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Expert advice for horse owners
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T HE recent death of  
former Gold Cup win-
ner Kauto Star has 
put the re-training of  

racehorses in the news. 
According to Horse 

Racing Ireland (HRI), 8,500 
horses returned to training 
in Ireland in 2014, as much 
as 50% of  this number can 
be out of  training at any 
given time (flat horses in 
winter, for example) and 
it is reasonable to assume 
that at least 1,500 per an-
num must leave the system 
permanently but what are 
the options for racehorses 
when they are retired?

Some owners are in 
the fortunate position of  
having their own land and 
facilities, so that they can 
give their racehorses a 
quiet retirement. But what 
if  that is not an option?

The Irish Horse Welfare 
Trust (IHWT) is Ireland's 
leading equine welfare 
charity and runs the only 
industry-supported ex-
racehorse re-training for 
re-homing programme. 
The charity’s co-founder 
Sharon Power spoke to us 
about the programme’s 
success.

The programme was 
established in 2001 and was 
based on similar pro-
grammes in the UK which 
worked well. The IHWT is 
involved in the rescue, re-
habilitation and re-homing 
of  all kinds of  horses and 
ponies but often took in 
an ex-racehorse and these 
proved very difficult to re-
home without training.

The programme is part-
funded by Horse Racing 
Ireland and the Irish Race-
horse Trainers’ Associa-
tion (IRTA). 

Michael Grassick chief  
executive of  the IRTA com-
mented that: “The IRTA 
are fully supportive of  all 
IHWT endeavours especial-
ly the racehorse re-training 
and re-homing programme; 
we provide a yearly contri-
bution to the trust. 

I HAVE always loved show-
ing and was intrigued by 
the Racehorse to Riding-
horse class when it was 
introduced at the RDS 
a number of  years ago. 
I toyed with the idea of  
sourcing a horse to take 
part but didn’t really know 
where to start. 

I had often seen Prince 
Erik during his racing 
career and, knowing his 
connection to Mr Weld’s 
yard, I mentioned to Kevin 
O’Ryan, half-jokingly, that 
I thought Erik would be 
perfect for the Racehorse to 
Riding-horse classes.

I have a soft spot for 
greys and he is a gorgeous-
looking horse, beauti-
fully put together and most 
importantly he appeared to 
have a quiet temperament. 
Prince Erik was retired 
from racing in 2012 from 
a very successful career 
spanning over seven years. 
He was fifth in an Irish 
Derby and ran in two Irish 
Grand Nationals, winning 
six races along the way. 

For the first few weeks 
we concentrated on getting 
him settled into his new 
surroundings, building 
him up slowly on the walk-
er. I then got the leg-up and 
away we went. Having had 
some time off  he felt very 
narrow, his head-carriage 

was high - partly due to 
the fact he was looking at 
everything -  but he was 
quiet. I was happy I had 
something good to work 
with. 

From there the pro-
cess began, all the time 
remembering he was an ex-
racehorse with a previous 
routine and background. 
Now in a new environment, 
with new routine and new 
expectations, everything 
was different for him, espe-
cially doing everything on 
his own.

Having spent most of  his 
life riding out as part of  a 
large group, simple things 
would spook him; like 
when riding in company if  
another horse rode towards 
him he would lose his life. 
I would consider him a 
scaredy-cat but we have 

built a good partnership 
and I like to think he trusts 
me.  

My biggest challenge 
was getting condition on 
him. Naturally he has a 
light frame but when in 
work he develops good 
muscle tone. The more 
I rode him the better he 
would look. I had to be very 
patient when riding simple 
things like transitions, 
figures of  eights, all the 
basics. It was like riding a 
young horse.

I am lucky that he is 
naturally a very balanced 
horse and is a comfortable 
ride. I have him almost 18 
months now, taking in a 
few show jumping events 
to keep things different. I 
have seen significant im-
provement in his flat work; 
I feel it has taken this long 

for his muscles to readjust 
to his new job but I am glad 
not to have rushed him. 

Altogether it has been 
a brilliant experience. It’s 
safe to say Erik is now a 
huge part of  my life, I have 
an ‘Erik’ WhatsApp group 
so I can keep Team Erik 
updated on our day-to-
day progress and I even 
received a Christmas card 
addressed to both of  us.

Everyone is invested in 
our story and I can’t thank 
all those who have helped 
us along the way enough. 
There have been good days 
and not so good days but 
he has created a chapter 
in my life that I will be 
eternally grateful for. 

We qualified for the 
RDS at Cork Show this 
summer so it’s all systems 
go for August.

