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PEGASUS  LEONARDO DA VINCI – PROJECT 

Several organisations in Gent interested in the health and welfare of people with special needs, have, for some 

years, been using horses in a number of ways to assist them in their work of rehabilitation and education. Three 

of them have now come together in a partnership to bring to Belgium, specifically Flanders, some of the 

training opportunities that already exist throughout the world for professionals wishing to work in this field 

using horses as the medium.  .  

 These organisations, The Arteveldehogeschool, Gent, through their department of Health, the Hogeschool, 

Gent through their department of Social Care, and the Psychiatric Centre Caritas Melle, helped by Job & Co 

v.z.w. to design the programme and provide administrative support, applied to the Leonardo da Vinci initiative 

of the European Commission, for a project covering an innovative (for Belgium) training programme using 

horses as a medium in health- and welfare work. 

One of the conditions of the European  Leonardo programme- a community vocational action programme – is a  

European partnership. Several organisations already specialising in the field were approached and agreed to 

work with us on the project.   These organisations  are „Associatio El Sac Xiroi‟ from Barcelona in Spain, 

„Boerderij De Biezen‟ and the „Federatie Paardrijden voor Gehandicapten‟ (FPG) from the Netherlands, 

„Hipony‟ s.r.o. in cooperation with the SHA (Slovenska Hippoterapeutica Asociacia) from Slovakia and the 

„Fortune Centre of Riding Therapy‟ in the United Kingdom. 



The project  was entitled “PEGASUS” with the aims of developing an innovative postgraduate course of 

Equine Assisted Therapy (EAT): a form of therapy and/or goal oriented coaching with the assistance of the 

horse as a medium. Not only is the subject of the course innovative in the Flemish part of Belgium, but so is the 

content with the holistic viewpoint combining the therapeutic, social and educational aspects in one course. 

 

Much preliminary work had to be done to ensure that all the partners were able to participate fully in various 

aspects of the project.   After a year‟s work by the Belgian partners a meeting of those partners with 

representatives from Hippony from Slovakia, Sac Xiro from Spain and the Fortune Centre of Riding Therapy 

from England took place in December 2001 in Gent.   At that time the partners discussed in further detail what 

they could each contribute to the project.   Certain other aspects, such as terminology, were debated and 

agreement was reached by all partners.  For instance it was agreed that the term “Equine Assisted Therapy” 

would be a better one to use than the term “Hippotherapy”, which is used as a generic term in Belgium, bearing 

in mind that  Hippotherapy is internationally understood to be physiotherapy on a horse rather than to do with 

education and social welfare.   

There followed a further year‟s work finalising the actions (work tools in Eurospeak), and developing and 

adjusting them to become realistic and attainable.   A proposal was then put to the Belgian and European 

Commission and provisionally accepted.   A further six months went by before the final version was accepted 

and the project could start in December 2002. 

In January 2003 all the partners met for four days in Gent to start formal work on the various work tools.  This 

meeting mainly concentrated on the course content and management using the expertise of all the partners in 

order to devise as comprehensive a syllabus as possible, the development of an ethical code and a the collection 

of already existing examples of good practice.  

The PEGASUS-project will have an important impact on 3 sectors –  

1. health and social care,  

2. education,   

3. business life, i.e.  riding schools. 

The project describes a methodology for developing course units in Dutch, English and Slovak languages. 



The course will consist of a modular training system on Equine Assisted Therapy and a flexible system of 

certification to allow as wide a variety of professionals as possible to undertake the course. The modular 

training system is being developed by a partnership consisting of the schools for higher education in the health 

and social care sector and a psychiatric centre. The course will be marketed to students in a brochure.   It will be 

piloted with a limited group of students and will be thoroughly evaluated and adjusted where necessary. 

