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The study of donkey welfare and management underwent a paradigm shift in the late 20th century, moving from the
perception of the donkey as a resilient, low-maintenance beast of burden to a sentient animal with highly
specialized physiological and psychological needs. Central to this transformation was the work of Dr. Elisabeth D.
Svendsen MBE, whose seminal text, A Passion for Donkeys, serves as both a philosophical manifesto and a
technical foundation for modern asinine husbandry. This article provides an in-depth technical analysis of donkey
care, welfare frameworks, and management strategies based on the principles established by Svendsen and the
continued research of The Donkey Sanctuary.

The Evolution of Donkey Welfare Science

Historically, donkeys (Equus asinus) have been marginalized in veterinary literature, often treated as smaller
versions of horses. However, the technical reality is that donkeys possess a distinct evolutionary history, originating
from the African Wild Ass (Equus africanus). This arid-land heritage has resulted in a uniqgue metabolism, thirst
tolerance, and behavioral response to stress. Dr. Svendsen recognized that the high mortality rates in captive
donkeys were often the result of applying equine-centric care models to a species that requires a vastly different
approach.

The foundational framework for donkey welfare revolves around the Five Freedoms, adapted specifically for the
donkey's stoic nature. Because donkeys evolved to hide signs of pain or illness to avoid predation in open
environments, identifying welfare compromises requires a sophisticated understanding of subtle behavioral cues,
rather than the overt displays of distress seen in horses.

Core Physiological and Anatomical Distinctions

To manage donkeys effectively, one must understand the core mechanical and biological differences between
donkeys and other equids. These differences impact everything from nutritional ratios to pharmacological dosing.

Metabolic Efficiency and Nutritional Requirements

Donkeys are highly efficient at extracting nutrients from low-quality, high-fiber forage. Their digestive system is
optimized for a diet rich in lignified cell walls. In a domestic setting, providing high-sugar or high-protein hay
(standard for performance horses) often leads to obesity, laminitis, and hyperlipaemia. Technical feeding protocols
prioritize barley straw as the primary forage source, supplemented with limited grazing and mineral licks.

Thermoregulation and Integumentary System

Unlike horses, the donkey's coat lacks a natural grease layer that provides waterproofing. Their hair is more porous,

meaning they are highly susceptible to rain scald and hypothermia in temperate, wet climates. Shelter architecture

for donkeys must account for 360-degree wind protection and a completely dry floor environment to prevent
dermatological and podiatric degradation.



Podiatry: The Donkey Hoof

The internal anatomy of the donkey hoof is characterized by a steeper hoof wall angle (60-65 degrees in the front)
compared to the horse (45-50 degrees). The frog is positioned further back, and the sole is thicker and more
concave. These features are adaptations for rocky, arid terrain. Management requires frequent, specialized farriery
to prevent the long, distorted hoof growth patterns common in improperly managed sanctuary environments.

Technical Comparison: Donkey vs. Horse Care Requirements

The following table outlines the critical management differences that practitioners must acknowledge to ensure the
well-being of the species.



Feature

Pain Response

Dietary Fiber

Water Loss

Social Structure

Horse (Equus ferus
caballus)

Overt (rolling, pawing,

sweating)

Moderate to High

Rapid dehydration in heat

Herd-based (Dynamic)

Donkey (Equus asinus)

Stoic (dullness, anorexia,
head-lowering)

Extremely High (Lignin-rich)

High tolerance; slow
dehydration

Pair-bonding (Static/Strong)

Technical Implication

Donkeys require more
frequent monitoring to
detect illness early.

Donkeys thrive on straw;
hay is often too calorie-
dense.

Donkeys can maintain
blood volume longer but
require consistent access.

Separating a bonded pair

can cause fatal stress
(Hyperlipaemia).

Hoof Angle 45-50 degrees 60-65 degrees Specific farriery tools and

angles are required for
donkeys.

Hyperlipaemia: The Critical Metabolic Threat

One of the most significant technical contributions of Dr. Svendsen’s work and The Donkey Sanctuary’s research is
the characterization of Hyperlipaemia. This is a life-threatening metabolic disorder where the donkey, usually in
response to stress or a negative energy balance, mobilizes excessive amounts of body fat into the bloodstream.
The liver becomes overwhelmed by lipids, leading to multi-organ failure.

Pathophysiology and Indicators

When a donkey stops eating—even for as little as 24 hours—it triggers a massive hormonal response. Unlike
horses, donkeys have a less effective mechanism for regulating this fat mobilization. The clinical signs are often
subtle: lethargy, halitosis (sweet-smelling breath), and a mucus coating on feces. Laboratory diagnosis

reveals serum triglyceride levels exceeding 250 mg/dL.

Management and Prevention Protocol

1. Stress Reduction: Avoid moving donkeys between environments without their bonded companions.
2. Gradual Dietary Shifts: Any changes to forage must be phased in over 14-21 days.
3. Monitoring: Daily observation of appetite is the most effective early warning system.

Behavioral Science and the 'Stubbornness' Myth

A central theme in A Passion for Donkeys is the reclassification of donkey behavior. The colloquial term "stubborn"
is a technical misinterpretation of the donkey’s freeze response. When faced with a perceived threat, a horse’s
primary instinct is flight. A donkey’s instinct is to stand still and evaluate the situation. This is a highly evolved
survival strategy for animals living in mountainous or broken terrain where running blindly could be fatal.

