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Now that horses can no longer
be slaughtered for human
consumption in the U.S.,
the horse industry is feeling the
effects: experts point to a drop
in the market, welfare groups
are finding homes for more
unwanted horses, but thousands
more are heading for slaughter
plants across the border.
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This horse is one of a truckload that were
slated for slaughter at the Cavel International
plant in Illinois. Following the slaughter ban,
the horses were adopted by Front Range
Equine Rescue in Larkspur, Colorado.
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B

lowback from
the U.S. horse
slaughter industry’s partial demise, says
Ray Field, is flowing up
the drive of his modest
adoption operation, the
Wild Horse Foundation,
located just off a rural
road in Central Texas.
While established to
relocate feral horses

born on federal lands,
the foundation has
been getting calls from
sheriff’s departments
and individuals about
abandoned and abused
animals, says Field, its
executive director and a
burly man who describes
himself as being caught
in an increasingly
frustrating tangle. >>

Ray Field of the Wild Horse Foundation doesn’t believe there are enough
funds or people willing to care for the upsurge of unwanted horses.
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Field figures that 30,000 of the 100,000 horses that
otherwise would have been trucked off by kill buyers
would likely stay with their current owners. But the
remainder will need refuge, he predicts, and he doesn’t
see enough open-armed people or sufficient funds
materializing to meet the need.
“The welfare groups are saying the horses are going
to be absorbed,” Field says. “But Western states are
bursting at their seams and can’t take any more, so
they’ll have to be moved east. Will there be people
to take them?”
Field rattles off the names of non-profit organizations that, he asserts, gained notoriety and raised
hefty donations during the anti-slaughter campaign,
but that now provide scant support for maintaining
unwanted horses saved from European stew pots.
His foundation forked out $360,000 last year to
transport and care for horses before finding them
welcoming paddocks around the country. Field says
that two-thirds of the money came from his own
pocket.
When both sides of the slaughter issue were trying
to influence Congress, the packing industry drew a
picture of tens of thousands of horses starving by
the roadside.
Animal welfare groups dismissed those dire predictions, insisting that enough generous Americans
would come forth to underwrite the $750 to $1,000
needed annually to support a horse, or that owners
would unhesitatingly hand over several hundred dollars to have a sickly animal euthanized and its carcass
hauled off.
Either outcome was put off last year when the three
foreign-owned slaughter plants in operation in this
country side-stepped a new federal law that stripped
funding for USDA inspections by covering the cost
themselves, using a so-called fee-for-service rule.
Then, in January, the Fifth Circuit Court of Appeals
upheld a Texas law banning horse slaughter for human
consumption. This forced Dutch-owned Beltex in Fort
Worth to close down processing operations entirely,
and Belgian-operated Dallas Crown in nearby Kaufman
to begin slaughtering for non-human consumption
only, supplying the much smaller zoo market.
The nation’s third plant, Cavel International of
DeKalb, Illinois, operated several months longer under
a temporary court order after Illinois passed a ban.
Governor Rod Blagojevich finally signed the law banning horse slaughter for human consumption on May
24, although, under a temporary restraining order,
the plant continued to slaughter a limited number
of horses through the month of June.
Three days earlier, the Texas legislature let die a bill
that would have again made slaughter legal. On May
22, the U.S. Supreme Court appeared to seal the two

Texas plants’ fate when it refused to hear their petition
to overturn a federal appeals court ruling that upheld
a state law against horse slaughter.

