“What We Want” 

“I Want New Footing in My Arena”  

Tips for getting it right

By Tina Maruffi Reid
“What We Want” is a column dedicated to helping the average horse owner learn a little more about those everyday items.   From arena footing to stall bedding, and bits to bridles – I’m going to help you figure out what will fit into your lifestyle and why.  Please remember, I’m no expert at this stuff either!  But, this is what I’ve dug up for you over the course of the last month of research.  If you have any further questions or comments please let me know.  You can contact me at -
We want a smooth, even arena.  We want our horses to move effortlessly without tripping over gravel, bumps, or hard spots on the arena floor.  We want to ride and not worry about what we’re riding on once it’s in place.   And we want our horses to be safe and sound.
When the owner of my boarding stable decided we needed new footing in our indoor arena, he wasn’t sure where to start.  He said, “I don’t even know if there’s anyone around here who can help.”  We live out in the middle of the country with the nearest big city being a good hour away.  I told him, “I can find anything on the internet.”  It turns out I was right.  I found information on every type of arena footing possible as well as several suppliers that would deliver to our farm.

When looking into footing for your riding arena there are so many things to consider: moisture level, dustiness, depth, price, and decomposition to name a few.  I found that learning about arena footing was a daunting task.  A lot of the information out there really isn’t in “layman’s” terms.  So, I’m going to try to simplify it in my own words.

There are many types of footing available with the top choices being sand, dirt, wood and rubber.  Often some sort of mixture is used.  Some footing needs to be watered more often.  Some footing requires harrowing or dragging.  And some footing claims to need nothing at all.  Also, you’ll need to take into consideration if your arena is an indoor or an outdoor as well as what discipline you ride.  A solid base is also required underneath all arena footing.
Types of footing

Sand

Every sand supplier I looked into had one thing in common; they had a price list on their website.  I could calculate how much sand I would need based on my arena dimensions, the depth of sand I wanted and get a price estimate.  However, each supplier differed greatly in the amount of sand I would need.

There are two main types of sand used in arenas: concrete sand or mason sand.  Concrete sand is a coarse sand and mason sand is a fine sand.  Concrete sand is more ideally suited to outdoor arenas since it is heavier and will not blow away as easily as mason sand.  Mason sand is excellent for absorbing shock and moisture.  Dry mason sand will not freeze nor will it compact so it is more ideally suited to indoor arenas where there is no rainfall.  

For sand footing I found a nearby supplier called Mr. Mulch.  There I found a calculator I could use to find out how much sand I would need.  I typed in the dimensions of my arena, and chose the type of sand I wanted as well as the depth of sand desired.  According to their website a two inch depth of concrete sand would require 60 tons of sand for a 60 foot by 80 foot arena.  However, a two inch depth of mason sand would only require 40 tons of sand.

Kurtz Brothers, another nearby supplier, sells sand as well as rubber mulch (mentioned later in this article.)  For a two inch depth Kurtz Bros. tells me I will need 30 tons of sand.  
As you can see, each supplier has given me a different amount of sand needed to fill my arena.  Everyone has a different opinion of how to do it best.  But, what is right for me?

You want footing depth that will absorb some of the impact of your horse’s legs but, you don’t want it to be too soft.  Imagine how hard it is to run on a beach in deep, soft sand.  It makes the muscles work harder and results in early fatigue.   On the other hand you don’t want the footing to be too hard.  Think about how tired your feet get from standing or walking all day long such as when you’re at work or shopping.
Dirt

Dirt is simply a natural, organic footing; it can even be the footing on which you build your arena.   Dirt is a common footing in Western disciplines.  It tends to compact easily and produce a lot of dust.  So, it will need to be dragged and watered on a regular basis to maintain an ideal riding surface.  Also, if using dirt as footing in an outdoor arena it will get rained on producing mud – not an ideal riding surface!  Loam is a mixture of dirt, sand, clay and organic materials helping to reduce dust and mud.
Wood

