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Shetland ponies graze on a field at the Shetland Pony Experience at Papil, Burra near Lerwick. — AFP photos

Sheena Anderson, chair of the Pony Breeders of Shetland Association (right) speaks to
AFP at Papil, Burra near Lerwick.

part of the remote islands’ culture and identi-
ty. The horses are everywhere-grazing on
windswept hills, their manes tossed in the
strong ocean breeze, or walking on white
sandy beaches buffeted by turquoise waters.
Elaine Tait, whose parents breed Shetland
ponies, fell in love with the animals from the
age of five, when she repeatedly told them: “I
want a pony.” Her parents relented, then five
years later at the age of 10, she got her sec-
ond. Today, alongside the family business,
she has founded her own riding school for
children and a separate business for tourists:
the Shetland Pony Experience.

Therapy animals 
The Shetland ponies’ tiny stature is

thought to have been part of their adaptation
to the islands’ harsh climate. The windswept
archipelago, home to some 23,000 people,

110 miles (180 kilometers) north of mainland
Scotland, and just under halfway to Norway.
When the harsh winter sets in, grass is
scarce and only the smallest creatures were
able to survive. As a result, the ponies have
super strength for horses of their size and a
century ago put it to use in agriculture or in
coal mining.

Today, they are bought to show in compe-
titions, for horse racing, breeding, to teach
children how to ride, as pets or even therapy
animals. Libby Morrison, a therapist,
explained on her website she has found
“horse-human interaction to have a wide
range of benefits for those affected by anxi-
ety, depression, PTSD (post-traumatic stress
disorder), and autism”. — AFP