The course will be spread over a period of two years, the first year of which will consist of lectures and 

organized work sessions.  There will be three interdisciplinary modules for all disciplines working with horses, 

the first one covering general knowledge, the second concentrating on the horse as therapeutic tool and goal 

oriented work and the third module on different target groups. The fourth module has three options -: 

1. Hippotherapy in motor therapy  (hippotherapy in the more classic sense). 

2. Therapy with the horse in psychiatry and in psychological problems   

3. Pedagogical, educational  and/or remedial oriented work with horses. 

During the second year clinical and practical work will be carried out as well as seminars and case studies. The 

students will have to write a paper on a particular subject and present this paper before they get a certificate of 

specialisation in  EAT. 

Students wishing to attend the course must have already obtained a diploma in the field of education, social and 

health care or psychotherapy and must also have a basic knowledge of horses and their care. Experience in one 

of the target groups and/or horse related activities will be of advantage in applying for, and being accepted on, 

the course. Only a limited number of students can be accepted at any one time in order to ensure the quality of 

the course is maintained. 

The course in Equine Assisted Therapy (EAT) will respond to the needs of a significant group of both students 

and professionals in the field of heath and social care who are looking for new kinds of treatment and or 

coaching, in particular non-verbal treatments and methods addressing the whole person. The training will also, 

indirectly, respond to the needs of the professionals‟ clients - children, youngsters and adults with a disability, 

illness, learning and/or behavioural problem and/or psychiatric disorder. 

By means of this postgraduate course in EAT students and professionals in the field of health and social care 

will be given an excellent opportunity to specialise.  Not only does this increase the effectiveness of the 

treatment or coaching for the client, it also adds value to the basic diploma, brings more job satisfaction for the 



professional and broadens the perspective or career opportunities. The project is of benefit to the „lifelong 

learning‟ philosophy by offering the chance for employees with many different job profiles to assimilate an 

innovative form of treatment and coaching. Organisations in the field will be encouraged to incorporate the 

training offered in their career management policy. It goes without saying that the PEGASUS training course in 

EAT will be open for both men and women, with no distinction, as are all other branches of study provided by 

the partners of the project. 

Recently, the international community of professionals in the health and social care sector, as well as their 

clients, have been showing a great deal of interest in Animal Assisted Therapy in general and in Equine 

Assisted Therapy in particular. In a few European countries one finds little or no initiatives practicing EAT, let 

alone well-founded training courses. Misuse of so-called equine assisted therapy is reported.  This may be due 

to the lack of quality training opportunities in the field as well as the absence of accredited qualification for 

professionals practising EAT. 

Following the study of literature and scientific research, as well as experience gathered in the field,  PEGASUS 

wants to collect results and publish a document with examples of Good Practice.  It is also designing a 

document containing a set of ethical codes and standard rules for the practice of EAT to guarantee minimum 

demands of quality & safety as well as a (self)evaluation instrument. 

By formulating ethical codes and guidelines for practising EAT the project wishes to influence proposals for 

policymaking.   These codes and guidelines will feed into a directive for a European Network of Expertise on 

EAT. The PEGASUS project aims to develop strategies and initiate activities to link to, and encourage, 

cooperation between training organisations in the health and social care field and the riding school industry thus 

stimulating effective professional practice in the field which would be embedded in the career management 

policy of organisations, meeting of needs, etc.  These professional practices could then be documented and used 

by practitioners in EAT. 

The PEGASUS project aims to initiate homogeneity in the setting up of a European perspective regarding the 

training and practice of Equine Assisted Therapy.  Building a „European Network of Expertise concerning 

EAT is one of the ways the project  will facilitate international exchange of information and  field experience 

with as many different client groups as possible.  This, in turn, will encourage more scientific research and 

internship possibilities for EAT students. 



The results of the PEGASUS project will be disseminated by means of a document which combines general 

and scientific information regarding EAT as well as „Examples of Good Practice‟. This will be backed up by 

other publications, the organisation of press conferences and info-sessions in the different member states in the 

health and social sector and through a website (and e-zine) which will serve as a gateway for the „European 

Network of Expertise on EAT‟  Pegasus will welcome contributions for this on the website.   

To conclude the project a European Congress will be held in the Autumn of 2005 during which the outcomes 

and experiences resulting from the project will be presented. 
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