Wood holds moisture well and is an excellent shock absorber but, it requires a high amount of maintenance.  An indoor arena will need to be watered and dragged regularly to keep down on the dust and maintain cushioning.  Also, wood will break down over time.  Most wood footing suppliers recommend adding a layer of footing as breakdown occurs.
When the Spanish Riding School toured the US they used Fibar as their footing supplier.  Fibar is a complex system of specially engineered wood fibers over a felt-like fiber textile material.  Fibar recommends topping off your arena footing every one to four years depending on the breakdown of the materials and the amount of riding time spent in the arena.  According to Fibar footing should be replaced when it gets powdery and loose.
Rubber

Rubber arena footing comes from several different sources: recycled tires, recycled rubber from non-tire sources (often from old gym shoes) and virgin rubber.  It comes in three different kinds: crumb, mulch (also used in playgrounds) and buffing.
· Buffing is small slivers of rubber that resemble grated cheese.  Shoc Bloc is one manufacturer of this material.  
· Rubber mulch is made up of large chunks of rubber that closely resemble natural wood mulch.  Rubbermulch.com sells the mulch version of rubber arena footing as well as crumb rubber.  SureFoot Arena Footing is a seller of the mulch as well.  They are the suppliers of the rubber mulch for the new playground for the Obama children at the White House.  They recommend 11 tons of mulch for a two inch footing depth in my arena.
· Crumb rubber consists of smaller, flatter particles than rubber mulch. Equi-tread and Kurtz Bros. sell crumb rubber footing.  
Rubber footing drains well, is free from dust, will not break down over time, and will not freeze.  It tends to retain some polyester fibers common in most automobile tires which help the rubber footing to retain moisture and keep down dust from dirt, sand, or other debris.  Rubber also absorbs impact, lessening the stress on joints and muscles.

But, there are some concerns when it comes to using rubber as an arena footing.  The largest concern about using recycled tires is that there will be traces of metal from the tire wall in your arena footing.  Every company I’ve researched that markets rubber arena footing from recycled tires guarantees it to be 99.9% free from any residual traces of steel.  (Sorting machines and magnets are used to remove the metal.)  So you shouldn’t have to worry about your horse walking on any shards of metal if you buy from a reputable seller of arena footing or playground materials.  

Another fear about using rubber is related to environmental concerns or hazards.  Can it leach into ground water?  Will it release toxic chemicals?  Will it poison horses or children if ingested?  The answer to all of these questions is “no.”  The Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) has tested the effects of crumb rubber and mulch on the environment and determined that the rubber does not release toxic chemicals.  It will begin to biodegrade after approximately 25 years, breaking down into non-toxic components.  Crumb and mulch rubber is not digestible and will safely pass through a digestive system.
The last main concern over using rubber arena footing is flammability.  Shoc Bloc’s website warns that their rubber buffing is flammable and should be mixed in a 1:4 ratio with sand.  However the EPA reports that “. . . based on the testing results, the Crumb Rubber and Rubber Mulch is considered non-flammable according to the requirements of the Federal Hazardous Substances Act.”   I could not find any other information on the flammability of buffing versus mulch or crumb rubber.
Another thing to think about when choosing rubber for your arena is that it does absorb a considerable amount of impact.  So, while it will lessen the amount of shock your horse’s joints absorb, your horse will get used to working on it.  And if you show in a non-rubber arena, your horse may perform differently since he’s used to a more absorbent footing.

I will say that not one rubber arena footing website that I found has any sort of price list available for the public.  You must contact them for pricing.  
The Base

Any type of arena will need a good solid base.  The base should be well compacted to provide the firmness needed and have a one degree slope for optimum water drainage.  Stone dust is suggested as an ideal arena base by most manufacturers or suppliers of arena footing.  In fact, every supplier I encountered recommended stone dust as a base for indoor and outdoor arenas.  (Stone dust is also an ideal base for horse stalls, but that’s another article.)
Stone Dust

Stone dust is limestone gravel smaller than 3/16 of an inch and is also known as limestone screenings.   It is often used as a base for another footing to be placed on top of it because it will compact to a near concrete hardness while still providing adequate drainage.  Stone dust can also be added to an arena that is too soft or too slippery to help add firmness.

