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Of all the costs of owning a
Thoroughbred, the single largest is typ-
ically the “day rate” paid to trainers.
While most owners have a general
sense of the types of expenses that
comprise a trainer’s day rate, we have
little understanding of the magnitude
of those expenses.

In order to provide owners a better
understanding of just how trainers
arrive at their day rates, Owners’ Circle
conducted a survey of trainers stabled
at Santa Anita and Hollywood Park.
The survey focused on actual per diem
costs and compared them against the
costs of training a horse in 1989, using
similar data collected in a California
Thoroughbred Breeders’ Association
(“CTBA”) survey at that time. As a
final step, we estimated how costs have
changed relative to inflation.

As with any survey, it’s prudent to
begin with a few cautionary words of
disclaimer. First, the sample of trainers
surveyed was relatively small – 20
trainers – but it represented about 10%

of the total number of trainers stabled
at these locations; so in terms of sam-
ple size, it’s not insignificant. Second,
the data is derived from information
voluntarily submitted by trainers,
which has not been audited, as to do so
would have been beyond the scope of
this undertaking.

It is also important to note that, in
addition to the survey, Owners’ Circle
conducted more than 30 hours of
interviews and observations of trainers
at work. We felt this additional compo-
nent was important, as it can be diffi-
cult, if not misleading, to undertake a
comprehensive analysis based on
numerical data alone.

A Closer Look
Typically, the day rate includes all of

the expenses normally associated with
running a barn, from horse care to
business and office expenses. For the 20
trainers we surveyed, the day rate aver-
aged $81.33, and ranged from $75.00 to

$100.00 a day for horses in training at
the racetrack.

What are the specific costs included
within the day rate? First, there is a
component for direct horse-related
expenses including labor costs for
grooms, hot-walkers, exercise riders,
foremen, and assistant trainers, as well
as the cost of feed and bedding, basic
medication, supplies, and tack. Second,
as with any small business, trainers
have indirect business expenses,
including basic office operations,
bookkeeping and legal fees, telephone,
office supplies, and postage. Such
expenses also include the cost of enter-
tainment, travel not passed on directly
to the owner, grandstand boxes and
turf club memberships, subscriptions,
licenses, etc.

Labor Costs
Notwithstanding the varied nature of

these expenses, not surprisingly the
single largest component of day rate is
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labor cost. Specifically, labor costs
include salaries, payroll taxes, and
workers’ compensation, and constitute
approximately 61 percent of the per
horse/per diem cost we call “day rate.”
Such costs vary tremendously from
barn to barn, ranging from $35.68 to
$63.52, with an average of $50.50 per
horse/per day.

While basic wages do not differ sig-
nificantly, the number and use of staff
does. Thus, the broad variation in
labor costs is the result of trainers’
trimming payroll expenses by reduc-
ing staff; i.e., the use of hot-walking
machines in place of hot walkers, etc.
Additionally, the smaller the stable, the
less need for mid-level personnel like
foremen or assistant trainers, and the
greater the likelihood that freelance
exercise riders are employed instead of
salaried help.
When asked what component of costs

trainers have had the most difficulty
controlling, most claim that they are
“paying more money, for less work
than ever before.” Specifically, and for

a variety of reasons, trainers believe
they have a shallower pool of workers
to choose from, with more unskilled
workers who do not devote the same
time and effort to caring for their
horses as staff did in the past.
Consequently, it is increasingly more
important for owners to consider not
only a trainer’s day rate, but also the
quality of a trainer’s staff, rate of
turnover, and his/her skill in managing
employees, as the inability to do so will
likely cause either greater day rates
and/or diminished care. Remember,
care for the animal begins with those
who handle them most on a daily
basis.

Feed 
The second largest single expense

included in a trainer’s day rate is the
cost of feed – including vitamins and
bedding. Based on the survey results,
such costs comprise approximately 21
percent of the day rate, for an average
of $17.36 per horse/per day.

