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Thank you to The Cycle Conservation Club of Michigan for 
the opportunity to share this information with the motor-
ized trail riding community.

Why It Matters
 
	 Trails are shared spaces, and few encounters 
carry as much potential for danger as the moment a mo-
torized vehicle meets a horse. Horses are prey animals - 
hard wired by instinct to flee first and think later. A noisy, 
fast-moving dirt bike, ATV, or side-by-side that would 
merely startle a human can send a horse into a full panic, 
putting the rider at serious risk of injury. Understand-
ing this can lead to safer trail experiences for everyone. 

What Happens in a Horse’s Brain
 
	 To ride or drive responsibly around horses, it 
helps to understand why they react the way they do. In 
the wild, a horse’s survival depended on detecting and 
escaping predators instantly. Loud noise, sudden move-
ment, and unfamiliar shapes all trigger this same alarm 
system. And a motorcycle revving around a blind corner 
checks every one of those boxes.
	 What makes this especially tricky is that a calm, ex-
perienced trail horse might be fine with one encounter and 
not so with another. Factors like wind direction, the angle 
of approach, and even the horse’s mood that day all play a 
role. It is best to never assume a horse is “used to” motors. 

The Golden Rules for Motorized Users 

1. Slow down well before you reach the horse - Stop 
for horses 

	 As soon as you see a rider, slow your speed to give 
the animal time to see you coming and register that you’re 
not a threat. Pull off to the side of the trail as soon as you 
can after seeing the horse on the trail. When approaching 
from behind, do the same at a distance where the horse is 
not reacting to the vehicle. The rider will most likely turn 
around and walk past you or they may pull off to the side of 
the trail to allow you on by. Ask for direction from the rider.   

2. Stop and cut your engine
 
	 A stationary, silent machine is dramatically 
less threatening to a horse than an idling one. This 
is undoubtedly the safest way to handle passing a 
horse on the trail. If passing on a hill, always stop on 
the downhill side as horses instinctively move away 
from perceived threats toward higher ground. If you 
pass on the uphill side, you may inadvertently push 
the horse toward a drop-off or off the trail entirely. 

3. Communicate with the rider 

	 Call out calmly - not loudly - before you get close. 
A simple “Hello, how is your ride going?” gives the horse 
the heads up that you are a human and allows the rider 
time to check in with their horse and to then know how 
to handle the passing. They may move to a spot off the 
trail and ask you to pass or they may ask you to wait as 
they pass by. This communication matters enormously. 

4. Wait if the horse is already spooked 

	 If you arrive to find a horse dancing, shy-
ing, or otherwise unsettled, seek direction from the 
rider or just give them time to gain control. Do not 
try to sneak past. A horse in a reactive state can es-
calate unpredictably, and your movement - even 
slow movement - can be the thing that tips it into a 
full bolt. Speaking calmly during this time may help. 

5. Avoid sudden sounds 

	 Beyond engine noise, be mindful of horns, music, 
loud voices among your group, and gear rattling. Every-
thing that contributes to unpredictable noise is a poten-
tial trigger. Once you restart your engine to resume your 
ride down the trail, keep your RPMs low and steady and 
your sound as low as possible too. 

What Equestrians Should Do (and Often Will)

	 Responsibility on shared trails isn’t one-sided. 
Most experienced equestrians will move their horse to 
the side of the trail, face the horse toward the approach-
ing vehicle (so it can see it clearly and doesn’t get spooked 
by something coming from behind), and give you a hand 
signal or verbal cue when it’s safe to pass. If you see a 
rider doing this, honor it - wait for the all-clear before 
you move. Sometimes we have moved off the trail and 
you drive by us not even knowing we are there or you 
may catch a quick glimpse of us off the trail in the woods. 
If you do know we are there, please stop to check in.  