  ■ Alison Morris
AN accurate weight is vital 
for dietary formulation, drug 
dosage, analysis of  peak 
competitive bodyweight and 
management of  weight for 
welfare cases.

It is important for horse 
owners to be aware that 
actual bodyweight can only 
be determined by use of  
a calibrated weighbridge. 
However limited access to 
weighbridges has resulted in 
the development of  a range of  
weight estimation techniques; 
including weigh tapes and 
weight estimation formulae. 

When using weighbridges 
it is essential that horses 
are placed on the weigh 
platform with all four feet 
squarely on the bridge. The 
handler must ensure that 
they are not standing on the 
weigh platform or touching 
the side rails (if  applicable) 
as this can influence the 
reading. It is important to 
note that a weighbridge is 
the only suitable method to 
use in pregnant mares and 
young stock. Weigh tapes and 
weight estimation formulae 
are not appropriate in these 
categories of  animals as 
they are designed to evaluate 
the weight of  mature horses 
and do not incorporate the 
weight of  the developing 
foetus. 

There is a wide range of  
weigh tapes on the market 
and these are a cost effective 
alternative. These can deter-
mine an estimated body-
weight for the animal. It is 
widely accepted that height 
specific tapes are more 
accurate. The tape should 
be placed using the correct 
side (over 14.2hh or under 

14.2hh) around the horse’s 
heart girth (HG). The tape is 
placed at the lowest point of  
the horse’s withers and di-
rectly behind the elbow. The 
tape should be held snugly in 
place but should not create 
an indentation in the horse’s 
flesh. The handler should 
have the horse standing 
square, ensure their hand is 

not underneath the tape and 
the measurement should be 
taken on exhalation.

If  neither a weighbridge 
nor tape is available an ac-
curate estimation can still 
be gained. Several formulae 
exist which can be utilised 
with just a dressmaker’s 
tape. This is used to mea-
sure, in centimetres, the 
horse’s HG and length.  The 
HG is measured in the same 
position as the weigh tape 
and the length is measured 
from point of  shoulder to 
point of  buttock. These two 
measurements are used in 
the formula to determine 
the weight in kilograms 

(kg). One of  the most widely 
accepted of  these formulae 
was developed by Carroll 
and Huntington (1988) and is 
shown by the accompanying 
illustration.

So while using a weigh-
bridge is the best option 
for determination of  horse 
weight the use of  height spe-
cific weigh tapes or the Car-
roll and Huntington formula 
are a good alternative giving 
an accurate estimation, if  
correctly used.

Alison Morris is an equine 
lecturer at the College of 
Agriculture Food and Rural 
Enterprise in Enniskillen

A new life 
after racing

“I think the re-training 
programme is a wonder-
ful opportunity for retired 
racehorses to continue to 
have a purpose and a career 
and for people to continue 
to get enjoyment from them 
after their racing career.”

Racehorse trainers can 
contact the IHWT if  they 
feel they have a horse 
that would be suitable 
for the programme. All 
ex-racehorses are assessed 
by the IHWT during the 
first few weeks for any 
behavioural or physical 
problems; they are also 
visited by an equine dentist 
and chiropractor. After this 
assessment period, if  the 
horse is deemed suitable, 
it is signed over to the 
charity. The programme is 
over-capacity and Sharon 
reports that there is a wait-
ing list. 

It takes a minimum of  
six to nine months to re-
train and re-school an ex-
racehorse and this time can 
increase depending on the 
individual. The process of  
re-training involves a stage 
of  readjustment, IHWT 
horses get lots of  daily 
handling and grooming and 
daily turnout in prepara-
tion for a new career living 
in a new home.

This is followed by 
weeks of  long-reining be-
fore any under-saddle work 
begins. Once under-saddle 
the horses have weekly ses-
sions of  flatwork and are 
also hacked out in prepa-
ration for life in a private 
home.

Racehorses come out of  
a highly stressful career 
and it takes time for them 
to settle into a new type of  
work. Most horses adapt 
happily given the chance 
and can go on to do other 
disciplines such as hack-
ing, dressage or show jump-
ing. However, they are not 
suitable for novice riders 
and need a lot of  care and 
attention.

Many ex-racehorses that 

have come through the 
IHWT have gone on to have 
successful careers in show 
jumping and as leisure and 
riding club horses. Over 200 
ex-racehorses have been 
re-homed by the IHWT.

