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	Feature Articles: Soring: Pressure Mounts To End Soring (Part 2)

		[image: http://www.lesspub.com/s3/uploaded/3764/soring_02_01.png]Many in the Tennessee Walking Horse (TWH) industry maintain less soring and pressure shoeing is taking place than in the past. Others aren't so sure, citing evidence that indicates that the banned practices are still all too common among high-level horses.

Soring involves the use of caustic chemicals, chains and other irritants on the legs of TWH and other gaited breeds. This leads to severe pain and forces the well-accepted high-stepping gait. 

Soring has been banned since 1970 under the Horse Protection Act (HPA) that is enforced by the U.S. Department of Agriculture (USDA.) It includes, but is not limited to:
♦The use of irritants.
♦The treatment of the pastern region to remove visible effects of irritants or any scar/callus remnants resulting from use of irritants and/or action devices.
♦Pressure shoeing and excessive paring of the sole and/or frog.
♦Any method utilized to induce pain or laminitis.

While many in the industry believe that trainers are responsible for most of the illegal practices, even surveyed farriers who deal with TWHs believe shoers are doing a portion of the work.

In addition, the nearly 6,000-member American Association of Equine Practitioners (AAEP) recently weighed in with a number of dramatic and controversial recommendations for ending the illegal soring situation.

550 Horses Yesterday, Only 40 Today
The public's perception of the prevalence of soring is certainly not helped when major show participants pack up and leave once USDA inspectors arrive on the scene. An example occurred in early July when government inspectors, escorted by Kentucky State police, arrived on the grounds of Kentucky's Owingsville Lions Club Horse Show. The show normally attracts 500 to 550 horses, but only 40 horses were shown during the event's last 2 days after the inspectors arrived, as numerous trainers and owners headed for home.

"They were here to inspect horses and the folks who were here to show decided not to show. That's their prerogative," says Earl Rogers, Jr., manager of the show and president of the Kentucky Walking Horse Association. He indicated that numerous competitors indicated they left because they didn't want to risk being suspended for Tennessee's National Celebration later in the summer.

At the Owingsville event, USDA inspectors examined horses for signs of soring. They also took random swab samples from the horses' pasterns to detect the presence of irritations such as diesel fuel or topical pain-making agents.

In 2006, the breed's biggest show, the Tennessee Walking Horse Celebration event in Shelbyville, Tenn., was shut down twice over the USDA inspection of "Big Lick" gaited horses. In fact, no world grand champion was crowned during the 11-day event.

Celebration officials say they are taking new drug screening and inspection measures at the 2008 event that was scheduled for mid-August. But USDA officials say ending soring and other HPA violations is still very much a work in progress.

More Sophisticated Inspections
Keith Dane, director of equine protection for the Humane Society of the United States, says it has been common this year for competitors to leave a show rather than face suspension or prosecution for soring and pressure shoeing. "New technology such as swab sampling and thermal technology is allowing federal veterinarians to detect foreign substances used as soring, numbing or masking agents on the skin," he says. 

	 

	[image: http://www.lesspub.com/s3/uploaded/3763/soring_02_02.png]As an example, USDA inspectors at 14 TWH shows in 2007 swabbed the feet of 353 randomly selected horses. Some 50% of these horses tested positive for having an illegal foreign substance applied to their legs. The prohibited substances included fuel components and even anesthetics that were apparently applied to temporarily mask sored legs at inspection.

But some trainers and farriers who called AFJ in the wake of the first story in this series said some of those who choose to withdraw do so because of fear of a "false positive" result to a test they fear could lead to a citation, including reactions to ingredients used in fly sprays, liniments, hoof coatings and other substances commonly used in horse care.

Some also claimed inspectors don't distinguish between soreness caused deliberately and soreness that may be due to other conditions beyond the control of farriers or trainers. One farrier also noted that it is easy to — in effect — sore a horse through a common trimming or nailing mistake, such as trimming a hoof too short or driving a close nail. That simple mistake, he said, can become a major problem if it leads to a fine or a suspension by an inspector.

