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The farmed donkey – is it a working equid?

OIE defines the working equid as: 
those involved in traction, transport or generation of income 
and specifically excludes those kept solely for the 
production of meat.

Strictly speaking the large commercial donkey farms do not fall within this 
definition. However:
Farming of donkeys is a fast growing business; does it fall in a gap between 
livestock farming, where it is not yet recognised, and working equids?

• What are the risks?
• Where will we place welfare requirements 

and regulation for disease control?



Farming of donkeys – the global position 

• In Europe – donkey farming has been in place for some years  
The majority are small farms and some only sell produce at the farm 
gate. Production is for meat and milk

• In China – donkey farming is an expanding enterprise
Farms are becoming larger and more intensive (3,000 is common and 
farms with 6,000- 10,000 donkeys are seen).

• In Africa – donkey farming is developing but with skins as the 
main product. But - are these ‘farms’ actually holding bases 
with issues of their own.

• In India – there is an interest in small household ‘farms’ for 
production of milk to provide a livelihood for the family.

• Other countries: what is the future?



Our Research
Regardless of the product our questions are:

• how are donkeys as a farmed species?

• what do they need for farming to be acceptable?

This species need long periods of browsing and are unique in being susceptible to a 
condition with high mortality rates as a result of stress.

What are we doing:

• Assessments for health and welfare using our tool (EARS)

• Assessments for behaviour and measurement of wellbeing (QBA) 
using our customised tool.

We have been invited to visit a wide range of farms in different 
countries and with differing sizes and environments.

We are analysing our data:

• There are common problems; nutrition, handling and foot care

• Education and training could improve many of the problems



Risk of disease spread: local and global

There are 2 main risks:

• Trade in donkeys, skins and other products
o A global risk in the movement across borders that is often unregulated movement of 

an untraceable animal and it’s products

o Risks from a product and live animal where early disease is often unrecognised and 
undetected

o A risk of carrying infectious agents in fomites and vectors

• Intensive farming of a species that does not readily show early signs of 
disease.
o Risk that early disease will go undetected where large numbers of animals are kept

o Risk of rapid spread between groups of donkeys

o Risk of introducing infection to the farm with rapid expansion



Guidelines for management of farmed donkeys

• These will be specific to farmed donkeys 
and are written with the farm worker and owner in mind.

• They will be generic and we will invite countries 
to customise them for their resources and 
environment

• There will be  a series of 9 – from birth to death

• We have completed biosecurity and nutrition as 
our highest priority.



Education and training
• Training for professionals, owners and handlers, including face to face 

training in the UK with our donkeys.

• Use of online resources as well as handbooks, leaflets and factsheets

• The Donkey Sanctuary are developing a ‘donkey academy’; 

An education platform on our website is planned for the future.

• ICWE: A resource library for working equids signposting all the ICWE 
resources- WESLI is due to be available from May 2020.


