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As researchers and professionals in Equine Science at Charles Sturt University, the Equine Science Group at 
Charles Sturt University is passionate about the welfare of the Thoroughbred before, during and after their 
racing careers. This submission has been developed in response to the questions raised by the Thoroughbred 
Aftercare Welfare Working Group (TAWWG). 

Issue 1: What is good welfare? 

What is welfare? And wellbeing? 

 

Before asking what is good horse welfare, it is necessary to define welfare. One of the most well-used and 
well-understood definitions of welfare was provided by Broom (1986): “Animal welfare means how an animal 
is coping with the conditions in which it lives”. Furthermore, Broom (1986) explains that “An animal is in a good 
state of welfare if (as indicated by scientific evidence) it is healthy, comfortable, well nourished, safe, able to 
express innate behaviour, and if it is not suffering from unpleasant states such as pain, fear, and distress”. 
Moreover “good animal welfare requires disease prevention and veterinary treatment, appropriate shelter, 
management, nutrition, humane handling and humane slaughter.”  

When predicting the impact of procedures on experimental animals, physiologists Mellor and Reid (1994) used 
the terms welfare and well-being interchangeably defining both as “the state of being manifest in an animal 
when its nutritional, environmental, health, behavioural and mental needs are met”. Today the word ‘welfare’ 
has multiple meanings and over time the word, more often than not, has conjured up negative connotations.  
Listeners/readers tend to assume that a discussion regarding welfare will focus on what is wrong or viewed 
negatively, rather than what is right and can be viewed positively. At the current time it is becoming increasingly 
evident that terminology is changing, with ‘wellbeing’ being increasingly preferred to ‘welfare’, this is likely in 
part due to avoiding the negative connotations that accompany the word ‘welfare’ and also because wellbeing 
is seen as more holistic and able to encompass new approaches of animal welfare  assessment. 

World over there has recently been a significant increase in public interest in the welfare of animals, arguably 
especially the horse. In Australia, Thoroughbred racing regularly receives media attention, often of a 
negative nature (e.g. The dark side of Australia’s horse racing industry, ABC, 17.10.2019; Henshall, 2019). 
Not surprisingly given the high profile nature of horse racing, the ability to operate is often at the fore in 
debates about the current management of racing, from breeding to euthanasia, use of prohibited substances 
(AgriFutures Australia, 2018; RSPCA, 2018), equipment (e.g. whips – Hood et al., 2017) and training devices 
(e.g. jiggers – McGreevy & Boakes, 2019).  

Horse related practice is often based on tradition and therefore may not be benefiting from up to date and 
evidence-based knowledge (Mellor & Burns, 2020; Owers, 2019). Although the public often confidently refers 
to horse welfare, knowledge of how to properly assess horse welfare is often lacking, including in those who 
consider themselves experts (Marlin et al., 2018).  
 
 

What are the Fundamental principles that must be considered in assessing horse welfare? 
 
From resource-based indicators to animal-based indicators; from the Five Freedoms to the Five 
Domains Model Framework. 
 
Horse practitioners have often argued that the welfare of the horses in their care is acceptable on the basis of 
‘it has always been done this way’ whilst a few base their assessment on the Five Freedoms approach, 
developed in the late 1960s for primarily for livestock, which is now considered outdated and largely inadequate 
(Mellor, 2016a,b; Mellor, 2017) for multiple reasons. The Farm Animal Welfare Council, proponents of the Five 
Freedoms approach, stated that “The welfare of an animal includes its physical and mental state and we 
consider that good animal welfare implies both fitness and a sense of well-being” and that “Any animal kept by 
man, must at least, be protected from unnecessary suffering” and identified them as: 
 

 Freedom to express normal behaviour 

 Freedom from pain, injury and disease 

 Freedom from hunger and thirst 

 Freedom from fear and distress and  

 Freedom from discomfort 
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These freedoms are essentially resource-based indicators and therefore simply allow welfare to be judged on 
the basis of the animal being provided with resources. This in theory should mean that providing resources 
are available (provisions) then the animal’s welfare is acceptable, some would even say ‘good’. However, 
research in a wide range of species is increasingly demonstrating that animal-based indicators, which 
promote/necessitate the assessment of individual animals, are more appropriate for assessing welfare 
effectively and comprehensively (Randle & Waran, 2017). Such an approach facilitates the move away from 
arguing that welfare is ‘OK’, in other words acceptable, if on ‘average’ animals within a group/yard/facility are 
performing as required. It is important to understand how to progress from a Five Freedoms resource-based 
approach towards an individual-centred one. It has become evident that the Five Freedoms actually identified 
what Mellor (2016a,b, 2017) refers to as targets with associated provisions. For example the target may be for 
the animal/s to be free from hunger and thirst, so the associated provision, quite logically, is to provide 
(provision) food and water (ideally ad libitum and in a suitable form according to the animal’s ethological 
needs). The Five Freedoms successfully provided the basis for hundreds of animal welfare research projects 
spanning a wide range of species, countries and decades. However, the work of Mellor and others in the 2000s 
highlighted the need for a better approach to animal welfare assessment, that is, one that refers to the impact 
of experiences that animals, including horses, have on their welfare which, of course may influence, either 
directly or indirectly, how they behave, respond to their environment (and job expectations) and perform in 
competition.  
 
The Five Domains Model Framework (illustrated in Figure 1) identifies four physical/functional domains, three 
of which are survival related domains: 1. Nutrition, 2. Environment and 3. Health, and one situational domain: 
4. Behaviour, in which the individual animals ability to exercise ‘agency’, that is make choices (Špinka, 2019) 
is acknowledged, and finally 5. The Mental state domain - the affective experience domain in which both 
negative and positive affective aspects are considered (Mellor, 2016; Mellor, 2017). Whilst the Five Domains 
Model may not be a direct replacement for the Five Freedoms framework, it offers a more detailed and 
comprehensive way of assessing animal welfare due to explicit inclusion of the animal’s mental state. This 
opens up the ability to discuss quality of life and determine associated measures, based on the premise that 
animals inevitably experience an emotional reaction (affective state) in the presence and indeed absence, of 
required resources (e.g. food, water, shelter, other horses to name a few).  
 

Figure 1.   The Five Domains Model Framework for contemporary welfare assessment 

 

 

In the Five Domains Model Framework there are three survival related domains: Domain 1 Nutrition, Domain 2 
Environment and Domain 3 Health and one situational domain – Domain 4 Behaviour (and agency).  These are all 

underpinned by Domain 5 Mental components. Domains 1-4 inclusive indicate how the animal reacts physically whilst 
the mental Domain 5 accounts for possible mental correlates in terms of affective state/emotional response. 

Mellor, D. J.  2009.  Animal pain and OIE (World Organisation for Animal Health) guidelines. Animal 
Welfare Science and Bioethics conference. Massey. 
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Despite strong recognition of the need to move from resource-based to animal-based assessment of welfare 
as emphasised by Randle and Waran (2017) and Waran and Randle (2017), progress has been slow. This 
could well be true, especially within an industry that often remains heavily reliant on tradition and is resistant 
to change due to the seemingly successful outcomes of traditional practice (but at what cost = physical and 
otherwise to the horse?). In reality, the transition from the use of the simple resource-based Five Freedoms 
approach to the animal-based Five Domains Model Framework as a tool for assessing animal welfare has not 
been easy, neither theoretically nor practically. This is undeniably because of the difficulties encountered by 
practitioners and scientists alike in determining how to properly assess animal emotions objectively without 
simply applying anthropomorphic interpretations (which can ultimately be detrimental to ‘good welfare’). As 
Lesimple (2020) highlight difficulties when assessing horses’ welfare are likely due to the often close and 
unique nature of the horse-human relationship, the existence of pervading popular beliefs about horse 
behaviour and emotions, and the availability of both acute and chronic potential animal-based indicators. 
 
The ultimate goal of modern day animal welfare assessment is to demonstrate minimisation of negative welfare 
states accompanied by the promotion of positive welfare states (Littlewood & Mellor, 2016). This enables the 
animal to be considered as having a good Quality of Life and consequently ‘a life worth living’. However this 
requires the development of an evidence-based, objective assessment method, which at present is still under 
development for a number of species, including horses. Work conducted by the Zoological Aquarium 
Association Australia (ZAA) has led to a functional approach to zoo animal welfare assessment for 
accreditation purposes (Figure 2).  
 

Figure 2. Overall welfare state assessment. 

 

An individual animal can experience positive (above the horizontal) experiences throughout a set period of time. Equally 
they can, and arguably should, experience negative experiences. As long as overall the positive experiences outweigh 

the negative ones, as indicated by the shaded area on this figure, then welfare can be deemed to be positive. 

 
Not surprisingly some animal welfare scientists, for example Webster (2016), still consider the Five Freedoms 
useful to signpost what the right kinds of actions to take are when assessing animal welfare, at least while 
more advanced assessment methods are being developed, validated and tested. Progress is however being 
made in assessing horse welfare in a range of situations. For example, Harvey et al. (2020) used the Five 
Domains Model Framework to develop a ten-stage protocol for assessing welfare of free-roaming horses whilst 
perhaps most pertinently Mellor and Burns (2020) recently developed an equine-specific Five Domains Model 
Framework to formulate the New Zealand Thoroughbred Racing (NZTR) Thoroughbred Welfare Assessment 
Guidelines.  
 
Whilst all domains are important in the assessment of the welfare of Thoroughbreds post-racing it can be 
argued that domain 3 (disease, health and functional impairment) is especially so, taking into account both 
physical and mental aspects. Regardless of how long Thoroughbreds have raced for, they will have undertaken 
activities such repeated galloping in one direction, jumping out of barriers and close contact with other horses 
at speed which accelerate the occurrence of general wear-and-tear and predispose them to injury. This, in 
addition to being kept in what is increasingly being acknowledged as sub-optimal housing systems that limit 

ZAA (2020).  
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natural movement (Connysson et al., 2019), poor hoof balance, excessively high planes of nutrition, lack of 
access to ad libitum forage and the use of equipment such as poorly fitting racing saddles and restrictive head 
gear that may be detrimental to physical may also compromise their physical health.   
 
