
 

 

Via Email  

        

April 27, 2016 

 

Glenn Petty, Executive Vice President, AHA 

Email: glenn.petty@arabianhorses.org  

Stan Morey, Judges & Stewards Commissioner, AHA 

Email: stan.morey@arabianhorses.org  

 

 

RE:   Hearing Committee Decision  

 

Dear Glenn & Stan, 

 

On April 5, 2016, the Federation’s Hearing Committee held a hearing regarding a Protest filed in connection 

with the October 23-31, 2015, U.S. Arabian & Half-Arabian National Championship Horse Show.  The Protest 

alleged that abusive correction techniques, including shanking and the threatening use of a whip, were being 

utilized by certain handlers in the Arabian Halter Division classes, and sought penalties for those handlers 

pursuant to AR115, GR839.4 and GR702.  The presentation of the case, however, made it apparent that the true 

motivation behind the Protest was a much broader attempt by the Proponent to globally challenge what it 

perceived to be a culture of indifference within the Arabian Halter community regarding such correction 

techniques.  Rather than centering its ruling on the claims against the specific handlers, the Hearing Committee 

Panel chose to address on a global level the propriety of the correction techniques at issue.  

 

After a full hearing, the Hearing Committee Panel concluded that the current Arabian Halter practices of 

shanking and the threatening use of a whip (or potentially other objects) as a visual cue while preparing or 

presenting a horse in Arabian Halter classes or competitions did not comport with Federation rules except in 

specific allowable instances.  Because this ruling will have a global impact on Arabian Halter classes and 

competitions, the parameters of the ruling are explained below so it can be properly disseminated throughout the 

Arabian community and implemented promptly. 

 

The Panel’s analysis started with the provisions in GR702.1.d that define a violation as “any act prejudicial to 

the best interests of the Federation” including “[a]cting or inciting or permitting any other to act in a manner 

contrary to the rules of the Federation, or in a manner deemed improper, unethical, dishonest, unsportsmanlike 

or intemperate, or prejudicial to the best interests of the sport and the Federation.”  This rule highlights the 

perceptual issues with the practices that were challenged in this Protest.  The proof showed that the success of a 

handler is determined by his or her ability to properly manage the delicate and intimate relationship between 

horse and handler.  To be successful, the belief was that handlers could not let their horses assert dominance or 

self-willed behavior; instead, the horses needed to be under the handler’s total control.  Through the training 

process, the proof was that accomplished handlers know their horses’ personalities and tendencies at a level that 

other observers could not match.  For example, an accomplished handler may be able to intuit from subtle 

movements or even the look in the horse’s eye whether the horse was under control or was about to act out.  

However, the average spectator in the stands could not.  Thus, when a handler reacts to subtle cues from the 

horse with shanking, lunging toward the horse, or raising the whip in front of the horse, the viewer is often left 

with no idea why such actions would be necessary.  The perception, then, is that the handler is punishing the 

horse for no apparent reason, and the natural conclusion is that the handler is trying to intimidate the horse when 

he or she raises the whip in striking position, or shanks the horse strongly.  This perception is heightened by the 

immediate and dramatic reaction of the horses to these techniques. 
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Nor are these perceptual problems reserved for naïve observers who have no history or knowledge about the 

equine sport.  Indeed, Hearing Committee Panel members who do not ordinarily practice within the Arabian 

breed but are highly-respected horse owners and competitors in other breeds and disciplines shared this same 

visceral reaction to the training techniques at issue.  While the Panel members who worked in the Arabian 

discipline had different reactions, all of the Panel members agreed that the perceptual issues were significant and 

required change.  

