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Who would think that an animal weighing over 1,000 pounds, at times both elegant and 

intimidating, could help people move beyond trauma, find safe space and foster healthy 

relationships? This is exactly what is happening at Equine Enrichment in the rural  

countryside just outside Derry/Londonderry in Northern Ireland. 

T H E  W O R K  O F  E Q U I N E  E N R I C H M E N T  I S  U N I Q U E .  It is the only 

organization in Northern Ireland offering EAGALA (Equine Assisted 

Growth and Learning Association). Studies have shown that equine-

assisted therapy lowers blood pressure, alleviates stress, and reduces 

symptoms of anxiety and depression. It has also been shown to help 

people struggling with addiction and mental health issues.

  With support from The Ireland Funds, Equine Enrichment has as-

sisted groups of young people between ages 11-18. Over the course of 

10 weeks, two groups of young people experiencing behavioral and/or 

emotional issues came to the stables to work on a range of topics from 

relationships to communication to leadership and resiliency. Working 

with a mental health specialist and an equine specialist, many of these 

children have experienced significant improvement in their behaviors 

and outlooks. 

“We’re working with children with very high levels of deprivation,” 

explains Louise Moorhead, a trainer and administrator with Equine 

Enrichment. “These are children who have come from intergen-

erational trauma. For many, the trauma of the Troubles has been  

transferred on to them. This program is also about providing them 

with an alternative to hanging about the streets and being exposed 

to drugs and alcohol. We find 11 year olds who can chat to you quite 

openly about heroin and name every drug on the street. We are  

passionate that our generation has been affected but not defined by 

the Troubles. Our generation has been given a fresh start and Equine 

Enrichment is a fresh approach to creating change and moving forward.”

 The program is surprising to some people as it does not involve 

horseback riding. Participants interact with the horses on the ground. 

Caring for them, feeding them, grooming and leading them, even  

doing breathing exercises with them. “A lot of people say, ‘why don’t 

you go horseback riding?’” says Louise. “Horses pick up our facial 

communication, our body language and energy, even our heartbeat.  
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We find that fostering a positive relationship on the ground first is 

what best works through some emotional roadblocks.” 

 Many of the children who have gone through the program are vet-

erans of other social services. The unique nature of Equine Enrich-

ment has been a breakthrough for some. “When these young people 

come out here they are finally connecting with their body, mind, and 

soul,” says Carla Devine, a Director with Equine Enrichment. “There 

is something about being present in what is going on because they 

have to be positive for the horse to respond to them in a positive way. 

Sometimes a young person will grab the reins and wait. We say to 

them ‘You need to be the leader. How can you be effective? If you 

stand up straight and give off vibes of confidence, that horse will fol-

low you.’ It is instant bio-feedback. To see the difference that simple 

change makes, is profound.” 

 “It took me about three sessions to feel comfortable,” says  

Roisin, a participant in the EAGALA program. “The first time I came I 

could feel my heart beating when Buddy (the horse) came over. I was  

shaking like a leaf….”

 

But Roisin and her friend Caitlin not only came through The  

Ireland Funds-sponsored program, but came to love the horses and 

the outcomes so much they have stayed on to serve as mentors to 

future groups of young people. 

 “I brushed Buddy’s tail, strand by strand,” explains Roisin. “I 

learned that we can pace our breath to the same breath as the horse. 

They breathe longer and slower.” Roisin smiles as she says proudly, “I 

have no fear of horses anymore.”

 Roisin and Caitlin shared that they see many of their peers  

struggling with mental health issues and trauma. “There’s just 

not enough support out there, and there’s trust issues too. You’re  

constantly wondering ‘are they judging me? Are they talking about 

me?” says Roisin. “And in some families you can still feel isolated. No 

one knows what happens behind closed doors. But here, you feel like 

someone understands your world.” 

We find that fostering a positive relationship on the ground first is
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85% 
O F  Y O U T H  PA R T I C I PA N T S 

S H O W E D  S I G N I F I C A N T 

I M P R O V E M E N T  I N 

M E N TA L  W E L L - B E I N G 

A N D  S E L F - E S T E E M  A F T E R 

C O M I N G  T H R O U G H 

T H E  E A G A L A  P R O G R A M .

IT MAKES ME 

FEEL HAPPY. 

W H E N  I  C O M E  O U T  H E R E 

I  C A N  L E AV E  A L L  M Y 

T R O U B L E S  AT  H O M E ,

 T H I N G S  J U S T  D O N ’ T 

S E E M  A S  B A D . ” 

—  B OY,  AG E D  1 2
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T H E Y  A R E  N OW  S T U DY I N G 

C H I L D  CA R E  AT  N ORT H W E S T 

R EG I ON A L  COL L EG E  A N D  H AV E 

S TAY E D  ON  TO  S E RV E  A S  PE E R 

M E N TOR S  FOR  F U T U R E  G RO U PS 
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