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Do we have a problem? 
 
New rules for the assessment of Icelandic horses were implemented in 2020. Since then, there has been 
quite a discussion about the comparability of the assessments and dissatisfaction with the assessment of 
rideability. This research is initiated out of curiosity. Do we have a problem with assessment of Icelandic 
horses? If we look at the development of the average score for rideability from 2000-2021, the answer is a 
clear yes. 
 

 
 
 

Objective of the research 

The objective of the assessment system is to improve the breeding of the Icelandic horses and have 

comparable assessments of horses over time and across countries. As there seem to be problems with the 

comparability, the objective of this research is to gather and present facts to facilitate a fact-based 

discussion between breeders, riders, national associations and FEIF. 

 

Method 

The countries examined are Iceland (IS), Germany (DE), Denmark (DK), Sweden (SE) and Norway (NO) as 
these countries have the major part of breeding shows and have had breeding shows every year from 2000 
to 2021. All data presented in this report are gathered from World Fengur and FEIF Facts & Figures. The 
data are processed statistically and commented. This is not a thorough analysis with conclusions and 
recommendations. It’s a presentation of facts, that will highlight the issues that should be discussed – and 
preferably solved – for the assessment system to work both in Iceland and on the continent.  
 

The researcher 

The research is initiated and carried out by Susanne Linnet Aagaard, who has a degree in business 
economics, has been a career diplomat in the Danish Foreign Service and has later worked with regional 
business development in Denmark. At present Susanne has a communication consultancy and Stald 
Tankefuld, which is breeding a few Icelandic horses per year that matches what 80 percent of the market is 
looking for (good spirited, natural tölt, good size and great looks). 
  

https://www.worldfengur.com/
https://www.feif.org/feif/facts-figures/
https://www.staldtankefuld.dk/
https://www.staldtankefuld.dk/
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Overview 
 
As a basis of comparison, there is an overview of number of registered horses, foals born, breeding shows 
and assessments on this page and the usage of the horses on the next page. Reference year is 2019, as this 
is the last normal year before corona.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
66% of Icelandic horses alive are placed outside Iceland.  

The breeding of Icelandic horses is split equally between 
Iceland and the rest of the world.  

The number of stallions assessed in Iceland is equal the 
number in the rest of the world. The number of assessed 
mares is higher in Iceland than in the rest of the world. 

The average number of horses assessed at each show in 
2019 was 73 in Iceland, 43 in Germany, 47 in Denmark, 
48 in Sweden og 25 in Norway (data from enclosure 1). 
In a Landsmót year, the average number of horses 
assessed in each show in Iceland is 105 (2018). 

The source of the data is FEIF Facts & Figures. Note: It is 
unclear whether FEIF counts one horse assessed more 
than one time in 2019 as one horse assessed or more 
horses assessed.  
 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  

https://www.feif.org/feif/facts-figures/
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FEIF (International Federation of Icelandic Horse 
Associations) represents 22 Icelandic Horse 
Associations worldwide, counting 65,000 members.  
 
40% of the members are from Germany even 
though Germany only has 21% of the horses alive.  
 
World rank events are mainly taking place outside 
Iceland with Germany as the main competition 
country. Germany also has the largest number of 
participating riders (35%) and participating horses 
(34%) in world rank events.  
 
The source: FEIF Facts & Figures. 
 
The data clearly shows that while Iceland is the 
main supplier of Icelandic horses, the main 
consumers are countries in the rest of the world. 
Germany, Denmark, and Sweden alone amount to 
most members of FEIF, most world rank 
competitions, and most world rank riders and 
horses. 
 
 
  

https://www.feif.org/feif/facts-figures/
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Breeding gap and lack of horses 
 
Most Icelandic horses are bred and born in Iceland. In 2020 though, the number of foals born outside 
Iceland (5,376) exceed the number born in Iceland (5,124), hence marking the increased importance of 
breeding on the continent.  
 
