
State, national laws put horses, 
racing on last legs
BY PAUL W. JACKSON

If only there was a way we could have known that Michigan's 
refusal to stand by the horse industry would have put a billion-
dollar economic engine on life support.

If only we could have known that unintended consequences of a 
law to ban horse slaughter would have led to thousands of ani-
mals suffering a fate that is, by many expert estimates, far worse 
than slaughter.

If only we'd known.

Oh, wait, said Ernie Birchmeier, Michigan Farm Bureau's live-
stock specialist. The elected officials and activists who made 
those decisions did know, or should have known, because agri-
culture warned them.

"The warnings fell on deaf ears," he said. "And so, here we are, 
with horses being abandoned and starving to death, and a 
state racing industry that's been driven away and has taken its 

economic activity with it. Rather than fixing the problem, those with 
power run and hide. Brilliant."

Warnings about both scenarios that have come to pass were loud 
and clear. As far back as 2004, when House Bill 4610 proposed  
video lottery terminals at racetracks, state leaders couldn't see the 
benefits of $300 million in new revenue. Instead, they left horse 
racers to fend for themselves, with Governor Jennifer Granholm 
insisting that the horse industry needed to be self-sustaining. 

That would have been fine, Birchmeier said, because aside from a 
little oversight and state veterinary services, racers generally prefer 
to have the government off their backs. But the administration 
would not leave the industry alone. Granholm issued an execu-
tive order that eliminated the office of Racing Commissioner and 
handed control of horse race wagering to the state gaming com-
mission, run by money backing three Detroit casinos. She also took 
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WHAT MEP WILL DO FOR YOU!

 Michigan Equine Partnership (MEP) is a non-pro!t organiza-
tion (c) 6 that operates on membership dues, private donations 
and partnerships.  The Michigan Equine Partnership focuses on 
equine policy and partnerships throughout the entire equine 
industry. With no other state organization having the focus on 
equine policy, MEP works tirelessly to unite and move the indus-
try forward in a progressive manner.
 MEP is about partnerships for the good of all equine and wel-
comes you to join whether you make your living within an equine 
discipline or have one pony in your back yard. The legislative pro-
cess impacts you and if you are not involved, your thoughts and 
opinions will not be heard.
 MEP works on a daily basis with the Michigan legislature to 
educate and inform legislators about equine issues and their im-
portance to individuals, agriculture and the State of Michigan.
 MEP implores you to get involved in support of these initiatives. 
Make a di"erence and join MEP today, you will be glad you did.

235 North Pine St. Lansing, MI 48933 ! phone: 517.372.1500 ! email: val@miequine.com
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OUR MISSION: !rough an energized, broad based, grassroots coalition representing 
all facets of the equine industry, the Michigan Equine Partnership (MEP) is committed 
to increasing the public awareness and support, in"uencing public policy to strengthen 
the industry, and heightening recognition of the economic opportunities and value of the 
Michigan equine industry.

OUR VISION: To be a leader, a partner, and the voice of the Michigan equine industry.

OUR PHILOSOPHY: Providing leadership through commitment, empowerment, and
accountability. Building partnerships with respect, trust, and cooperation. Responding to the 
needs of the equine industry with information, assessments, innovation, communication, and 
coordination of services.

OUR VALUES: We are a proud non-pro#t organization of advocacy through integrity,
collaboration, and member driven cooperative spirit.

Name       Spouse         

Farm/Business/Organization             

Address      City    State  Zip   

Phone     Mobile      Fax     

Email        Notes        

ANNUAL MEMBERSHIP OPPORTUNITIES:
All membership packages include newsletter, issue alerts, membership pin and other member benefits.

ANNUAL MEMBERSHIP APPLICATION

For office use only: ! New Membership #     ! Renewal

   Date     Check #     Amount $    

Credit Card #          Exp. Date    

Name on Card:       Signature        

The Michigan Equine Partnership is a 501(c)(6) non-profit organization.

Make checks payable to: Michigan Equine Partnership
235 North Pine Street
Lansing, MI 48933
Visa & Mastercard also accepted

Contact MEP
Phone: 517.372.1500

Fax: 517.372.1501
www.miequine.com

I would like to be considered for the:
 ! Outreach Committee
 ! Membership Committee
 ! Development Committee
 ! Finance Committee
 ! Legislative/Policy Committee
 ! Nomination Committee

*Your members receive all MEP member benefits except 
voting rights.
†Receives recognition in the MEP Annual Report.

