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You may have heard that on June 22, 2011 the U.S. Government Accountability Office (GAO) released report 
11-228 entitled  Horse Welfare:  Action Needed to Address Unintended Consequences from Cessation of 
Domestic Slaughter.  Many of us in the horse industry have been interested to see what the GAO report has to 
say.  The 68-page report covers a number of complex issues, which I've attempted to summarize below.  
Regardless of your opinion about horse slaughter, the report contains valuable information.  Read on to 
understand why the study is important, what the GAO found, what changes were recommended, and what all this 
means for the horse industry. 
 

Background and Purpose of the GAO Report: 
Each year since fiscal 2006, Congress has prohibited the use of federal funds to inspect horses being transported 
for slaughter and horses intended for human consumption at slaughtering plants.  Each time a budget passes 
with that restriction, horse slaughter in the U.S. is effectively prohibited for another year.  The legislation does not 
prohibit the transport and export of horses for slaughter outside the U.S.  During the past few years, numerous 
questions have been raised about the welfare of horses in the U.S. as a result of the economic downturn, 
coincident with the cessation of slaughter within U.S. borders.  With the continuation of horse export for 
slaughter, additional questions have been raised about the number of horses being exported and their welfare, 
particularly when transported over long distances to foreign slaughterhouses. 
 
In early 2010, at the urging of many concerned horse welfare organizations, Congress directed the GAO to 
examine horse welfare from 2007 through 2010, focusing on:   
1)  Effect on the U.S. horse market since the cessation of domestic slaughter;   
2)  Effect of changes in the U.S. horse market on horse welfare, state and local governments, tribes and animal 
welfare organizations;   
3)  Challenges facing the USDA in the oversight of welfare and transport of horses exported for slaughter.   
GAO interviewed and collected data from officials from USDA and other federal agencies, state and local 
governments, tribes, representatives of the livestock industry, animal welfare organizations, State Veterinarians 
from 17 states with the largest horse populations (including Maryland), and academics with expertise about the 
horse industry.  Representatives of GAO also visited border crossings, horse auctions and tribal lands.  As you 
continue reading, keep in mind that GAO’s mandate from Congress was to study the above three topics – and 
only those topics -- for purposes of the current report. 
 

What information can the Horse Industry obtain from the study? 
 Regardless of the cause, the study confirms what many of us suspected -- that horse welfare has 

declined across the U.S. since 2007 – more horses are abandoned and investigations of neglect and 
horse seizures have increased.   

 The report points up some shortcomings that many of us know about already – particularly the lack of 
verifiable information about the number of unwanted horses in the U.S., and the welfare of horses that 
become unwanted.  While the study included eight and one-half pages of mostly anecdotal information 
from the many parties interviewed by the GAO, the study could have had a greater impact if more 
empirical evidence was available.  The Maryland Horse Council is actively working on a method of 
collecting data from animal welfare organizations, state and local governments and other horse industry 
professionals and organizations, to measure the state of horse welfare here in Maryland on an ongoing 
basis.  If you wish to participate in this effort, please contact Vicki Carson of the MHC Unwanted Horse 
Project (vcarson@flyingchesterfieldfarm.com), or Margaret Rizzo, administrator of the Maryland 
Horse Council (admin@mdhorsecouncil.org). 

 The study estimates that the economic downturn since 2007 has caused an overall decrease in the sale 
price of all horses nationwide of 4-5%.  While the study indicates that the cessation of horse slaughter 
has not affected the price of high-end horses, lower-end horse sale prices have dropped 8-21% as a 
result of the prohibition on domestic slaughter.  The lowest-priced horses represented the largest 
percentage decline in value.  In addition, there was a significant increase in the number of low-end 
horses placed on the market. 

 The study asserts that cessation of domestic slaughter has not significantly reduced the number of horses 
going to slaughter.  According to the study, the number of horses exported for slaughter in 2010 was 



roughly the same as the number of horses slaughtered in the U.S. immediately prior to cessation of 
domestic slaughter. 

 The study points out some significant conflicts between various regulations and pieces of legislation 
which ultimately have unintended but harmful consequences for the more than 100,000 horses currently 
being exported for slaughter each year.  The study confirms that horses headed for slaughter are being 
transported much longer distances than pre-2007.  So long as horse export for slaughter continues, 
important changes are urgently needed to ensure compliance and enforcement of the minimum standards 
of care for horses transported to slaughter, for which USDA is responsible. 