The charity re-homes all 
of  its horses under a loan-
home agreement. There is 
an initial application form 
sent out with 
questions 
about ex-
perience, 
facilities 
and refer-
ences.  A 

home check is carried out 
when a suitable applicant 
and horse are matched to 
ensure the facilities are 
adequate and only then will 
the racehorse be loaned 
out.

“The overall experience 
of  taking one on can be 
hugely rewarding,” says 
Sharon.

Although Sharon is 
grateful for the support 
the IHWT receives from 
the racing industry the 
charity is also dependent 
upon fundraising and 
donations. Sharon says: “It 

takes anything from a few 
months to over a year to re-
train an ex-racehorse and a 
real commitment of  time is 
required. But the ex-race-
horse can be a wonderful 
partner for most equestrian 
activities and often excel 
beyond expectations.”

The IHWT offers support 
and advice to anyone expe-
riencing a problem with an 
ex-racehorse.

Cheltenham hero 
Moscow Flyer spent seven 
years with the IHWT as an 
ambassador before moving 
to the Irish National Stud. 

Jane Mysercough, the 
IHWT chairperson, said: 
“Moscow Flyer became an 
integral part of  our team, 
making many public ap-
pearances over the years, 
championing our call for 
improved equine welfare in 
Ireland.”

Sharon Power is a co-
founder of the Irish Horse 
Welfare Trust, Ballinamona, 
Woodenbridge, Arklow, Co 
Wicklow.
Tel: 0402 30773
Web: ihwt.ie

Our new weekly series 
begins with a special 
report on the re-training 
of racehorses

Moscow Flyer is now at the Irish National Stud

  Jennifer O' Sullivan So grateful for my Prince Erik adventure

Jane Davis and Prince Erik at the RDS

How much does my 
horse weigh? 

Jane Davis 
talks about 
her experience 
re-training a 
racehorse       

  ■ What sparked your interest in ex-racehorses?

I was involved in racing and had racing connections (father and brother) 
and I believed racehorses were value for money. Sport horses have 
become more expensive, a slower racehorse that leaves racing early 
has as good a chance as a sport horse. Eventers are looking for similar 
things to thoroughbred trainers, a good looking correct horse with nice 
movement that is bred for stamina and speed. 

  ■ Some people may feel to re-train a racehorse would be too time-
consuming and difficult, what would you say to this?

You need to find one with a good work ethic that is strong and enjoys 
their work. Special horses are special horses. 

Elizabeth tipped two ex-racehorses currently in her yard as her next four 
star horses, Soladoun among them.

 ■Other leading event riders competing with ex-racehorses
 Ô William Fox-Pitt : Macchiato 
 Ô Pippa Funnell : Ensign
 Ô Clayton Fredericks : Poilu
 Ô Andrew Nicholson : Calico Joe

  ■ Joanne Quirke

FOR anyone wishing to 
take on an ex-racehorse, 
there are training yards 
all over the country with 
horses who may just not 
have the speed for com-
petitive racing, or they may 
have an injury preventing 
them from performing at 
their peak. 

Other candidates may 
simply have arrived at the 
end of  their racing days, 
like my own star Forpady-
deplasterer.

For an amateur I 
would recommend 
bringing a more 
experienced 
person to view the 
horse. Some 
thoroughbreds 
are relatively 
quiet, while 
others can often 
be sharp and 
reactive. You 
want 
the 
re-

training experience to be as 
much fun for both of  you!

Irish Thoroughbred 
Marketing and Julie Mor-
ris from the Racehorse to 
Riding Horse Society of  
Ireland have done trojan 
work over the last number 
of  years to promote the 
retraining of  racehorses. 
There are competitions and 
training days held all over 
the country and it’s great 
to see so many ex-racers go 
down this route.Check out 
their Facebook page and 
website for more details.

Having had success with 
Cooldine in the past, I have 
my eye on another one of  
Willie Mullins’ horses at 
the moment but he told me 
to come back to him in six 
or seven years! Watch this 
space.

Joanne Quirke has 
enjoyed success at the 
RDS with Cooldine and 
Forpadydeplasterer

Great fun to be had 
with racing heroes

Using a weigh bridge to determine the weight of a mature horse
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Weight (in kg)  

Weight 
(in kg)  

 heart girth² x length
11,877=

=

For example, with the horse in the pictures, the heart girth 
measured 189cm and the length was 190cm. Therefore:

189² x 190
11,877 11,877 11,877

= 571.4kg==
6,786,99035,721 x 190    

 QUESTIONS AND ANSWERS  
International Irish event rider Elizabeth Power talks about her 
experience eventing ex-racehorses

It is important to know 
your horse’s weight but 
how can you find out? 
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