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The debate over whether or not to slaughter horses for
human consumption has become a controversial issue in
agriculture in the past decade. Horses were slaughtered in
the United States until a 2007 appropriations bill—the
Agriculture, Rural Development, Food and Drug Ad-
ministration, and Related Agencies Appropriations Act of
2006—withheld the federal funding necessary to inspect
horsemeat, creating a de facto U.S. ban on the industry
(U.S. Congress, 2006.) In 2011, the withholding was left
out of the appropriation, causing potential industry en-
trants to mobilize and seek federal inspection, effectively
rekindling debate around the issue. Although funding has
been left out of the fiscal year (FY) 2014 bill (Horse Chan-
nel, 2014), the industry is continuing to seek its reestab-
lishment while lawsuits from animal welfare activists at-
tempt to hinder their attempts (Geyer and Lawler, 2013).
The market for American slaughter horses shifted after the
2007 cessation of domestic slaughter, leaving Mexico and
Canada as the only buyers and the United States as just a
supplier (Table 1).

Table 1. Total U.S. sold horses killed for human
consumption

USA Mexico (anada
1994-2000 598,722 0 0
2001-2007 416,471 70,461 166,353
2009-2014 0 390,730 306,071

Source: USDA, National Agricultural Statistics Service

This led to the current system where American horses
are exported across borders to be processed and then the
end product—horsemeat—is sold on the international
market to consumers with relatively stable and consistent
demand. Although a handful of U.S. zoos purchase horse-
meat for their animals (Luby, 2014), the vast majority of
the meat is sent overseas.

The European Union (EU) is the largest regional im-
porter of equidae meats, with France and Italy account-
ing for two thirds of all intra-EU horsemeat imports and
nations such as Belgium, the Netherlands, Bulgaria, Fin-
land, and Hungary also importing significant amounts
of horsemeat (Chalabi, 2013). In total, the EU imported
54,853,400 kg (54,853.4 metric tons) of horsemeat in
2012 (Chalabi, 2013). Russia, however, leads all nations
in horsemeat imports, having brought 28,574 metric tons
into the country in 2012 (Australian Institute of Food
Safety, 2013). Other countries where horsemeat is con-
sumed include: China, Indonesia, Japan, Kazakhstan, and
Scotland (Huffington Post, 2013).

Market prices for chilled, fresh horsemeat in Belgium,
France, and the Netherlands ranged from $10.81 to
$40.02 per kilogram, with an average of $23.22 per kilo-
gram, while the price of individual packages of processed
horsemeat products ranged from $1.87 to $3.92 (Geyer
and Lawler, 2013). “In comparison, the price of a fresh cut
of beef in the Netherlands in 2012 was €28 ($37.17) per
kilogram, while a 500g package of processed, minced beef
cost €3 ($3.98)” (Geyer and Lawler p. 251, 2013). In order
to answer questions concerning the ethical treatment of an-
imals, economic efficiency, and the differing roles of horses,
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the U.S. public and their policymak-
ers must make a choice—to slaughter
or not to slaughter—that will have
economic and welfare ramifications.

The Impacts of Horses as Food

One impact of renewing domes-
tic horse slaughter is that the rev-
enue and economic benefits from
an American input product (horses)
would be retained by the U.S. econ-
omy rather than going to Mexican
and Canadian horse slaughter facili-
ties. Benefits of domestic slaughter
would be greater if, in addition to
domestic labor, the companies were
American owned. American compa-
nies such as Rains Natural Meats are
working with the U.S. Department
of Agriculture (USDA) to open, but
the three slaughter facilities operating
in the United States until 2007 were
all foreign owned (Geyer and Lawler,
2013). The U.S. Government Ac-
countability Office (GAO) reported
the value of horsemeat exported by
American equine slaughter facilities
in 2006—the last full year of horse
slaughter in the United States—to
be about $65 million (GAO, 2011).
Therefore, renewal of domestic horse
slaughter would bring a similar—if
not larger—amount of revenue to
American businesses in the industry,
in addition to state and federal tax
revenue generated from the facilities’
operations.

