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Introduction

I am from a family farm in Cornwall, farming with my husband John, Paul his brother and wife Carol. Following the McSharry reforms it was evident that farming was due for major change; wanting a serious diversification opportunity, I embarked on a Masters degree at Seale-Hayne. After exploring several avenues, in 2000, thoughts turned towards green waste composting using a redundant silage clamp, and work got underway to establish the business. Following five years development, we also run the Green Waste Company alongside the mixed enterprise farm.

The importance of farm diversification in recent years has been highlighted by a number of reports and statistics that clearly demonstrate a heavy and increasing reliance on diversified farming income to sustain the family farming unit and rural economy.

Britain(s lost rural industry

Over the past four decades, Britain has fallen from global leadership in the sport horse industry into mediocrity. Although the thoroughbred/racehorse industry remains a powerful world force, sport horses have sadly fallen in the wake of other countries( progress, who now reap the rewards of a robust industry. During this period a great equestrian evolution has occurred replacing working horses with a lighter type of leisure/sports animal.

Despite the fact that in the UK there are approximately 2.4 million riders, equivalent to 4.5% of the population aged 5 and over, over 11 million with a general interest in horses and approaching 1 million horses, fragmentation within the equine industry, poor structure, and lack of strategy have stopped progress, leaving the agricultural industry unable to engage. 

The study

I used the study to explore the evolving sport horse industry, particularly data, breeding and marketing, seeking opportunities for the agricultural sector to provide an input.

Background

Historically horses have been used by the military and agriculture and their decline arose from the mechanisation of both activities. As part of the evolution in Britain, the Hunter(s Improvement Society (HIS, a non-government organisation) promoted the use of thoroughbred stallions from racing to cover heavier type working mares, improving the quality of the stock to produce a riding/competition horse.

In Germany, France, and Sweden governments continued to support industry development through national studs, an idea embraced by the rural community and the concept of breeding horses for the growing competition market through breeding programmes, sales expertise and economic structure ensured a competitive and prosperous equine industry. Meanwhile, Britain(s well-established race horse industry maintained worthy support, but the emerging sport horse industry floundered, as it was seen as a luxury leisure pursuit, rather than an opportunity. This complacency may in part be attributed to the great success of British agriculture. 

What is the British horse industry and why it is important
The UK horse industry is worth an estimated (3.4 billon in comparison with a total agricultural industry value of (16 billion. Not only does this sector make a significant contribution to the rural economy in terms of value, but the sector is growing and increasing in value.

Expenditure on horses filters through the rural community as each year private and professional people spend an estimated (1200 million on direct expenses, such as (25 million on oats and other (straights(, (110 million on hay/haylage and (95 million on bedding. In terms of capital expenditure, (115 million is attributed to fencing, stabling and yard construction and repairs. Surely this growing demand presents opportunities for farmers.

Considering the study topic from an internal perspective is central to the Nuffield ethos. Horses have played an integral part of the leisure benefit of rural life. I have competed for over thirty years in various disciplines of equestrianism. While when children Carolyn and James arrived, riding took a lower priority, so breeding a foal that was subsequently sold for eventing to the USA, became long listed for the Olympics and competed at Burghley and Lexington further fuelled my enthusiasm. With the children taking up riding, contemplating the industry from a grass roots perspective, I began to see some of the many ways it could be promoted, through advocating the wider benefits enjoyed by those drawn into the sport. From my agricultural involvement I know deep seated changes have occurred over this period and therein lies an opportunity in the new demands of the consumer. 

Current UK activity

Before leaving the UK it was important to see some particular working examples. 

As one of a number of delegates at the DEFRA consultation meeting on strategy, it was evident to me that the UK horse industry speaks with many different voices. 

Attending young stock evaluation days organised by the Supporters of British Breeding at venues throughout the country highlighted a few points. Although the competitions have press coverage and sponsorship, it has failed to add status to successful competitors. The evaluation itself is excellent, but because it lacked prestige, small numbers of animals come forward. 

Since the introduction of horse passports in the UK about 500,000 documents have been issued, despite this now being a legal requirement carrying a massive penalty of up to (5000, it is estimated there are still some 400-500,000 animals without documents. The system is operated through 88 passport issuing offices!

Visiting the Equine Fertility Unit, Newmarket, I took great pleasure in meeting Dr Twink Allen, a leading equine vet . He explained the difficulties of practising animal research in the country that boasts the most closely controlled animal research in the world, which creates numerous headaches in making technical progress. The UK sports horse industry has been slow to embrace technology in comparison with other European nations, where the majority of leading sport horses are now bred. For example, this year the worlds( first cloned horses have been born. Although UK research has produced the technology, denial of a Home Office licence meant the first two equine clones have been born outside the UK. 

