
  

 

Buying a Horse – ‘Vettings’ 
Katie Robinson BVSc MRCVS 

 
As a veterinary practice, we find that there are many facts about a vetting that a 
purchaser or vendor are unsure about or have misunderstood. Here we will try to 
explain the different types of vetting, why each is relevant to a different situation 
and what is required of both a purchaser and a vendor. 

 
 

 
The Purchasers Assessment of the horse/pony to be vetted 
  
As well as checking the animal’s suitability for the job that you wish it to perform, there are several 
other pieces of information that can be obtained when you go and try the horse: 
 

·  Does the horse have a passport? – check the markings, the age on the passport and its 
vaccination status. 

·  Has it any vices? See the horse in its own environment and at rest in the stable. 
·  Does the horse have any obvious conformational faults/scarring/warts? Does it have 

splints/curbs/warts/sarcoids or melanomas if it is a grey? 
·  Make a note of anything you are unsure of to alert the vet to at the pre-purchase 

examination. 
 
Arranging the Pre-purchase examination/Vetting  
 
It is useful to select a vet to perform the examination who you already know, since they will know 
your requirements/set up and therefore your expectations of the animal. If the horse is too far away 
for your usual vet to visit, ask your vet to recommend a vet in that area.  
 
The RCVS states that the proper person to examine a horse prior to a change of ownership is 
the vet appointed by the potential purchaser or their agent.  We would also advise that the vet 
you use is independent.  Remember you choose the vet and the vet is working for you and not 
the vendor – this is important especially if the vendor is present at the vetting 
 
It is generally a good idea to attend the vetting so that if the vet has any queries, they can be 
discussed at the time. If not, speak to the vet before they attend so that you can ask any pertinent 
questions before the visit. 
 
The aim of the pre-purchase examination is to carry out a thorough and complete veterinary 
examination of the chosen horse and to identify and attempt to assess those factors of a veterinary 
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nature that may affect the horses suitability for its intended use so that the prospective purchaser can 
make an informed decision as to whether or not to proceed with the chosen purchase.  
 
The opinion expressed by the vet is based solely on the clinical examination set out in the 2 
and 5 stage vetting procedure, and is given subject to the qualification that the horse may be 
presently subject to some previously administered drug or medication intended to or having 
the effect of masking or concealing some disease, injury or physical abnormality, which might 
otherwise presently be clinically discoverable.  The purchaser can request a written warranty 
from the owner, but this is between them and not the responsibility of the vet. 
 
 
Which Vetting Should I have? 
 
There are 2 types of recommended vetting – the 2 stage or the 5 stage. The stages involved are: 
 

1. The preliminary examination – examination of eyes, heart, lungs and a general check 
over the horse. 

2. The trot up – walk and trot the horse in a straight line and the flexion of each leg in turn. 
 

 
 

3. Strenuous exercise – to exaggerate any lameness and make an assessment of wind. 
4. Period of rest – to allow adrenalin levels to settle so if exercise has provoked any 

lameness it will show. 
5. The second trot up – to check the horse is sound after exercise. 
 

 
 



  

A 2 stage vetting is often appropriate if the horse is unbroken or if you have previously had the 
horse on loan. If you are going to insure the horse it is worth ringing the insurance company and 
asking what they will require. If you are paying a lot of money for the horse, you may want to have 
x-rays of the feet, hocks and/or fetlocks and stifles done, or have blood samples taken. Further 
examinations via x-rays/ultrasound scans or endoscopy may be recommended by the vet depending 
on what is found during the vetting.  
 
Booking the Vetting 
 
When you ring the appropriate practice to organise the examination, make sure you have the 
following details ready: 
 

1. A full description of the horse including height, age, colour and sex 
2. The vendors details – their name and telephone number and the address of where with 

horse is to be vetted. 
3. The intended use of the horse. 

 
The Facilities Required for the Vetting 
 
For both 2 and 5 stage vettings, these are:  
 

1. A loose box where the light can be restricted 
2. A hard level area to trot up – preferably concrete or tarmac 
3. A firm non slip surface for lunging. 

 
For a 5 Stage Vetting the following are also required: 
 

1. An area to exercise the animal 
2. A jockey to ride the horse or someone capable of lunging the horse if it is unbroken. 
 

 
 
If these facilities are not available at the vendor’s premises, then the horse should be taken to a yard 
where the facilities are more suitable. The vet will indicate on the certificate if only a partial 
examination has been possible.  
 
 
 
 
 



  

The Vendor 
 
The vendor needs to be able to provide the above facilities and also: 
 

1. Make sure the feet have been well trimmed or that the horse has been shod recently. 
2. Ensure that the horse is clean and presentable 
3. Ensure that there is someone capable of handling the horse and that the horse is used to 

being handles – especially in the case of youngstock. 
 
At the end of the vetting, a blood sample can be taken to be stored for 5 months. If in this time the 
horse should go lame or its behaviour change so that it would appear it had been sedated whilst 
being tried by the purchaser, the blood may be sent to a laboratory and tested for the presence of 
drugs. 
 
A standard vetting certificate will be filled in and if you are not present at the vetting, the vet should 
contact you to discuss their findings as soon as it is finished. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 


