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For The Love Of Horses 
t3~ 'iF'ran.f.<. J. t3udiman 

No One To Blame In Most Catastrophic Horse Injuries 
Horses are great sports 

animals. 
Although usually safe for 

both horses and handlers, 
tragic, life~ending injuries 
do occur in horse~related 
sporting events~ 

Recent accidents and 
deaths of race horses in 
major events at leading 
tracks brought stories about 
such happenings into head
lines. 

"These are very unfortu
nate occurrences, but cata
strophic injuries do take 
place in horse activities. 
However, these incidents 
are very, very few in relation 
to the number of events con
ducted on an annual basis," 
emphasized Dr. Shane De-

witt, assistant professor of 
equine field service at 
Kansas State University in 
Manhattan. 

"Injuries and deaths are 
an inherit risk of horse rac
ing and all horse-related 
sports. Most are never 
heard about; but when 
they happen at a very high 
profile event like the Ken
tucky Derby, there is a 
public outcry," explained 
Dewitt. 

Many questions and criti
cisms have arisen since the 
injuries and deaths of Bar- · 
baro in 2006 and Eight 
Belles this year at the 
Kentucky Derby, in addi
tion to Big Brown moving 
from a predicted win to .last 

place in the most recent 
Belmont Stakes. 

Are these horses being 
pushed harder, c..ausing 
more ip.juries? "Horses 
today are being raced at the 
same age they have always 
been run," DeWitt clarified. 
"The industry has changed, 
and horses aren't usually 
being raced as often as they 
were two decades ago.'' 

Typically, horses previ
ously would have 10 to 15 
starts before major races, 

while today they'll only get a 
handful of outs before a 
high-stakes competition. 
"For that reason, I'd say 
they're not pushed aS hard, 
but there are numberous 
factors that play a role," De
Witt noted. 

Research has shown that 
if done correctly, exercising 
and competing two-year-old 
horses is beneficial because 
the work strengthens their 
musculoskeletal system and 
may actually decrease their 
long-term risk of injury. A 
key is providing the right 
amount of speed work, 
repetitive work and recov~ 
ery time for natural bone 
changes. 

DeWitt pointed out that a 
nine~year-old Thoroughbred 
gelding named Perfect Drift, 
owned by a Kansas City fam~ 
ily, is still sound and contin~ 
ues to compete in major 
races, despite his age. 
"There are many factors to 

be considered in success of 
a winner," he recognized. 

Liberal drug usage has 
been blamed by some for 
the notable track tragedies, 
claiming trainers excessive~ 
ly medicate unsound horses 
in the quest to win. Specifi
cally, it has been said that 
Kentucky has more lenient 
drug restrictions than other 
states, particularly Iowa 
and Kansas. 

"Every state is differ_ent, 
and usage of drugs is specif
ic to individual owners and 
trainers," DeWitt explained. 
"Sometimes, a trainer will 
use a medication to the lim
its of legality, and in other 
instances strict attention is 
given to utilize only what is 
in best interest of the horse." 

Two medications used to 
treat race horses have re-

ceived considerable media 
attention. "Phenylbutazone, 
commonly called Bute, is an 
anti-inflammatory pain 
killer frequently used for 
muscle, skeletal and ortho
pedic treatment. There are 
allowable levels at which it 
can be administered, and it 
is very detectable in testing. 

"Overdoses can cause di
arrhea as well as ulcers and 
kidney disease, but a high 
percentage of trainers find 
Bute an asset, commonplace 
and unharmful in · their 
training," DeWitt related. 

Not as common to lay 
horse exhibitors is the also 
controversial horse medica~ 
tion Furosemide, which the 
veterinarian defined as a di
uretic often merchandized 
under the brand name of 
Lasix. 



"This medication is used 
to reduce bleeding in the 
lungs, which is a common 
problem in race horses and 
~harply reduces their per

_formance," according to De
witt. "Use of Lasix in horses 
dianosed as being bleeders 
is allowed." 

Steroid use in horses has 
also been quest~oned. Its ef
fects are similar to those on 
human athletes. Variations 
of the drug and legality of its 
use are different in each 
state. It too is detectable by 
testing, and likelihood of 
Usage depends on training 
and ownership. 

Admitting there is "lots 
of debate" about drug use in 

· race horses, DeWitt fore
casted, "Thete will be tight
ening of medication usage 
and increased testing within 
the next year." 

Track surface has been 
blamed and is being investi
gated as a possible reason 
for injuries. "The Kentucky 

Derby has been run on the 
same track for many years, 
without any problems other 
than rain and mud condi
tions. Synthetic turf doesn't 
get muddy, but overall the 
incidence of accidents on 
artificial turf, compared to 
natural surface, are in
significant," DeWitt said. 