 ! $10 Student/Senior
 ! $25 Single
 ! $50 Family
 ! $500 Lifetime Individual†
 ! $2500 Founding Member  

                  (Category Closed)

Personal Association/Business
 ! $100 Self-Employed
 ! $250 Association/Small Business*†  

 (50 members or less)   (<10 employees)
 ! $500 Association/Large Business*†  

            (50 members or more)  (>10 employees)

Since it’s formation in 2005 MEP has accomplished the following:
 " Secured grant funds from the United States Department of 

Agriculture to conduct a feasibility study for an international 
equine center (horse park) in Michigan.

 " Provides members a bi-monthly newsletter with timely 
updates and legislative alerts.

 " Provides member bene!ts.
 " Hosts MEP Annual Meeting and other networking 

opportunities.
 " Participation in many equine expos, industry meetings and 

events.
 " Initiated the coordination of the Michigan Equine 

Conference.
 " Coordinated the !rst-ever Michigan Equine Parade at MSU’s 

Ag Expo.
 " Assisted with the publishing of the 2007, 2008, 2009 and 

2010 Equine News supplement in the Michigan Farm News.
 " Secured !nances & Partnerships to fund the Equine Survey.

MEP will be working the following equine policy issues in 2010:

 " Equine Liability Act

 " Equine Check-off Program for Education and Promotion

 " Trail Riding Bridle Tagging 

 " Sales Tax Exemption on Equine Purchases

 " Michigan Equine Incentive Program

 " The Unwanted Horse/End of Life Care

 " Michigan International Equine Facility 

To join Michigan Equine Partnership, sign up for our email 
updates and learn more about Michigan’s equine industry 
ongoings, visit www.miequine.com or call (517) 372-1500.

Making a di!erence for Michigan equine
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State, national laws put 
horses, racing on last legs

$6.8 million in purse and stake money 
that horsemen put up when they pay race 
entry fees, and shifted it to other areas of 
government.

Breaking up families 
The result, by many insider calculations, 
is that at least 60 percent of the farmers, 
drivers, trainers and others who made a 
living in the horse industry have packed 
up and left.

And, as we've come to understand 
through the example of the auto industry, 
those jobs aren't coming back. Not be-
cause they can't, but because of the dam-
age to individual horsemen and women.

"I'll never have anything to do with 
Michigan horse racing again," said Rob 
Harmon, a horse trainer who left the state 
behind to make his living in New York.

"I didn't give up on my farm in Cement 
City," he said. "I only have four years to 
pay it off. But I've given up on Michigan in 
general because the governor took away 
my horse business. She took everything 
away. A lot of the money we generated 
back when we were making money? We 
were supposed to get a cut of it back. 
But she didn't seem to understand, and 
thought she was just giving us money. 
I would never look for a handout, but I 
would ask that the state quit taking our 
money. That' one reason I hope never to 
buy a racing license in Michigan again."

Not only did harmful political decisions 
leave Harmon with no livelihood in Michi-
gan as many of his more lucrative horses 
were taken by their owners to states more 
amenable to racing, those decisions broke 
up his family.

"I haven't seen my son play hockey at all 
this year," he said. "Michigan made me 
leave my family on the farm and go to New 
York in order to make a living."

As an example of the damage Michigan's 
political choices caused, Harmon said, 
he pointed to one horse which won 30 
races in Michigan and took home about 
$30,000. The same horse in New York 
won the same number of races, but 
brought in $120,000. Obviously, he said, 
after expenses are paid it's easy to see 
why he and dozens of others have left 
Michigan.

"Out here it's more business, more of a 
rat race," he said. "But at home, the state 
nickel-and-dimed me to death. I would 
rather have stayed home on my farm, 
because I had plenty of work. I'd rather 
be happy at home with a little money than 
rich and miserable here, but I couldn't pay 
my bills in Michigan anymore. So I took my 
business, all the hay and feed and equip-
ment that I bought, along with a new truck 
every two years, and moved."

The horrors of slaughter's  
absence 
As Michigan's equine industry struggles to 
move ahead despite all the damage from 
government, there is a nationwide problem 
about which the country was warned, but 
again, the government listened to animal 
rights activists instead of the people who 
know what they're talking about.

As a result, about a year since the slaugh-
ter ban was enacted nationwide, shelters, 
veterinarians and local governments 
report a significant increase in the number 
of horses abandoned by their owners, left 
to be someone else's problem or simply 
left to their own devices, which generally 
means they suffer a slow, painful death of 
starvation or get taken down by predators, 
who generally don't much care if the ani-
mals die quickly and humanely or not.

"The rescue places are filled," said Val Vail-
Shirey, executive director of the Michigan 
Equine Partnership. "They can't take the 
horses anywhere else, and they're broke. 
But that's the problem you have when 
people have to make the choice between 
their horse and their kids. They choose 
their kids."

