SUE SPARKS

REPUTABLE RESCUE OR
SHAMELESS SCAM?
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But a few use false pretenses to obtain horses,
feed, supplies and funds. The Internet is the perfect venue for many making fraudulent claims.
Anyone can put up a Web page featuring (usually
horrific) “before” photos alongside (happy and
sunny) “after” photos accompanied by appeals
for help. In addition, a number of E-mail lists and
bulletin boards allow people to post pleas for assistance as well as offer to take in donated horses.
Deceptive methods damage the credibility of
the entire rescue community as well-publicized
court cases involving the bad apples overshadow
the work of those who truly are honest and dedicated. As a result, many horse enthusiasts simply
decide to steer clear of equine rescues rather than
risk supporting a program that turns out to be a
sham. It’s possible, however, to sort the reputable
from the reprehensible with a little investigative
effort: Certain traits and practices reveal a great
deal about the experience, attitude and intentions
of those in charge of an organization. Here’s
what to look for when you’re considering getting
involved with an equine-rescue program.


1. Accessible information

A reputable rescue agency will readily share
information about its operation, experience, personnel and the animals in its care. A well-run
organization will be responsive to inquiries, returning phone calls and answering E-mails within

Quality hay and good grazing are
critical for rehabilitating horses
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recovering from starvation. Ample
fresh water is also a must, along
with safe fences.



checkpoints

Before you donate a horse
Many equine rescue organizations accept
horses whose owners no longer can care for them.
If you’re considering donating your horse and you
want to feel confident about his future
• request a written donation contract that details
how your horse will be placed and what will happen
if a new home can’t be found.
• visit horses adopted out by the rescue and ask
their new owners about their experiences.
• talk to people who have donated horses
to see how they feel about their decision and
its outcome.
• check the organization’s reputation with local
humane groups and law-enforcement officials.
• be prepared to give up all claims to your horse
once you’ve donated him.

overcrowding can be a sign of an animal
“collector” posing as a rescue organization.
If you’re unable to visit a rescue that you’re
interested in supporting, try doing some telephone research to get a general impression of
the program. Speak to a few trustworthy people—
veterinarians, farriers, feed suppliers—who have
been to the property and have an idea of the
organization’s reputation. If the group is credible,
it won’t be hard to find someone to vouch for its
horsekeeping standards.
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a reasonable amount of time. This may mean a few
days, however, because most rescue groups are
run primarily—if not entirely—by volunteers,
whose first priority is the welfare of the horses.
An organization that presents itself as a nonprofit should be able to provide a copy of the determination letter from the Internal Revenue Service
(IRS) as well as its annual financial statement
(form 990), articles of incorporation and bylaws.
In addition, at least one representative of the
rescue should be able to provide answers to questions such as these:
• Why are you involved with animal rescue?
• What are your organization’s goals?
• What is your group’s most satisfying success?
• How are your rescue efforts funded?
• Has your group applied for grants? How many
have you been awarded?
• How much time do you and others spend with
the horses each day?
• Where do the horses donated to your program
come from?
• How many horses are returned to your orga
nization after being adopted out? What are the
reasons for their return?
• How much has your rescue program grown in
the past year?
Although there are no right or wrong answers
to these questions per se, the information that is
supplied—and the willingness with which it is
offered—will give you valuable insights into the
motives of the group and how well it functions.

2. Solid standards of horsekeeping

If the rescue operates locally, it’s a good idea
to visit before you decide to make a donation or to
volunteer. A reputable agency will welcome you,
but as a courtesy, call first to arrange a time. As
you look around, keep in mind that a place that
relies on volunteers and donations isn’t likely to
look like a top show barn.
But you can tell if resources are utilized
wisely. Quality hay and good grazing are critical
for rehabilitating horses recovering from starvation. Ample fresh water is also a must, along with
safe fences. Ideally, the stalls and paddocks
will be clean and tidy. The manure pile will be
of a manageable size and located a good distance
from the horses’ living areas. Although there is
no hard-and-fast rule regarding the number of
horses per acre, it probably won’t be difficult
for you to get a sense of whether the place can
adequately support its equine inhabitants or
whether it’s overpopulated. Bear in mind that
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3. Well-managed veterinary, farriery and
dental care

A conscientious rescue organization makes
sure all of its horses receive proper veterinary
attention, such as vaccinations, Coggins tests
and regular dental checkups. In addition, routine
management will incorporate regular deworming,
hoof care and other preventive measures. At
the best facilities, veterinary care will be documented in written records, which are made available to anyone considering adopting a particular
horse. Ideally, the rescue also will provide the
telephone numbers of its veterinarian and farrier,
two individuals who can verify all information
and provide even more insight about a horse and
the organization.
Many horses have some type of health issue
worth noting. Consider, too, that some of the
horses you see at a rescue facility won’t be the
picture of health. If a rescue agency seems
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reluctant to share veterinary information or it says
that a horse has absolutely no problems, proceed
with caution. In contrast, individuals at a well-run
organization will be willing and able to tell you
about each horse’s problem and what is being
done to treat it.