Considering the state of the musculoskeletal system in the aftercare of Thoroughbreds is critically important 
as an estimated 33% of retired Thoroughbreds are rehomed (Hayek et al., 2004; Geelan, 2013 cited in 
Masenhelder, 2015) and may enter different and often demanding disciplines such as eventing and show 
jumping. Riders need to be made aware of their potential musculoskeletal weaknesses and injuries to ensure 
that they have realistic expectations of their repurposed Thoroughbred racehorse, and that appropriate 
rehabilitation is provided. Understanding the importance and impact of physical limitations post racing will 
reduce the erroneous labelling of ‘unwanted behaviours’ as behavioural issue when these may well be due to 
pain.  Pain-related behavioural manifestations frequently result in accidents and the horse being labelled non-
rideable and subsequently being condemned to the knackery (Thomson et al., 2014). It can be argued that 
there is an ethical obligation to conduct a thorough and rigorous biomechanical and physical assessment of 
the individual Thoroughbred’s musculoskeletal system when identifying an appropriate post racing career, both 
for the welfare of the horse and his/her likely longevity but also for the safety of the horse and rider.  
 
There are also a number of emerging physical issues that need to be firstly recognised and secondly, managed 
appropriately in the aftercare of racing Thoroughbreds.  These include, but are not limited to malformation of 
the 6th and 7th cervical vertebra, sacroiliac degeneration/dysfunction, the presence of stress fractures in the 
vertebral/sacropelvic regions, age at commencement of racing, age at retirement, type of saddle and tack used 
and Equine Gastric Ulcer Syndrome (& general gut microflora balance). These may contribute to the 
occurrence of unwanted behaviours and may not be accompanied by immediately obvious physical health 
indicators such as lameness.  
 
 

What does this mean in relation to welfare and future performance? 
 
Congenital Malformation of the 6th and 7th Cervical Vertebrae 

There is a congenital malformation of the 6th and 7th Cervical Vertebrae (C6 and C7) in which the transverse 
process is unilaterally or bilaterally absent on C6 and may be transposed to C7. Current numbers estimate it 
may be present in around 30% of Thoroughbred horses and has been recognised radiographically and in post 
mortem dissections in multiple breeds (Gee et al., 2020; May-Davis 2017; Veraa et al., 2016; Santinelli et al., 
2014). These malformations can results in instability of the cervical vertebrae due to asymmetry, narrowing of 
the spinal canal and alterations in muscle attachments, in particular the Longus colli (May-Davis & Walker 
2015). The Longus colli is an important as a postural stabiliser of the ventral neck. This is particularly important 
when the attachment of the Longus colli is unilaterally or bilaterally altered from C6 to C7 as described by May-
Davis & Walker (2015), as this creates further instability of the area. May-Davis (2017) has also identified the 
potential association of a malformation of the 1st sternal rib associated with the malformation of C6 or C6/C7. 
The clinical significance of a caudal cervical instability as discussed by May-Davis & Walker (2015) and Dyson 
(2018) is the potential for neurological consequences which may include forelimb lameness or more subtle 
signs such as abnormal postures, difficulty lifting limbs, alterations in behaviour, stumbling, reluctance to move 
forwards under saddle, head tossing or tilt and a general alteration of proprioception, which is particularly 
dangerous when entering a post racing jumping career. Malformation of C6 and/or C7 can be identified by 
three specific radiographic views as described by Gee et al. (2020) or via MRI as described by Veraa et al. 
(2016).  
 
Equine C6C7 malformation research is increasing (May-Davis, 2014; May-Davis & Walker, 2015; Gee et al., 
2020), however Biomechanical Medicine practitioners including author Raquel Butler who have been actively 
managing these impaired horses have repeatedly observed that they can exhibit dangerous behaviour that is 
likely directly attributable to pain.  
 
Back pain in Thoroughbreds 

Injuries to the pelvis and spine of racing Thoroughbreds are common and are probable causes of back pain 
and/or lameness in the hind limb leading to early retirement in Thoroughbreds due to poor performance. Stress 
fractures can occur without a significant lameness or noticeable reduction in performance and therefore can 
easily be overlooked. It is important however to take into account the impacts of these injuries and associated 
pain on the rest of the horse’s body. Collar et al. (2015) identified associated instability of the intervertebral 
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spaces with lumbar fractures, the presence of scar tissue and spondylitic changes which will lead to altered 
lumbar biomechanical stress and potential pain. Haussler & Stover (1998) found signs of pelvic injuries 
including stress fractures in 25% of Thoroughbred racehorses that were euthanised for other reasons, with 
28% of pelvic stress fractures (especially in older horses) associated with impingement of the lumbar 
transverse processes and degenerative sacroiliac joints. Similarly, Haussler et al. (1999) reported sacroiliac 
joint degeneration in all 36 Thoroughbred racehorses post mortemed in their Californian study. Stubbs et al. 
(2010) noted the asymmetry in the multifidi muscle which is an important spinal stabiliser and its association 
with spinal pathology in 22 racehorses that had been euthanased for other reasons.  
 
Sacroiliac pain and dysfunction has been linked to back pain, hindlimb lameness and poor performance 
(Jeffcott et al. 1985; Dyson & Murray 2003; Van Wessum, 2014; Dyson 2015) and considering the prevalence 
of sacroiliac joint degeneration described by Haussler et al. (1999), it would be more than reasonable to 
propose that sacroiliac pain and dysfunction should be a focus for treatment and rehabilitation in 
Thoroughbreds after racing. Clinical signs of sacroiliac dysfunction identified by Barstow and Dyson (2015) 
include back muscle tension, restricted thoracolumbar flexibility, reduced impulsion of the hind limbs and 
problems with striking off and maintaining the canter. These are particularly problematic as these ‘signs’ may 
not be readily recognised as indicators of pain.  
 
Injury to the dorsal sacroiliac ligaments can be diagnosed via ultrasound (Tomlinson, Sage & Tuner 2003), 
nerve blocking and scintigraphy. They can also be palpated by a trained professional over the tuber sacrale. 
As an accredited Animal Biomechanical Medicine Practitioner, author Raquel Butler has palpated damage to 
these ligaments in multiple horses. The associated sacrosciatic ligament can be palpated bilaterally lateral to 
the anus. The complex of ligaments that are involved in the sacroiliac joint are very deep and hence motion 
palpation of the sacroiliac joint by trained professionals to assess the function can be very important and 
informative.  
 
Saddle related damage to the horse’s back 

The fit of a racing saddle may well be suboptimal resulting in pressures over the vertebrae. Saddle pressures 
have been identified as causing back pain, behavioural issues and subsequent performance problems 
(Harman, 1994; von Peinen et al., 2010). Soroko et al. (2018) demonstrated the distribution of pressure in 
relation to the saddle being influenced by symmetry, load being carried, training intensity and age of the horse.  
A pilot study by Murray et al. (2018) noted the influence of increased pressures over T10-T13 on the function 
of the equine spine and hindlimb due to saddle fit with both jumping and dressage saddles. Compromised 
function in this area will inhibit flexing and the ability to achieve the required postures required by the different 
disciplines that Thoroughbreds retired from racing may move into. It is therefore important to ensure the horse 
is free from general and specific back pain through appropriate rehabilitation on retirement from racing prior to 
having discipline-specific saddles correctly fitted for the new career.  
 
Negative Palmar hoof Angle 

The hoof responds to loading and a large proportion of the racing workload is galloping, resulting in alterations 
in the hoof balance due to the cumulative forces experienced (Peel, Peel & Davies 2006) and consequently a 
negative palmar angle (NPA). Pezzanite et al. (2019) and Clements et al. (2020) have identified NPA 
associated with hind limb lameness. This can be difficult to manage when the horse is repeatedly exposed to 
extended periods of galloping. Those responsible for the after racing care and management of the race horse 
must ensure that the like the body, the hoof is appropriately rehabilitated, not least because NPA often leads 
to a toe first landing and subsequently strain on the lumbar and sacropelvic area which makes management 
of conditions such as Sacroiliac degeneration more difficult.   
 
Equine Gastric Ulcer Syndrome and Hindgut ulceration 

The prevalence of gastric ulcers in Thoroughbreds is estimated to be in excess of 90% and treatment has 
been shown to improve performance (Çetinkaya et al., 2013). The associated pain can result in a deterioration 
of behaviour.  This falls under Domain 3 and needs to be recognised as an integral aspect of Thoroughbred 
aftercare.   
 
Not all racing Thoroughbreds will be suitable for a second career. The physical expectations associated with 
an intended career must be very carefully considered with respect to the reason for retirement, which is likely 
to be due to reduction in performance and/or age. These must be investigated further in order to identify initial, 
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and in all likelihood ongoing rehabilitation needs (and costs). The time taken to achieve let down and adaptation 
to a new career also needs to be taken into account. For all physical issues that the Thoroughbred retired from 
racing may experience/suffer from, it is important that these are promptly and comprehensively addressed. 
This enables the horse to experience an acceptable quality of life as determined using contemporary welfare 
assessment tools such as the Five Domains Model Framework. A shorter life of higher quality (characterised 
by absence of pain and associated behavioural aberrations) should be promoted over a longer life where 
physical impairments lack management, pain is experienced and the health and welfare of the horse and likely 
associated humans is at risk. Quality over quantity.   
 
 

Should there be enforceable standards of care for horses? 
 

Regulate, regulate … somehow 
 

A minimum standard of care already exists within Australia for the welfare of horses, and is regulated at the 
State level, such as the Prevention of Cruelty to Animals Act of 1979 in NSW. State governments, in 
conjunction with the Royal Society for the Protection of Animals (RSPCA), outline the parameters of what is 
considered an offence and the power of officers to intervene, seize or dispose of animals experiencing negative 
welfare states. The question then becomes not whether a standard of care exists, but whether it is sufficient 
to meet the expectations of modern society and question if there are sufficient resources and support for 
adequate enforcement of the legislation. 
 
The work of academics and industry based organisations has emphasized the value of developing a species-
specific Five Domains Model Framework (McGreevy et al., 2018). An example is provided by Mellor and Burns 
(2020) equid-specific model, that can be used to identify factors that either compromise (i.e. are a risk, de 
Graaf, pers comm) or promote/enhance welfare and can be applied at different stages of a horse’s life. The 
outcomes can also be used to inform the development of contemporary racehorse ‘keeping’ guidelines within 
specified contexts (e.g. whilst racing, or once rehomed or being rehabilitated for a return to health and/or a 
new career).  
 