Domestic reestablishment of the
horse slaughter industry would also
bring jobs—albeit very limited in
numbers—back to the United States.
Until domestic horse slaughter ended
in 2007, the three slaughter facilities
operating in the United States em-
ployed a total of 170 low wage work-
ers (O’Dowd and McNichols, 2013).
Now these jobs are located in Mexico
and Canada. One hundred and sev-
enty employment opportunities can
be crucial to the wellbeing of small,
rural communities. With facilities
that have sought USDA inspection in
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Iowa, Missouri, New Mexico, Okla-
homa, and Oregon, there is a realis-
tic possibility of bringing hundreds
of jobs to the United States with the
renewal of domestic equine slaughter
(Geyer and Lawler, 2013).

Another impact of potentially lift-
ing the ban on domestic horse slaugh-
ter concerns equine welfare and the
amount of suffering endured by hors-
es throughout the slaughter process.
According to Table 1, about 44% of
American slaughter horses are sent
to Canadian facilities for humane,
regulated slaughter, while the other
56% are shipped to Mexico for pro-
cessing. Although there are two EU-
regulated slaughter facilities in Mex-
ico (International Fund for Horses,
2014), many horses are sent to local
Mexican butchers that are known to
use less humane methods of slaugh-
ter. The most brutal and publicized
technique, puntilla knife, includes a
repeated stabbing of the animal’s neck
until the spinal cord is severed—a
process that often leaves the animal
conscious and in unnecessary pain
and suffering during the slaughter
procedure (Geyer and Lawler, 2013).
Horse slaughter in the United States,
however, was regulated under the
Code of Federal Regulations 9 C.ER.
§ 313.15 requiring horses to “be
stunned in a manner that they will
be rendered unconscious with a mini-
mum of excitement and discomfort.”
All three horse slaughter facilities
formerly in the United States were
designed to achieve this standard
through the captive bolt gun, a device
which drives an attached rod through
the animal’s skull and into the brain,
delivering a lethal blow (Wright, Ri-
etveld, and Kennedy, 2005). When
performed correctly, this procedure
is considered humane, although some
veterinarians argue that actual condi-
tions in the slaughterhouse make it
difficult to execute without causing
unnecessary pain, suffering, or excite-
ment to the horse (Dodman, 2008).
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Video clips from the Veterinarians
for Equine Welfare (2014) purport
to show multiple instances where
the captive bolt technique required
multiple shots or caused unnecessary
excitement to the animal. Accord-
ing to livestock slaughter expert Dr.
Temple Grandin (2012), however,
“the worst outcome from an animal
welfare perspective is a horse going
to a local Mexican abattoir.” Grandin
goes on to say that “horses going to
totally unregulated slaughter facilities
in Mexico is much worse than even a
poorly run U.S. plant.” The following
excerpt written by Grandin (Grandin
p. 224, 2010) effectively summarizes
this aspect of horse slaughter:

“When the Humane Society of
the USA lobbied the government to
pass this law, nobody thought about
worse fates that some unwanted
horses could suffer. The fates that are
worse than slaughter in Texas and II-
linois are: (i) longer transport times;
(ii) transport substandard
conditions in Mexico; (iii) being ne-

under

glected and left to starve in the des-
ert (high hay and grain prices have
made this problem worse); and (iv)
being ridden and worked in Mexico
until they become totally debilitated.
The author has seen these worse fates
and they are awful. Horse slaughter
became such an emotional issue that
animal advocates chose to ignore the
observations of people in the field
that indicated that there are worse
fates than slaughter in a U.S. plant.”

Therefore, renewing horse slaugh-
ter in the United States would signifi-
cantly decrease the number of horses
sent to Mexican facilities, giving
more horses a better chance at being
slaughtered humanely and lower-
ing the overall suffering endured by
American slaughter horses.

