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Footing surfaces used in equine riding arenas are composed by
sand, either in the presence or absence of specific additives (e.g.,
organic or synthetic fibers, wood, rubber, etc.). Sand is made up
of minerals such as, most commonly, quartz (sometimes
cristobalite), feldspars, and carbonates.

The current guidelines on footing surfaces to be employed in
the equine industry are mainly focused on their impact on the
musculoskeletal structures of the horse and on their contribution
to both horse and rider safety. As a matter of fact, they
completely disregard their possible role as a source of respirable
mineral particles and the effects such dispersion in air could have
on both human and animal health.

Among the published literature, a single paper currently deals
with the possible occupational exposure to respirable dust and
respirable crystalline silica (RCS) in an Irish equestrian centre
[1]. Besides, one case report relates lung cancer with exposure to
RCS in a horse trainer [2]. Less data are available in horses, but
evidence exists that horses react as well to RCS exposure by
developing pulmonary silicosis [3].

Following a diagnostic suspect of silicosis in 3 ponies used for
children equestrian activities in a riding arena near Turin (NW
Italy) and showing compatible history as well as clinical and
radiographic signs, samples were obtained of their tracheal and
bronchoalveolar secretions (lavages) and of the footing surfaces
used in their current and past barns (sand).

The sand was investigated both by SEM-EDS and XRPD to
respectively define size and morphology of grains and to identify
the nature and amount of different mineral species, respectively.
Quartz, feldspars and several phyllosilicate were found in both
respiratory samples (size range: 1-8 µm) and in the footing
surfaces assessed (size range: 15 µm-0,3 mm).

This case-report highlights the need of a detailed investigation
on the possible health risk for personnel employed in the equine
industry and pleasure riders, particularly children.
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