Because USDA does not have the funding to attend every horse show, years ago the agency created the Horse Industry Organization (HIO) for self-regulation. This allowed trained civilians, known as Designated Qualified Persons (DQPs), to conduct inspections at shows. But since many DQPs are directly involved in the TWH industry, the program is often referred to as a case of "the fox watching the hen house."

Since USDA only has funds to send instructors to 7% of the TWH shows each year, trainers, farriers and veterinarians and others who are DQPs mainly make the inspections. Yet when USDA veterinarians replace DQPs at a TWH show, statistics indicate the number of soring violations can be 15 times higher.

Interesting Perceptions
Earlier this summer, AFJ editors conducted two e-mail surveys on soring and pressure-shoeing issues. One survey went to a number of farriers who had indicated that they work with gaited horses. An identical survey was sent to leaders of horse groups working toward a ban of soring and pressure shoeing through the Friends of Sound Horses.

Both groups were asked to estimate the percentage of TWHs competing at the breed' s major shows this year that are likely to be sored or pressure shod.

For farriers, the average estimate was 33%, with a range from 1% to 60%. The advocates of banning soring, on the other hand, estimated that 82% of these show horses are pressure shod or sored with estimates ranging from 50% to 100%. The soring advocates also felt that 20% of flat-shod horses competing in major events may be sored.

Pressure Shoeing 
There are many methods of applying pressure shoeing to increase sensitivity and pain in the hoof without using chemical irritants, as described in the July/August AFJ article.

	 

	[image: http://www.lesspub.com/s3/uploaded/3762/soring_02_03.png]Asked to cite an example of pressure shoeing, a Kentucky TWH farrier explained how one trainer drills and taps a hole in the toe of a shoe. He places a bolt in the hole and tightens it down against the sole of the foot, applying pressure to the sole 2 days before a big show. 

Once the bolt is removed on the morning of the show, the foot is extremely sore. This causes the horse to lift his feet extremely high while working in the show ring. While the horse will likely pass inspection, this form of pressure shoeing eventually affects the white line and the entire sole.

But some trainers maintain soring and pressure shoeing no longer takes place. One trainer would not allow his horses to be inspected because he felt using a hoof conditioner could lead to suspension.

"I think soring occurs very commonly," says Tracy Turner, an equine veterinarian with Anoka Equine Veterinary Service in Elk River, Minn. "The trainer you mention is either in denial or does not realize that the practices used to get the big animated gait in these horse causes soring. If his horses were clean, why would they test positive?"

While many in the industry deny doing anything specifically to sore a horse, Turner says thermographic analysis often shows signs of inflammation in the specific areas of the hoof documented as prime soring sites by the USDA.

Last year at a mock show, Turner used thermography to examine 15 TWHs. All but one horse had hot spots in the pastern area and/or hooves. With palpation of the hoof or digital radiography, 11 of the 14 horses were confirmed as having abnormal soreness.
In the future, handheld digital radiography devices could enable inspectors to look into the hoof capsule to check nail positioning and to examine soft tissues.

Vets Urge End To Soring
Calling it one of the most significant welfare issues affecting any equine breed or discipline, the AAEP in early August issued strong recommendations for eliminating soring. 

Even though soring is prohibited by the federal HPA of 1970, AAEP says that it has continued as documented by USDA. As an example, the federal agency issued 103 competitor violations at only 7% of the TWH shows in 2007.

"As an organization with the primary mission of protecting the health and welfare of the horse, the AAEP is strongly opposed to soring," says president Dr. Eleanor Green. "This wonderful breed must be preserved and protected in a climate in which its future is not challenged by the practice of soring. The true measure of success will be that soring no longer exists because the TWH industry itself brought it to an abrupt end."

A nine-member task force, consisting of equine veterinarians with specific knowledge of the TWH industry and equine welfare issues, developed these recommendations. Dr. Midge Leitch of Cochranville, Pa., chaired the Task Force.

