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Overview

This project summary outlines the work undertaken 
by the Thoroughbred Aftercare Welfare Working 
Group (TAWWG) while it conducted an independent 
review into the current welfare landscape in the 
Australian thoroughbred industry. 

The research conducted by the TAWWG over the 
past 18 months formed the basis of a report that 
was released in spring 2021. The report and its 
recommendations provide an important framework 
for the whole industry to use to improve welfare 
outcomes for thoroughbred horses in Australia, 
especially those exiting racing or breeding. 

The report and its recommendations are a vital step 
towards restoring racing and breeding’s public image, 
as a number of incidents in recent years have led to a 
downturn in support, threatening the prosperity and 
longevity of the industry.

Background

The size and scope of the Australian thoroughbred 
industry is vast. Australia has the second-largest 
thoroughbred foal crop in the world after the United 
States, with 12,625 foals born in 2020. 

Approximately one-third of thoroughbred foals 
go on to be sold at public auction as yearlings. In 
2020, $426,883,298 was traded on yearlings alone. 
Australian thoroughbreds are considered some of  
the best bred horses in the world and attract 
significant investment from both domestic and 
international buyers. 

There are 387 race clubs spread across the country 
and close to 2,500 race meetings conducted annually. 
While New South Wales and Victoria are recognised 
as the largest states, metropolitan racing takes place 
at least once a week in all state and territory capitals, 
with regular provincial and country meetings staged 
in every state and territory, as well as picnic race 
meetings in rural and remote areas. 

All animal industries are faced with animal welfare 
concerns, and the thoroughbred industry is no 
different. Equine welfare is viewed by many in racing 
and breeding as the biggest challenge facing the 
thoroughbred industry. 

In October 2019, a television investigation into horse 
welfare was aired. Although none of the horses shown 
had come directly from racing or breeding, the footage 
caused outrage among industry participants and the 
general public alike. This investigation highlighted the 
need for the industry to come together to deal with the 
challenge on a national level.  

The Thoroughbred Aftercare Welfare 
Working Group 

The challenges associated with welfare, rehoming, 
retraining and end-of-life for thoroughbreds 
are national issues that are of concern to all 
participants in the industry. At present, each state 
racing jurisdiction deals with these issues in very 
different ways, with no agreed approach or minimum 
standards across the thoroughbred industry. Many 
industry participants believe this lack of commonality 
undermines the ability to adopt best practice and 
leaves the industry vulnerable to criticism. 

In the face of this national challenge, industry 
identified the need for a national discussion and 
a national approach to solutions. As a result, the 
national bodies for thoroughbred breeders, trainers 
and jockeys, allied with other industry participants 
such as major race clubs, established an independent 
body, the Thoroughbred Aftercare Welfare Working 
Group (TAWWG), to address these issues. 

The TAWWG is made up of members with racing and 
breeding experience but who are not directly part of 
the industry. Their skills and experience were vital to 
the work and include policy development, veterinary 
knowledge, welfare standards, political knowledge 
and community engagement. The TAWWG includes 
Dr Denis Napthine, Dr Ken Jacobs, Jack Lake and Dr 
Bidda Jones. 

The TAWWG was established to focus on horses 
exiting the thoroughbred industry, whether as retired 
racehorses or unraced animals, through to end-of-
life management.

The work of the TAWWG

The key objective of the TAWWG and the research it 
carried out was to conduct a thorough assessment of 
welfare practices in the thoroughbred industry and 
make informed recommendations on how to improve 
them. This involved looking at world’s best practice, 
consulting with industry participants and drawing 
from learnings of other animal industries. 

In addition to a terms of reference, the TAWWG 
developed an issues paper to help the public and 
interested parties make submissions to the review. 
This issues paper broke down the challenge of welfare 
into different subject headings, associated facts and 
questions to stimulate discussion. This also ensured 
the submissions remained focused on areas that the 
TAWWG was considering. 

Research to inform the TAWWG and help with 
the development of recommendations was 
commissioned. This included research into 
thoroughbred numbers, welfare and rehoming 
programs, processing of horses, international 
thoroughbred welfare initiatives, other animal 
industry welfare activities, animal welfare legislation, 
and attitudes towards the thoroughbred industry. 

To read the Thoroughbred Aftercare Welfare Working Group’s report, 
The most important participant: A Framework for Thoroughbred 
Welfare, visit https://thoroughbredwelfareinitiative.org.au/
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Submissions and recommendations

The TAWWG received 184 individual submissions and 
engaged in more than 60 meetings with individuals 
and organisations to further inform its review. This 
resulted in extensive consultation with industry and 
concerned groups.

Following completion of its assessment, the TAWWG 
proposed a number of recommendations for 
industry to act on to improve thoroughbred horse 
welfare across the industry. These recommendations 
are a vital step towards restoring racing and 
breeding’s public image.

The recommendations include:

• The development of welfare standards specific 
to thoroughbreds

• Research into improved techniques for the early 
handling of horses to improve lifetime outcomes

• An assessment of how to increase demand for 
thoroughbreds in the recreational sectors

• The development of quality assurance schemes 
for thoroughbred industry sectors

• Research into what influences community 
perceptions about the thoroughbred industry 

Some of these may be priorities for the AgriFutures 
Thoroughbred Horses Program, while others are for 
other groups in the industry to take the lead on.

“The implications of the TAWWG 
report are significant and touch 
many areas of the thoroughbred 
industry and beyond … it is 
hoped that, if adopted, the 
recommendations will lead to 
better welfare outcomes for all 
thoroughbred horses in Australia.”

What the report means for industry

The implications of the TAWWG report are significant 
and touch many areas of the thoroughbred industry 
and beyond. As the project was commissioned 
by industry participants, rather than regulators, 
the implementation of the recommendations is 
not guaranteed. For the recommendations to be 
successfully adopted, the TAWWG will have to clearly 
articulate and explain the changes it has proposed, 
and those who have the ability to act on them will 
need to see the benefits of carrying out the work.

The recommendations of the TAWWG are targeted 
at governments, racing administrators, industry 
participants and welfare groups. Taken together, 
the findings and suggestions in the report aim to 
create a framework for the appropriate care of 
thoroughbred horses from birth through to death, 
even if they have left the industry. 

It is hoped that, if adopted, the TAWWG’s 
recommendations will lead to better welfare 
outcomes for all thoroughbred horses in Australia.
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