Concerning the surface 
issue, Lee Smith, race track 
manager at Eureka Downs, 
noted tbat upkeep of the 
track is essential. 

A race horse owner and 
trainer since the 1960s, 
Smith found no one to 
blame on the publicized 
race track tragedies. '1 lost 
one horse at a race in Col
orado many years ago, and it 
was a freak accident. We did 
have two deaths at Eureka 
last year, but they were 
not caused by inhumane 
treatment, poor training 
or mishandling, Accidents 
with animals are bound 
to happen, but the inci-

deuce is very small," he 
confirmed. 

Strict health and testing 
regulations are followed at 
Eureka Downs. "We have 
two attending state veteri
narians overseeing all rac
ing, plus a local practicing 
veterinarian is here on race 
days as well as during the 
off-season. They are all very 
particular about their pro
cedures," Smith acknowl
edged. 

On the steroid debate, 
Smith considers it inappro
priate to use medication ..of 
this nature on such valuable 
animals. "I've treated with 
Bute on a limited basis, and 
on certain horses Lasix 
seems to· be beneficial, but 
there are always risks in
volved with drug usage," he 
verified. 

Closest to the controver
sial issues regarding the 
race horse injuries, Alex 
Birzer, a leading jockey at 

Prairie Meadows racehorse 
track in Altoona, Iowa, said, 
"The accident with Eight 
Belles was a shame, a real 
shame, but things like that 
happen. We don't want them 
to, but they do happen." 

Commenting on blame di
rected toward Eight Belles 
trainer Larry Jones, Birzer, 
a personal acquaintance, 
quickly and emphatically 
defended, "There is no way 
he would intentionally jeop
ardize a filly of that caliber. 
He would never have put 
her in the race if he'd had 
any indication there would 
be an injury." 

Emphasizing the impor-. 
tance of drug use in training 
race horses, Birzer recog
nized that Iowa has some of 
the most stringent limita
tions, while those in Ken~ 
tucky are the most lenient. 
"I'm not condemning any
body, but different regula~ 
tions vary trainers' methods 
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sometimes," he admitted. 
Reasoning behind Big 

Brown's loss at the Belmont 
was not complicated for 
Birzer. "He was having an 
off-day. He just didn't fire. 
I've had horses like that. 
One might run the same 100 
times, and the next day he 
won't. There's just nothing 

the trainer, jockey or any
body could have done at the 
Stake that time," Birzer con
tended. 

Other cause of injuries 
including genetic predispo
sition, training techniques, 
shoe types and pre-existing 
injuries are being investi
gated. 



No One To Blame In Most Catastrophic Horse Injuries 

Horses are great sports animals. 
Although usually safe for both horses and handlers, tragic, life-ending injuries do occur in horse-related 

sporting events. 
Recent accidents and deaths of race horses in major events at leading tracks brought stories about such 

happenings into headlines. 
"These are very unfortunate occurrences, but catastrophic injuries do take place in horse activities. Howev

er, these incidents are very, very few in relation to the number of events conducted on an annual basis," 
emphasized Dr. Shane Dewitt, assistant professor of equine field service at Kansas State University in Man
hattan. 

"Injuries and deaths are an inherit risk of horse racing and all horse-related sports. Most are never heard 
about; but when they happen at a very high profile event like the Kentu'cky Derby, there is a public outcry," 
explained Dewitt. 

Many questions and criticisms have arisen since the injuries and deaths of Barbaro in 2006 and Eight Belles 
this year at the Kentucky Derby, in addition to Big Brown moving from a predicted win to last place in the most 
recent Belmont Stakes. 

Are these horses being pushed harder, causing more injuries? "Horses today are being raced at the same 
age they have always been run," DeWitt clarified. "The industry has changed, and horses aren't usually being 
raced as often as they were two decades ago." 

Typically, horses previously would have 1 0 to 15 starts before major races, while today they'll only get a 
handful of outs before a high-stakes competition. "For that reason, I'd say they're not pushed as hard, but there 
are numerous factors that play a role," DeWitt noted. 

Research has shown that if done correctly, exercising and competing two-year-old horses is beneficial 
because the work strengthens their musculoskeletal system and may actually decrease their long-term risk of 
injury. A key is providing the right amount of speed work, repetitive work and recovery time for natural bone 
changes. 

DeWitt pointed out that a nine-year-old Thoroughbred gelding named Perfect Drift, owned by a Kansas City 
family, is still sound and continues to compete in major races, despite his age. "There are many factors to be 
considered in success of a winner," he recognized. 