That statement alone shows why even 
equine insiders don't usually condemn 
people who abandon their horses.

"I think it's just that people get in over their 
heads," said Karen Waite, equine Exten-
sion specialist with Michigan State Uni-
versity. "Most people had their eyes open 
when they got the horse. They had a nice 
middle-class job and no reason to believe 
life would change so rapidly. But when it 
did, they got desperate. I think for them to 
abandon their horse, they would have to 
be desperate."

The reasons people abandon their ani-
mals don't really matter, however, when 
confronted with the ugly truth that horses 
are starving to death. And although Waite 
said the number of reported abandon-
ments has leveled off in the year since the 
ban, there are still way too many horses 
facing a miserable end.

Before the slaughter ban was put in place, 
Birchmeier said, there was at least a bot-
tom price for people facing an inability 
to care for their horses. But without the 
slaughter option that would cut their 
losses, many owners cannot afford to pay 
$500 to $600 to euthanize and dispose of 
a horse.

"Neither can they afford to continue to 
feed them," Birchmeier said. "And if they 
can't afford $1,000 a year for that, how 
can they afford vet bills or any of the 
things the horse needs to enjoy good 
quality of life? But the activists who got 
all this started never think about that, do 
they?"

The problem with activist-pushed legisla-
tion, said Aaron Bennett, a well-respected 
horse breeder and trainer who is about to 

send his last two Michigan mares outside 
the state to breed, is that people behind 
them don't live in the real world.

"Think about it," he said. "If I have tons of 
money, it's easier to pay a safe haven farm 
to make those difficult decisions about a 
horse. Activists created the problem, but 
they're too cowardly to show up and fix the 
problem they created."

Among the activist groups that clamored 
for the slaughter ban was the Humane 
Society of the United States, which, ac-
cording to Jill Fritz, the Michigan state 
director for the organization, "cannot in 
any way assume responsibility for the care 
and feeding of all the homeless horses in 
our country."

Fritz responded to questions from  
Michigan Farm News after accusations 
arose in a meeting between HSUS and 
the Michigan Horse Welfare Coalition, in 
which Fritz reportedly indicated that her 
group is against euthanasia that may be 
offered at an upcoming clinic to offer op-
tions for unwanted horses. Find informa-
tion about the clinic at helpmihorses.com. 
Fritz said the HSUS supports "humane 
euthanasia as a last resort to alleviate suf-
fering (but does) not support euthanasia 
as a tool of convenience."

The HSUS record for actually helping 
animals avoid slow death, however, is 
dismal. With a multi-million-dollar budget, 
the group operates no animal shelters in 
the United States.

The one-day clinic put on by helpmihors-
es.com, on the other hand, is designed to 
help people understand their options and 
teach them what it takes to properly care 
for a horse.

"To me, the difference in being for animals 
or not is if you are concerned about their 
welfare where they are today," said Marie 
Seddon, co-founder of helpmihorses.com. 
"We love horses and get no money for 
this clinic. When it's over, our organization 
will not exist. We have a single-minded 

purpose, and that's to be sure horses in 
Michigan don't starve or otherwise suffer."

The first step in that effort, said Camie 
Heleski, coordinator of Michigan State Uni-
versity's Horse Management Program, is 
to give people the eye-opening facts about 
horse ownership from the beginning.

"What worries me is there are brand-new 
first-time horse owners that never hear the 
message of responsibility before they get 
their first horse," she said. "We want only 
people who have the resources to obtain a 
horse." And at the end of life?

"Many horses end up suffering a worse 
fate than they would at slaughter," she 
said. "I hate slaughter, as do most of my 
students. But I tell them that if I had to 
choose a six-month slow death or two 
to three days with the stress of shipping, 
auction and slaughter, I'll still pick the 
slaughter. A well-done death at a slaugh-
ter plant can be every bit as humane as 
veterinarian-administered euthanasia on 
the farm."

Obviously, there are a lot more compli-
cated issues surrounding horse slaughter 
that can't be explored here. But, Birch-
meier said, it's simply time people who 
know horses stood up and reversed the 
actions of a few people who appear well-
meaning, yet cause more harm than good.

"People – including lawmakers and activ-
ists – have to start thinking of the results 
of their actions before they go cramming 
their political agendas into the people and 
animals they think they're benefiting," he 
said. "Throwing Hollywood celebrity mon-
ey around may be a great way for them 
to salve their consciences without having 
to do anything beyond the flavor of the 
month, but it is agriculture and the taxpay-
ers who have to clean up their messes. 
They knew what would happen because 
we told them. They just didn't care."

Government decisions have damaged Michigan’s harness racing industry so 
badly that more than half the full-time racers and trainers have left the state, 
taking their economic activity with them.