 The GAO does not take a position on horse slaughter per se, but does take the position that the current 
approach of prohibiting domestic slaughter by denying funding for horse inspections year by year is not 
the way to go.  GAO recommends that Congress consider taking a stronger stand one way or the other 
to either reinstate domestic horse slaughter and appropriate funds accordingly or ban horse slaughter 
altogether, including export of horses for slaughter.  Easier said than done… but at least they said it. 

 

Highlights of Findings and Recommendations: 
 From 2006 to 2010, "U.S. horse exports for slaughter increased by 148 and 660 percent to Canada and 

Mexico, respectively. As a result, nearly the same number of U.S. horses was transported to Canada and 
Mexico for slaughter in 2010—nearly 138,000—as was slaughtered before domestic slaughter ceased."  
Note that USDA has no information about the number of horses sent to Canadian or Mexican feedlots 
before being subsequently sent to slaughter.  Those horses are not included in the statistics quoted.  It 
is also significant that horses being exported to feedlots in Canada or Mexico are NOT protected by 
transport regulations during any part of their journey (more on this below). 

 Horse prices declined since 2007, mainly for the lower-priced horses that are more likely to be bought for 
slaughter. GAO analysis of horse sale data estimates that closing domestic horse slaughtering facilities 
significantly and negatively affected lower-to-medium priced horses by 8 to 21 percent; higher-priced 
horses appear not to have lost value for that reason. GAO estimated that the economic downturn was 
responsible for a 4-5 percent decline in sale prices for ALL horses.    

 "Horse welfare in the United States has generally declined since 2007, as evidenced by a reported 
increase in horse abandonments and an increase in investigations for horse abuse and neglect."  There 
is no comprehensive national data available, but several states (Colorado, California, Texas and Florida) 
reported statistics showing a rise in investigations for horse neglect and abandonment since 2007.  
Colorado data showed that investigations for horse neglect and abuse increased more than 60 percent 
from 975 in 2005 to 1,588 in 2009. In general, state, local government and animal welfare organizations 
interviewed by GAO reported that the changes have put a strain on resources.  Most state, local and 
horse industry officials pointed to cessation of slaughter and the economic downturn as causes for 
increased neglect and abandonments; some animal welfare organizations questioned the relevance of 
cessation of slaughter to the increase in neglect and abandonments.  "The total number of rescues and 
their capacities is unknown because there is no national registry or association for horse rescues. 
However, both the National Association of Counties and the Unwanted Horse Coalition estimated that the 
nationwide capacity of rescue facilities is about 6,000 horses. They also reported that the vast majority of 
these facilities are already full.‖ 

 The U.S. Department of Agriculture (USDA) is responsible for overseeing the welfare of horses 
transported for slaughter.  It is important to note that while regulations exist to protect horses during 
transport to slaughter (see notes at the end of this document), because of the prohibition on using federal 
funds to inspect horses destined for slaughter, USDA may NOT inspect the condition of horses 
designated for slaughter during transport.  Therefore, USDA is restricted to collecting and inspecting 
shipment paperwork and inspecting the conveyances used for transport to slaughter, but not the horses 
themselves -- inspectors are prohibited from inspecting horses during transport even if they know or 
strongly suspect that a violation is occurring.  USDA is further challenged by current legislative 
restrictions because: 
1)  Current regulations setting minimum standards of care during transport only apply to horses being 
transported *directly* to slaughter facilities.  Therefore, USDA is unable to protect horses being 
transported to stockyards, feedlots and other assembly points.  In many cases, horses are designated 
"for slaughter" only on the final leg of what could be a very long journey.  USDA responded that it 
anticipates issuing amended transport rules to include a definition of "equine for slaughter" which includes 
equines transported to assembly points, stockyards, feedlots and other intermediate points, as well as to 
slaughter.  The amended rules should include intermediate points both inside and outside of the U.S. for 