Impact on a Volatile Market
Softer auction prices in parts of the country prompted
some dealers to attribute at least part of the downward
trend to the loss of slaughter plant patronage. Moreover,
the kill market provided the floor price in many areas.
“When they walked into the sale barn, everyone looked
down their nose at these loose horses, but were glad they
were there,” says Bert Stossel, who works for Triangle
Sales, a sale company located in Shawnee, Oklahoma,
that specializes in halter and performance horses.
Joe Rios, a trader in El Paso, Texas, says “Right now,
the [wind-down of U.S. slaughterhouse purchases] has
affected the value of the bottom end of riding horses.
The general public is scared to buy with what’s going on.
Usually, we sell 350 to 500 horses at a sale. The number
is down to 225 horses, the fewest in three years.”
A May 2006 report commissioned by the Animal Welfare Council and written by nine economists and an
animal scientist, predicts the cost of maintaining the
nation’s unwanted horses after a slaughter ban would
amount to $220 million, using 2005 figures. It estimates
the cumulative annual maintenance of horses for five
years (using 2000–2005 prices) would hit $513 million.
AWC is backed by such organizations as the American
Association of Equine Practitioners, the American
Quarter Horse Association, circus companies and rodeo
organizations, but not the slaughter industry.
The report also notes that flooding the nation with
60,000 to 90,000 unwanted horses could hurt the government’s ability to find homes for wild horses now held
by the Bureau of Land Management.
“While everyone fully supports and is committed
to the humane treatment of all horses, there are unintended consequences of banning horse processing,” the
report says.
A ban, it predicted, has the potential of taxing facilities
of already overburdened public animal rescue agencies.
Moreover, rendering equine carcasses is becoming more
difficult at the same time that burial on private land or
disposal in landfills raises concerns about environmental
issues.
“The direct economic impact and future unintended,
and currently unaccounted for, economic impact of
banning horse processing for human consumption
are substantial,” the report asserts. “Proponents have
not addressed the inevitable costs of such a ban. Horse
owners will realize a direct impact from lower horse
sale prices.”
Needless to say, animal rights groups supporting a ban
immediately challenged the council’s findings. Critics
disputed the arguments, particularly regarding the cost
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of care for an elderly, unwanted horse,
saying they considered the report’s
estimates highly inflated. Congress
heeded pro-ban campaigners when
it ended government-paid inspection
at slaughter plants.
But the report also brings into
sharp relief the growing cultural gap
between those Americans who view
horses as companion animals and
others who don’t equate them with
house pets.
“Welfare considerations for horses
are problematic since society today
expects the treatment and standard of
care for horses to be similar to what
they have come to expect for family
pets, such as dogs and cats,” it says.
“This is true even though horses are
often housed, fed, transported and
handled much like livestock.”
A 2007 study commissioned by
Western Horseman’s parent company
found that breed registrations began
to decrease three years ago, suggesting
this might have a greater impact on
horse prices than did the closing of
the three plants, although “media
hype” over slaughter “has contributed significantly to market anxiety
in the industry.”
The report by industry analyst Julie
Bryant cites such factors as higher
hay, feed and transport costs, and
predicts: “The sluggish horse market
will remain for two to three years as it
adjusts to an increase in the lower- to
middle-market numbers.”
But, it adds: “Should breed and
sport associations be able to maintain
their memberships, and [offer] the
carrot of added-money purses—as
evidenced by the lower handle in
Thoroughbred racing but higher
purses—the well-bred competition
horse should hold its value. This does
not bode well for the halter market,
however, which has virtually no marketing outlet through which to reinforce the value of its horse.”
Bert Stossel sees a connection
between the plant closures and the
volatile market.
“I think it’s affected the overall
market because there’s just so many
38

Horse sale companies
have already noticed
a drop in the value of
horses.
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horses out there,” Stossel says. “Right now, supply
exceeds demand.
“Your older horse—well broke to ride and pedigreed—is selling as well or better. But the price
dropped for those without popular pedigrees, not
sired by a nationally known cutting or pleasure
stallion, but a son or grandson.
“Yearlings are selling for $500 to $1,000—could
be $4,000 or $5,000 when they’re 4 or 5 years old
and broke to ride. But until that point, the market
is very soft. People may have four or five of them in
the barn and may no longer want to spend money
now on the training.”
Just how much of the market conditions are
influenced by the slaughter trade’s scaling down is
something Stossel says he cannot determine.

An Upsurge in Neglect?
As for the predicted upsurge in neglect complaints,
there is no clear evidence that it has occurred.
In California, which passed a ban on horse
slaughter in 1998, no reported increase in abuse
cases have been observed although, as in Kentucky
and elsewhere, news accounts of individual neglect
cases garner attention because horse welfare remains
a hot public issue.
“Has there been an increase of abandoned or
neglected horses? There are no statistics,” says
Carolyn Stull, an animal welfare specialist at the
University of California at Davis school of veterinary medicine.
What is known, Stull says, is that “when the ban
came in California, horses were still shipped to
neighboring states through dealers and probably
made their way to the slaughter plants.”
In March, newspapers around the country ran
an Associated Press story about a number of stray
horses in Kentucky that seemed to corroborate
the slaughter industry’s warning about unwanted
animals following a ban.
“We have heard or read about horses abandoned
in eastern Kentucky, at old coal mines or someone’s
fields,” says Tim Capps, a professor at the University
of Louisville’s Equine Studies. “But so far, it’s just
anecdotal. It’s going to be very difficult to gather
hard evidence to back anybody’s claim on any side
of the issue. Animal welfare officers at the county or
state level have a lot on their plate and, obviously,
are looking at a lot of things other than horses.
And the animal rights advocates have a particular
perspective that might or might not jibe with reality.
It’s hard getting an unbiased view.”
While insisting there are more abandoned horses
today, Ray Field nonetheless cites reasons why the
problem isn’t as desperate as some had predicted

