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Introduction 
This paper is written to describe the current critical status of the Faroese horse breed and as an attempt to 
underline the crucial importance of acting now if the Faroese horse breed is to be saved from extinction.  
 
Background 
Some people believe that the Faroese horse was brought to the Islands by Irish monks in the 8th century, while 
other think they were brought later around the 9th and 10th century by the Norse settlers. They lived free up 
in the mountains all year without any human involvement except from the occasional need for farming work 
or transportation. This shaped them to the strong and agile horses we see today as they have been allowed to 
adapt to the Faroese environment with steep landscapes, harsh winters, and a scarce supply of food. Late in 
the 18th century the horses were exported to Britain to be used in coal mines to such a degree that it almost 
led to their extinction, however, the extinction of the Faroese horse was fortunately avoided thanks to the work 
of volunteers. The Faroese Horse Association (Felagið Føroysk Ross) and other volunteers achieved an 
increase of the number from 4 founding mares and 1 stallion to the 43 mares and 31 stallions that we have 
today 1, 2. 
 
Value 
The genetic material of the Faroese horses has been investigated by researchers such as Dr. Sofia Mikko and 
Dr. Carl-Gustaf Thulin from SLU (Svensk Landbruksuniversitet). At a conference for international society for 
animal genetics held in Tokyo 2004, it was announced that the Faroese horse breed is a unique breed (Appendix 
1).  
In Europe there has been a high report of extinctions of local livestock and the numbers are still decreasing 3. 
A similar pattern is found in the Faroe Islands where the cow breed has gone extinct 4 while the local horse 
has largely been replaced by breeds from abroad, mainly Icelandic horses, thus being one of the reasons making 
it a threatened breed. The Faroese horse is still valuable to today’s society, it has great historical value and is 
one of the last local domesticates on the isles. It is a part of a living cultural heritage. It can also be of value to 
many different stakeholders with its recreational potential, and it has proven ideal as a horse for children and 
as support animals for socially vulnerable people. As tourism has started to increase in the Faroe Islands, it has 
created the opportunity for agritourism to develop where the horses are used to take tourists on trips in the 
natural settings 2. 
The breed is also valuable in regard to genetic diversity, which is acknowledged by the Nordic Genetic 
Resource Center (NordGen). In the Nordic countries NordGen functions as a gene bank and knowledge center 
for genetic resources. Farm animals carry a genetic diversity that is invaluable and the vision of NordGen is a 
society where genetic diversity is one of the fundamental elements of the work for a sustainable future 5.  
As regards to the Faroese horse breed they strongly recommend that immediate action should be taken to 
organize a structured plan to avoid losing any individuals and genetic material. This has to be done sooner 
rather than later in order to preserve the genetic material that is found in the current population and to prevent 
developing serious bottle necks that may further affect the health and fertility 6. 
 
Current status  
There has been an increase in the number of the Faroes horse population; however, there is still a very long 
way to go before the breed can be said to be out of risk of extinction. The number of breeding mares (aged 4-
16 years) is currently 25 and the number of breeding stallions (older than 2 years) is 34. According to FAO  
the criteria for degree of endangerment can be evaluated as the following 7: 
 

 

 

 

Extinct  no females and/or males for breeding remaining  
Critical  Breeding females < 300; breeding sires < 5  
Endangered  Breeding females 301-2999; breeding sires 6 - 20 
Vulnerable Breeding females 3000-6000; breeding sires 21-35 
Not at risk  Breeding females > 6000; sires > 35 



According to these criteria the Faroese horse breed is in a critical state and has been since the breeders began 
their work. The goal of any breed is to be at the stage of being “not at risk” and we can thus state that it leaves 
a lot of work to be done in order to increase the population size of the Faroese breed and save it from extinction. 
The graph below (Figure 1) illustrates the number of breeding mares since 1960-2021, and a line has been 
added to show the number of breeding mares necessary to bring the breed out of a critical status to an 
endangered status.  

 
Figure 1 The orange line illustrates the number of breeding mares from 1960 to 2021 while the blue is the baseline for an endangered 
breed. Graph from Elisabet Thomsen, 2021. 

 
Getting the Faroese Horse breed out of the critical status is our current goal but to reach it we need politicians 
to take immediate action.  It has been attempted to make politicians realise how bad the situation is and the 
need for immediate action, but the answer has been that other tasks are more important, that there is a lack of 
financial aid for this, and that it therefore is not possible to put a time frame on when a solution will be 
accessible. It has also been commented, that if the status gets distinctly worse the case will be re-evaluated 8.  
 
Agricultural consultant at the Faroese Agricultural Agency (Búnaðarstovan), Jens Ivan í Gerðinum, agrees 
with politicians as to how some cases and projects must be prioritized above others. However, it must be 
acknowledged, that in order to save the remnants of the Faroese horse from extinction it is critical to assess 
the means of subsidies, as the sole body of work to preserve the horse has been done mainly voluntarily and 
we have by far exhausted those resources by now. If the horse is to be saved from extinction, a much greater 
amount of subsidies has to be granted with a steadfast national plan describing the goal and span of the plan 
in order to save the horse breed from extinction 9.   
 
With your help we hope to make politicians understand that the Faroese horse breed is still at a critical stage 
and that immediate action is needed if the breed is to survive.  
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I agree with the description of the current status of the Faroese breed as being very critical and that actions 
must be taken immediately to prevent extinction of the breed. 
 
Name and occupation:    __________________________________________________________________ 
 
_______________________________________________________________________________________ 
 
Date and signature:      _____/______-__________   ____________________________________________ 
 
 
Further comments:       ___________________________________________________________________ 
 
_______________________________________________________________________________________ 
 
_______________________________________________________________________________________ 
 
_______________________________________________________________________________________ 
 
_______________________________________________________________________________________ 
 
_______________________________________________________________________________________ 
 
_______________________________________________________________________________________ 
 
_______________________________________________________________________________________ 
 
_______________________________________________________________________________________ 
 
_______________________________________________________________________________________ 
 
_______________________________________________________________________________________ 
 
_______________________________________________________________________________________ 
 
_______________________________________________________________________________________ 
 
 
Thank you for your time and participation. 
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