It is a fundamental assumption that within the horse racing standards of care are first, in place and second, 
enforceable.  However, up until recently this has not been the case in a large number of countries, and in many 
it still is not. With increasing public scrutiny racing authorities are investing considerable resources into 
developing Welfare Strategies to safeguard the equine participants in racing.  It is imperative that these are  
based on the contemporary approach to welfare assessment described in the preceding section and they could 
be named/strap-lined accordingly (not least for public acceptance), for example the British Horseracing 
Authority’s Horse Welfare Board has recently (February 2020) published their Strategic Plan for 2020-2024 
entitled ‘A life well lived’.     
 
Standards of care should cover the different stages of the racehorses’ life and not be restricted to when they 
are in the public eye, that is, for the relative short proportion of their life that they are actually racing. It should 
be acknowledged that even though best practice (if indeed it is known what that may be) may be the goal, 
regardless of whether ‘standards of care’ exist or not, often, in fact frequently, best fit may be the achievable 
outcome due to other restrictions (Appleby, 2019) that influence how animals/horses are able to be cared for.   
 
 

Who should set those standards and enforce them? 
 
Standards should be developed, assessed, validated and continuously updated by a combination of equine 
scientists and veterinary practitioners. This will enable an objective approach to be taken yielding evidence-
based measures to be used. Communication and collaboration between scientists and practitioners is a 
critically important in bringing about change and assessing and where needed improving horse welfare (Randle 
& Waran, 2019). 
 
When considering the lives of thoroughbreds post racing, the standards and enforcement of care should 
remain the responsibility of horse owners in accordance with state legislation as the average horse owner is 
not involved with or under the jurisdiction of the racing industry. However, existing legislation on the level of 
care that horse owners are required to provide are based on a minimum acceptable standard of living and may 
need to be updated to match current societal expectations. This concept is further explored in Issue 5.  
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How does the quality of life compare with the quantity (length) of life? 
 
In an ideal world racehorses would experience a long life of a good quality. The world is not ideal. In reality 
very few racehorses are likely to experience a long, high quality life simply due to the expectations and 
pressures of the horse racing industry and the associated high risk of injury (Parkin, 2008). It can be argued 
that it is better that an individual experiences a shorter life that is deemed to have ‘good quality’ throughout 
compared to a longer one that does not. The new BHA Welfare strategy (2020) refers to a notion of ‘Collective 
lifetime responsibility’ within the UK horse racing industry and offers an interesting perspective on the existence 
of gaps in information about racehorses as they progress through the different stages of racehorse life, pointing 
out that there may be minor welfare issues that are highly visible (and therefore made high priority) on one 
hand, but substantive welfare issues of which no-one is aware which are mal-prioritised as a result, on the 
other hand (p. 62). Recognition of the importance of racehorse rehoming facilities has increased in the recent 
past and it can be argued that a substantial part of their work should not only to rehabilitate racehorses, both 
physically as discussed above and behaviourally, but also to ensure that horse are suitably matched to new 
owners and adequately prepared for their intended new careers (which can vary from eventing to leisure horse 
to companion). Retired racehorses can only be assured of a ‘good’ quality of life if rehoming organisations 
have a clear function to do this and manage and prepare these horses accordingly. 
 
An animal’s quality of life is summative, and can be discussed from the view of an individual day, week, month, 
year or whole lifetime. It is important to acknowledge that when assessing an animal’s welfare using the Five 
Domains, external and environmental influences may provoke the experiencing of negative affective states, 
but that does not mean the conclusion is that the animal is experiencing poor welfare overall. Another important 
consideration when viewing the animals overall quality of life is to understand that experiencing a short or 
temporary stint of good welfare through management or environmental changes is not enough to justify its 
existence in poor conditions for the majority of its life. 
 
Experiencing a good quality of life should not be traded off for increased quantity of life: to do so would directly 
contravene the welfare standards which the Five Domains Model Framework are currently enabling. 
Euthanasia should be considered when the summative experience of the animal’s life is no longer 
predominantly positive for a sustained period of time (Figure 2) and unlikely to improve through a change in 
environment or management.  Avoidance of euthanasia in an effort to increase quantity of life should be seen 
as unethical management of the horse (McGowan et. al., 2012). 
 
 

Under what circumstances should euthanasia be allowed?  
 
The World Organisation for Animal Health (the OIE) acknowledges that animal welfare is complex and multi-
faceted with scientific, ethical, economic, cultural, social, religious and political dimensions, and defines it as 
the physical and mental state of an animal in relation to the conditions in which it lives and dies (OIE, 2020).   
This is one of the few publically available global definitions that acknowledges that there is more to welfare 
than a ‘life worth living’ and that ‘dying’ is as important. It is a horse owner’s ultimate responsibility to ensure 
that euthanasia occurs in an appropriate and timely manner. The answer to the question ‘under what 
circumstances should euthanasia be allowed?’ is easy. When it is needed; however delivering this is difficult.   
   
Assessments of need of euthanasia should be based on quality of life, typically made on a day-to-day basis 
especially with older and/or health-compromised individuals. Pet owners are often told that they will ‘know 
when it is time’, sadly many do not. This is definitely an area of horse welfare that warrants more research, 
particularly for rehomed racehorses as their inherent problems may render them difficult to manage particularly 
by an ill-suited or unprepared new owner. It is better for a horse to be euthanised rather than risk them moving 
from owner to owner, with behaviour and prospects diminishing with each change/move.  
 
 
 

Should the Thoroughbred breeding and racing industry have a social, moral, or even legal 
responsibility for the ongoing welfare of Thoroughbred horses who have exited the industry?  
 
Yes, to an extent. It is important for the racing industry to understand that the concept of Social Licence to 
Operate is currently a large issue with the Australian public, and that the racing industries social licence should 
currently be considered tenuous after repeated high profile deaths and media scrutiny (ABC, 2019). It is now 
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of paramount importance that the racing industry is seen to be proactive regarding the welfare of their horses 
both within the industry, as well as those exiting the industry.  
 
It is unavoidable to acknowledge that the number of horses being bred each year for racing is occurring at a 
level that is unable to be supported or sustained by the wider equestrian community. Considering the current 
wastage rates from racing, these groups are the ones who will be or are expected to take on the horses for 
lives post racing. The racing career of Thoroughbreds is short when compared to the average lifespan of the 
animal, thus the horse’s capacity and suitability to be used for purposes other than racing is a necessary 
consideration when justifying breeding and attrition rates (Bailey et. al., 1997). The majority of racehorses 
exiting the industry for pleasure and performance pursuits will generally require experienced handling, physical 
rehabilitation and retraining to become suitable for, and adapt to, a new discipline, as well as ongoing 
management of physical and psychological issues that may render them unsuitable for the purpose and 
abilities of the majority of prospective and even experienced horse owners. This clearly results in a substantial 
excess of retired racing Thoroughbreds (and indeed Thoroughbreds who never raced). Put simply the racing 
industry should take lifetime responsibility for these horses and in so doing, take charge of safeguarding its 
social licence to operate rather than relying on non-racing parts of the industry to take up the slack.   
 
Social Licence to Operate is a concept that emerged in relation to the management of businesses and the 
appropriateness of environmentally sensitive activities such as mining (Duncan et al., 2018) and forestry (Dare 
et al., 2014) in the 2000s. It refers to the level of acceptance or approval by local communities and stakeholders 
of organisations and their operations (van Putten et al., 2018) and is defined by Duncan et al. (2018) as “an 
intangible, unwritten and non-legally binding social contract”. This intangible concept, when combined with the 
use of social media, can be very powerful and halt certain activities on the basis of ‘social acceptability’ (Fielder 
and McGreevy, 2016; Coleman, 2017). Although this concept originally largely emerged within the setting of 
safeguarding the environment (Dare et al., 2014; Moffat et al., 2015; Duncan et al., 2018), within the context 
of ‘animal use’ social licence has become inextricably linked to animal welfare (Scholten et al., 2013; Fielder 
& McGreevy, 2016; Mulholland, 2016; Duncan et al. 2018). 
 
World over there has recently been a significant increase in public interest in the welfare of animals, not least 
the horse.  In Australia, both Thoroughbred racing (‘the gallops’) and Standardbred harness racing (‘the trots’), 
regularly receive media attention, often of a negative nature (e.g. The dark side of Australia’s horse racing 
industry, ABC, 17.10.2019; Henshall, 2019). Not surprisingly given the high profile nature of the sport, the 
social licence to operate is often at the fore in debates about the current management of racing, from breeding 
to euthanasia, use of prohibited substances (AgriFutures Australia, 2018; RSPCA, 2018), equipment (e.g. 
whips – Hood et al., 2017) and training devices (e.g. jiggers – McGreevy and Boakes, 2019), but also in other 
sports (Williams et al., 2020). The negative effects of these practices that bring about a negative perception of 
horse use are rapidly amplified by social media. The international governing body of equestrian sports, the 
Fédération Equestre Internationale (FEI), has formally recognised that equestrian sport needs to address 
perception challenges if it is to thrive in the future (FEI Eventing Risk Management Forum, 24/01/2020).   
 
A recent paper by Heleski et al. (2020) in relation to the Social License to Operate in horse racing in the U.S. 
revealed five main areas of public concern, one of which was aftercare – i.e. rehoming once racing careers 
are over. It became evident from the data gathered through multiple research methods employed that the 
prospects of US race horses post racing are varied. The US has recognised the need for a racing industry 
funded body that accredits racehorse aftercare organisations, supported by Codes of Standards, to ensure 
that the long term prospects for the retired racehorses in their care are optimised. Heleski et al. (2020) 
highlighted 2019 as a ‘tipping point’ for racehorse welfare due to the increase in Social Licence to Operate 
related scrutiny. This appears to have been a worldwide phenomenon. It is interesting to note the increase in 
number of ‘horse welfare officers/integrity officers’ jobs advertised in Australia at this time, a role that needs to 
be undertaken by suitably qualified equine scientists who are appropriately knowledgeable in theory and 
practice, and have a comprehensive appreciation that welfare (and wellbeing) goes far beyond ‘health’ and 
‘performance 
 
The racing industry has a moral, social and potentially a legal obligation, to determine and realise sustainable 
breeding rates, to provide support services for horses that are exiting or have exited the industry and to develop 
specific practice and accompanying legislation regarding horse disposal. These services could include 
systematic rehabilitation and retraining of any horses leaving the racing industry through a centralised program 
developed to ensure comprehensive assessment of the horse’s physiological and psychological suitability for 
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use in other disciplines, whilst also assessing for owner suitability and knowledge of care to safeguard the 
horse’s long term welfare. 
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Issue 2: Thoroughbred Breeding 
 

Why do 28% of horses not enter training? What is the fate of those that do not enter training? 
 