Discipline

Different disciplines will want different depths of footing.  A two to three inch depth is adequate for most types of general riding.   Barrel racing and speed events want compact footing so that the horse can get good traction for turning.  Reining and cutting horses need the ground to move with them to lessen the impact of quick stops and sudden turns on their joints.  Dressage horses need a little more spring to their step, thus a firmer footing to push off of than do hunter/jumpers.
New footing for the arena where I board

At my boarding stable we are planning on replacing the footing in our 60 foot by 80 foot indoor arena.  We currently have a dirt/sand mixture over a gravel base.  The gravel has now integrated with the dirt/sand footing and the horses are getting a little tender footed on it.  My horses are all barefoot and I now ride in hoof boots for safety.  I’m confident that once we get our new footing I’ll be able to go back to barefoot riding.  Also, it is quite dusty.  I have to open the doors on both ends of the arena when I ride to let the dust out.  The owner has been watering more often and mixing in the manure to help control the dust.  But, he has decided it is time to get new footing!  And he was willing to let me do all of the research and quoting for him.  
I emailed or called several different places getting quotes.  Equi-tread has not yet responded.  Surefoot responded saying that they recommend a 1” depth of rubber to be applied over 1.5”-2” of sand.  The cost would be $1,975, including delivery.  But that is for only the rubber.  I would still need a separate sand supplier.

I spoke to the woman in charge of equine sales at Kurtz Bros.  I saw on their website that they were the official arena footing supplier this year for the All American Quarter Horse Congress in Columbus, Ohio.   Seeing as how that’s about an hour from where I live, and one of the biggest events in the country, I’m optimistic that they’ll be able to help me.  She told me that they recommend a ratio of 1/3 rubber (with a depth of one inch of rubber) to 2/3 sand (for a two inch depth of sand) for a rubber/sand mixture.  She recommended a base of limestone screening, which they also supply.  She’s currently working on studying samples of footing from the Quarter Horse Congress to measure the breakdown over the course of the show.  So, she was not able to get me a quote in time for this article.  However, she was extremely helpful and answered all of my questions.  It would certainly be nice to get all of the necessities for our indoor arena footing from one supplier.  That means only charge for shipping and delivery.  And we won’t have to coordinate a delivery schedule between multiple suppliers.
Essentially, installing the proper arena footing is up to you.   It’s important to find a reputable supplier so that you feel you’re getting the proper amount of footing at a good price.  And it’s imperative that you get the proper type of footing for what you’ll be doing.  Remember to consider dust, drainage, compaction, degeneration, and the impact on your horse’s joints when making a decision.  
Here are some helpful tips for getting it right:

· I googled “horse arena footing” to start off.  Then, I narrowed it down to a map of businesses in my general area.

· Find a reputable seller.  Look for accreditation through the Better Business Bureau.  Also, look for community involvement, awards, and environmental awareness.

· Compare prices between two or three different businesses.

· Talk to a representative on the phone.  Personally, I won’t do business with someone who is rude or dismissive.  I like to give my business to friendly, knowledgeable people.

· Be aware of product quality.  A more expensive product can be just as low quality as an extremely inexpensive product.  And a seemingly inexpensive product can become quite costly if you have to put more money into it over time.  

· You should feel like you’re getting a good deal.  You want to keep your product within a budget while getting what you want AND what you need.

· Buying from small, local businesses can help stimulate the economy.  A reputable business should be willing to put you in contact with some of their other clients for a referral.

Bio

I started training horses and teaching riding lessons in 2004 and bought my first horse in 2005.  I had been riding for nearly 20 years already, but owning a horse was so much different than taking lessons or leasing.  It was amazing how much I learned and how quickly I learned it once I had my own horse to take care of.  What a different world it was!  I soon discovered what I do and do not like about the horse world.  I love spending as much time as possible with my horses (I now have three!)  And I love learning new things.  I’m always on the prowl for what’s best for me and my boys.  I do not like practices or gadgets that are used simply because they are traditional.  Everything I use on and around my horses has a meaning and a purpose.  I research all sides of something before I buy it or try it.  I make sure that I always know what I’m getting into.  Although, that sometimes means I spend more time on the computer than I do at the barn.  
You can visit my website at http://www.tina3horses.com/ to learn more about me and what I do. 