Transportation costs and distanc-
es are other important factors used by
domestic slaughter advocates to argue
for the industry’s renewal. According
to the GAO (2011), before domestic



slaughter ceased, horses traveled an
average of 550 miles after being des-
ignated for slaughter while, after do-
mestic slaughter ceased, its analysis
showed horses intended for slaughter
traveled an average of 753 miles—
an increase of about 203 miles. As
well as making it more difficult for
domestic agencies to enforce trans-
port regulations that protect animal
welfare, the increased travel distance
exposes American slaughter horses to
less stringent—and, in some cases,
a total lack of—transport regula-
tions in Canada and Mexico (Geyer
and Lawler, 2013). This often leads
to horses being transported without
food, water, or rest for extended pe-
riods—according to Humane Society
International (2013), up to 36 hours
in Canada—and allows them to be
hauled in dangerous, double-deck
trailers, which pose a serious risk for
animal safety and are banned in the
United States (Canadian Horse De-
fence Coalition, 2010). Therefore,
reestablishing horse slaughter in the
United States would better protect
American slaughter horses under do-
mestic transportation regulations that
lower overall suffering endured by the
animals.

Comparing transportation costs
between domestic horse slaughter and
the current model of North American
horse slaughter shows another benefi-
cial impact of a potential renewal of
equine slaughter in the United States.
Depending on proximity location of
prior slaughter facilities and current
ones in Canada and Mexico, buyers
of U.S. horses now incur higher costs
for trucking, fuel, and feed. Canadian
transport regulations allow danger-
ous double decker trailers and allow
transport for up to 36 hours, while
the United States has banned these
trailers and has a 24-hour transport
limit. A basic transportation model
would indicate that the price paid by
the horse buyer would be diminished
based on the additional cost of trans-
portation. GAO (2011) data substan-
tiates this claim, as its horse welfare
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analysis revealed that “the cessation of
domestic horse slaughter led to an 8%
to 21% decline—depending on sale
price—in the per head price of horses
sold at those auctions.” This could
be a clear indication that American
slaughter horse sellers are harmed
by locating slaughter facilities across
borders. Logic indicates that renew-
ing domestic horse slaughter would
reduce transportation costs, thereby
increasing slaughter horse prices and
the revenue generated by U.S. horse
sellers, which promotes the welfare
of individuals and communities that
host horse auctions.

A final argument offered by those
in support of reviving domestic
horse slaughter regards the possibil-
ity of capitalizing on a good (horse-
meat) with significant international
demand and a surplus of input re-
sources (horses). According to the
Unwanted Horse Coalition (UHC,
2014), thousands of horses are aban-
doned, abused, and neglected be-
cause their owners could not or did
not wish to properly care for them.
Although the lack of credible and
comprehensive data makes it diffi-
cult to determine the exact number
of horses abandoned per year (UHC,
2014), it is thought that thousands
of them contribute to burdensome
feral horse populations. The Bureau
of Land Management (BLM, 2014)
has estimated that there are at least
49,209 wild horses and burros on the
range in 10 western states, while the
maximum appropriate management
level has been set at 26,684 animals.
This is problematic in that herd sizes
grow quite rapidly, while BLM hold-
ing facilities are almost at capacity.
According to agency webpages, BLM
has 48,447 animals in short-term
corrals and long-term pastures (with
a maximum capacity of 50,153) that
require care and, subsequently, tax
payer money. Both range-managed
and holding facility animals impose
significant damage and care costs on
the unfortunate owners of the lands
that they invade, as BLM reports it
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spent $44.435 million on gather,
removal, and holding in FY 2014.
Abandoning horses also increases the
amount of suffering that they endure
because they no longer have the food,
water, and care that have been pro-
vided to them throughout their lives,
usually leading to malnourishment or
death. Slaughter supporters contend
that domestic horse slaughter would
provide a profitable outlet for govern-
ment agencies or private individuals
who gather feral horses while also
supplying an international demand,
although it is currently against BLM
(2014) policy to sell or send gathered
horses to slaughter facilities.

In effect, proponents argue, the
international market for horsemeat
allocates a calorie rich good to eager
and willing consumers. Therefore, re-
suming the domestic horse slaughter
industry could provide a more acces-
sible and cost effective outlet for a
widely available input resource seen
as a nuisance if BLM policy allowed
sales to slaughter facilities.