 

The Panel next considered AR116.6.a.3, which allows a handler to prepare a horse for presentation to the judges 

while it is “on deck.”  In that context, AR116.6.a.3 states that the “only shanking allowed shall be limited to an 

unruly horse in order to regain control.”  It appeared that the prevailing interpretation of this rule has been very 

broad, such that even a subtly disobedient horse would qualify as “an unruly horse” for which the handler needs 

to “regain control.”  Reading the rule that broadly, however, essentially amounts to free rein for a handler to 

shank a horse in almost any circumstance.  Such a reading would swallow the rule and turn what is clearly 

meant as a limiting provision into broad permission to shank a horse at the handler’s discretion. 

 

The Panel ruled that the proper interpretation of AR116.6.a.3 is that shanking is only allowed in emergency 

circumstances when a horse has truly become unruly and the handler needs to take drastic action to regain 

control.  A good example would be where a horse is standing in line for ribbons and suddenly kicks out, sending 

an attendant sprawling.  Under those circumstances, the horse is acting in a dangerous and unruly manner and 

quickly shanking the horse is required to regain control of the horse for the safety of those in the ring as well as 

the horse.  That is what AR116.6.a.3 contemplates. 

 

By contrast, AR116.6.a.3 does not contemplate the use of shanking to correct subtle disobedience that may 

impact the performance of the horse but does not amount to the horse being significantly out of control.  In other 

words, an action by a horse to subtly break the total control required by the handler does not make that horse 

“unruly” and needing to “regain control” as contemplated by AR116.6.a.3.  Accordingly, from the date of the 

ruling forward, the proper interpretation of AR116.6.a.3 is that it allows shanking in Arabian Halter classes or 

competitions only in emergency situations where a horse becomes dangerously unruly and immediate shanking 

is required in order to regain control of the horse and prevent imminent harm to the horse or others. 

 

The Panel also considered AR115.1, which reflects the distinction between an unruly horse that is physically out 

of control and a handler trying to assert his or her total control over a horse that is subtly disobeying.  That 

section of the rule addresses the proper use of whips, and requires judges to penalize or excuse entries where the 

horse “appears to be intimidated by its handler” such that it demonstrates aversive behavior such as “crouching, 

cowering, quivering, withdrawing and buckling their knees.”  AR115.1.  Even if it is correct to say there is a 

significant difference between a horse that is truly intimidated and a horse that is corrected to come back within 

the total control of the handler, that is a distinction that makes no difference to the average spectator in the 

arena.  Because of the handler’s superior knowledge of the horse, and the often very subtle nature of the 

disobedience (or the handler’s suspicion that disobedience is soon to follow), it naturally is difficult to discern 

why certain of these corrective actions were taken in the first place.  Particularly when the whip is used in the 

threatening striking position, the average spectator is left with the impression that the handler is intimidating the 

horse arbitrarily, and the galvanized reactions of the horse naturally lead to the conclusion that the horse fears 

the whip for good reason. 

 

Based on the clear meaning of AR115.1 and AR116.6.a.3, the Hearing Committee Panel concluded that, with 

the exception of emergency circumstances where the horse is physically out of control and creating imminent 

danger to itself or others, from the date of the ruling forward, the use of shanking or the threatening use of a 



 

 

whip (or potentially other objects) as a visual cue while preparing or presenting a horse in Arabian Halter classes 

or competitions must be recognized as intimidating behavior that is disallowed under AR115.
1
  

 

Finally, the Hearing Committee Panel noted that GR839, the general rule addressing “Cruelty to and Abuse of a 

Horse,” does not specifically list intimidation or shanking techniques.  However, GR839.4 makes it clear that 

the acts that may be considered cruel and abusive are not limited to the specific acts enumerated in subsections a 

through n.  Even then, subsection l forbids “[i]nhumane treatment of a horse in a stall, runway, schooling area, 

competition ring or elsewhere on the competition grounds, by any person.”  In addition, GR839.5 allows for 

punishment for acts against a horse “which are deemed excessive by a judge, Federation steward, technical 

delegate or competition veterinarian, in the competition ring or anywhere on the competition grounds….”   The 

