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New England Safe Haven for Discarded Racehorses
(Boston, MA – 18 September 2008) -- In the dark and dusty backside stables of thoroughbred racetracks across the country, thousands of racehorses whose heydays are long behind them, await their fate. Some will go on to illustrious breeding careers, others will not be so lucky – the grim reality is that many will be shipped off by the cramped trailer full to slaughterhouses in Canada and Mexico. But in New England, discarded racehorses have a brighter future – the region has become a safe haven.

Just a decade ago, nearly 350,000 horses a year were slaughtered in the United States, reports the United States Department of Agriculture. Though U.S. slaughterhouses were closed down in 2007, tens of thousands of horses are still shipped each year to slaughterhouses in Canada and Mexico – many of them former racehorses. Middlemen wait at tracks around the country, paying almost nothing for thoroughbred race horses to pack into their trailers by the dozens, which will be driven straight to the slaughterhouses.

In New England, the response to this situation has been great. Suffolk Downs racetrack in Massachusetts has recently established a no-slaughter policy. Any trainer or owner that sells horses to slaughter will be banned from the track – for life. It is the first track in the nation to establish such a firm policy, and one that is welcomed by the region’s equine community.

David Sears is the Executive Director of the New England Thoroughbred Retirement Center (NETRC) in Deerfield, NH. His farm houses rescued, abandoned, and retired racehorses from tracks across the country. Incensed by the way some horses are simply discarded from the tracks, Sears spends most days on the phone talking trainers and owners into retiring their horses rather than selling them off to the slaughterhouse middlemen.  

Once the horses are at his center, their injuries are cared for and they are given lots of time to relax and frolic in the fields. Under his care, nervous and jittery horses just off the tracks transform quickly into gentle and relaxed creatures.  He then works tirelessly to rehome those that are suitable to families looking for a show horse or family pet.  

“It is tragic,” says Sears, “horses that have so much left in them are being discarded at tracks across the country as if they were worthless. By working with the industry and responsible trainers and owners, we hope to change that culture. At NETRC we really believe that these horses deserve better and that they can go on to be great show horses, trail riders, and companions. Our success rate proves it.”

Since its inception in 2007, NETRC has taken in 22 racehorses, and placed more than 12 with families throughout New England and as far away as South Carolina and Missouri.

NETRC’s latest success story is Watchtower, a stallion by the sensational racehorse Dubai Millennium, who was owned by Sheikh Mohammed bin Rashid Al Maktoum, ruler of Dubai. Late in Watchtower’s career last month at six years old, his future was uncertain. Sears had watched Watchtower’s waning career and worked with both his owner and his trainer, Lorita Lindemann, to arrange for Watchtower to be sold to Sheikh Mohammed and retired to NETRC.  To honor both Sheikh Mohammed and the retirement of his brilliant stallion, NETRC has renamed its NH stable after the horse, now calling it Watchtower Farm. 

“We hope that Watchtower will become a symbol of hope for racehorses across the country that face uncertain futures, and that he will inspire trainers and owners to retire their horses with center’s like NETRC rather than selling them cheap to horse dealers that act as middlemen for the slaughterhouses. In New England we know that racehorses can have new lives as useful animals, and we hope that that the trend will continue nationwide.”

To learn more about this issue, to help support the great work of NETRC, or to adopt a retired racehorse, please visit www.retiredthoroughbreds.org. 
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