Green Pastures for South Carolina Horse Industry
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Jul. 10--Take away lCarolina Cup steeplechase each spring and the days leading to the Triple Crown races, and the horse world cruises along mostly unnoticed and unappreciated in South Carolina. 

But the horsing industry is a booming economic engine, and the thoroughbreds that create excitement on the race track provide only a small percentage of that engine's power. 

Horses deliver an estimated $330 million annually in direct spending and $1.2 billion or more in overall fiscal impact in South Carolina. And industry officials say there is potential for growth. 

Precise figures will be available later this year, after completion of the state's first horse census since 1979, but Mary Ellen Tobias knows the horse influence far exceeds most expectations. 

"This industry is so huge, and people just don't realize it," says Tobias, the South Carolina Department of Agriculture's equine marketing specialist. 

National statistics show that owners spend an average of $3,300 annually on each horse for the basics -- feed, farrier and veterinarian services. 

"That has nothing to do with the (cost of) the horse, the fence, the tack and everything else," she says. 

Her department estimates the state has at least 100,000 horses. 

"That's a conservative figure," she says. 

Do the math, and the financial impact resembles a Power-Ball jackpot. 

The census, which is being conducted by the National Agriculture Statistics Service, will provide exact data. 

"The results will affect state, local and national governments," she says. "Everything from keeping green space for trails, creating 4-H programs and building arenas will be involved. If we get the figures we expect, (government officials) will no longer be able to say this is not a big deal."

Cot Campbell's Dogwood Stable and Bob McNair's Stonerside Stable, both with operations in Aiken, grab periodic attention with race performances. The Carolina Cup card draws thousands to Camden, and numerous thoroughbred training centers dot the landscape. 

"People don't understand what else is out there," says Larry Westfall, who operated Westfall Arena in Camden for a decade and staged horse-related events 40 or more weekends a year. 
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Smaller shows are everywhere in the state, says Larry Hudson, a retired Clemson Extension horse specialist who remains involved in the industry. 

"Look around and see what goes on in your neighborhood on a daily basis," he says. "There are some circuits that do 20-25 shows a year at various places, and no one knows about them. But they are very important to the people involved. 

"There are so many so-called little guys who make their living in the horse industry. Just as an example, there are a lot of teachers who give riding lessons."

Westfall ticks off a range of competitions that includes everything from dressage to barrel races and hunter-jumpers to cutting horses and rodeos. 

"There is something for every interest," he says, noting the state survey lists 20 equine categories. "Quarter horses are the biggest, but every breed has events. Everybody knows about the (Carolina Cup), but nobody understands (the number of) the weekly shows."

Enthusiasts travel, and people and horses ride in style. "Some of those rigs are amazing," Tobias says. "At some big shows, you might have 15, 20 semis sitting there. Fuel, lodging,food. ... that's just one facet of the impact."

Others, Westfall notes, are tack and clothing. 

"Some of those saddles can run anywhere from $3,000 to $10,000," he says. "The hats, a good, regular one, can go for $300, $400. Boots, vest -- you dress up to look your best -- and then you have the cost of the horse."

Pretty soon, he says, "you're talking about some serious money."

Bob Graham, director of the South Carolina agriculture statistics office, oversees the horse census and notes that the NASS provides creditability. Beth Reeh, one of the agency's agricultural statisticians, says the survey is going well. 

"We mailed two requests, and now we're following up with phone calls to those who have not responded," she says. 

The questionnaire seeks information on numbers of horses, their uses -- ranging from pleasure to breeding to shows to farm work -- and cost of expenses. 

"A lot is involved," says Charlie Herrick, owner of Banks Mill Feed in Aiken. "You buy him, feed him, fix him when he's broke; the trickle-down in terms of dollars can be enormous."

Horses touch every corner of the state. The Aiken and Camden areas long have been hotbeds, and now the horse influence can be found almost anywhere. 

"Blythewood is rampant with horse farms," says Tobias, who owns quarter horses. One drawback to recognition in this state is the lack of larger facilities. 

"We have the state arena at Clemson, and there are big, private ones in North Augusta, Pelzer and Camden," Tobias says. "North Carolina has five(state-owned facilities), and Georgia has seven."

Hudson estimates the Garrison arena at Clemson stages 65-70 shows annually and says the facility pays for its construction cost on an annual basis. 

Still, the industry struggles for attention and appreciation. The census, he says, should help elevate the profile. 

No encouragement Thoroughbred owners say horse dollars flow out of South Carolina because the state lacks incentives to increase revenue. 

"The enthusiasm and interest among people in the horse industry is here," Hall of Fame trainer D. Wayne Lukas said during a January visit to Camden. 

"Cot's operation, John Fort's ... but it's going to be a struggle for South Carolina's horse industry to be what it could be without parimutuel (wagering)."

Thoroughbred interests recognize that parimutuels will not come to South Carolina anytime soon, but that does not ease the pain of spending elsewhere to race. 

"We went to Keeneland (in Lexington, Ky.) with 10 horses for four weeks this spring and spent almost $20,000," says Bobby McCutchen, who operates McCutchen Training Center near Kingstree. "That kind of money could be coming here. (The state) is losing out on sales tax on horse sales, for example, and we're missing all sorts of job opportunities."

Othniel Wienges, who has been the state's leading breeder 14 times, says his best stallion stands at stud in West Virginia to capitalize on that state's incentive program. 

"South Carolina does not do anything to encourage the horse industry," he says. Adds Hudson: "(The South Carolina horse industry) is more widely recognized nationally than at home."

Perhaps that will change with the census results, Tobias says. 

"We know the (horse industry) is huge, and the statistics will prove our point," she says. "I have been waiting 17 years for this, and we will be able to rant and rave about the possibilities. 

