exit, but the 
raw edges around the door 
opening are prime areas for lacerations to the pastern when the horse gets impatient 
and paws at the opening. These injuries can be life threating if they damage the 
vascular system, decreasing blood supply to the foot.  

Trailer features, such as windows, are a vital component of trailer design and 
bring light and airflow into the trailer. Windows can lessen the light disparity 
between inside and outside, making it easier for horses to adjust their vision upon 
entering. When used properly, trailer windows can provide your horse necessary 
comfort when hauling.

Figure 8: Using a fly mask 
on the horse can potentially 
decrease incidents of eye 
injury during trailering.

Figure 9: Raw edges around the escape door opening are prime 
areas for lacerations to the lateral aspect of the pastern when 
the horse gets impatient and paws at the opening.
(Credit: http://distillery-trailercentral.s3.amazonaws.com/DbC7L9/A0zizb/2014_
Trails_West_Classic_Warmblood_W_Escape_Door_Conv.Pkg_2_Horse_Trailer_
qnLfDx.jpg)
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