Hearing Committee Panel found that the more specific Arabian rules are consistent with the general prohibitions 

in GR839.
2
  

 

The Hearing Committee Panel noted its understanding that it may not always be easy to discern when a horse is 

unruly enough to justify one of these correction techniques.  The Hearing Committee Panel also understands that 

a wide range of actions could fall under the common usage of the word “shanking.”  To provide proper 

guidance, the Hearing Committee Panel stated that its references to “shanking” refer to situations such as where 

a handler jerks hard on the lead, yanking the horse’s head and causing the neck to twist or torque in another 

direction and the horse to abruptly shift its body posture to compensate.  The Panel is not referring to the use of 

appropriate lead contact, including short “bumps” on the lead, for correctional purposes. 

 

Likewise, the Panel is not banning the carrying of a whip, but is only addressing situations where the whip is 

used in a threatening manner, such as lunging toward the horse with the whip raised, holding the whip before the 

horse in striking position, or cracking the whip around the horse. 

 

The Panel’s expectation is that the foregoing information about its ruling will give sufficient guidance to judges, 

stewards or competition veterinarians to report excessive actions against a horse in Arabian Halter classes or 

competitions, and for the show committee to mete out appropriate official warnings, eliminations or other 

sanctions.  See AR105.4; AR105.5 and 6.  This should also be sufficient guidance for judges to take the 

appropriate actions prescribed by AR115.1 and AR116.6.a.3 when confronted with instances of actions that do 

not fit within the rules.   

 

To that end, the Hearing Committee requested that this ruling summary be sent to you so you can give wide 

notice of the Hearing Committee’s holdings to those who train, handle, own, officiate or compete in the Arabian 

Halter classes or competitions, and so you can take steps necessary to quickly transition away from use of these 

improper techniques including any particularized instruction or direction on how to comply with this ruling.    

 

                                                 
1
 As an aside, the correction techniques addressed in this ruling most often come into play during the portion of 

the Competition where the Arabian Halter horse is required to perform a “hard stand up,” which is a highly-

prized but potentially stressful and intimidating for a horse.  To the extent that striving toward the best “hard 

stand up” drives the correction techniques proscribed herein, it is suggested that the Arabian Halter community 

reevaluate the utility of that portion of the Competition.  This is particularly true given the remaining risk that 

certain handlers may turn to other abusive techniques that do not involve shanking or the threatening use of a 

whip in order to achieve the best “hard stand up.”    

2
 At the same time, the Hearing Committee Panel found that the Proponent failed to support with reliable expert 

testimony its scientific claims with regard to principles of “ethical equitation” and the potential application of 

those principles here.  



 

 

In sum, from the date of the ruling forward, AR116.6.a.3 will allow shanking in Arabian Halter classes or 

competitions only in emergency situations where a horse becomes dangerously unruly and immediate shanking 

is required in order to regain control of the horse and prevent imminent harm to the horse or others.  In 

conjunction with AR115.1, with the exception of emergency circumstances where the horse is physically out of 

control and creating imminent danger to itself or others, from the date of the ruling forward, the threatening use 

of a whip (or potentially other objects) as a visual cue while preparing or presenting a horse in Arabian Halter 

classes or competitions must be recognized as intimidating behavior that is disallowed under AR115 and the 

general provisions in GR839. 

 

Consistent with the ruling, the Hearing Committee Panel expects that judges, stewards, competition 

veterinarians and/or show committees shall uphold these interpretations of the rules in Arabian Halter classes or 

competitions by issuing the penalties outlined in the Federation General Rules and those specific to the Arabian 

breed.   

 

If you have any questions or concerns, please feel free to contact me. 

 

Sincerely, 

 
Emily Pratt 

Secretary to the Hearing Committee 

 

 

cc: William J. Moroney, USEF CEO 

 Sonja S. Keating, USEF General Counsel 

 Lori Nelson, Senior Director, National Affiliate, Competition & Alliance Partner Relationships 


