
 
Briefing for the Public Petitions Committee 

 
Petition Number: PE1330
 
Main Petitioner: Roy Peckham 
  
Subject: End the use of pit ponies 
 
Calls on the Parliament to urge the Scottish Government to prohibit the use of 
equine underground.   

Background 
Pit ponies were used from the 18th to 20th centuries to haul coal wagons in 
underground coal mines. They were gradually replaced as mining was 
mechanised during the 20th century. Pit ponies continued to be used in parts 
of the UK until the late 1990’s, usually in small private mines where the coal 
face was particularly inaccessible or mechanisation difficult. The welfare of pit 
ponies is of concern due to harsh working conditions and the practice of 
stabling ponies underground.  
 
The use of pit ponies in Scotland ended in 19941 and, in 2002, the last 
Scottish underground coal mine at Longannet, Fife, was closed2. The 
petitioner is concerned that the lack of legislation banning the use of pit 
ponies in Scotland may mean pit ponies will be brought back into use if 
underground mines are re-opened or new mines developed. 
 
There are no longer any working pit ponies in the UK, but retired ponies are 
still being cared for by the Pit Pony Sanctuary in Wales. 

Underground coal mining in Scotland 
All coal mines in Scotland are currently open-cast, and there are no 
underground pits in which ponies might be required to work. There has been 
renewed interest in underground coal mining as rising energy demand could 
make extraction of deep deposits more economically attractive. The Scottish 
Government has made commitments to the long-term future of Scottish coal 
production, but whether this includes development of deep mines is uncertain 
(PQ S3W-11338, March 2008). In May 2007, Elaine Murray asked whether 
the Scottish Government (PQ S3W-288) had received any representations 
from Scottish Coal regarding the possibility of opening a deep coal mine at 
Canonbie in Dumfriesshire. Stewart Stevenson MSP replied that “We have not 
received any representations from Scottish Coal on this issue” and it remains 
the case that no new deep coal mines have been developed.  
                                                 
1 Scottish Mining Museum http://www.scottishminingmuseum.com 
2 http://www.scotland.gov.uk/News/Releases/2002/04/1427 

http://www.scottish.parliament.uk/business/petitions/docs/PE1330.htm
http://www.visitpitponies.co.uk/
http://www.scottish.parliament.uk/Apps2/Business/PQA/default.aspx?pq=S3W-11338
http://www.scottish.parliament.uk/Apps2/Business/PQA/default.aspx?pq=S3W-288


 

Scottish Government Action 
Under the Animal Health and Welfare (Scotland) Act 2006 it is an offence to 
cause unnecessary suffering to any animal under human supervision. In April 
2009, the Scottish Government published a ‘Code of Practice for the Welfare 
of Equidae’3 intended to promote good practice in the care of all domesticated 
horses, ponies, donkeys and hybrids. Failure to adhere to the code is not an 
offence in itself, but may be relied upon to establish liability under the 2006 
Act. While there is no specific reference to pit ponies, recommendations in the 
Code include: 
 

• Provision of housing/stabling of sufficient size with adequate ventilation 
and enough light to allow the animal to see, and to be inspected safely. 

• Protection from suffering, injury and disease 

• Provision of adequate exercise, or freedom to exercise 

• Provision of a suitable diet and access to water 
 
Horse ownership is documented by passport. All owners/keepers of horses or 
ponies must hold a valid passport under the Horse Passports (Scotland) 
Regulations 2005. Without a passport animals can not be moved or sold. 

Scottish Parliament Action 
There has been no previous parliamentary action regarding pit ponies. 
   
 
Lorna Street 
Senior Research Specialist 
March 2010 
 
 
SPICe research specialists are not able to discuss the content of petition briefings 
with petitioners or other members of the public. However if you have any comments 
on any petition briefing you can email us at spice@scottish.parliament.uk
 
Every effort is made to ensure that the information contained in petition briefings is 
correct at the time of publication. Readers should be aware however that these 
briefings are not necessarily updated or otherwise amended to reflect subsequent 
changes. 

                                                 
3 http://www.scotland.gov.uk/Publications/2009/04/30154411/0 
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