The Impacts of the Anti-Slaughter
Choice

The second course of action available
to the United States is to continue
the ban on horse slaughter within the
country. A key argument presented
by anti-horse-slaughter advocates
concerns the ethical and just alloca-
tion of American tax dollars. Polls
have shown that 80% of Americans
are opposed to horse slaughter. This
reflects Americans’ views of horses as
companion animals, the cowboy rid-
ing off into the sunset, and horses as
pets, contrary to the more detached,
utilitarian way that Americans view
more traditional livestock such as cat-
tle or pigs (Geyer and Lawler, 2013).
Funds that paid for federal horse-
meat inspections before the industry’s
domestic cessation were allocated
by Congress and collected through
taxation. Virginia Congressman Jim
Moran (2013) asserted that if horse
slaughter were allowed in 2014, each



facility opened would have cost tax-
payers over $400,000. In effect, tax-
payers were funding the operation of
an industry that they did not approve
of before Congress took away fund-
ing and created the de facto ban that
exists today. With budget cuts con-
stantly an issue in modern politics,
continuing the de facto ban on horse
slaughter saves a large chunk of tax
money for programs more likely to be
wanted or needed by the public. Con-
gress could assess a user fee on ani-
mal slaughter to pay for the required
meat inspectors, however. A similar
pay-for-inspection program was uti-
lized by horse slaughter firms until
it was declared unlawful by the U.S.
District Court in 2007 (U.S. District
Court, 2007).

Another argument against the
domestic slaughter of horses regards
horsemeat  contamination  from
drugs and medications administered
to horses. According to Food and
Chemical Toxicology, the presence of
phenylbutazone—a commonly used
anti-inflammatory drug known also
as ‘bute’ or ‘PBZ’—is “highly likely”
to be in some American thorough-
bred race horses, which often head to
slaughter after their careers end (Dod-
man, Blondeau, and Marini, 2010).
Although the U.S. Food and Drug
Administration bans the administra-
tion of PBZ to horses intended for
human consumption (U.S. Food and
Drug Administration, 2014) because
it can cause bone marrow toxicity
in humans, the authors assert that
there appears to be inadequate testing
to ensure that horses given banned
substances such as PBZ do not en-
ter the slaughter pipeline (Dodman,
Blondeau, and Marini, 2010). This
led to their conclusion that consum-
ing American horsemeat poses a se-
rious public health risk (Dodman,
Blondeau, and Marini, 2010). In ad-
dition to potential bute contamina-
tion, slaughter opponents argue that
horse owners “almost universally give
their horses medications, antibiotics,
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ointments, wormers, and other sub-
stances labeled ‘not for animals in-
tended for human consumption™
(Animal Welfare Institute, 2014).
With no effective way of tracking
the drug and medication histories of
all horses, the Animal Welfare Insti-
tute (2014) asserts that consumers
of horsemeat are exposed to serious
health risks despite regulatory prohi-
bitions from the EU and other coun-
tries that actempt to prevent contami-
nated meat from entering the food
supply. Therefore, opponents of horse
slaughter argue that potential meat
contamination causes slaughter to be
dangerous and ill-suited for mitigat-
ing the unwanted horse issue, as the
lack of horse drug histories and effec-
tive regulations present health risks to
consumers.

The negative externalities histori-
cally associated with horse slaughter
facilities are also an important com-
ponent of the argument to continue
the domestic ban on the industry.
Because horses have almost twice as
much blood per pound of bodyweight
than cows, equine slaughter facilities
often experience issues with wastewa-
ter treatment and effluent discharge
(Allen, 2012). The Dallas Crown
horse slaughter facility that operated
in Kaufman, Texas, would have cost
the city $6 million for a new waste-
water treatment plant; within weeks
of the facility’s closing in 2007, treat-
ment capacity of the plant increased
2005), City
officials alleged that legal costs from

dramatically (Forbes,

dealing with Dallas Crown’s wastewa-
ter violations amounted to $70,000
in one year alone, placing great strain
on town fiscal resources and consum-
ing large amounts of taxpayer money
(Allen, 2013). Other negative im-
pacts from the facility included un-
pleasant odors, noisiness, and organic
waste in the community (Geyer and
Lawler, 2013). Finally, the Kaufman
community saw a significant rise in
real estate prices and property values,
attracted more businesses that were

4th Quarter 2015+ 30(1)

previously deterred, and experienced
significant (40-60%) drops in the
rates of serious crimes after the facil-
ity’s departure (Eckhoff, 2013). This
not only promoted a safer and more
prosperous community, but also de-
creased administrative and punitive
costs of the local government. There-
fore, maintaining the ban on domes-
tic horse slaughter may be beneficial
to potential host communities of the
industry, shielding them from the
detrimental externalities that have
been experienced in former slaughter
towns such as Kaufman.

