
Which surface do I choose? 
A very popular question that is asked when building a new arena 
or deciding to refurbish an existing one.  You will see an 
overwhelming amount of answers online or whilst scrolling 
through your social media.  It truly is a minefield!! Friends and 
peers will also throw their recommendations at you but what are 
the benefits of these surface types?  Traditionally, arenas were 
installed to provide an all-weather riding space, which was a 
true luxury.  These may have consisted of materials such as 
woodchip, builder’s sand, PVC granules to name a few.  But the 
impact of these surfaces on equine biomechanics and long term 
soundness initially received little investigation.  

The study of equine biomechanics dates back to the 1870s 
where Eadweard Muybridge captured motion pictures of animal 
locomotion.  The study of surfaces however, and how they 
influence equine biomechanics was surprisingly lacking until 
more than 100 years later.  Over the last 10-15 years, there has 
been greater research interest in helping to identify ideal (and 
not so ideal!) surface types.  

Mixed sand and fibre surfaces, both waxed and un-waxed have 
received a large amount of attention (1, 2, 3), possibly because 
they are the most popular competition/heavy use surface type.  
In general, they are also considered to provide optimal 
conditions in terms of performance and supporting the 
orthopaedic health of the horse.  With correct maintenance and 
moisture levels it is possible to provide the correct balance of 
impact firmness, cushioning, responsiveness, grip and 
uniformity.  Sand is the main component with a fibre additive 
thoroughly mixed, which is thought to simulate a root structure 
observed within natural turf.  Fine, washed sub-angular silica 
sand is recommended to create the best surface under a range 
of conditions.  This offers greater stability and allows the horse 
to work on top of the surface rather than through it.  

Unmixed sand and fibre surfaces are also seen within the 
industry where the fibre is laid on top of a base, which is usually 
sand.  Whilst they can increase the amount of cushioning a 
surface can provide and reduce peak forces generated during 
each stride, they do come with some drawbacks.  The horse is 
more likely to work through the surface rather than on top of it 
and potentially have to work harder to achieve the same 
movements during training.  When fibre is used as the main 
component, especially lightweight material, it is more likely to 
migrate, particularly during heavy use or in windy conditions, 
which makes maintenance somewhat challenging.  Regulating a 
uniform depth across the entire arena therefore becomes very 
difficult and will create altering conditions across the arena.  If 
the base is not maintained, this will compact and create a hard 

‘pan’ beneath.  This does not only 
reduce cushioning and increase 
impact firmness but can increase 
the incidence of slipping if 
horses penetrate through the 
fibre.  The hard pan will also 
reduce drainage capabilities, 
which I’m sure you can appreciate 
will create a far from ideal surface. 

Here is something YOU can do: 
Whatever surface you have, you can run 
your own test in your arena and measure the 
depth in several locations.  Try and measure 
areas including corners, in the middle, on the track 
and near the gateway. This should have minimal variation but in 
practice this is rarely the case.  Such variations will influence the 
forces and accelerations experienced by the horses during each 
hoof-surface interaction and could pose a risk factor for injury.  
This highlights that maintenance and surface type is key.

If you are looking for a fibre additive to be mixed in with sand or 
are looking to rejuvenate an existing surface in order to improve 
consistency and stability whilst maintaining sufficient 
cushioning, then contact Beta-Ride®Pro Equestrian Services.  
There are lots of fibre additives on the market, so why is 
Beta-Ride® different? The stabilising fibre uses 100% new 
material, is OVAM (European Environmental Standard) approved 
and comes with a 100% satisfaction rate.  Due to its unique 
blend, moisture retention is improved by up to 3% and its 
insulating properties helps to reduce freezing.  With correct 
maintenance, this enables the arena to remain stable under lots 
of conditions.     
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