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  If nothing else, the mass confusion that reigned last weekend after a false alarm that 
Canada and Mexico had suddenly stopped accepting horses from the United States for 
their equine slaughterhouses should serve as a wake up call that despite our ongoing 
efforts to bring this evil trade to a halt, we have done virtually nothing in the U.S. or 
Canada to prepare for the day when that actually does happen. 
  
  A widely-distributed alert indicated that several thousand horses could be stranded in 
the U.S. slaughter pipeline of auctions, feedlots and kill buyer staging facilities, and 
frantic plans to save them and requests for money to do so rattled throughout the U.S. 
equine advocacy movement as panic ensued.    
 
  The bottom line in all this was that it became glaringly clear we are woefully 
unprepared to save and care for horses destined for slaughter if a real crisis 
does occur.   The same is true Canada, where horse lovers there are battling to shut 
down the slaughter plants completely and huge herds of thousands more await their 
deaths in quarantine around the country.  These would also be at immediate risk if a 
real shutdown were to occur without warning. 
  
  Although several of the equine advocacy organizations were making brave statements 
about how they might have to start taking horses out of the American slaughter 
pipeline where horses around the U.S. are awaiting shipment across the borders, there 
was no coherent plan to do so and little understanding of the challenges such a massive 
undertaking would require.   
 
  Vague calls went out to those of us who operate equine rescue sanctuaries that we 
would be called upon to take in many if not most of the several thousand horses 
believed to be in the pipeline at the present time, and frankly many of us were amazed 
at the lack of reality involved in such a request.   It came at a time when most if not all 
of us are already operating at or beyond capacity due to the recession of the past few 
years making many more horses than usual in need of rescue and re-homing.   
 
  Further we are facing a long hard winter ahead when drought conditions across the 
country this past summer have not only driven hay prices upward, but availability 
is questionable for many of us. 
  
  Horse rescue must appear to be easy to those who sit comfortably at their keyboards 
in offices and homes, but out here in the real world it's an entirely different matter.   
Sure, we would have pitched in and done everything we humanly could to save as 



many of those horses as possible, but it would have been a drop in the bucket if the 
numbers estimated are even close to being accurate.  
 
  There are only about 600 nonprofit horse rescue operations in the U.S., and far fewer 
in Canada.  And many of these are tiny or not even real rescue sanctuaries at all.  Even 
if each of us could have taken in one or two of these horses, which is a stretch to say 
the least, we would not have made a dent in the estimated five to seven 
thousand believed to have been at risk.  And to think that private owners would rush 
forward to adopt them in numbers that matter belies the fact that we are having 
trouble finding adopters for the horses we already have on our sanctuaries. 
  
  Also, those of us who actually do equine rescue work know that just getting the 
horses out of the kill pens and feedlots is the very easiest part of the problem to solve.  
If slaughter truly had been halted, the kill buyers and auction and feedlot operators 
would have dumped horses for a song, or even relinquished them to those of us who 
refuse to support their ill begotten trade by buying them.   
 
  Their interest in horses is purely financial and there is no way they would continue to 
feed them for an extended period of time with no expectation of a return on their 
investment.  However, it's what happens next that counts.  Even if we could take them 
in, who would pay for their care and keep long term is the real challenge.  Sure 
donations would pour in at first, but with that many horses hitting us at once even if we 
had room for them, how long would this support last?   Certainly not for the years we 
would have to provide sanctuary care for these young and relatively healthy horses 
preferred for their meat by the slaughterhouses. 
  
  Another major factor is that these horses would have had to go into quarantine first 
before placement could even be considered.  Feedlots and auction yards are breeding 
grounds for strangles, equine infectious anemia and a myriad of other medical 
problems, not to mention that most if not all would have needed immediate basic 
veterinary and farrier care.   This upfront expense alone, including the cost of 
transport, would have been immense before we even got to the question of where they 
would end up. 
  
  Further, those of us who operate legitimate adoption sanctuaries are extremely careful 
about whom we place horses with, and most have agreements that they must be 
returned to us if the new home doesn't work out.  
 