Another justification used by an-
ti-slaughter advocates to support the
ban on horse slaughter concerns the
relationship dynamic between Ameri-
cans and their horses, as well as the
horse’s historical role in American so-
ciety. Many Americans are against the
consumption of horsemeat due to the
horse’s role in settling the American
West, its value as a work and trans-
portation animal, and importance
as a show, racing, and recreation
animal (GAO, 2011). In addition,
many believe that the horse is now a
companion animal, much like dogs,
cats, or other domestic pets (GAO,
2011). For these reasons and others,
horsemeat is no longer consumed in
the United States, as tastes and pref-
erences have shifted to accommodate
new standards and values in society
(Morris, 2013) that emphasize ethi-
cal treatment of a companion animal
over the overall utility of the animal.
Thus, a staple of the American diet
has been removed from the Harvard
Club dining room since 1985 (Geyer
and Lawler, 2013).

Finally, the proliferation of horse
rescue ranches supports the anti-
slaughter viewpoint. From an animal
welfare perspective, the best possible
outcome for an unwanted horse is
residency in a rescue ranch or sanc-
tuary. These facilities provide care,
nourishment, retraining, and adop-
tion events for their horses, affording
them a relaxed and humane approach



to death, as well as presenting a vi-
able alternative to slaughter (Geyer
and Lawler, 2013). Olexa, Cossey,
and Smallwood (2011) assert that
rescue ranches can “strengthen the
equestrian community, create an ad-
ditional revenue base for municipali-
ties, provide an agricultural benefit
to the public, and, perhaps most im-
portantly, foster a humane alterna-
tive for all of the potentially useful,
yet abused, abandoned, and aging
livestock. In addition, rescue ranches
can benefit local economies through
linkages regarding purchases of feed,
clothing, fencing, boarding supplies,
and transportation services. Despite
the many benefits provided by horse
rescue ranches, their viability as a
mechanism for unwanted horse dis-
posal is limited by cost and capacity.
Although comprehensive data in this
area is limited, estimates from 2009
indicated that 39% of rescue and
retirement facilities were at full ca-
pacity, while another 30% were near
capacity (Osborne, 2009). This issue
is exacerbated by the fact that some
facilities recover as many as 23 new
horses per month (Olexa, Cossey, and
Smallwood, 2011), imposing costs
estimated at up to $2,340 per horse
per year (American Quarter Horse
Association, 2007). Coupled with
the relative longevity of horses (25-
30 years), this can often force these
facilities to stop taking new animals
in order to promote the welfare of
their current boarders. In addition,
a potential ban on sending American
horses across borders for slaughter
would further strain the financial and
physical resources of rescue ranches,
as many more animals would need
care. Therefore, rescue ranches pro-
vide a humane and economically
beneficial outlet for unwanted horses,
but lack the resources and capacity
to completely replace North Ameri-
can horse slaughter or to significantly
mitigate the unwanted horse issue.

5 CHOICES

In Search of a Compromise

The issue of horse slaughter in the
United States has a diverse stakeholder
group, causing ranchers, the meat in-
dustry, animal welfare groups, econo-
mists, taxpayers, and many more to
stir debate on its utility, ethicality,
and practicality. It seems as though
no solution can maximize horse wel-
fare and economic wellbeing, while
also minimizing human health risks
and accurately reflecting the values of
the American population. This leaves
us with a choice that will unavoidably
cause some parties to lose. Though
both options—renewing slaughter
and continuing the ban—have sig-
nificant benefits and drawbacks, the
United States’ final decision on horse
slaughter must reflect current demo-
graphics, tastes, and preferences of
the American people, as well as the
practicality and economics of the
horse as a global commodity.
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