Trail Right-of-Way 

	 In most jurisdictions and trail management 
guidelines, the order of right-of-way on multi-use trails 
is:
• All trail users yield to horses 
• MTB riders and motorized vehicles yield to hikers and 

runners 
• Motorized vehicles yield to MTBs

	 This isn’t about hierarchy for its own sake - it 
reflects the reality that horses are prey animals, have 
a mind of their own, and can be startled by other trail 
users. Motorized users should always yield to horses. 

Ride Where You’re Permitted and Only Where You’re 
Permitted 

	 Good trail etiquette starts before you ever en-
counter another user. One of the most damaging things 
any trail user can do to their community is to ride on 
trails that aren’t open to their use. Within a decade of 
gathering incident reports from horseback riders in 
Michigan, the #1 most common report for ORV-related 
incidences is unauthorized use of equestrian trails and 
campgrounds. All trail users, including equestrians, 
should know and follow the rules of the trail. Those who 
respect those boundaries make it easier to build rela-
tionships, protect our resources and expand access over 
time. Trail users who don’t make that harder for everyone. 

Ride Appropriately for Your Line of Sight 

	 One advantage of sharing trails with equestrians 
is that horses and riders can often hear a motorized user 
approaching — and that lead time genuinely helps. It 
gives the equestrian a chance to move off the trail, settle 
their horse, and prepare for the encounter before you ar-
rive.
	 However, sound only helps if there’s enough time 
to act on it. No amount of warning makes up for a motor-
ized rider who can’t stop before reaching a blind corner 
or cresting a hill. When that happens, there’s simply no 
safe outcome to plan for.
	 Equestrians will do their best - moving as far off 
the trail as possible and positioning their horse to face 
the approach. But that’s not always an option. Dense for-
est, thick underbrush, and wetland crossings can elimi-
nate any margin for maneuvering. There may be nowhere 
to go.
	 The responsibility in those moments falls entirely 
on speed. Ride at a pace that gives you enough distance 
to safely stop for whatever, or whoever might be wait-
ing on the other side. That could be a horse, a hiker, a 
family with children, or another rider. You won’t know 
until you’re there. Ride like you expect to find some-
one around every corner, because someday you will. 

A Few Things That Surprise New Riders 

• Horses can be scared of things that don’t move. A parked 
ATV with a flag or bright gear on it can be just as alarming 
as a running one. If you’re taking a break near the trail, 
think about where you stop.
• Groups of motorcycles are especially challenging. A 
horse may settle after one bike passes, then panic again 
when a second or third appears. If you’re riding in a group, 
let the equestrian know how many vehicles are coming 
before you begin passing.
• Children’s reactions matter too. If young riders are on 
horseback, treat the encounter with even more care. Less 
experience means less ability to manage a frightened 
animal.
 
Should You Remove Your Helmet?
 
	 Not necessarily. This is a common question 
among motorized riders, and the short answer is that 
your helmet alone is rarely the problem. Horses are pri-
marily reacting to the noise, movement, and size of your 
vehicle - not the shape of your head.
	 That said, helmets, especially full-face designs, 
can make you look less human to a horse. Horses are 
surprisingly good at reading human faces and body lan-
guage, and a rider who can’t be “read” may register as a 
stranger or unknown object rather than a recognizable 
person. Horses settle faster once they can see a familiar 
human face or hear a human voice.
	 So, while removing your helmet isn’t a required 
step in every encounter, it’s worth considering as a tool 
if things aren’t going smoothly. If a horse is clearly strug-
gling to calm down despite your engine being off and 
your body being still, taking off your helmet and letting 
the horse see your face while speaking calmly can help 
de-escalate the situation. Think of it less as a rule and 
more as an option to reach for when standard steps aren’t 
working.
	 If you do remove your helmet, do it slowly and 
deliberately - sudden movement is exactly what you’re 
trying to avoid.
 
The Bottom Line 

	 Shared trails only work when every user extends 
good faith to the others. For motorized riders, that means 
that horses - not engines - set the pace of any encoun-
ter. Slow down, communicate, cut the engine, and wait 
for the all-clear. This helps everyone to be safe and enjoy 
their ride!                          