The number of foals born is not a representation of the number of foals that make it to adulthood, regardless 
of athletic status, as the first 12 months of a horses life is the period of the highest risk (Wong et al., 2019). 
Thoroughbreds do not make it to the track for a number of reasons including illness, injury, exportation, lack 
of owner initiative or change in owner circumstances and death. 
 
The risks associated with early foal hood mortality have been attributed to a number of factors including 
twinning, inadequate uterine development, disease, illness, infection, congenital malformation and 
nourishment (Platt, 1973; Foote et al., 2012). A number of studies have considered the impact of peri-natal 
disease on future performance, particularly the impact of birthweight (Sanchez et al., 2008; Hemberg et al., 
2010; Foote et al., 2012). Foals born with a lower birthweight are no less likely to be alive at three years of 
age, however, research suggests that the percentage of these foals that make it to racing is reduced when 
compared to foals of a normal birthweight. Further investigation into risk factors associated with perinatal natal 
disease, including factors that influence birthweight such as placental insufficiency, could improve the 
likelihood of foals born making it to the track. 
 
In addition to birthweight, other abnormalities have the potential to impact athletic performance such as 
congenital or inheritable malformations. There is a congenital malformation of the 6th and 7th cervical vertebrae 
(C6 and C7) in which the transverse process is unilaterally or bilaterally absent on C6 and may be transposed 
to C7. Current numbers estimate it may be present in around 30% of Thoroughbred horses and this 
malformation can limit athletic ability as it can result in instability of the cervical vertebrae. The incidence of 
other congenital problems such as limb deformities in Thoroughbred foals is estimated to be around 11% and 
a survey on Thoroughbred horses in Ireland discovered that 43% of horses that had developmental 
orthopaedic diseases also had angular limb deformities as foals (O'Donohue et al., 1992).  
 
Periosteal striping (hemicircumferential periosteal transection and elevation [HCPT]) for correction of lower 
limb deformities is considered a normal and routine practice in young foals that were bred to be athletes in 
order to increase their chances of making it to the track and reduce the risks associated with these deformities 
such as instability, lameness and joint degeneration. In a study conducted over a two year period 199 
Thoroughbred foals underwent HCPT and their race statistics were compared to their ‘siblings’ who did not 
require corrective surgery. This study determined that foals that underwent HCPT were less likely to make it 
to the racetrack, particularly if they were female (Mitten et al., 1985). This may result in female horses who 
previously underwent corrective surgery and did not make it to the racetrack being used as breeding stock in 
an attempt to recuperate costs or effort. Correction of such deformities may increase the foal’s chances of 
making it to the track but may also increase the incidence of other physical concerns for the horse. For an 
industry that corrects limbs as foals and sells stock as yearlings, it results in many owners being unaware that 
their purchase has previously had corrective surgery or that their potential athletic careers were once 
compromised.  
 
In addition to limb deformities, correction of inheritable abnormalities such as cleft palate may improve the 
animal’s ability to have a successful career. However, in the absence of documenting this surgery at the 
change of ownership, it can lead to new owners using the animal as broodstock, unknowingly increasing the 
potential for its offspring to have the deformity. Correction of congenital and inheritable malformations without 
the requirement for disclosure leads to using these horses as broodstock, thereby potentially proliferating these 
issues, leading to more horses unable to make it to the track without corrective actions such as surgery. Further 
investigation into the percentage of female and male horses that are moved into breeding before and after 
racing would allow for a better identification of the intention of owners. This would in turn determine if horses 
are bred solely for the intent of creating improved offspring and broodstock or if broodstock, females in 
particular, are selected because of their inability to make it to or perform on the track.  
 
Recommendations 
 

 Further investigation into improving breeding efficiently and reducing perinatal disease, illness or injury 

within the Australian equine industry will identify risk factors which may lead to better management practices 

and an increase in the number of horses that make it to training age. 

https://beva.onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1111/j.2042-3306.2011.00507.x#b63
https://beva.onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1111/j.2042-3306.2011.00507.x#b30
https://beva.onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1111/j.2042-3306.2011.00507.x#b30
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 Introducing a requirement for reporting of corrective surgery related to both congenital and inheritable traits 

will allow for more purchasers to make informed and careful selection of training and breeding stock.   

 

 Further investigation to determine if the intent of breeding is to create improved athletes and subsequent 

broodstock or if broodstock, females in particular, are selected because of their inability to make it to the 

track.    

 

 Screening through radiograph and clinical assessment for C6/C7 congenital malformation in the breeding 

process to reduce its occurrence. Gee et al. (2020) outline the radiographic protocol however a clinical 

screening process is in the development phase.  

 

 

What is the ideal size of the foal crop? 
 
This question is seeking comment on quantity when discussions should ideally be centred : :on quality. Aiming 
to improve the quality of the foal crop will result in a natural reduction of its size, reducing one-of breeding or 
breeding for numbers or convenience. Reducing the foal crop but not attempting to improve the quality of 
horses is unlikely to result in a reduction of horses exiting the industry due to injury, behaviour or performance. 
A smaller foal crop is desired, however more careful selection and regulation of breeding stock is required to 
ensure that the quality of the foals born is improved. In order to achieve this, breeders need to have the skills 
and knowledge to make these decisions. Breeders should be required to complete additional 
study/qualifications or provide evidence of sufficient previous experience in the absence of training and be 
regulated through breeder licencing with established criteria. The implementation of licencing can be adapted 
from existing frameworks already created for trainers and jockeys. Furthermore, with increasing scientific 
developments it should be required that licenced breeders undergo continuing education to ensure that 
breeders are constantly looking to improve breeding quality by creating more ‘suitable’ horses in order to 
improve horse welfare. 
 
Recommendations: 
 

 Introduction of breeder licencing and training (on-going) so breeder’s decisions are well-informed and are 

made with whole-life suitability in mind.  

 

 Introduction of stallion licencing and/or breeding standards. Successful application of these standards in 

the Thoroughbred stallion population would be entirely feasible (as demonstrated by other breed societies) 

and has the potential to have significant impact on foal quality.  

 

 

If a smaller foal crop is desirable, how should this be achieved? 
 
A smaller foal crop is desirable and achieving this can be done by improving quality of youngstock. Introducing 
the requirement for breeder licencing and for a stallion to meet a minimum criteria for studbook registration in 
addition to limiting the book size of popular thoroughbred stallions would, in theory, produce a smaller foal crop 
with greater potential where genetic diversity is not reduced significantly. 
 
Stallion licencing:  
 
In the current Thoroughbred breeding population the introduction of stallion licencing would be more feasible 
than the introduction of breeding standards in broodmares given the 1:33 stallion:mare ratio of the breeding 
population (Racing Australia, 2019). Stricter regulations on stallions used in the industry will results in a 
reduction of matings that occur due to stallion proximity, cost or accessibility rather than the potential outcome. 
Whilst stallions that are not proven in some way are unlikely to attract large numbers of mares, there is no 
restriction on their ability to breed mares and with a lower than average service fee they will attract some mare 
owners. Current stallion selection is based on performance, conformation and pedigree and if minimum 
requirements for a breeding stallion are implemented it should also include a fertility assessment. This would 
improve breeding outcomes and horse welfare. Popular stallions with lower fertility are often overworked 
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because their pregnancy rates per cycle are reduced. This results in increased workload due to returns which 
can impact horse welfare (of the mare [and foal] and stallion), and reduce sustainability of the current practices.  
 
Transparency of veterinary interventions:  
 
Keeping a database or open record of disorders (surgically corrected or not) in both breeding stallions and 
young horses could improve breeding selection and potentially lead to a reduction of undesirable traits. In 
order for the industry to make use of both positive and negative assortative mating, the ability to evaluate a 
collection of records would allow for more informed decisions to be made by individuals. This will also inform 
the Australian Stud Book (ASB) for the approval of breeding stallions and/or broodmares should a type of 
licencing be implemented.  
 
Recommendations: 
 

 Implementation of stallion licensing for approval of breeding stallions. Determining minimum performance, 

absence of undesirable inheritable traits and fertility requirements that may lead to improvement of the 

thoroughbred breed. 

 

 Restriction of book size from popular stallions to safeguard genetic diversity if the number of stallions is 

reduced due to licencing or assessment.  

 

 Central database for recording malformations, disorders or surgical corrections in foals. This database 

could be used by the Australian Stud Book for approval of breeding stallions, may advise owner decisions 

for more efficient mare-stallion matching and will advise owners prior to purchase of a yearling that has 

undergone corrective surgery. 

 

 
Are all thoroughbreds produced with the aim of racing or being sold commercially? 
 
Simply no. People associated with racing industries understand that not all horses make it to the racetrack and 
as such this can lead to over-breeding or playing a ‘numbers game’ in order to increase the likelihood of an 
individual to breed something that makes it to, and is successful on, the track.
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Issue 3. Thoroughbred Traceability  
 

How would a national horse traceability register assist in improving welfare outcomes for retired 
racehorses and thoroughbreds that have never raced? 
 
The concept of horse traceability is intrinsically linked to improved welfare outcomes of Thoroughbred horses. 
The average career span of the Australian Thoroughbred is 18.9 months with an average of 14.8 career starts 
(Velie et al., 2013), should they make it to the racetrack. In conjunction with this, data obtained from Racing 
Australia indicated approximately 10% of horses born were not registered with the Australian Stud Book for 
that year (Racing Australia, 2019), and an estimated 30% of named progeny never racing (Bailey et al., 1997). 
If Racing Australia and associated bodies are intending to safeguard horse welfare long-term, the horses need 
to be traceable for continued monitoring given the fact that the majority of the horse’s life cycle will be lived 
outside of the racing industry.  
 
 

Who should pay to establish and maintain a national horse traceability register? 
 
