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FILE -- Horses at an auction and flea market, where they are sold for work and for 
slaughter in Mexico and Canada, in Shipshewana, Ind., Dec. 14, 2007. With the 
horsemeat scandal raging in Europe, the U.S. Department of Agriculture has indicated it 
is likely to approve a horse-slaughtering plant in New Mexico in the next two months. 
(Sally Ryan/The New York Times)  

  

Crusty New York livestock auction operator Ron Parker bristles at the so-called "do-gooders" he 
blames for closing down readily accessible horse slaughter operations in the United States, 
resulting in the export of tens of thousands of aged, infirm or unwanted horses to Canada or 
Mexico to meet their fate. "What are we going to do with these surplus horses if we don't ship 
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them?" wonders Parker, 72, owner of the Finger Lakes Livestock Exchange in Canandaigua, 
N.Y. He auctions up to 250 horses five times a year, including horses bound for 
foreign slaughter.  

"If we leave the horses here in the U.S., they stand in the field suffering and nobody takes care of 
them," Parker says. "But the do-gooders think they've saved a life even though the horse is dying 
on its feet." 

Horse slaughter remains an emotionally charged issue across the United States, where an 
estimated 9.2 million horses work or roam. Lifelong horse lovers as well as animal-rights 
advocates are constantly torn by the necessity of humanely disposing of surplus, unwanted or 
abandoned horses and trying at the same time to protect the majestic animals from neglect and 
abuse en route to their fate. 

Ongoing breeding and longer life spans have created an estimated surplus of 170,000 horses each 
year, including horses foraging on Bureau of Land Management land across 10 western states, 
according to the Unwanted Horse Coalition, a pro-slaughter organization. 

Rescue sanctuaries can offer safe haven to barely 33,000 horses. 

When federal actions, lawsuits and local resistance forced the last three horse slaughter houses in 
the United States to close in late 2006, exports of U.S. horses to slaughterhouses in Canada 
skyrocketed 148 percent and 660 percent to Mexico in three years.  

Long-haul trucks ferried 39,523 horses to slaughter houses in Canada and 102,554 horses to 
comparable facilities in Mexico last year — roughly the number of horses that were being 
slaughtered annually in the United States before interruption of USDA inspections effectively 
ended the domestic horse slaughtering industry. 

With nearly 200,000 horses, New York's equine industry accounts for an estimated 33,000 direct 
and indirect jobs and $4.2 billion in economic output each year. Major race tracks including 
Saratoga Springs generate almost $400 million in direct and indirect economic output and 
account for almost 3,000 jobs.  

Advocates insist foreign slaughter operations help deal with the perennial problem of disposing 
of enormous animals that cost hundreds of dollars to euthanize and then bury or truck to 
rendering plants, where carcasses are processed for products other than food. 

"There is a continued need for the humane harvest of horses to prevent the inhumane treatment 
of horses that would suffer from neglect and abandonment," says the National Cattlemen's Beef 
Association, representing an industry that resists additional slaughter regulations. "There exists 
an extremely insufficient infrastructure and no funding mechanism to support the humane 
existence of unwanted horses." 

Regulations require slaughter-bound horses to be at least six months old, able to stand on four 
legs and walk onto a one-deck shipping trailer, able to see from at least one eye and able to 
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withstand up to 28 hours en route without food or water. South-bound animals are inspected by 
Mexican veterinarians working at collection pens along the border. 

But animal rights activists remain vigilant for abuses, including suspected transport-related 
neglect spotlighted by congressional investigators with the Government Accountability Office.  

"An unintended consequence of the cessation of domestic slaughter is that those horses are 
traveling farther to meet the same end in foreign slaughtering facilities where U.S. humane 
slaughtering protections do not apply," the GAO reports. 

The Animals' Angels USA organization based in Westminster, Md., has repeatedly raised 
concerns about a variety of practices in and around horse export operations within driving 
distance of the New York-Canada border.  