 

 
 

 
The total of 10,500 foals in 2020 is far below the numbers in 2005 to 2012 where the total yearly breeding 
amounted to 14,000-17,000 foals. We are now looking at a severe shortage of horses. 
 
The shortage has transformed into a high increase in sales prices for Icelandic horses in 2020 and 2021. 
Sales prices are based on observations, not statistics. 
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Assessment of horses at breeding shows 
 
Before comparing the results of the breeding shows, we should look at the number of horses attending the 
shows.  
 

Pre-selection 

There is a significant difference between the countries, if we look at the percentage of horses born each 
year that will be assessed at a breeding show one or more times.  
 

 
 

Note: Stallions born in 2000 to 2013 were at least 7 years old in 2020. If they were to be 
used for breeding, it’s reasonable to assume that they would be fully assessed by 2020. 

 
 
The percentage for Iceland, Sweden and Norway has been around 10% and declining slightly. In Denmark 
the percentage is around 4-5 percent in the whole period. In Germany the percentage used to be around 
10% but declined and has been below 4% since 2008. 
 
With these numbers, the pre-selection in Germany and Denmark appears to be tougher than in the other 
countries. Hence the scores at the breeding shows could be expected to be higher in Germany and 
Denmark.  
 

Comparison of assessments across borders 

The next two pages show graphs with data of the average assessment of confirmation, rideability and total 
assessment from 2000 to 20 June 2021 in Iceland, Germany, Denmark, Sweden and Norway. The year 2019 
is marked as it was the last year with assessments under the old rules. 
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In general, the assessments of confirmation are quite similar between countries and in 2019 the scores for 
assessment of confirmation are almost the same across countries. From 2000 to 2021 there is a steady 
increase in the scores for confirmation. In both 2020 and 2021, though, the scores for confirmation given at 
breeding shows in Iceland are significantly higher than scores given in the other countries. 
 
The assessment of rideability has deferred quite a lot all years from 2000 to 2021. For many years high 
scores were given in Iceland and Germany. In recent years the picture is more mixed, though, always with 
Iceland having the highest scores. As for confirmation, the scores given for rideability did not differ so much 
in 2019. A big change took place in 2020 and 2021 where scores stayed relatively high in Iceland and 
dropped significantly in the other countries. Such change calls for scrutiny and action, as this cannot be 
acceptable to breeders and riders in the continent. 
 
As a result of the two sets of assessments, the scores for total assessment are significantly lower outside 
Iceland after 2019. This is also the case at breeding shows in Germany and Denmark, even though the pre-
selection is likely to be tougher as only 4% are assessed compared to 8-10% in Iceland. 
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Re-assessment of stallions 

As seen in the overview (page 3), 1,834 horses were assessed in 2019. It is unclear though, how many of 
these have been assessed in other years as well or more than once in 2019. The yearly statistics from FEIF 
don’t necessarily tell the full story. 
 
In this research, the data of alle assessed horses from 2000 to 2021 has been processed to handle data of 
horses assessed more than once: 
 

The table shows how many horses have each been assessed how many times 2000-2021 
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IS 1   2 3 22 51 104 212 432 608 937 1,619 3,991 59% 36% 

DE    1  1 3 5 9 22 63 203 496 803 38% 5% 

DK       1 2 15 30 73 133 212 466 55% 10% 

SE   1 1  2 4 8 17 35 78 164 266 576 54% 12% 

NO     1 4 4 4 8 27 37 53 109 247 56% 19% 

Other       1 2 1 14 39 70 159 286 44% 6% 

Source: World Fengur 

 
The genetic breeding value of a stallion doesn’t get higher as a result of more assessments. Further 
assessments might result in better scores and a higher BLUP but it doesn’t improve the breeding as such. 
Hence, the extensive use of reassessments undermines the value of the BLUP as an indicator of the genetic 
breeding value. 
 
As horses are in general assessed higher in Iceland than on the continent, only a few are assessed again 
once they have left Iceland. As the following two examples show, there could be a reason for that. Who 
would risk a lower assessment? It adds to the question whether assessments across borders are 
comparable. 
 

