
 

 

Dressage 101 

A New Year’s aim for many people is to start competing, which can be as daunting as 

actually registering to complete! Hopefully some of the information in this article will help 

ease you into the competition process as smoothly as possible.  

Your first challenge is to register; by following the steps below this should make it easier 

for you: 

1. Register with the SAEF (www.saef.org.za) 

2. Choose a club  

3. Next register with Dressage South Africa (www.dressagesa.com).  

Now you’re set to enter a show.  

Your next step is to find a show you want to enter and you’ll be able to find a list of all the 

upcoming shows here (http://www.dressagesa.com/national-schedules/) or click here to 

navigate to the member login section: http://www.dressagesa.com/online-registration-

system/ 

Entries can be done via the Dressage SA Website. On this site you will find the: 

• Dressage Tests,  

• Dressage SA rules, which also have a section on all the movements, how to ride the 

figures as well as the arena dimensions and permissible tack (including the bits that 

are allowed),  

• Warm up Arena Etiquette (under Useful Documents) which provides details on the 

correct protocol  

Entries for normal graded shows close approximately a week before the show. 



On all show schedules you will find the: 

• closing date,  

• location of the venue,  

• organiser and/or show director and their contact details,  

• tests being offered  

• as well as the Rules under which the show will be run  

There may also be, under a section called ‘notes’, details of any special rules that are 

applicable to that particular venue. The show director will be able to answer any 

questions you may have pertaining the show.  

Once you’ve picked your show its a good idea to learn your tests, that way you can practice 

movements when you’re riding at home.   Some helpful hints regarding caller assistance at 

the show: 

• Should you make use of a caller whom is inexperienced, practice riding the test with 

them calling prior to the show to ensure you’re happy with the volume and timing of 

the calling. 

• Your caller is only allowed to call what is written on the test (otherwise its classified 

as outside assistance). 

• Your caller must stand on the outside of the arena, must never walk through one 

arena to reach the other, or in front of the judges’ boxes, it’s standard practice for 

the caller to stand at either E or B. 

Before the show it is (especially on young horses) a good idea to do a 'dry run' on plaiting, 

this will ensure you’re happy with the length of the mane and that it all lies to one side (for 

Dressage the mane may lie on either the left or right) and that the horse is familiar with the 

feeling of being plaited. It will also give you an idea of how long it will take you to plait the 

mane. It is not necessary to plait the tail although it should be neat and trimmed at the 

bottom.  

In terms of show gear for your horse you will need: 

• Bridle numbers - these are available from all tack stores and will be secured on the 

left side of your bridle or the left side of your numnah. If you're going to put it on 

your bridle, do a trial run to make sure you’re able to fasten it securely and the 

horse is comfortable with it.  

• Fly hoods have also become popular, if you are going to use them, they should be 

discreet in colour, and again it’s worth doing a trial run.  



• In terms of numnahs and half pads, standard practice is to wear a white square 

numnah. If possible try to ensure your show numnah and sheepskin are a similar 

thickness to your everyday ones, so as not to alter the fit of your saddle.  

• As for the rest of your tack you ideally want to alter it as little as possible before the 

show, should you have a show bridle ride in it a few times prior to the show to 

make sure you're happy with the fit.  

In terms of show gear for your self (the full-dress code is available in the rules) a few quick 

pointers are: 

• a hard had with a three-point harness,  

• a jacket that is a conservative colour (blue and black are standard)  

• white/off white/cream breeches 

• a shirt with either a stock or tie (ladies generally wear stocks) and gloves.  

• Stocks and gloves may be white, off white or the same colour as your jacket.  

• Long boots or gaitors should be worn, they can either black or the same colour as 

your jacket.  

• Whips for Adults should be 1.20m including tassel and Children’s/Pony Riders 

should be 1.00m including tassel. 

 Most venues allow competitors to use the arenas prior to the show, this is a great 

opportunity to familiarise yourself and horse with the venue and well worth the time and 

effort.  

On the day of the show, give yourself plenty of time for plaiting and travelling, also 

remember, depending on your riding time, you may need to adjust your horses feeding 

times. You will need to decide whether to warm up with or without your jacket, if you 

warm up without it be sure to include time in your warm up to put it on.  (Remember: 

when you arrive at the show please check the show board to ensure you have the correct 

riding time and bridle number). 

When you go around the competition arena, you will need to go around the outside of the 

arena on the RIGHT rein, so the judge may see your bridle number on left of your bridle or 

numnah, as you have a bridle number there is no need to introduce yourself to the judge.  

You may walk, trot and canter around the outside of the arena. When the judge rings the 

bell you need to enter the arena within 45 seconds.  

Each test has an allocated time and, on completion of the test, you need to leave the arena 

at a walk, exiting the arena at A. It is preferable not to engage in conversation with your 

caller and/or coach until you have left the arena. Should you be riding a second consecutive 

test you will move directly onto the next arena and follow the above protocol. 



During a test, should you make an error of course, the judge will ring the bell, at this point, 

you need to stop and go to the Judge, they will explain where you made the error and 

where to resume the test from.  

All results are usually displayed outside the show organiser box on the sheet relevant to 

your class. Prize giving is usually held after each class once the judge has signed off the 

results sheet, should you be unable to attend you will need to advise the show director.  

 

Happy competing. 

 