"The white paper is not intended to be a revision of the HPA," she explains. "We know we are suggesting radical changes to current practices within the industry, but if industry leaders are intent on solving this issue, they will give serious thought to the recommendations."

While the AAEP recognizes that it has no regulatory authority over the TWH industry, it believes the white paper will provide guidance and support to those within the industry who are working to permanently end soring.

Key points in the 7-page white paper entitled, "Putting the Horse First: Veterinary Recommendations for Ending the Soring of Tennessee Walking Horses," include:
♦Immediate institution of drug testing at every competition. This would include plasma, serum and cutaneous swabs of the limbs along with urine testing based on programs used by the United States Equestrian Federation (USEF).

♦Eliminating use of any medical treatments or syringes by anyone in the make-up ring prior to each class. Trained stewards who are not involved with the TWH industry should supervise this area. The number of people and equipment that can accompany a horse into the make-up ring should also be limited. Devices utilized to tighten the bands, which secure the pad and shoe packages, would be forbidden.

♦Having security personnel and supervising inspectors present 24 hours a day in stabling areas at show grounds, where much soring activity is believed to take place.

♦A veterinarian should physically inspect all horses before they enter the show ring. This should include visual inspection of the limbs and shoes and removal of saddles and girths to check for pain-inducing objects. Thermographic screening of the limbs should be made to evaluate those anatomical areas that require additional clinical examination and/or surface swabbing to detect forbidden substances.

♦Palpation of the limbs would include a routine evaluation, assessment of digital pulse and critical assessment of specific areas that appear abnormal during thermographic examination. There would also be swabbing of the limbs for foreign substance testing and examination of the horses in a standard pattern at a walk, extended walk, on a loose rein, in hand and under tack.

♦Observation by qualified veterinarians of the horses for lameness during all show ring competitions.

♦Re-examination of selected horses, as they exit the ring. This would include thermographic re-examination, removal of the front shoes of randomly selected horses or horses showing an abnormal thermographic pattern. Both visual and hoof-tester exams would be made on unshod feet for evidence of methods directed at inducing pain, such as pressure devices and excessive paring of the sole and frog. 
In addition, pads and/or shoes need to be weighed. Digital radiographs should also be taken in randomly selected horses or horses found to have any physical or thermographic abnormalities to detect laminitis as shown by rotation of the third phalanx or sinking of the bony column. Sole thickness should also be measured.

♦The DQP program should be abolished and replaced with a group of independent veterinarians to conduct horse inspections and impose sanctions for HPA violations.

♦Encourage the development of new methods to detect soring in order to eliminate the current practice of conditioning horses to tolerate pressure applied to the limbs.

♦Establishment of a single industry organization that can set and enforce uniform standards and regulations.

♦Re-evaluation of judging standards so the grace and beauty of the breed are valued rather than rewarding the existing manufactured exaggerated gait.

(The 7-page AAEP white paper can be read and downloaded from the organization's Web site).

Tougher Penalties Needed
The AAEP task force says enforcement of these screening methods would necessitate the training of a group of veterinarians that are independent of the TWH industry. They would be certified by an organization created solely for enforcement of regulations governing competitions. It was suggested that USDA's Veterinary Medical Officers supervise the inspection of horses by these trained veterinarians and be able to impose sanctions for violations.

	 

	[image: http://www.lesspub.com/s3/uploaded/3761/soring_02_04.png]AAEP also indicates that adoption and strict enforcement of meaningful uniform standards and regulations must be combined with more stringent penalties to establish fair and humane competitions. They recommend more severe and consequential penalties to owners, trainers and other support personnel who are found to have been involved with soring. 

This would include lifetime disqualification of sored horses rather than simple suspensions for personnel, which would hopefully keep trainers and owners from a second infraction. The task force believes only owners can bring adequate pressure to bear on each other and their trainers to eliminate these abuses.