Sport horse breeding has been compared with the 1920s dairy cow industry. Cogent(s application of technologies such as embryo transfer and sexed semen have made genetic improvements to the cattle industry that could be applied to the sport horse industry. However, this is dependent on the political will and the robust state of the horse industry to commercially support such a unit.

Foreign travel
Comparisons with other European countries began at the World Breeding Championships, Zangersheild stud, Belgium and was the most amazing event for someone from the UK for many reasons. By drawing together many nations, the quality of the horses and standard of jumping proved highly competitive, without doubt world class. Next the enormous prestige, passion and real sense of occasion the whole event created; it was a complete masterpiece in showmanship. 

I travelled north into Holland to the Nijhof stud which from just seven years ago, when the owners, used to hire out their sires for the season, has become a truly global business. Frozen semen is exported worldwide and it is big business. Animal identification is by microchip which is important for the prestigious Nijhof name which commands a premium in offspring sales because of their reliable top class performance.

Next the world renowned VDL stud which, established in 1972 from farming roots, through owning top competition stallion Nimmedor, has built up leading bloodlines. The stud has achieved multiple success at Olympic level, offers the best genetics through AI. Horses have to perform in both jumping and breeding to be successful. One without the other has no worth.

KPWN studbook is the world(s leading studbook as far as supplying dressage and show jumping horses is concerned. The importance of registering warm bloods bred in the Netherlands recognised that accurate recording and registration of the lineage of both sire and dam is essential for the development of a functional studbook. Dutch breeders can choose from more than 200 sires that have survived the strictest selection system in the world. The success of this system is evident in results of world class competition and the fact that KWPN horses are in great demand worldwide.

In Germany, a visit to Federation National (FN) displayed the ultimate in organized equestrian activity. It is supported by an enthusiastic population that has great equestrian pride. This support helps justify government spend and is backed by impressive statistics.

*
According to scientific survey, every three horses creates one job, therefore some 300,000 jobs are provided by sport, breeding, and hobby horses in Germany.

*
The horse population in Germany, which is about 1 million is the same as that in the UK.

*
Horse owners spending a whopping (2.6 billion on recurring costs. 

Interestingly, breed societies held 23 horse auctions in 2003, selling 951 horses for an average price of (19,000. When it is considered the top private auctions are not included in this figure, many UK breeders would love to secure such prices for their stock. The total earnings from auctions were (18 million. Last year 1,546 horses and ponies were sold for (12.6 million. That means a total turnover for breed society auctions of (30.6 million.(FN statistics). 

Denmark, without a national stud, has risen as a serious equestrian nation through sound development of strategy, importing top genetics, mainly from Holland and Germany and the high profile personal interest of leading national figures. A visit to the Danish Agricultural Advisory Service clearly defined the centralised system of horse registration.

Sweden boasts a national stud protecting and enhancing world class breeding lines. It runs in conjunction with equestrian training and is home to world class competitors, sponsored to compete stud horses and links to scientific development at Uppsala University in northern Sweden. Once again the office registering horses was centralised.

With the close proximity of these neighbouring countries, a strong element of competition comes into play. Sky Sports have good coverage of equestrian events, which in turn introduces money through sponsorship and improves standards.

My next trip took me to Dubai, where the New York-like skyline emerges from the desert like a mirage. The exceptional equestrian calendar is packed with more than its fair share of world class competitions; the World Endurance Championships, the start of the World Cup Festival racing calendar, culminating in the Dubai World Cup, as well as top class winter show jumping and polo events.

The culture is deeply embedded with horses, but it is more recently through oil riches the passion of world class modern equestrianism has been realized. Virtually the whole horse population is imported due to lack of pasture on which to raise young stock and all animals enter quarantine with full identification. All feedstock is imported, yet with ample funds, this country has some of the world(s top horses. Whilst fundamentally well financed participants are favoured in equestrian activities, Dubai equestrianism appears to form part of a larger plan, attracting high value tourism together with top class hotels, golfing, polo, racing and motor sports.

Conclusions

The UK equine industry lags behind that of other nations for reasons including:

*
Fragmentation and in-fighting has caused industry stagnation.

*
Insufficient political will to create an environment for a thriving horse industry.

*
Adequate data is not readily available on the national herd despite compulsory horse passports.

*
Limited opportunities exist for the agricultural industry until these areas are addressed. 

Recommendations
*
Identification of the whole national herd at one central location.

*
Liberalisation of scientific research; allowing the UK to be at the forefront of technology.

*
Establish a national centre of excellence as a legacy of London 2012.

*
A strategy is needed to develop the future of the industry, pulling together all sectors.

*
Capitalise on the many advantages that exist in the UK.

*
Promote the wider benefits enjoyed by those who participate in equestrian activities.

*
Compulsory evaluation of young stock to raise the value of well bred young horses.

*
Establish a Chartered Institute recognising professional standards within equestrianism.

*
Engaging with the agricultural industry should be a cornerstone to achieving these goals.
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