Liberal drug usage has been blamed by some for the notable track tragedies, claiming trainers excessively 
medicate unsound horses in the quest to win. Specifically, it has been said that Kentucky has more lenient drug 
restrictions than other states, particularly Iowa and Kansas. 

"Every state is different, and usage of drugs is specific to individual owners and trainers," DeWitt explained. 
"Sometimes, a trainer will use a medication to the limits of legality, and in other instances strict attention is 
given to utilize only what is in best interest of the horse." 

Two medications used to treat race horses have received considerable media attention. "Phenylbutazone, 
commonly called Bute, is an anti-inflammatory pain killer frequently used for muscle, skeletal and orthopedic 
treatment. There are allowable levels at which it can be administered, and it is very detectable in testing. 

"Overdoses can cause diarrhea as well as ulcers and kidney disease, but a high percentage of trainers find 
Bute an asset, commonplace and unharmful in their training," DeWitt related. 

Not as common to lay horse exhibitors is the also controversial horse medication Furosemide, which the vet
erinarian defined as a diuretic often merchandized under the brand name of Lasix. 

"This medication is used to reduce bleeding in the lungs, which is a common problem in race horses and 
sharply reduces their performance," according to Dewitt. "Use of Lasix is allowed in horses diagnosed as being 
bleeders." 

Steroid use in horses has also been questioned. Its effects are similar to those on human athletes. Varia
tions of the drug and legality of its use are different in each state. It too is detectable by testing, and likelihood 
of usage depends on training and ownership. 

Admitting there is "lots of debate" about drug use in race horses, DeWitt forecasted, "There will be tighten
ing of medication usage and increased testing within the next year." 

Track surface has been blamed and is being investigated as a possible reason for injuries. "The Kentucky 
Derby has been run on the same track for many years, without any problems other than rain and mud condi
tions. Synthetic turf doesn't get muddy, but overall the incidence of accidents on artificial turf, compared to nat
ural surface, are insignificant," DeWitt said. 

Concerning the surface issue, Lee Smith, race track manager at Eureka Downs, noted that upkeep of the 
track is essential. "We have reworked the track this year with a new base applied. It will drain better and be 
more consistent under inclement conditions," he confirmed. 



A race horse owner and trainer since the 1960s, Smith found no one to blame on the publicized race track 
tragedies. "I lost one horse at a race in Colorado many years ago, and it was a freak accident. We did have 
two deaths at Eureka last year, but they were not caused by inhumane treatment, poor training or mishandling. 
Accidents with animals are bound to happen, but the incidence is very small," he confirmed. 

Strict health and testing regulations are followed at Eureka Downs. "We have two attending state veterinar
ians overseeing all racing, plus a local practicing veterinarian is here on race days as well as during the off
season. They are all very particular about their procedures," Smith acknowledged. 

On the steroid debate, Smith considers it inappropriate to use medication of this nature on such valuable 
animals. ''I've treated with Bute on a limited basis, and on certain horses Lasix seems to be beneficial, but there 
are always risks involved with drug usage," he verified. 

Closest to the controversial issues regarding the race horse injuries, Alex Birzer, a leading jockey at Prairie 
Meadows racehorse track in Altoona, Iowa, said, "The accident with Eight Belles was a shame, a real shame, 
but things like that happen. We don't want them to, but they do happen." 

Commenting on blame directed toward Eight Belles trainer Larry Jones, Birzer, a personal acquaintance, 
quickly and emphatically defended, "There is no way he would intentionally jeopardize a filly of that caliber. He 
would never have put her in the race if he'd had any indication there would be an injury." 

Emphasizing the importance of drug use in training race horses, Birzer recognized 
that Iowa has some of the most stringent limitations, while those in Kentucky are the most lenient. "I'm not 

condemning anybody, but different regulations vary trainers' methods sometimes," he admitted. 
Reasoning behind Big Brown's loss at the Belmont was not complicated for Birzer. "He was having an off

day. He just didn't fire. I've had horses like that. One might run the same 100 times, and the next day he won't. 
There's just nothing the trainer, jockey or anybody could have done at the Stake that time," Birzer contended. 

Other cause of injuries including genetic predisposition, training techniques, shoe types and pre-existing 
injuries are being investigated. With continued research and the knowledge gained from them, it is hoped that 
equine sports will become safer. 

Eight Belles placed second in the 2008 Ken
tucky Derby and then collapsed with two broken 
front ankles and had to be euthanized on the 
track. The tragedy, coupled with other recent race 
horse accidents, attracted media attention. How
ever, race officials emphasized that catastrophic 
horse injuries, though few in number, are risks of 
horse-related sports events 