Whilst a national horse traceability register is to be strived for, the feasibility of this being established in the 
near future is minimal and will require a significant period of time and financial investment to become fully 
functional. Whilst the Thoroughbred is the predominant breed of horse in the Australian equine industry this 
still does not constitute the majority of horses in the wider population. Therefore the responsibility of creating 
and implementing a national horse registry should not be viewed as the responsibility of the racing industry 
but as a necessary measure at the federal level to improve all horses’ welfare (Bell & Drury-Klein, 2011). 
However, given the significance of the racing industry to Australia in both the economic, social and financial 
spheres of the country, their support in developing a national horse traceability register would assist in 
promoting the necessity of its development. 
 
The Australian Thoroughbred industry is already operating the Australian Stud Book and Registrar of 
Racehorses which allows for the identification of horses within the Australian racing system in conjunction with 
Foal Identification Cards or Thoroughbred Identification Cards (Australian Stud Book, 2019) which is suitable 
for identification purposes during the span of their racing career but provides little assistance in traceability 
once they have exited the industry.  
 
 

Given that all thoroughbreds are microchipped and registered with the Australian Stud Book, 
would a national horse register be a duplication? 
 
Microchipping of Thoroughbreds has been a mandatory requirement of registration into the Australian Stud 
Book since 2003, however there are limitations in the scope of information generated via microchip database 
searches. Microchip numbers when searched in the Australian Stud Book database will provide the horse’s 
registered name (or parentage and year of birth if unnamed), but will not list relevant information for traceability 
such as owner, breeder or registered address the way a standard domestic pet microchip does (Australian 
Stud Book, pers comm, 22 July 2020). An alternative database for this information is the Registrar of 
Racehorses, which is an incorporated division of Racing Australia that retains information on the ownership 
and identity of Australian Thoroughbreds. However this only covers the information relevant during the period 
in which the horse is still in the racing industry and at best can only provide traceability up to the first owner of 
the horse post racing. The exception to this is the State of Victoria, which requires for registered veterinarians 
to submit paperwork listing the horse’s name, DNA type, owner/breeder and address to the Pet Safe Registry 
based in Sydney through State legislation. However, this information is held externally to Racing Victoria and 
is not able to be used by the organisation for the purposes of identification or traceability without contacting an 
external agency and is rarely (if ever) updated through changes of ownership. Given that the primary intention 
of a national horse register is to assist in traceability of the animal for the individual’s full life cycle, it is important 
to acknowledge existing systems employed by the racing industry cannot accommodate this function for the 
Thoroughbreds in Australia. However, there are national horse registries in place in multiple countries, such 
as the UK that would serve as a suitable framework on which to model the Australian database. 
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Without an operational national horse traceability register how can the thoroughbred industry 
maintain visibility over horses that leave the racing and thoroughbred industry? 
 
The best option for maintaining animal oversight when horses exit the industry until the formation of a national 
database is to examine current systems in place and advocate changes to that will allow for increased 
traceability. Legislation for the microchipping and registration of animals is variable between States and tends 
to focus on cat and dog ownership. However, if existing legislation was updated to require the registration of 
all horses under Acts similar to the Companion Animals Act 1998 in NSW, horse details would have to be 
updated with each change of ownership. This would allow for increased traceability of the individual, and be 
particularly useful in situations where horses are experiencing compromised welfare or premature end of life 
scenarios.  
 

Are the thoroughbred industry’s traceability measures working effectively? 
 

No, the current system being utilised by Australian racing bodies is not effective in providing traceability of 
Thoroughbreds throughout its entire life. This is largely due to the lack of information recorded by breeders, 
owners and trainers on existing databases and the fact that recording information is only applicable for the 
time in which the horse is under the jurisdiction of the racing industry, providing no visibility once sold to 
pleasure or performance homes. This is the issue that needs to be addressed, given the implementation of a 
national horse registry in Australia is unlikely to occur in the near future. 
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Issue 4: Racing and Breeding Industry – Sponsored Programs for Retired 
Racehorses 
 

What programs have been most effective in improving opportunities and welfare outcomes for 
post racing or breeding? 
 
The table below outlines the various Principal Racing Authorities (PRA) and the scope of current programs to 
assist with the sponsorship and promotion of Thoroughbreds in their post racing careers. As outlined below, it 
can be seen that the programs offered are highly variable between State organisations in terms of what is 
offered. The predominant focus revolves around promotion of the breed through sponsored events and classes 
in the aim of increasing desirability, with less importance being placed on ensuring that horses have 
guaranteed housing, should they be unable to find suitable homes in the pleasure and performance industries. 
This has been highlighted as a particular area of improvement desired by the Australian public, with concerns 
over the attrition rates post-racing. Therefore programs that accommodate this, such as the one employed by 
Team Thoroughbred in NSW, are being investigated in states such as Queensland and Tasmania. Without 
updated research that evaluates the Australian equine industry, such as the one conducted by Gordon (2001), 
it is difficult to evaluate whether or not these programs have caused any significant difference in the desirability 
of Thoroughbreds to performance and pleasure riders, or if the sponsorship programs are merely an 
unanticipated benefit for those already competing on Thoroughbreds.  
 
Table 1. Overview of current post racing initiatives undertaken by Principal Racing Authorities 

Organisation Hosting Sponsorship Rehabilitation & 
Rehoming 

Retraining 

Racing Victoria Clinics and 
training days 

Event sponsorship N/A Recognized 
retrainers 

Racing NSW N/A Event sponsorship Team 
Thoroughbred 

Team 
Thoroughbred 

TRSA Clinics and 
training days 

Event sponsorship N/A N/A 

RWWA Clinics and 
training days 

Event sponsorship N/A Recognized 
retrainers 

Racing QLD * Event sponsorship # # 

Racing TAS N/A Event sponsorship # N/A 

* References the Queensland Racing and Integrity Commission, a government organisation which fulfils this criteria but not associated 
with Racing Queensland. 
# signifies areas which are currently under review by the state racing organisations in response to public concern. 
N/A information not available to submission authors 

 
 

How can these programs be further improved? 
 
Focussing purely on the promotion of the breed through competitions is unlikely to improve the welfare 
outcomes of the horses most at risk, which are those housed in unsuitable facilities or owned by individuals 
lacking the sufficient level of knowledge to appropriately care for and manage Thoroughbreds to an acceptable 
standard. Therefore, if the intention is to improve welfare outcomes of the horses in their post-racing careers, 
it would be better to devote more attention and financial resources to ensuring that the horses are placed in 
suitable homes that can provide adequate care and have realistic expectations of the individual taking into 
account any physiological and psychological limitations the horses have. Resources could also be devoted to 
ensuring that any horses deemed unsuitable for pleasure or performance homes have a guaranteed placement 
at a designated retirement, retraining and rehabilitation facility under the relevant PRA’s jurisdiction. Suggested 
improvements to existing programs would include the following basic assessments prior to rehoming: 
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 Assessment of horse’s physical state including its physiology and existing musculoskeletal issues 
post-racing;  

 Assessment of horse’s behaviour, psychological state and suitability for potential owner experience 
levels; 

 Assessment and retraining of the horse’s basic responses both in-hand and under saddle to be 
consistent with the performance ore leisure industries expectations; 

 Guaranteed rehoming for any horses unable to be placed in suitable homes due to physical and/or 
psychological limitations.  

 
A grading process could be developed and implemented to manage musculoskeletal issues and possible 
associated behaviour manifestations during the assessment and monitoring processes. Tabor et al. (2020) 
recently developed ‘the equine musculoskeletal rehabilitation outcome score’ (TEMROS) which is a holistic 
assessment of the physical progress/function of a horse undergoing a rehabilitation process. This would allow 
identification of potential underlying problems that require further investigation or management and facilitate 
objective monitoring of progress in the initial retraining period.  This could improve assessment of suitability 
for rehoming and future prospects.  
 
TEMROS allows a holistic objective approach to analyse and assesses 10 areas which are: 
 

1. Lameness 

2. Pain at rest 

3. Pain during exercise 

4. Behaviour during exercise 

5. Muscular symmetry 

6. Performance/functional capacity 

7. Behaviour at rest 

8. Palpation 

9. Balance 

10. Proprioception 

 

Proposed program: 
 
Six weeks’ let down period described by Martin and Reid (2020) when the horse initially retires and then 
developing a scoring system encompassing TEMROS and highlighting potential issues that need to be 
addressed and any issues that cannot be addressed and deciding on Euthanasia at this stage. 
The next screening would take place half way through the re-training process and then at the end of the training 
process before rehoming, with a minimum time frame of re-training i.e. 12 weeks.   
 
This screening process would require very clear guidelines and the horse would be given an overall score 
incorporating identifying cut offs where the decision would be made to euthanise based on quality of life.  
 
Stage 1: This initial stage involves screening for potential ongoing issues and their ability to be managed 

 Radiographic scan for C6/C7 malformation (Gee et al., 2020) 

 Assess using TEMROS  

 Dental examination 

 Gastric ulcer testing including testing for hindgut ulcers 

 Foot balance 

 Body condition score 

 

Stage 2: After the initial ground work period having had a couple of rides so that they can move onto the next 
stage of screening. In this process horses have the saddle fitted.  

 Reassess TEMROS 

 Reassess Gastric ulcer score 

 Perform a ridden assessment utilising the Ridden Horse Pain Ethogram (Dyson & Pollard, 2020) 

amongst other things.  

 Assess foot balance 
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 Body condition score 

 

Programs should involve a licensed team through Racing NSW that includes the trainer, the veterinarian, the 
trimmer/farrier, dentist, body worker, in addition to a nutritionist and a horse behavioural expert suitably 
qualified to understand the fundamentals of how horses learn and respond to signals and aids. . These experts 
should be able to provide both first hand care and follow up advice and support for the new owner. 
 
As a part of the program, a qualified and licensed body worker approved by Racing NSW, preferably an Animal 
Biomechanical Professional as these are either fully qualified Veterinarians, Human Osteopath or Human 
Chiropractor with a minimum of 4 years’ experience in their original field and a post graduate qualification in 
Biomechanical medicine should be involved . 
 
 

Is there scope for a national approach for these programs? 
 

Yes, a national approach for these programs would provide uniformity in the expectations and understanding 
of what Thoroughbred owners, breeders and trainers are expected to do once a horse has been retired and is 
intended to be placed in the performance sector of the equine industry. As it stands, the lack of standardisation 
in post-racing career outcomes leaves room for the public to become confused and potentially disenfranchised 
with the efforts being made by the racing industry to cater for Thoroughbreds once they have been retired 
appropriately. Despite the fact that the PRA are considered to be separate entities and subject to individual 
regulations, negative welfare issues are attributed by the Australian public to racing as a whole. Therefore, 
adopting a national approach would circumnavigate issues where individual states have not yet enacted 
sufficient policies to ensure safeguarding of Thoroughbred welfare post-retirement. 
 