  In the scenario envisioned by the sudden shutdown, no such controls would have 
been possible and far too many of those horses would have ended up in the hands of 
people not qualified to own them or worse yet, actual hoarders.   In other words, they 
would have gone from the frying pan into the fire. 
  
  The simple fact is that although we have fought long and hard for an end to equine 
slaughter of our horses, we have done nothing to prepare for the day when this long 
awaited goal becomes a reality.  And we certainly are not prepared for a sudden halt to 
it that now appears possible some day, as witnessed by events over the weekend. 
   



  To address this shortcoming, I offer here a plan that was born during a telephone 
conversation two years ago with my good friend and horse rescue colleague Jerry Finch 
of Habitat for Horses in Texas.   Us two old horse rescuers (both in terms of years on 
this earth and how long we've been doing this work) were talking theoretically about 
how despite what the pro-slaughter people were saying, we believe we can deal with 
what they call "unwanted" and we call homeless horses in America if given the 
resources to do so.   
  We realized that by breaking the total number dying in the slaughterhouses annually 
down into just those going through the auctions at any one time, it was feasible. 
  
  I subsequently wrote a guest editorial in a leading equine veterinary journal  
saying that if the commercial equine breeding industry and nonprofit horse rescue 
community would work together instead of battling over the fate of these horses, it was 
possible to provide second careers, re-homing and long term sanctuary care for every 
horse currently going to slaughter each year, and listed several ways this could be 
done.    
 
  This was based on my long held belief that it is not enough to just be against equine 
slaughter, we must also be for something to replace it if we ever hope to see it end 
entirely. 
  
  Shortly after this Dr. Temple Grandin asked me to innumerate and be more specific 
about these ideas prior to the now famous talk she gave to the first Slaughter Summit 
held in January, 2011, in which to the dismay of the horse killers, she offered these 
alternatives instead of endorsing their cause.   
 
  This link is to that White Paper I wrote for Dr. Grandin, with input from several other 
leading horse rescue colleagues around the country.  Those interested can learn more 
details about the actual plan than space allows here by reading this in its entirety.    
 
  This document does not deal with long term solutions such as better selective 
breeding, low cost gelding clinics and education about the responsibilities of horse 
ownership, but only immediate and viable alternatives to equine slaughter that already 
exist and can be quickly expanded. Our argument was that if the breed registries would 
fund these programs with a one-time registration surcharge of just $25 per horse, all of 
these could be put in place on a national level and slaughter would disappear. 
  
  Needless to say, this got virtually no response from the commercial breeders, because 
they believed they could continue to rely on equine slaughter to deal with their excess 
horses.   Now, with dramatic new events spurred by the European drug regulations on 
horse meat imports threatening to close down this avenue for them, we are hoping that 
they might finally be willing to consider these alternatives.  Jerry recently wrote a 
column calling for negotiations with AQHA, by far the heaviest contributor to the 
slaughter pipeline.   In our proposal this one organization alone could contribute $3.75 
million annually to these efforts with their stated goal of registering 150,000 horses a 
year.  Throw in all the other breed registries and even with foal numbers down due to 
the recession, the total would be over $12 million. 
  

http://canadianhorsedefencecoalition.files.wordpress.com/2012/10/across_the_fence_in_the_horse_dec_2010.pdf
http://canadianhorsedefencecoalition.files.wordpress.com/2012/10/white_paper_on_equine_slaughter.pdf


  This would cost the breeder organizations themselves nothing, because the surcharge 
is paid by their membership.   Our thinking was that any owner who is concerned about 
adding $25 to the cost of a horse has no business registering it anyway.   Hopefully 
there are enough forward thinking leaders in AQHA and the other registries to at least 
sit down with us and discuss this in light of recent events. 
 
  
  The six-point plan offered in the paper is; 

1) expansion of qualified nonprofit sanctuary capacity, 
2) development of sponsored foster home networks, 
3) training and retraining centers to give horses a new career and therefore 

chance at life, 
4) assistance programs for dedicated but financially struggling long time horse 

owners, or what we call in-place rescue, 
5) re-homing networks in which rescue operators in the different regions work 

together to find homes for horses they can't accept themselves,  and 
6) safe temporary holding reserves for large numbers of horses until they can be 

absorbed back into the rescue sanctuary system. 
 
