
 

 

 
 
 
Indeed there does appear to be a great deal of debate about horse slaughter in both Canada 
and the USA, which has come to the fore in recent years for several reasons. It might have 
begun in earnest when in 2007 the US Congress refused to fund federal inspection of horse 
meat, which is legally required in that country and so effectively banned horse slaughter within 
its borders. But coupled with the economic decline that started in 2008 and the growing concern 
for the welfare of animals of all kinds, including farm animals, the debate has attracted 
newcomers like myself to the issue along with people who have been involved with horses and 
the horse industry for years. With such a diversity of people of course comes a diversity of 
views. As for myself, I am puzzled and disturbed by the seemingly resigned acceptance of 
slaughter as the only reasonable solution to the problem of unwanted horses. Everything I know 
about horses tells me there has to be a better answer. 
 
So where do we begin to resolve this complex debate. In his article, Mr. desBarres begins to 
outline some of the issues and I agree with him wholeheartedly that the welfare of all horses 
should be our priority. But I am troubled by some of his comments and find contradiction in 
others. 
 
He begins his article pointing out that horse meat is eaten by more than one billion people 
throughout the world and that North America is responsible for producing in excess of 20,000 
tons of horse meat annually, most of which is consumed abroad in Asia and Europe, although 
there is a small market in parts of North America including Canada. Alright, so some Canadians 
eat horse meat. But it is not a meat that is readily available in the average Canadian 
supermarket or restaurant. It is only available in specialty markets and specialty restaurants, 
likely only in large urban areas. While Mr. desBarres quotes a writer for The Globe and Mail 

informed from the point of view of consumption and not from that of agriculture or animal 
welfare. What is readily available in the meat departments of supermarkets and on almost all 
restaurant menus is meat produced from cows, pigs, chickens, turkeys and sheep. What is not 
there is meat from dogs, cats and horses. This is because we, as a society, quite some time 
ago, agreed upon what we believe to be those animals that are acceptable for human 
consumption and those that are not. There may be those in Canada and the USA who enjoy the 
meat of dogs, cats and horses but they are not the majority. And so it is not a matter of living in 
a democratic society that has decided what is on our dinner plates but rather a cultural and 
perhaps moral decision that we collectively made many years ago.  
 
I have purposefully categorized horses with cats and dogs for several reasons. The most 
obvious one is that cats and dogs are considered companion animals in North America and we 
do not breed them for any other purpose. In fact we condemn countries that do breed them for 
both their fur and their meat. We abhor the idea that there would ever be a slaughterhouse for 
cats and dogs in our borders for export of their meat just to satisfy a market that flies in the face 

investigations would take place, animals would be rescued and rehabilitated. So how is it that 
we allow horse slaughter in our own country when we would never allow that of cats and dogs? 
How do we not see that it is the same issue? Why do we want to meet the demands of an 
external market for a produc
many questions about the horse slaughter debate that confound me. More to come. 
 



 

 

So while culturally we may have decided that horses are companion animals, under the law they 
are considered livestock and so not covered by the same protections as companion animals. 
Hence horse slaughter is not against the law in Canada. Mr. desBarres goes on to mention that 
there are four federally licensed horse slaughter facilities in Canada and that they are all subject 
to audits by the government for food safety, humane transport and handling, and audits by 

offering their horse for slaughter need only voluntarily disclose the last six months history of 
drugs and vaccines administered to the horse. The Canadian Food Inspection Agency (CFIA) 

as not received banned drugs for the previous six months. 
However, there is a long list of drugs that are banned for life including phenylbutazone and 
clenbuterol. There is no scientific evidence that phenylbutazone ever leaves the body and it has 
proved fatal to humans. Tracking the complete history of horses is an almost impossible task 
when many horses that end up at auctions and feedlots come from unknown origins. Yet the 
CFIA only does random testing on less than 1% of horses. How can we continue to condone 
horse slaughter for human consumption when we cannot guarantee that the meat is safe to eat? 
Have we not learned enough from stories of tainted meat from animals that actually are properly 
inspected and regulated? 
 
There is one argument that I find particularly difficult in Mr. desBarres article. He openly 
acknowledges that there continues to be inhumane treatment of animals across North America 

put an end to much abuse and neglect of horses, and solve the problem of what to do with the 

humane. Internationally renowned Professor of Animal Science at Colorado State University, Dr. 
Temple Grandin, a consultant to the livestock industry spearheading reform of the quality of life 
and humaneness of death for farm animals has said that it is possible provided that it is carried 
out in a well designed facility that has good management. While personally I cannot imagine my 
own beloved horse being slaughtered, I am willing to concede to well researched and informed 
expertise. What is so troubling is that none of the facilities in Canada where horses are being 
slaughtered meet any of the design and management requirements as set out by Dr. Grandin. If 

we continue to support horse slaughter as an option to end the abuse and neglect of horses? All 
we have to offer is a cruel death, a continuation of abuse until the end of life. 
 
Finally, Mr. desBarres addresses the issue of rights, which I suppose he does in relation to his 

essed in Canada with the rights and 
freedoms we enjoy under our laws. However, we must clearly understand those rights, their 
fullness and their limitations. In our society animals are technically property, but they too are 
provided with ethical protection
compares the properties and rights of owning cows, versus owning screwdrivers, enumerating 
how both can be utilized to serve human purposes in many ways but when it comes to inflicting 
pain, th
up a screwdriver but cannot legally torture an animal. So while Mr. desBarres urges us to 
respect those who choose different rights and responsibilities from our own, clearly there are 
ethical limits that even our laws recognize.  
 
Since the 2007 there have been many consequences to the closing of US horse 
slaughterhouses. It is almost impossible to know how to measure the impact of this separately 
from the economic decline that started in 2008. One compounded the other and there may still 
have been a glut of unwanted horses without the ban. The coinciding events made the situation 



 

 

that much more dire and the result was numbers of unwanted horses that we have never seen 
before. But neither can excuse the responsibility of every horse owner to properly care and 
provide for their charge(s). There are options other than complete abandonment and slaughter. 
We have to remember that we created the glut, with inflated horse prices and rampant breeding, 
thus we are also  responsible for humanely managing it. 
 
Ellen Buck, DVM, Director, Equine Protection, The Humane Society of the US writes "The 
HSUS considers irresponsible breeding to be one of the major concerns facing horses and their 
owners, yet arguably one of the more easily corrected. Because someone didn't have the time 
or money to train them, or the owner had too many horses and needed to cut back quickly, or 
no one was in the market for a plain-looking horse at the auction that day, the slaughter buyer is 
the only one interested. So it's the horses themselves who suffer the most from over-breeding. 
With thoughtful and responsible breeding, we could get this problem under control in just a few 
years." 
 
So what do we do about all the unwanted horses? Well, what do we do with unwanted cats and 

And surely we can do better than resort to slaughter as our only option. Horses have given 
humankind so much. We owe much to them in return. For those horses whose lives have come 
to their natural end I urge all horse owners to do the right thing and give them a peaceful 
ending. For the remaining horses, I suggest that we throw all our energy and resources into 
supporting rescue work until we have diminished the number of unwanted horses to the point 
that we can finally end this great debate. 
 
Laura Cull 
Kelowna, BC 

 
saved from kill buyers at the Armstrong, BC auction in 2007 