IS2015101166 - Þormar frá Prestsbæ 

Date Breeding show CON RID Total 

10.05.2021 FIZO Verden 8,44 8,00 8,16 

18.08.2020 Síðsumarssýning á Hólum í Hjaltadal dagana 18. til 21. ágúst. 8,37 8,37 8,37 

20.07.2020 Miðsumarssýning á Hólum í Hjaltadal, dagana 20. til 23. júlí. 8,37 7,95 8,10 

 

IS2015157775 - Byr frá Borgarfelli 

Date Breeding show CON RID Total 

29.05.2021 FIZO keuring Hazerswoude dorp 8,31 7,68 7,91 

10.05.2021 FIZO Verden 8,48 7,75 8,01 

09.06.2020 Vorsýning -Hólum í Hjaltadal, dagana 9. til 12. júní. 8,58 8,08 8,25 

18.06.2019 Vorsýning á Akureyri, 18. til 20. júní. 8,43 7,37 7,79 
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Assessment of each show 

Assessments vary quite a bit from show to show and from country to country. In the enclosed tables, the 
average scores of alle breeding shows from 2018 to 20 June 2021 are shown. The three tables are a 
compilation af data not shown together elsewhere as they include the names of the judges at each show.  
 
The tables show that there are systematic differences in the assessment. As shown previously the 
differences has taken places for many years – and have become even worse under the new rules taking 
effect from 2020. Many other conclusions can be drawn from these tables. 
 
Enclosure 1 shows the average rideability score at all breeding shows from 2018 to 20 June 2021 and the 
number of horses shown at each show. Apart from the breeding show at the World Championships in 2019 
in Berlin, almost all high scores are given in Iceland – and mainly by the same judges. At the other end of 
the scale quite a few judges are overrepresented giving low scores.  
 
Enclosure 2 shows the average rideability score at all breeding shows sorted by year.  
Overall it is still the same judges giving high or low scores, irrespective of new rules being implemented in 
2020. 
 
Enclosure 3 shows the average rideability score at all breeding shows sorted by country. 
The table shows that at most of the breeding shows in Iceland with the highest average scores for 
rideability, Þorvaldur Kristjánsson is chief judges (score almost always well above 8). When he judges at 
shows on the continent, scores are at 7.42-7.87 apart from the World Championship in 2019 where average 
rideability score was 8.21.  
 
The very high scores for average rideability almost always involved judges Þorvaldur Kristjánsson, Jón 
Vilmundarson and Guðlaugur V Antonsson at shows in Iceland and judges Friðrik Már Sigurðsson, Barbara 
Frische and John Siiger Hansen (JSH in 2018-2019) at shows on the continent. 
 
The very low scores for average rideability almost always involved judges Heimir Gunnarsson, Marlise 
Grimm, Elsa Albertsdóttir, Tom Buijtelaar, Rebecka Frey and John Siiger Hansen (JSH in 2020-2021). 
 
The exchanges of judges for breeding shows between Iceland and the continent is a one-way street as only 
4 judges from the continent have judged at breeding shows in Iceland, whereas judges from Iceland has 
judges 13 times in Germany, 13 times in Denmark, 8 time in Norway and 26 times in Sweden (2018-2021). 
 
 

Remarks from the author  

This research shows that the assessments of Icelandic horses are not comparable over time or across 

countries. The systematic differences must be addressed and handled if people are to keep faith in the 

assessment system. Looking at the results, breeders and riders will have to consider whether its relevant at 

all to show their horses at breeding shows. 

 

Hence, I hope that this research can be used to facilitate a necessary and fact-based discussion between 

breeders, riders and associations nationally. It is important that national associations get at clear mandate 

from their members to negotiate with FEIF about making the assessment system fair, comparable and 

transparent.  

 

Susanne Linnet Aagaard 
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Enclosure 1: The average rideability score at all breeding shows from 2018 to 20 June 2021 
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Enclosure 2: The average rideability score at all breeding shows sorted by year
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Enclosure 3: The average rideability score at all breeding shows sorted by country
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