  Because these alternatives offered by Dr. Grandin back in early 2011 and the 
subsequent circulation of the White Paper achieved absolutely nothing, I decided it was 
up to me to take each of these programs and prove that they would work if given the 
chance.   
The following are the results of our pilot programs in each area, all conducted by one 
relatively small equine rescue sanctuary working on its own:    
  
1)   We expanded our resident herd by 50 percent from 24 to 36 horses with a revised 
business plan, while staying true to our mission of only accepting horses with no other 
options and providing them with a lifelong home. 
  
2)    Eight of our horses are now in nearby sponsored foster homes, their feed and 
other needs provided at our expense but over-all cost minimal compared to those 
residing on the sanctuary itself due to there being no daily care or fixed overhead 
expense. 
  
3)   Since the economy placed several younger, untrained horses at risk and with no 
other options than auction and slaughter, we accepted seven of these and began 
training them for our school of horsemanship.  These range from horses abandoned in 
pastures, animal control seizures, relinquishment from neglect and victims of 
foreclosure; and some were not even halter broke when they arrived on the 
sanctuary.   All are now at different levels of training and several are already active in 
our school and equine assisted therapy programs.   All would be highly adoptable with 
their new training at other sanctuaries. 
  
4)    Horse Harbor Foundation, in partnership with two other equine rescues in our 
area, used a small grant to offer an assistance program during the height of the 
recession called Project Safety Net, which kept a total of more than 60 horses in safe 
homes with committed but financially struggling owners.  This essentially doubled the 
total sanctuary capacity in our three-county area. 



  
5)   We organized an email cross-posting network of 22 vetted equine sanctuary 
operators in the Pacific North West states of Washington, Oregon, Montana and Idaho 
to advise each other of at-risk horses we couldn't accept or place ourselves in order to 
give them a better chance of finding new homes.   Although it has been impossible to 
keep accurate records, it is estimated that between 400 and 500 horses have found 
new owners via this group effort over the past few years. 
  
6)     A property owner in Oregon has offered her 800-acre ranch for equine welfare 
use and HSUS is working to develop a temporary holding reserve there.  In the 
meantime we are working with another rescue here in Western Washington to develop 
one that can hold between 40 and 60 horses in emergency situations such as large 
seizures, or if we have to take horses from the region's feedlots and kill pens to 
quarantine in a real crisis such as the one we thought we were in last weekend. 
  
  In other words, all six of the programs suggested by my colleagues and me as 
immediate and viable alternatives to equine slaughter can be accomplished.   And with 
funding from the breeder industry through the surcharge concept, we can start putting 
these in place all over the country immediately.    
 
  If equine slaughter of U.S. and Canadian horses were to suddenly end tomorrow, next 
week, next month or even next year as many hope when the EU medication passport 
system will go into effect, sadly humane euthanasia might be the only option we will be 
able to offer the horses impacted by this.   We simply have to be prepared to do better 
than that or we can't call ourselves equine advocates. 
  
  If the end to the butchering of our horses is truly within sight, isn't it time we start 
getting ready for it now, not when it's too late?   We can create something positive out 
of last weekend's debacle if we make this a priority in our campaign to finally end the 
brutal slaughter of our horses.  
 
  I can only hope this plan might help provide at least some of the answers as 
to how that might be accomplished.   Even as the killing continues, we need to start 
implementing these and other realistic ideas as quickly as possible for the day it finally 
does end.   As we've been shown so clearly, not having such a safety net under horses 
in the slaughter pipeline would be a disaster.   By not setting one up as quickly as 
possible we are guilty of putting them at risk ourselves.  
 
 
 
 



 
 
 
NO SLAUGHTER FOR THESE HORSES - The author instructs students 
in a lesson on horses trained at Horse Harbor who were destined for 
slaughter prior to being rescued.   These four and three others not 

shown, ranging in age from 5 to 16 years old, arrived at Horse Harbor 
completely untrained and  would have ended up at auction if not 
accepted at the sanctuary.   Today they are part of the Foundation's 
school of horsemanship and help support the herd of retired horses 

living out there lives there. 
 
 