 

If so, how should this be organised and funded? 
 
The Team Thoroughbred model employed by Racing NSW currently involves 1% of all prize money awarded 
in the state to be allocated to the rehoming and rehabilitation initiative, in conjunction with any private donations 
given by the public as it is a Not for Profit organisation. It is believed that this initiative is going to be replicated 
in a similar manner in Queensland, which announced that from 2020 onwards 1% of all prize money would be 
retained and used to further ensure the safety and welfare of Thoroughbreds in their post-racing careers, 
however there is no publically available knowledge on what this program will entail at this current point in time.  
 
Alternative methods of funding these initiatives could include a percentage of the horse’s sale price being 
included in the form of an additional tax when Thoroughbreds are purchased for racing careers, in an effort to 
have owners/syndications partake in a form of fiscal responsibility for their horse post-racing. This would be 
an important step to raise awareness amongst racehorse owners as to the ethical issues associated with the 
current wastage rates and remove some of the responsibility from breeders and trainers as to ensuring the 
horse’s long-term welfare, whilst allowing welfare decisions are made by the professionals best suited to do 
so. More awareness needs to be given to owners and syndicates that the purchasing of a racehorse extends 
beyond their time on the track, and the same level of consideration should be provided to the horses under 
their ownership as wold be extended to a household pet. 
 
 

What capacity does the equestrian sector in Australia have to take on Thoroughbreds? And how 
can this be increased?  
 
Whilst the Australian landscape relative to population allows for a significantly more available land (Australian 
Bureau of Statistics, 2019) on which to house horses when compared to European or American counterparts, 
environmental conditions, changing climates and economic instability are important variables to be mindful of 
when assessing market robustness. This was well demonstrated during the summer of 2019/2020 when the 
combined impacts of severe drought in Queensland and New South Wales (Australian Bureau of Meteorology, 
2020) along with rampant bushfires (ABC, 2020) saw an influx of horses available for purchase on the market 
when housing and husbandry costs became untenable for a large proportion of horse owners in affected areas. 
This issue has since been compounded by the COVID-19 pandemic which has prompted further economic 



 

 

 

Thoroughbred Aftercare Welfare Working Group | Public submission by the Equine Science Group  

School of Animal and Veterinary Sciences Charles Sturt University  Page 21 of 35 

instability in the Australian population and significantly higher levels of unemployment amongst the Australian 
workforce (Reserve Bank of Australia, 2020).  
 
Given that horses are no longer considered to be an essential resource in the average household, and instead 
a luxury or leisure item, priority of funding during periods of economic instability is extended to the care of 
family and assets, and inessential or luxury items such as horses are generally offered for sale or in some 
cases sent to sale yards for quick disposal. The number of horses currently available for sale in Australia 
already exceeds the needs of the Australian equine industry, therefore resulting in a large number of animals 
requiring euthanasia and disposal each year (the information relative to Thoroughbred horses is explored 
further in Issue 6). This issue increases in times of economic instability such as currently experiencing and 
great care needs to be taken on behalf of all parties involved in the breeding of horses in the upcoming 2020 
season to not further stress an already fragile market, and to safeguard the future market against as yet 
unidentified triggers. 
 
These considerations are important when discussing the Australian equine industry’s capacity to take on 
Thoroughbreds because it is critical to acknowledge that Thoroughbreds have not been bred for purpose when 
considering the predominant disciplines in Australia such as dressage, eventing, show jumping and 
campdrafting etc. These disciplines require more from the horse than outright speed and instead technical 
abilities such as stamina, balance and a level temperament are prioritised to assist in the ease of training, yet 
are so often overlooked when being bred for racing (McGreevy et. al., 2015). The effort required to retrain an 
ex-racehorse for one of these disciplines is often viewed as a more difficult task due to the associated 
unlearning of undesirable behaviours, unlinking of learned responses to neutral stimuli, and extensive 
rehabilitation and long-term physical management associated with horses started at a young age, therefore 
making the financial and time investment in working with a Thoroughbred unappealing in comparison to 
purpose bred horses (Reed et al., 2019). Therefore, the onus is on the Thoroughbred racing industry to 
produce retired racehorses that are fit, not only for racing, but for their next intended purpose in the 
performance industry through consistent rehabilitation and retraining of the animal (both physiological and 
psychological) in order to create a more viable market with the ultimate aim of having more desirable and 
valuable horses available for purchase. 
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Issue 6: Humane horse processing facilities 
 

According to the TAWWG Issues Paper, there are around 13,000 Thoroughbred foals born each year with the 
number of yearlings sold remaining relatively constant at about 6,000 individuals. It is also stated that 28% of 
all foals in 2014 did not enter racing (i.e. 3,640 horses). This suggests that about 9,300 horses enter race 
training each year in Australia. 

It is also stated that the number of race meetings, races and average runners per race remains relatively 
constant which implies a stable racehorse population. So what this means is that if 9,300 horses enter racing 
each year, 9,300 horses exit racing each. Therefore 9,300 horses need to be managed after their racing career 
each year after year after year. Assuming no losses over a 10 year time period, hypothetically, 93,000 
Thoroughbreds (Table 2) require rehoming involving space, feeding, hoof care and health care. Over a 
conservative lifetime of a horse of 20 years, the number increases to 186,000 Thoroughbreds needing homes.  
 

Table 2. Hypothetical number of Thoroughbreds requiring rehoming in a 10 year period. 

 

Some mares and stallions enter the Thoroughbred breeding industry so are essentially rehomed. It is 
acknowledged that not all retired Thoroughbreds are suitable for rehoming due to physical injuries, behavioural 
problems or unsuitable temperaments, although this number is not presently known. Hayes (2004) cited in 
Martin and Reid (2020) indicated that ‘the knackery’ may represent the initial destination of approximately 5200 
racehorses, although this included both Thoroughbred and Standardbred horses. Standardbred horses are a 
greater risk at being sent to slaughter than Thoroughbreds (16.56% versus 6.3%). Retirement from breeding 
may represent a greater risk of being sent to slaughter with 11.43% of Thoroughbreds and 43.75% of 
Standardbreds reported as being sent to ‘knackeries’. 

Furthermore, regardless of whether horses are rehomed and pursue alternative careers, eventually every 
horse dies. Again working on a stable population of horses, if 13,000 Thoroughbreds are born each year, 
13,000 Thoroughbreds will die and these horses have to be disposed of. Horses die from natural causes 
(disease or accident) or are euthanised by either chemical or mechanical means. These animals need to be 
disposed of, which depending on their location can be problematic and may be governed by local council and 
or State environmental regulations. Disposal options may include: 

 Natural disposal 

 Burial 

 Rendering 

 Composting 

 Incineration (AEWG, 2008; Bonar, 2012) 

 
Natural disposal means disposing of a dead animal to allow for scavenging. This option is unviable in urban 
and semi-rural areas in Australia. If a horse has been chemically euthanized by a veterinarian, the carcass 
poses a significant poisoning risk to scavengers. The carcass may also be a risk to contaminate drinking water 
depending on the proximity of the water table or watershed.  
 
On-farm burial requires adequate land area and the use of large earth moving machines, so incurs 
considerable expense. It may be viable for a single animal but has similar environmental issues associated 
with natural disposal especially if chemically euthanised. 
 
Rendering is the industrial process of cooking down raw materials (carcasses) and turning them into finished 
products such as protein and fat meal for livestock feed additives, fertilisers, pet food and other industrial 
applications. Inedible horse material is mixed in with other ruminate inedible material that is sold as fat or 
protein (AEWG, 2008). There are at least seven rendering plants listed in Australia (https://www.aussiefarms. 
org.au/facilities/food/rendering) with individual abattoirs also likely to engage in this processing. The industry 
is overseen by Australian Renders Association (https://www.ausrenderers.com.au).   
 

Year     1      2     3     4     5     6     7     8    9   10 

Horses 9300 18600 27900 37200 46500 55800 65100 74400 83700 93000 

https://www.ausrenderers.com.au/
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Composting requires considerable resources as it is undertaken in an open paddock/field – this approach 
requires: Control of run-on and run-off from rainfall; considerations of the water table depending on soil type 
etc; management of potential pests e.g. birds, insects, foxes & feral pigs; and the use of plant/heavy machinery 
to construct and manage the compost. Site selection requires protection of water resources, property, public 
view and reduction of disease risk, requiring a site that is: accessible by large trucks for organic material and 
carcass delivery; well drained location not subject to runoff or pooled water, and outside the 100 year 
floodplains or wetlands; at least 200m from homes, public roads, or other areas frequented by the public; at 
least 60m from water sources (e.g. wells, streams) or visible bed rock outcrops and away from timbered areas 
or buildings that could harbour rodents and burrowing predators (NSW DPI, 2008). 
 
It is unrealistic to believe that all retired racehorses will be rehomed or there is a big paddock or property 
somewhere where these retired racehorses can reside for the rest of their days. Maintaining large groups of 
horses in paddocks requires substantial resources and can quickly result in additional animal welfare issues 
arising. At some point horses are euthanised. Should this act be delayed until the horse is old, sick and 
neglected – longevity of life or when the horse can no longer be assured a good quality of life, but is still in 
good health? Accounts of horses observed in abattoirs are critical of both – either the horses are thin and 
decrepit (how cruel!) or a picture of health (why are these beautiful animals condemned?). 
 
 

 If there were adequate and enforceable provisions that ensured horses at processing facilities 
were treated in a humane and ethical manner, would you consider the processing of horses for 
pet food and or human consumption acceptable? 
 
Over 1 billion people (16% of the world’s population) eat horse meat and it is commonly consumed in many 
European and Asian countries with yearly consumption likely increasing (AEWG 2008; FAO 2020). In many 
countries, horses are purposed raised for meat production including Canada. The Alberta Equine Welfare 
Group (AEWG) was formed to oversee and implement a plan to address horse welfare and to improve 
communication within the livestock industry and with the public. Much of their material was used in compiling 
this submission. 
 