Cognitive Training Techniques

Modern donkey training utilizes Positive Reinforcement (R+) and Clicker Training. Because donkeys are highly
motivated by food and social interaction, these methods are more effective than the pressure-and-release



(Negative Reinforcement) methods common in traditional horsemanship. Training focuses on building trust and
allowing the animal time to process commands, acknowledging their superior cognitive mapping and memory.

Structural Requirements for Sanctuaries and Private Ownership

Effective management requires a physical infrastructure that caters to the donkey’s unique biology. This goes
beyond simple fencing and involves the creation of an "enrichment-rich" environment.

Paddock Paradise and Track Systems

To prevent obesity while allowing movement, many practitioners implement a Track System.  This forces the
donkey to walk long distances between water, shelter, and forage stations, mimicking the movement patterns of
their wild ancestors. The substrate of these tracks should vary (sand, gravel, woodchip) to provide natural wear for
the hooves.

Shelter Engineering

The shelter must be more than a three-sided shed. It should include:

e Hard-standing areas: Concrete or packed stone to ensure hooves can dry out completely, preventing thrush
and white line disease.

< High-level forage racks: To prevent contamination of straw and encourage natural stretching.

e Social Space: Enough room for a bonded pair to stand side-by-side without being cornered by more dominant
individuals.

The Role of Donkeys in Therapeutic Environments

Dr. Svendsen founded the Elisabeth Svendsen Trust for Children and Donkeys (now incorporated into The
Donkey Sanctuary's Donkey Assisted Therapy), recognizing the profound psychological bond between donkeys
and humans with additional needs. Technically, this is referred to as Animal-Assisted Intervention (AAl).

Donkeys are uniquely suited for AAl because of their low reactivity and rhythmic movement. Their heart rates have
been shown to have a calming effect on humans during tactile interactions. However, the welfare of the donkey in
these programs is paramount. Technical guidelines require strict limits on "contact hours" and the provision of
"retreat zones" where donkeys can choose to remove themselves from human interaction.

Technical Analysis of Common Pathologies and Solutions

Effective donkey management involves a proactive veterinary schedule focusing on the most common failure
modes in the species.



Pathology

Dental Diastemata

Laminitis

Cyathostominosis

Cause/Mechanism

Gaps between teeth causing food
impaction and periodontal disease.

Inflammation of the laminae, often
due to endocrinopathic issues (EMS/
PPID) or carbohydrate overload.

Small redworm encystment in the gut
wall.

Clinical Management/Solution

Annual dental rasping and specialized
flushing of gaps by a qualified equine
dentist.

Strict dietary control (high fiber),
restricted grazing, and
pharmaceutical intervention (e.g.,
Metformin or Prascend).

Strategic deworming based on Fecal
Egg Counts (FEC) rather than

rotational schedules to prevent
resistance.

Rain Scald Dermatophilus congolensis infection Provision of waterproof rugs or 24/7
due to prolonged dampness. dry shelter access; topical
antimicrobial treatment.

Breeding and Population Control

In A Passion for Donkeys, Svendsen discusses the complexities of breeding. In a modern sanctuary context, the
focus has shifted toward population management. Castration (gelding) of jacks (stallions) is a primary technical
requirement. Donkey castration is more surgically complex than horse castration due to a larger blood supply to the
testes and a higher risk of post-operative evisceration. It is recommended that these procedures be performed in a
hospital setting under general anesthesia rather than in the field.

Global Impact and Advocacy

The principles outlined in Svendsen’s work now inform international policy. The Donkey Sanctuary works with
organizations like the OIE (World Organisation for Animal Health)to establish global welfare standards. This is
particularly critical in the developing world, where donkeys remain essential for transport and agriculture. Technical
outreach focuses on "Harnessing for Health"—designing equipment that distributes load weight across the skeletal
structure rather than causing soft tissue damage.

The Donkey Skin Trade Crisis

A modern challenge not present during the initial writing of A Passion for Donkeys is the global demand for ejiao
(donkey-hide gelatin). This has led to the slaughter of millions of donkeys annually. Conservation and welfare
groups now use the technical data gathered by Svendsen to argue for the protection of the species, highlighting the
slow reproductive rate of donkeys (12-month gestation) which makes their populations highly vulnerable to collapse.

Synthesizing the Legacy of Elisabeth Svendsen

The enduring legacy of Elisabeth Svendsen lies in the professionalization of donkey care. By combining
compassionate advocacy with rigorous technical data, she elevated the status of the donkey within the veterinary
and scientific communities. Understanding the donkey requires a departure from the "small horse” mentality and an
embrace of their specific evolutionary adaptations. From the precise management of hyperlipaemia to the
engineering of appropriate shelters, the technical depth of donkey husbandry is a testament to the animal's
complexity.



For owners, veterinarians, and sanctuary managers, the path forward involves a commitment to continuous
learning. The donkey is a master of survival, but in captivity, their health and happiness depend entirely on our
ability to interpret their stoic signals and provide an environment that respects their desert-dwelling heritage. The
work initiated in 1969 continues to evolve, ensuring that the "passion for donkeys" remains grounded in scientific

excellence and unwavering welfare standards.
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