purposes of the definition, so that horses being transported from the U.S. to Canadian or Mexican 
feedlots will also be protected.  USDA anticipates the new rules to be issued by the end of 2011. 
2)  Current legislation allows USDA to collect and review shipping documents and to inspect 
conveyances used to transport horses.  Because USDA is prohibited from physically inspecting horses 
transported to slaughter, it must rely on information in owner/shipper certificates, which are intended to 
document compliance with transport regulations.  GAO found that as many as 60% of owner/shipper 
certificates for Canadian exports and as many as 54% of owner/shipper certificates for Mexican exports 
are being returned to USDA without key information, if they are returned at all.  The number of 
incomplete documents increased significantly over the two years preceding the study.  Currently, the 
federal government has 2 employees dedicated to this effort, only one of whom is a compliance officer.  
This one person is responsible for inspecting paperwork and conveyances at *all* U.S. border crossings 
and horse auctions.  USDA has not had any funding to maintain an automated database of 
owner/shipper certificate data -- including violations -- since 2005.  GAO recommended that USDA find 
additional resources to cross-train employees from other programs to assist with compliance activities 
and automating certificate data.  GAO also recommended formalizing cooperative agreements between 
Canada and the U.S. and Mexico and the U.S. to obtain assistance from those countries in obtaining 
compliance with inspection and completion of documentation at border crossings and slaughter facilities.  
USDA responded that it is either currently working on the above recommendations or will attempt to do so 
within budget constraints in fiscal 2012. 
3)  GAO analysis confirms that U.S. horses intended for slaughter are now traveling significantly greater 
distances to reach their final destination.  GAO recommends that Congress consider resuming 
appropriation of funds to allow USDA to inspect U.S. horses being transported to slaughter - regardless of 
their destination. 
4)  With the cessation of slaughter and the removal of funding for inspections, USDA is unable to place 
staff and resources at the borders and foreign slaughtering facilities that it once had in domestic facilities 
to help identify problems with shipping paperwork or the condition of horses before they are slaughtered.  
GAO recommends that Congress consider two alternatives:  either resume allowing USDA to use 
appropriated funds to inspect horses at domestic slaughter facilities OR institute an explicit ban on 
domestic horse slaughter AND export of U.S. horses for slaughter in foreign countries. 

 
Final Notes: 
If you wish to read the GAO report in its entirety, a copy may be downloaded from a link on the MHC Unwanted Horse 
Project's Resources page http://mhcuhp.wordpress.com/resources/ or by visiting www.gao.gov.  Search for report 11-228. 
 
For more information about the Unwanted Horse issue and other Horse Welfare issues, visit the American Horse Council 
(www.horsecouncil.org/welfare.php) and the Unwanted Horse Coalition (www.unwantedhorsecoalition.org).   
 
For more information about the Maryland Horse Council visit (www.mdhorsecouncil.org) and the MHC Unwanted Horse 
Project at (www.mhcuhp.wordpress.com).   
 
APHIS’s transport regulation establishes a number of requirements that owners/shippers (shippers) must meet for horses 
transported to slaughter. The regulation states that shippers must (1) provide horses with food, water, and rest for at least 6 
hours prior to loading; (2) provide horses adequate floor space in whatever conveyance (e.g., a trailer) is being used; (3) 
segregate all stallions and other aggressive equines; and (4) ensure that trailers are free of sharp protrusions, are not 
double-decked, and have adequate ventilation. If a trip is longer than 28 hours, horses must be unloaded and provided at least 
6 hours of food, water, and rest before being reloaded. Horses cannot be shipped to slaughter unless they are accompanied 
by an ―Owner/Shipper Certificate—Fitness to Travel to a Slaughter Facility‖ (owner/shipper certificate) certifying that the 
horses are fit for travel. The certificate must state that horses are over 6 months of age, are not blind in both eyes, can bear 
weight on all four limbs, are able to walk unassisted, and are not likely to foal (i.e., give birth) during transport. Shippers found 
to be in violation of the transport regulation can face penalties of $5,000 per horse, per violation.  While USDA is responsible 
for enforcing the regulation, it is limited by current legislation to doing so by inspecting paperwork and transport vehicles, but 
not the horses being transported. 
 
For more information on the Humane Methods of Slaughter Act, see GAO, Humane Methods of Slaughter Act: Weaknesses in 
USDA Enforcement, GAO-10-487T (Washington, D.C.: Mar. 4, 2010); Humane Methods of Slaughter Act: Actions Are Needed 
to Strengthen Enforcement, GAO-10-203 (Washington, D.C.: Feb. 19, 2010); and Humane Methods of Slaughter Act: USDA 
Inspectors’ Views on Enforcement, GAO-10-244SP (Washington, D.C.: Feb. 19, 2010).  
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