The AAEP task force admits these recommendations will require significant financial resources, and says they should be financed by the TWH industry. If the industry is serious in its intention to end this cruel and inhumane practice and restore the reputation of its breed and the integrity of its leadership, it should be willing to provide the funding. 
Yet TWH industry leaders say the plan is impractical, unrealistic, too costly and would be impossible to administer. 

Drastic Changes Needed
While some in the industry maintain less soring is taking place than in the past, the highly popular "Big Lick" gait remains unchanged. "It's certainly conceivable that there is less soring, but if the soring was going on prevalently in the past and the gait hasn't changed, then I question how much the soring practice itself has changed or diminished," says Dane. 

Dr. Stephen O'Grady maintains that the exaggerated gait is essential today for a top placing. Unfortunately with the current "Big Lick" judging requirements, the easiest way for trainers to get it is with soring or pressure shoeing. "If the industry wants to eliminate soring, the judging standards must be changed," says the equine veterinarian at Northern Virginia Equine in Marshall, Va., and a member of the AAEP task force.

He's convinced that trainers rather than farriers are doing most of the soring and pressure shoeing. "Top-notch farriers in the TWH industry will not do it," he says. "But a major problem is that many trainers are doing their own shoeing work.

"Owners are demanding it to win, breed and sell horses. If a trainer does not do it and the owner needs it to win, he'll move the horses to a different barn."

While much of the controversy centers around TWHs with pad-and- shoe packages, O'Grady is also convinced that soring and pressure shoeing occurs with some major-event flat-shod TWHs, when the exaggerated gait is desired.

Package Concerns
In some instances with "Big Lick" padded horses, the pad packages often tend to lead to soring, even though the padding appears to be legal, maintains Robert Blackwell a farrier from Seymour, Mo. 

He believes trainers are the main culprits. "Money does this (combined) with the desire to win," he says. "Owners want the trainers to do whatever it takes to win, and many of them don't want to know about it.

"This is a problem that we have just been waiting too long to fix. It can be fixed, but it will take money and effort."

Another farrier who requested that his name not be used told AFJ editors that he shod "Big Lick" horses for 25 years. He hadn't seen much pressure shoeing — only a few horses that had been purposely cut too close in the toe. 

"However, virtually all of the 'Big Lick' horses were being sored by the trainers," he says. "They had some ingenious and cruel ways of avoiding detection at the shows."

Over the years, this farrier saw pressure to end soring both increase and decrease. In the late 1970s, when Jimmy Carter was president, the former TWH shoer recalls that USDA was placing considerable pressure on the industry to clean up its act. But when Ronald Regan became president, the new administration backed off under intense Congressional pressure brought about through industry lobbying. 

Trainer's Viewpoint
Among a number of gaited horse trainers who responded to the first article in this series was a man who has been training TWHs for more than 30 years and starts over 50 colts each year. He maintains the TWHs that must rely on mechanical devices to get the proper gait won't win anyway.

He pointed out that the TWH trainers' association agreed three years ago to work with USDA to solve the problem. "USDA is trying to do the right thing and we are supporting them in cleaning up the breed," he says. "There's no room in this business for people who do this — they should be weeded out.

"But give trainers a little bit of credit for trying to clean up the problem caused by a few bad apples in the industry. Plus, the problems aren't the same as they were 50 years ago."
Recognizing that it's a two-sided issue, the trainer sees too much negative publicity from people who don't understand the business. "We love these horses and trainers take a lot of time in developing them to their fullest capacity," he adds. "Most of us are doing everything in our power to do the right thing and eliminate this problem."

The first article in this series entitled, "Disgraceful Practice Continues," appeared on Pages 33 to 41 of the July/August issue. The third article in the series will take a closer look at the soring controversy and remedies.
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Digital radiographs allow accurate measurements to
be documented. Lines can be drawn to represent true
toe length, distance of the band to the coronet, a
line that represents heel height and many more types
of measurements.




image4.png
The Horse Protection Act does not llow any material
other than normal packing materialto be placed
between the sole or pads. This digita radiograph
shows how a Chadwick spring can be used for soring.