Of the organization's 342 so-called "investigations" in the United States, Canada, and Mexico 
over the past five years, eight have focused on facilities in New York state, including auction 
operations in Watertown, Unadilla, Coventryville and Canandaigua, and four have focused on 
slaughterhouse operations in nearby Quebec.  

Activists' visits over the years have identified auction purchases by so-called "kill buyers," 
dilapidated collection pens with too few water buckets, poor quality hay and crowded conditions 
as well as onward shipment of horses "in poor condition." 

"Cruelty investigations have made it absolutely clear: Horse slaughter means a free pass — in 
effect, kill buyer amnesty — for abuse, neglect and animal cruelty," says Sonja Meadows, 
executive director of Animals' Angels USA. 

The powerful, nine-million member Humane Society of the United States continues lobbying 
Congress to ban the export of U.S. horses for slaughter, as well. "We don't eat horses in the 
United States and we shouldn't be gathering them up and slaughtering them for people to eat in 
far-off places," says Wayne Pacelle, the president. 

Lawmakers on Capitol Hill still routinely receive bushels of form letters from animal-rights 
activists from around the country opposing continued shipment of nearly 150,000 U.S. horses a 
year to the nearby foreign slaughterhouses, where horsemeat is processed and shipped to 
countries such as France, Belgium and Japan that consider it a delicacy. 

President Barack Obama and Congress quietly agreed in January to indirectly block the slaughter 
of horses in the United States at least until Oct. 1 by forbidding the U.S. Department of 
Agriculture from spending an estimated $5 million a year to conduct slaughter-house inspections 
required to process and sell horse meat in the United States. 

The legislative slight of hand scuttled entrepreneurs' efforts to open domestic horsemeat 
slaughter sites in New Mexico, Missouri and Iowa to replace the foreign-owned plants that had 
processed horsemeat earlier, including Beltex Corp. in Fort Worth and Dallas Crown of 
Kaufman, Texas. 
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"Thank God the appropriators took a stand against slaughter," says former four-term Rep. John 
Sweeney, R-N.Y., a Capital Region representative who introduced the first legislation to ban 
domestic horse slaughter in 1999 and won a landmark House floor vote in 2006 before losing re-
election to challenger Kirsten Gillibrand, now a Democratic senator.  

"If you got a stand alone bill banning horse slaughter to the floor of the House or Senate it would 
pass by an enormous margin," Sweeney says. "But you never get that far because powerful 
commercial interests like the cattlemen decide their interests mean more than the vast majority of 
the American people." 

The temporary year-by-year fix tucked into a $1.1 trillion omnibus spending measure was not a 
long-term solution. Now Congress is weighing more far reaching legislation that would 
permanently ban the export of U.S. horses for slaughter as well as outlawing operations within 
the United States that produce horsemeat for human consumption. 

The proposed ban, however, remains tied up in committees in both the House and Senate, 
reflecting a continued standoff between elected officials representing more urban and suburban 
states such as New York that view horses as companion animals and pets, and agricultural states 
such as Texas that often regard horses as livestock or working animals.  

New York's two Democratic senators _ Gillibrand and Charles Schumer _ are among 27 
Democrats and Republicans in the Senate who have agreed to cosponsor the measure. By 
contrast, Texas' Republican senators _ John Cornyn and Ted Cruz _ have not. 

"We are stuck in the middle of a cultural transition," says Ted Friend, a specialist in horses at 
Texas A&M University. "Horse owners are increasingly adamant that their companions should 
never be slaughtered or eaten but should be euthanized and buried in their pasture. That's a great 
goal but it's not realistic." 

Adds Carolyn Stull, director of the animal welfare program at the school of veterinary medicine 
at University of California-Davis: "Congress has been teetering for some time on whether horses 
are beasts of burden or pets and companions. America's horse culture may be changing but 
there's not yet a consensus in Congress to take coordinated action." 

For Parker, the livestock auction operator in upstate New York, attempted intervention by 
Congress to block export of slaughter horses remains a nagging headache.  

"It's a bunch of guys down there in Washington who don't know a mare from a stud but they're 
sitting behind their desks making laws," Parker says. 
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