4. A strong reputation

In addition to talking with a rescue’s veterinarian and farrier, find out which law-enforcement
agencies—the sheriff’s office, police department,
animal-control agency—the organization works
with. Also determine whether the rescue assists
other local animal-welfare groups. Call those
offices and ask a qualified representative for an
impression of the rescue. If you hear only good
things, you can rest assured that the organization
is on the level. If, however, you hear disturbing
stories, or you find people who are reluctant to
talk about the group, or you discover that no local
humane officials have heard of the rescue, you
may want to steer clear and invest your time,
talent and income elsewhere.


Caring and knowledgeable volunteers
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are the heart of most rescue groups,
and they need to be treated as a
valuable commodity.

5. Responsibly handled finances

If the organization is nonprofit, scrutinize
its financial statements, which must be provided
to anyone who requests them. If the agency is not
a nonprofit, ask some questions about its finances:
◆ How many employees are paid and how
much do they receive? Paid employees can be a
benefit to a rescue organization, but salaries that
seem inflated may open the door to speculation
about how donated funds are being managed.
◆ How much is spent per month for each
horse’s care? From your own experience, you may
be able to judge whether the amount seems ade-

quate. If you have any qualms, talk to a representative of a local riding club to come up with a ballpark figure for what it takes to care for a horse in
your locale.
◆ How much per horse is spent on veterinary
and farriery services? An organization that relies
solely on donated health care might not be doing
the best by its horses. Thus a call to the veteri
narians involved to discuss the care provided
may be in order.
◆ How much was raised in donations during
the previous year and how were those funds allocated? If the money went primarily toward more
fund-raising efforts, the horses were not the benefactors, as most contributors probably thought.
◆ Does the organization have a savings account
or an emergency fund? Living month-to-month
is dangerous for any horse operation, but when
you’re in the business of rescuing horses,
having money set aside for emergencies is an
absolute priority.
If you’re tactful about how you ask these questions, a reputable rescue will be candid with its
responses. If an organization seems offended by
your inquiries or provides vague nonanswers,
you’re right to wonder about its financial stability.


6. Volunteers who feel appreciated

If you’d like to volunteer at a rescue organization, you’ll first want to get an idea of what you’re
likely to experience. A well-run operation will have
written policies regarding volunteers, including
how much and what type of work you’ll be asked to
do and what type of support and benefits you’ll receive in return. Every organization needs someone
to muck stalls and fill water buckets, but if you’re
interested in working one-on-one with the horses,
you’ll quickly burn out if all you ever get to do is
wield a pitchfork and push a wheelbarrow. Caring
and knowledgeable volunteers are the heart of
most rescue groups, and they need to be treated as
a valuable commodity, not simply as a cheap
source of manual labor.
You’ll learn even more by talking to current volunteers. Ask how long they’ve been working for
the agency, if they’ve worked for other groups, what
their typical duties are and how happy they are
with the experience.


7. Sound adoption policies

If you’re interested in adopting a horse from
a rescue organization, carefully review the adoption policies, application and contract before you
make a commitment. A reputable rescue will care
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terminology

Private or public: What’s the difference?
Public rescue groups often are
incorporated at the state level and
registered with the Internal Revenue
Service (IRS) as a 501(c)(3) taxexempt organization. They have an
obligation to the public to disclose
their paperwork and finances. Their
income (derived from adoption fees,
donations, etc.) is tax-exempt.
Private rescues often are run by

individuals or families. They are not
considered to be nonprofit ventures;
they have no public accountability.
Private rescues are required to report
income to the IRS and to pay taxes on
that income. Many times those who
run private rescues choose not to
become 501(c)(3) so they don’t have
to operate their organizations according to IRS guidelines.

about what happens to a horse even after he is adopted. As a result, most will have some restrictions about breeding or reselling adopted horses.
It’s typical for an adopter to be required to return
any horse that doesn’t work out or that can’t be
kept. Other guidelines may include a site visit prior to adoption and occasional visits for a specified
amount of time to ensure that a horse and his new
owner are getting along. Once a rescue confirms a
horsekeeper’s abilities, such visits usually taper
off and then stop.
Some organizations have what may seem like
unreasonable restrictions. For instance, an adopted horse may not be driven or ridden even if he is
sound, or a new owner must notify the rescue
each time his adopted horse competes. Other rescues mandate where adopted horses be kept—in
stalls, on pasture or in some other arrangement—
and some dictate what they must be fed.
If you’re unsure about how you’ll be able to
comply with the adoption policies, talk to other
people who have adopted horses from that rescue
agency. It’s a good sign when an adopter acquires
a second horse from the organization or continues
to volunteer. As a final step, investigate whether a
rescue’s adoption policies are consistent. Agreements that vary from one individual to the next
are unprofessional and suspect.

A

s founder of an equine rescue group, I appreciate when individuals take the time to find
out as much as they can about our mission and
operation before getting involved. Then they feel
better and are more enthusiastic about what they
are doing, and I know I’m getting the help of conscientious horsemen and -women who have the
animals’ best interests at heart. And that’s what
really matters after all.

Since receiving
her first horse at
age 13, Jennifer Williams, PhD, has ridden hunt seat, dressage, Western pleasure and
saddle seat and
dabbled in driving.
She holds a
master’s degree
and PhD in animal
behavior, with an
emphasis on
horses, from Texas
A&M University.
Williams is founder
and president of
Lone Star Equine
Rescue, a Haslet,
Texas-based nonprofit that has
placed 405 horses
in new homes
since 1998.
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