Horse meat is an excellent protein source. In terms of nutritional value, a 125 g piece of horse meat has 20% 
more protein than high quality beef cuts, 25% less fat, nearly 20% less sodium, double the iron and 1 mg less 
cholesterol than beef sirloin. When compared to ground beef, horse meat has 55% more protein, 25% less fat, 
30% less cholesterol and 27% less sodium (AEWG, 2008).  
 
China consumes the most horse meat, followed by Mexico, Russia, Italy and Kazakstan. In 2005, the top ten 
importing countries for equine meat (highest to lowest per 1000 tonnes) were: France (32.01), Belgium (29.99), 
Russian Federation (29.48), Italy (23.78), Netherlands (17.40), United States (11.51), Japan (9.51), Mexico 
(4.80), Canada (4.64), and Switzerland (4.25) (AEWG, 2008). English-speaking countries such as the United 
Kingdom, USA and Australia do not tend to consume horse meat. Cultural traditions do not include horses as 
a food source. Yet these countries are often net exporters to non-Anglo countries that do consume horse meat 
as a protein source. 
 
Indeed Australia has operated a horse meat export industry for over 50 years. Although information is 
somewhat dated, from 1995 and 2000 between 3500 and 6500 tonnes of horse meat were exported, with a 
value of $17 million to $33 million dollars (Gordon, 2001). According to the FAO (2020), Australia slaughtered 
between 86,000 and 100,000 horses each year between 2014 and 2018 producing between 24,000 and 
28,000 tonnes of horse meat (Table 3) agreeing with Gordon (2001) estimate of an average meat yield of 300 
kg of meat per horse. This could not be corroborated by industry participants. 
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Table 3. Horses slaughtered for horse meat in Australia 2014- 2018 (FAO, 2020) 

Year  Horses (head) Horse meat (tonnes) 

2018 86244 24148 

2017 89406 25034 

2016 92636 25938 

2015 99314 27808 

2014 100000 28000 

 
There needs to be a distinction made between horse processing facilities used to process horse meat for 
human consumption (abattoirs) and those establishments processing horse meat for pet food (knackeries or 
animal meat processors). Abattoirs are fully licenced and highly regulated through the Department of 
Agriculture, Water and Environment and (DAWE), whereas knackeries are not. In Australia, abattoirs that 
export product overseas are regulated by the Australian Government (DAWE) whereas abattoirs that supply 
the domestic market are under the jurisdiction of state governments.  
 
Export abattoirs are required to have a veterinarian present, they have to meet standard operating procedures 
relevant to animal welfare, and they are regularly audited including for their animal handling practices. On the 
other hand, for domestic abattoirs, there is no need for an on-plant vet and auditing requirements vary between 
states. In short, the welfare of animals at domestic abattoirs may vary significantly to that of animals at export 
abattoirs (RSPCA, 2020). Consultation with a veterinarian with 16 years’ experience in supervising horses 
slaughtered for human consumption confirmed this (D. I’Anson, pers comm, 20 July 2020). 
 
The highly regulated processing of horse meat for human consumption under veterinary supervision presents 
humane and acceptable method to deal with horses unable to be rehomed. The nutritious meat is a valuable 
protein source that can be utilised in a protein-hungry world grappling with the proposed consequences of 
raising animals for meat and the production of methane (Moumen et al., 2016).  
 
However, slaughtering horses for human consumption requires the same attention required for other livestock 
with respect to drug residues, thus horses need a detailed history with regard to drugs administered. Each 
horse arriving at an abattoir requires a Horse Vendor Declaration (HVD) that include a number of public health 
questions regarding horse type (feral or domestic), how long the horse has been owned by the vendor, if the 
horse has been sick in the past 21 days or in contact with a sick or dead horse or a horse diagnosed with 
Hendra virus. If the vendor has not owned the horse for more than 6 months, then the previous owner also 
needs to complete the HVD. Treatments with drugs or chemicals within the last 6 months need to be declared 
to ensure meat safety (https://www.agriculture.gov.au/export/controlled-goods/meat/elmer- 3/notices/2015 
/mn15-03).The implementation of a national horse traceability register for all horses would greatly enhance 
this process (TAWWG Issue 3). 
 
How the handling, slaughter and processing of horses for pet food compares to the above practices is unknown 
but given the lack of regulations and no requirement for a veterinarian to be present, slaughtering horses for 
pet meat appears to be more open to animal welfare violations. Martin and Reid (2020) identified that there is 
no adequate animal welfare monitoring at the knackery in question. This brings into question whether sending 
unwanted horses to animal food processing plants is an acceptable practice unless it becomes more highly 
regulated as for human meat processing plants. 
 
Martin and Reid (2020) concluded that given the numbers involved, the risk of poor welfare outcomes for 
retired racing horses is too great if their humane slaughter is removed as an option altogether. 
 
 

What is the world’s best practice for humane operation of horse processing facilities? 
 
There is no evidence to suggest such a practice exists. There are horse abattoirs in many countries that either 
consume horse meat locally or process it for export. Different countries have different ways of doing things – 
evident in other livestock slaughter practices, but the OIE (2019) provides general principles to be applied 
internationally. Any specific practice may be better described as ‘practice of best fit’ a phrase borrowed from 

https://www.agriculture.gov.au/export/controlled-goods/meat/elmer-%203/notices/2015
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Human Resource Management. Best practice implies there is one superior way of achieving a highly effective 
and high performing operation, and this practice can be universally applied (Malik, 2018). Not even the OIE 
(2019) guidelines are this specific. 
 
Best-fit relies on the logic of contingency theory using the premise that high performance in organisations 
varies with context as each firm operates in a slightly different environment. Differences in context is argued 
to have a direct bearing on the way firms organize their production function. The basic assumption of the best 
fit approach is that the high performance and operational practices relationship is not linear; it is mediated 
and/or moderated by a set of contingency variables such as strategy, size, technology, regulation, market 
segment and so on. The focus should be on achieving the most desired fit between these factors (Malik, 2018). 
This is where the OIE (2019) guidelines are better applied. So what might be considered ‘best practice’ in 
France or Canada may not be ‘best practice’ under Australian conditions.  This is not to say investigating 
overseas practices cannot enhance and improve current Australian horse abattoir practices.  
 
Meramist Pty Ltd was at the centre of the Martin and Reid (2020) Inquiry into Animal Cruelty in the Management 
of Retired Thoroughbred and Standardbred Horses in Queensland. In its submission, Meramist noted:  
“Meramist views the regulatory requirements as the baseline for managing the welfare of its horses. Indeed, 
Meramist has policies and procedures in place that go above and beyond the strict requirements of the 
regulatory arrangements” (Martin & Reid, 2020).  
 
Specific steps taken by the company to address problems highlighted in the ABC 7.30 report include: 
 

 Reviewing and amending its Standard Operating Procedures;  

 Developing an animal welfare Code of Practice and horse supplier Code of Practice;  

 Increased monitoring of animal welfare by Quality Assurance Officers and Meramist management;  

 Annual internal refresher training for every Animal Welfare Officer; and  

 Increased CCTV coverage (Martin & Reid, 2020).  
 

Quite rightly, Meramist stated that any increase or changes in the scope of legal requirements should be 
consistent across other jurisdictions, as the time and cost of complying with different obligations from different 
states and territories would be challenging and place a large financial burden on businesses like Meramist. 
The Martin and Reid (2020) Inquiry conceded that the implementations of recommendations which include 
facility redesign to enable horses to be slaughtered humanely would be costly. The Inquiry elaborated on this, 
stating that any changes need to achieve a humane solution not just something that is less inhumane. With no 
middle ground, the slaughter of horses is humane or it is not. 
 
Findings of the Martin and Reid (2020) Inquiry identified eight inadequacies in regulatory arrangements with 
the Meramist abattoir and provided recommendations to address these inadequacies (page 20-21). It appears 
there are inconsistencies in legislation across states and the development of codes of practice needs to cover 
not only Queensland but the operation in South Australia. 
 
Samex Ltd as stakeholder in the horse industry consider that all horses should be managed and handled in a 
humane manner throughout their lives whether that be as a Thoroughbred racing horse, recreational horse or 
feral horse. As with other stakeholders within the horse industry they, at times, find themselves being the 
subject of attention by ill-informed individuals and groups.     
 
Operating a fully export accredited abattoirs located in Peterborough, South Australia, which has been involved 
in processing horses for more than 30 years, they are well placed to understand the necessary requirements 
to ensure that all animals processed at the facility are done so to the highest standards. Being fully licensed 
by DAWE, they have onsite veterinary oversite of their processes and procedures through their approved 
arrangements with government. As such their horse products are produced according to strict animal welfare 
and hygiene requirements.  
 
Samex would be a willing participant to be involved in future discussions along with other stakeholders to assist 
the thoroughbred racing industry to achieve an outcome in relation to retired and unraced horses that exceeds 
the expectations of those, including the general public, industry, government and other relevant parties 
(Samex, pers comm, 21 July 2020).   
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What are the key considerations for the safe and humane euthanasia of a horse? 
 

In slaughtering horses for human consumption, low stress stock handling is used with no hitting, prodding or 
whipping of horses when handling and moving them through the yards is allowed. Apart from animal welfare 
aspects, such practices result in the bruising of the meat resulting in the carcass being condemned. It is simply 
not good business practice to mistreat horses presented for slaughter. From the industry veterinarian’s 
experience, personnel were experienced horse handlers with many owning their own horses. The facility 
configuration allowed smooth movement of horses from large yards into smaller and smaller yards until the 
horses entered a race where they followed each other being separated by sliding gates but still able to see 
and touch conspecifics. This prevented more than one horse being able to enter the ‘kill box’. While some 
posturing is always present in the yards, as with any yarding situation, horses who are particularly aggressive 
are removed from the mob, and kept individually nearby. Horses identified as weak, injured or ill are sent for 
emergency slaughter first. 
  
Horses walk freely and calmly into the ‘kill box’ as if they were walking into a horse float. The solid door slowly 
rolls shut behind the horse, blocking the view from the following horse. The design of the box allows the horse 
to position its head for easy and safe placement of the captive bolt gun. The gun is placed appropriately on 
the forehead and the shot discharged. The horse knuckles and a side door opened releasing the horse onto a 
dry landing. Some paddling of the legs is observed. The horse’s corneal reflex is checked before sticking the 
horse to cut the carotid arteries as it is hoisted onto a moving rail to assist bleeding. Occasionally a second 
shot is given if required. The entire process takes only minutes.  Resulting blood is washed away before it has 
an opportunity to coagulate. It is poor meat hygiene to allow blood to pool on the floor. Furthermore, each 
carcass is inspected post mortem and it can be readily established if the animal has been properly killed. The 
slaughter process is fast, efficient and clean. Typically, 110 horses are killed in one day and boned out the 
next, so slaughter takes place two to three times per week (D I’Anson, pers comm, 20 July 2020). 
 
