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 A54 SHOWING

  ■ Susan Finnerty 

THE often heated issue of  judging has 
been raised on several fronts within the 
showing community, with calls for ridden 
horse judges to be named in advance and 
fair judging across the board. Showing 
by its very nature is subjective and while 
there are well-respected and fair judges 
on the circuit, the mindset that poor or 
cliquey judging also happens has, accord-
ing to some exhibitors, led to dwindling 
entries and disillusionment. 

Ridden horse classes are consistently 
the largest section at shows and there is a 
growing demand for judges to be listed on 
schedules, which according to producer 
and judge Imelda O’Shaughnessy, can be 
a deciding factor for which shows to enter. 
“Basically I would like to approach the 
Irish Shows Association (ISA) with the 
idea to make it mandatory for judges to 
be named at all shows. I think that shows 
keeping the names of  the judges a secret 
in this day and age is ridiculous. I think I 
speak on behalf  of  all competitors when I 
say that it would be nice to look up shows, 
see who is judging and decide whether to 
go to show A or B if  they prefer the way 
a judge at one of  those shows rides or 
judges in general.  

“It is especially important where 
judges are going to ride the animals. 
Some of  these animals are young or going 
to Dublin Horse Show and it is hugely im-
portant who rides them coming up to the 
show. If  every show in the UK has judges 
named for every class and all shows in 
Ireland that have UK judges name them 
too, why can’t we do the same across the 
board?” queried O’Shaughnessy. 

British shows list judges in advance as 
many cross-channel showing and breed 
societies forbid members from entering 
classes where, for example, a business 
transaction, such as the sale of  a horse or 
pony, or production fees, has taken place 
with the judge within the past 12 months. 
Knowing who the judges are in advance 
avoids unnecessary travel to find the 
exhibitor is ineligible to enter a class once 
the judge(s) are known at the show or if  
an owner believes that the judge may not 
have a preference for their type of  animal. 

SPECULATION
Judges’ preferences are often a deciding 
factor for breed owners at the entries 
stage and the absence of  the second 
Irish Draught judge’s name in the Dub-
lin schedule, which always contains this 
information, led to speculation amongst 
owners. The second judge, who will 
judge alongside Nicholas Locke from 
Lincolnshire, has since been confirmed 
as Hanno Köhncke, from Germany, 
which will make next month’s Irish 
Draught classes an intriguing prospect. 

According to Fiona Sheridan, the 

second judge was recommended by the 
Holsteiner Verband. “He and his family 
have been noted breeders and produc-
ers of  Holsteiner horses for many years. 
The Holsteiner Verband have closely 
guarded their genetics and developed 
their breed over the past four decades,” 
added Sheridan. Dublin has traditionally 
invited judges from Britain, seen as the 
Irish horse’s largest export market, while 
recent years have seen a switch to high 
profile international judges and riders. 

With one exception, the ridden horse 
judges are experienced British judges, 
although the future role of  the ride judge 
on the circuit there is seen by some to be 
in jeopardy on safety grounds. 

Riding unfamiliar, fit and often young 
horses is an occupational hazard as seen 
with John Chugg’s fall at Dublin in 2004. 
Chugg, who now judges the conformation 
phase of  ridden horse and other classes, 
judged at Gorey Show last month where 
he spoke to The Irish Field on this issue. 
“I was honoured to judge at Dublin and 
had wonderful times there. I think it’s 
sad [the possibility of  no ride judges] but 
some of  the younger generation judges 
haven’t had the same hunting experience 
and we are losing our nagsmen too, who 

made young horses.”
Even if  judges are listed in advance, 

circumstances can sometimes change as 
at Charleville Show, where some quick 
thinking saw Shane McKenna deputise 
after Tim Lucas, the original judge, was 
stood down. McKenna has since been 
booked to judge at several other shows 
after his recent stand-in. “I’ve competed 
at Charleville since leadrein and I was 
thrilled when I was asked to step in, not 
only to judge, but to stand beside some 
of  the top UK judges,” said their talented 
young colleague. Irish show secretaries, 
often an honourary, unpaid role, cite a 
limited number of  ride judges available 
at peak weekends. There is also the train 
of  thought that entries, already dwin-
dling in some sections, will drop further 
if  judges were known in advance. 

REFUSED TO COMPETE
“I have spoken to quite a few people who 
refused to compete in shows this year 
if  they didn’t know who was judging. 
Those shows are missing out on com-
petitors,” countered Shaughnessy. 

However, apart from official ISA 
finals, where the judges identities are 
known only on the day, shows can list 
judges names in advance, according to 
Michael Hughes. “In relation to any of  
our 130-plus affiliated shows, they are 
free to engage any judge they wish at 
their show. They do not have to be listed 
on our yearbook and we in the ISA do 
not mind if  shows publish them in their 
schedules or not. It is left up to each 
show to decide what they want to do.” 

The chief  ‘elephant in the show ring’ 
remains the belief  that the “person fac-
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tor” is becoming more of  an issue than 
the animal. That’s according to the PRO 
of  the Munster Welsh Pony and Cob 
Society, Clonakilty’s Jerry Maloney, who 
felt this was leading to a steep fall-off  in 
entries at some shows. 

Maloney told The Irish Field: “Some 
judges are more concerned with who is 
exhibiting the pony than the pony actu-
ally in front of  them. The person factor 
is rampant now. The judging at some 
shows leaves a lot to be desired and this 
is reflected in the dwindling number of  
ponies being entered for some IPS [Irish 
Pony Society] classes at agricultural 
shows across the country. There is only 
about half  a dozen really good pony 
judges in Ireland.”

Maloney has made his views known to 
the ISA and said that this is an ongoing 
issue. “It’s gone very bad this year. There 
is a group now who despite being entered 
up for classes, won’t go into the ring 
when they see certain people judging 
because they know they won’t get a fair 
crack of  the whip. A meeting must be 
called to address the standard of  judging 
in Ireland by some people, not all. 

“The interest is there if  people feel 
they have a fair chance, that the result 
is not a foregone conclusion before the 
class is even started. Ireland is not the 
only country with this problem. However 
this must be addressed because it is no 
good having people getting fed up with 
the pony scene. We must all work to 
improve it. We need transparent and cor-
rect judging. Poor judging leads to bad 
publicity for the Irish pony and it’s going 
to kill the shows. Nobody wants that,’’ 
said Maloney. 

The chief ‘elephant in the 
show ring’ remains the 

belief that the person factor is 
becoming more of an issue than 
the animal

 ■QUOTES FROM THE SHOW RING

It is the policy of the Irish Shows As-
sociation over a long number of years 
not to disclose the names of the judges 
selected to adjudicate at our All Ireland 
finals and that is the case again this 
year. By the way, we are very thank-
ful to the people who judge our finals 
and we believe they do an excellent 
job each year.” Michael Hughes, ISA 
national secretary. 

I would like to know why the judges 
are not named at some shows. Is it in 
case competitors contact them to invite 
them to dinner or give them a brown 
envelope? I don’t know whether  this in-
sults the competitors or judges more? I 
have been judging ponies for 15 years 
and have never been approached with 
any such notions.” Imelda Lynch.

“It has always been the tradition of 
the RDS to publish its list of judges, 
the RDS strives to ensure fairness by 
selecting judges from outside the coun-
try for the majority of its classes and 
competitions.” Fiona Sheridan, RDS 
Equestrian Development Manager.