it would be. One of those reasons is the thriving
exports to Mexico. Another is savings accrued from
an agricultural tax exemption for playing host to
worn-out horses.
“I’ve had a number of calls from ranchers getting out of cattle and want horses for tax reasons,”
Field said.
When a big neglect case receives an airing on local
television news, the notoriety can attract enough
prospective adopters, he said. But when animal
control officers pick up an abandoned horse or
two, there’s no coverage.
Carolyn Stull recalls the case of 270 neglected horses
removed from California rancher Slick Gardner in
2004. Although the seizure made headlines, she said
finding new owners was a challenge.
“They had to be sent around the country, some
all the way to the East Coast,” says Stull. “And 270 is
not anything compared to the number slaughtered
in recent years. And the animal welfare groups don’t
have the capacity to absorb these numbers.
“If it’s a trained riding horse, there is a chance
for adoption. But an older horse, or a feral horse,
there’s a very limited possibility for adoption.
“Sometimes people want to adopt these horses
with the intention of reselling them,” Stull adds.
“It’s not all warm and fuzzy.”

Heading for the Border
Still, many welfare groups haven’t seen the large
numbers of abandoned horses predicted by the
slaughter industry. Shipments to Mexico and Canada
may help explain what has happened to many
unwanted animals that would have been processed
in U.S. plants and air-freighted as steaks and chops
to Europe and Japan.
Federal records show that 10,736 horses were
shipped south of the border for slaughter during
the first 19 weeks of the year, up from 2,744 for the
same period in 2006, nearly a 400 percent increase.
Canada saw a nearly 31 percent increase of U.S.
horses imported for slaughter during the first three
months of 2007, up from 1,160 from the same period
in 2006.
Should this trend continue, nearly 56,000 American horses will be processed by Mexican and Canadian plants in 2007. And, in the case of Mexico, most
likely in conditions less rigorously supervised than
those formerly maintained in the U.S.
“What’s happened is that the industry has ‘outsourced’ horse slaughter,” says Stull.
And it’s harder on the horses, the animal welfare
expert says.
“In Mexico, horses have to be offloaded, then reassembled and taken to the slaughter,” Stull explains.
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Industry experts and
welfare groups disagree on
the number of neglected
horses that will result
from the ban on horse
slaughter.

“They are traveling longer distances, separation from herd
mates, potential for injury, heat stress, cold stress. It’s a
lot of stress for a very social animal. And transporting
to Mexico has extended that period of time.
“The other thing is that in the United States, we
have pretty good regulations on humane handling and
slaughter. But once horses leave the border, we have no
control of that anymore, whether the exact horse is going
to slaughter or to a ranch.
“Canada has comparable standards to the United States;
Mexico does not. It’s less automated, less everything.”
In a cruel twist, the animal welfare campaigners might
have contributed to their worst nightmare.
“Mexico’s method of slaughter is deemed to cause so
much pain that it is banned in this country by the U.S.
Department of Agriculture,” according to the Washington-based Humane Society of the United States, a
major campaigner against the American slaughterhouses.
“Horses are ‘stunned’ with a sharp knife aimed at severing their spinal cord. This leaves the horses paralyzed
and unable to breathe, but still sensible to pain as they
are dragged from the kill box, hoisted up by a chain and
their necks slit.”
Eight Mexican plants, including one operated by the
Dutch-Belgian owners of Fort Worth’s Beltex, are licensed
for export and must have inspectors to meet European
Union standards. However, a number of small slaughterhouses and “mom-and-pop” operations in Mexico
supply the domestic market and are less supervised.
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Animal rights groups have pushed for Senate Bill 311,
called the American Horse Slaughter Prevention Act,
which would ban the transport of horses for slaughter
within the United States and across the borders to
Mexico and Canada. It cleared a Senate subcommittee
in April. Should Congress close the loophole and ban the
export of horses for slaughter, enforcement is another
matter. The stated use of the horse can change once the
trailer clears the border and is beyond U.S. jurisdiction,
say dealers who sell to Mexico.
If the cross-border trade is somehow stopped, then,
and perhaps only then, will the full impact of America’s
unwanted horses be felt.
“It’s going to be an unfortunate situation,” says Stossel.
“I don’t know how it’s going to shake out. We might end
up needing a government-funded national euthanasia
program and something to cover the bigger cost of
disposing of the body.”
Right now, there are more questions than answers.
“An estimated 100,000-plus horses end up being
unwanted every year,” says Tim Capps. “How do you
cope with them if you remove the slaughter option?
Who picks up the tab?
“The solution, whatever it is, will come from the
marketplace.”
Barry Shlachter is a senior writer for the Fort Worth
Star-Telegram. Send comments on this story to
edit@westernhorseman.com.
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