Harvey (2020) provides a concise but comprehensive appraisal of the different euthanasia methods suitable 
for horses, including excellent diagrams explaining the correct positioning for the use of a captive bolt. 
 
 

Are mobile, on farm, horse processing facilities a feasible option? 
 
Murray and Reid (2020) also highlighted issues of inadequate standards for the transport of horses to the 
abattoir. This is particularly important given that the only abattoirs licenced for horse meat for human 
consumption are situated in Caboolture in QLD and Peterborough in South Australia. This means that horses 
located in other states have to travel immense distances for processing at these facilities, which poses 
additional welfare concerns and may be impractical for states such as Tasmania, Western Australia and the 
Northern Territory. Investigating the feasibility of mobile abattoirs would assist in addressing the transport 
issue.   
 
Mobile horse processing facilities would address other welfare and disposal concerns with horses being 
euthanised in familiar surroundings and injured animals not subjected to travelling large distances to be put 
down. There have been instances of horse owners transporting severely injured horses long distances to an 
abattoir to get the horse put down, so they could collect the money for the carcass (D. I’Anson, pers comm, 20 
July 2020).  
 
This poses the question about whether horses destined for slaughter should be traded or instead have no 
value, therefore preventing the above situation. The impact on horse dealers with this approach would need 
to be investigated as this would impact on the disposal of other unwanted horses of other breeds. If horse 
dealers can no longer make a living from trading unwanted horses what happens to these horses? A similar 
situation can potentially develop where these unwanted horses are simply abandoned as occurred in the USA 
when horse abattoirs were closed down. Maintaining the welfare of retired Thoroughbreds should not be done 
at the expense of the welfare of other breeds of horses.  
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If processing horses at an abattoir or knackery is not acceptable, how should these horses be 
managed? 
 
The Martin and Reid (2020) Inquiry concedes that there are certain realities to face: 
 

 The horse meat processing industry in Queensland is a legal enterprise which provides a livelihood 
for many workers, directly and indirectly.  

 Because of age, injury and temperament not all retired racing horses are suitable for retraining or 
rehoming.  

 As matters currently stand, given the excessive numbers of retired racing horses, it is most likely that 
there would be insufficient homes for all healthy retired racing horses.  

 
The grim reality is that, even with the introduction of racing industry rehoming programs to complement the 
current and hugely commendable rehoming work of individuals and organisations from within the racing 
community and the broader community, a significant number of healthy retired racing horses will have an early 
death.  
 
The only options then are euthanasia or the slaughter establishments. Whilst on-farm euthanasia is an ideal 
end of life outcome, the number of horses, currently, are too high, the size of Australia too vast, the number of 
veterinarians too few and the cost of euthanasia and burial too great, to expect that it would be the total answer. 
 
It has been demonstrated in the USA how catastrophic the enforced closure of horse abattoirs was for horse 
welfare. The prohibition of horse slaughter does not equal victory for the welfare of Thoroughbred horses (or 
any horse) (Fort, 2014). However, Australia would not experience the same issues with horses being 
transported long distances to neighbouring countries for slaughter. Although, the closure of one of the two 
abattoirs in Australia could create similar welfare issues related to long distance transport and lead to increased 
reliance on less regulated knackeries. It is imperative that the horse meat trade continues to be a viable 
business proposition as any ban on horse slaughter would lead to an increase in the expense of other methods 
of disposal for unwanted horses (Fort, 2014). 
 
Bonar (2012) evaluated the effects of the closure of horse slaughter facilities in the USA. The national equine 
population is increasing in the USA and along with it the number of abused and neglected horses. While this 
may be owing to increased awareness of animal cruelty due to increasing social communication, better 
reporting methods and increased activity of animal rights groups, reports doubled the year (2008) after 
abattoirs were closed. This did coincide with the Global Financial Crisis, so the economic downturn may also 
have had an effect.  
 
The closure also caused a dramatic increase in horses being exported to Canada (numbers doubled) and 
Mexico (numbers tripled). So even without horse abattoirs in the USA, the process itself did not stop or even 
slow down (Bonar, 2012). 
 
It is estimated that horse processing facilities offer a humane end-of-life option for approximately 1% of the US 
horse population (Ahern et al., 2006). Opponents of the ban on humane slaughter proposed that tens of 
thousands of horses could be neglected or abandoned if a processing ban were imposed. Ahern et al. (2006) 
identified six major unintended consequences of a ban on the processing of horses for human consumption in 
the USA that would have similar consequences in Australia. Adapted from Ahern et al. (2006) for Australian 
conditions these unintended consequences are: 
 

1. The potential for a large number of abandoned or unwanted horses is substantial, thus increasing 
animal welfare abuses. 
 

2. Animal rescue facilities will become saturated with unwanted horses. With no increase in funding for 
these facilities to manage a large increase in horses these organisations will unable to adequately 
care for these horses and become unviable. 
 

3. Cost of maintaining unwanted horses accumulates over time and would escalate into millions of 
dollars. Where does this money come from? If funded by the racing Industry, this diverts funds from 
other welfare initiatives. 
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4. The export value of horse meat for human consumption is between $17 and $33 million. 
A ban on processing would eliminate these annual revenues. 
 

5. The option of rendering equine carcasses is decreasing (unsubstantiated). Private-land burial and 
disposal in landfills have a negative impact on the environment. 
 

6. Any brumby control programs may be negatively impacted by a ban on horse processing. Any 
captured brumbies and an increasing number of unwanted horses will be competing for adoption 
homes. 

 
The ban went ahead in the USA with all of the unintended consequences realised and more. What Ahern et 
al. (2006) did not predict was the mass exodus of unwanted horses across the border to abattoirs in Canada 
and Mexico. This necessitated a report to US Congress by the US Government Accountability Office to address 
the unintended consequences of cessation of domestic slaughter. 
 
Thousands of horses were transported thousands of kilometres under transportation conditions that were 
poorly defined and legislated and even more poorly regulated. The number of horses exported in 2006 before 
the ban was 33,000 horses increasing to 137,000 horses per year by 2010 (GAO, 2011). Any welfare issues 
associated with the humane slaughter of horses was simply shifted north or south with the added problems 
associated with long haul transport of horses in trucks.  
 
Although transportation to another country will not happen in Australia, the situation in the US demonstrates 
that banning the slaughter of horses does nothing to address poor welfare problems, it simply shifts the 
problems elsewhere, may even exacerbate the problems or create new welfare issues. Horse welfare in the 
US did decline with an increase in horse abandonments and an increase in investigations for horse abuse and 
neglect although the extent was unknown. Abandoned, abused, and neglected horses have presented many 
challenges and demands on their resources for state and local governments, tribes, and animal welfare 
organizations (GAO, 2011).  
 
Federal approval was granted by the US Department of Agriculture in 2013 to meat processing plants in New 
Mexico, Missouri and Iowa to slaughter horses for meat (Abbott, 2013). The debate on banning the slaughter 
of horses in the USA is ongoing and yet to be resolved. 
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Issue 7: Research, Development and Education 
 

What research is the highest priority to improve the life-long welfare of thoroughbred horses? 
 

Priority research needs to be conducted on animal-based indicators of welfare, predominantly in the 

identification of affective states with a focus on validity and robustness (Waran & Randle, 2017). This research 

has the potential to improve the welfare outcomes of all horses, not just those within the Thoroughbred racing 

industry, and would be seen as a proactive and progressive contribution to this emerging field within animal 

welfare science. Other areas of research that should be considered high priority are: 

 

 Development of a screening/grading system for retired Thoroughbreds to determine their potential for 

rehabilitation and suitability for rehoming. 

 Rehabilitation and management of C6/C7 malformation. Contact Christine Gee BVSc 

christinegee@live.com in relation to this. 

 Improving the rehabilitation outcomes of thoroughbreds post racing.  

 Guidelines and recommendations of horse handling and horse care competencies for people hoping 

to provide homes for retired Thoroughbreds.  

 Investigation into the ‘intention’ and knowledge of breeders in order to determine what may be required 

to improve the quality and suitability of youngstock. 

 

 

How should this research be funded? 
 
This research should be funded using the existing framework set up by AgriFutures Australia. Currently the 
Thoroughbred R&D levy is paid by owners of broodmares and stallions, but the levy could be extended to 
include horses being registered to race. The levy of $10 per horse registered would align with the current 
levies paid by stallion owners and broodmare owners. These industry funds are currently matched dollar for 
dollar by the Federal Government. This should be maintained. 
 
 

What body or groups should be responsible for setting these research priorities? 
 

The setting of research priorities should be incorporated by the existing Thoroughbred Horses program 
managed by AgriFutures. The initiatives of the TAWWG align directly with all six objectives stated in the Interim 
Thoroughbred Horses Five Year RD&E Plan 2017-2022 (AgriFutures Australia 2018). There is already an 
advisory panel in place who set research priorities, assess proposed research projects and decide which 
projects will be funded.  Centralising similar research initiatives ensures that research is not being doubled up, 
duplicated or unnecessarily repeated as occurs frequently with other livestock research bodies such as Meat 
and Livestock Australia (MLA), Livecorp and The Red Meat Advisory Council.  
 
It is imperative that findings of research projects undergo peer-review to ensure scientific rigour before being 
released for public consumption. At present, reports commissioned by AgriFutures Australia are not subjected 
to the peer-review process, which may lead to poor quality outcomes through lack of scientific rigour which is 
a waste of valuable resources. Similar outcomes are evident in other industry research organisations such as 
MLA who are taking steps to rectify this situation. 
 
 

How can the thoroughbred industry educate external stakeholders on its welfare initiatives? 
 
The Bachelor of Equine Science from Charles Sturt University prepares graduates for successful careers in 
equine or animal health, welfare, breeding, training, nutrition, performance, rehabilitation, teaching, research 
or business. A business management specialisation, as well as a choice of elective subjects, equips graduates 
with the skills and knowledge needed to make evidence-based decisions in equine and animal-related 
industries. This is one avenue available for the education of external stakeholders. 
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