While most trainers’ feed regimens

are comparable to their competitors,
the amount and types of feed can dif-
fer considerably, as can its quality.
According to the information provid-
ed, we found the cost of feed varied
from a low of $13.00 a day per horse,
to as high as $24.40 a day per horse.

Nonetheless, given the range of feed
costs, understanding roughly what
percentage of your trainer’s day rate
relates to the cost of feed can provide
one valuable indication of the quality
of care provided your horse. But,
remember, it is only one indication,
and it can be deceiving, as higher feed
costs can both represent better quality
of feed or increased cost due to factors
such as bad credit, “slow pay,” or oper-
ational inefficiencies. For example,
according to one feed supplier in
Southern California, trainers who pay
on time receive a 10 to 15 percent dis-
count. However, while most trainers
make every effort to pay their bills on
time, many complain they are unable
to do so because so many owners are
themselves “slow payers.” In fact, this
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complaint was the most common
among trainers responding to the sur-
vey or who were interviewed, with
many noting that it is especially true
when an owner’s horses are not win-
ning.

How does one determine which of
these scenarios is represented by a
trainer’s feed costs?  Ask the trainer,
and do a little checking on your own;
after all, there is no substitute for
undertaking a bit of due diligence
yourself.

General Business
Expenses

In this context, “general business
expenses” include professional services
such as accounting/tax preparation,
legal, insurance, and office costs such
as telephone, mail, supplies, dues and
subscriptions. Indirect general busi-
ness expenses include entertainment,
grandstand boxes, automobile expens-
es, and Del Mar rental costs.

In follow-up interviews with some of
the respondents, they were quick to
point out that not all of the daily costs
of running a training stable were
examined by the survey, but rather
only those that could be readily com-
pared from one operation to another.
Admittedly, while useful, the survey
was not conceived as a forensic audit.
Rather, it should be seen as one tool
for owners to use in evaluating the
overall “value” of the training services
for which they pay.

The same is true for race day costs; a
review of all such costs was not within
the scope of this survey/article.
Nonetheless, TOC encourages every
owner to be cognizant of, and well
informed about, factors that impact
such costs. For example, owners
should be aware that the cost of the
pony to post averages $25.
Additionally, when a horse stabled at
one track is entered to run at another,
owners must discern from their train-
ers what additional costs, if any, the
trainer expects the owner to incur.
This can be a sensitive subject, particu-
larly when a trainer opts to stable at
one facility versus another as a matter
of personal choice or convenience.
However, it is important – and fair –
for owners, and trainers, to consider

what costs are reasonable to pass on
and which should be absorbed as part
of a business choice of stabling in one
location year round.

Variable Costs
For owners, day rates are largely the

equivalent of one’s fixed costs; they
typically remain unchanged from
month to month. While not a compo-
nent of day rate, recurring expenses –
variable costs – such as veterinary bills,
shoeing, transportation, dental, etc.,
likewise increase the cost of owning a
Thoroughbred. When coupled with
direct racing-related expenses includ-
ing: nomination and starters fees;

bonuses and stakes paid to the trainer,
jockey, and groom; jockey workers’
compensation premiums; and, the cost
of silks and licenses, the total cost is
not inconsequential. In fact, it is – and
should be – of great consequence to
the industry.

Finding creative ways to control
and/or reduce variable monthly costs
should be a priority for all of us. In
TOC’s opinion, that process begins by
identifying and quantifying these
costs, as well as what they “average.” By
comparing those averages against an
owner’s actual variable costs, one
should begin to develop a sense about
what aspect of one’s Thoroughbred
operation requires closer scrutiny. For
example, the survey revealed the fol-
lowing estimated variable costs per
horse/per month: minimum veteri-

nary care: $337.50 average, $100 to
$600 range; shoeing/farrier: $132.64
average, $100 to $165 range; dental
care: $13.73 average, $5 to $25 range.

Ask yourself how these figures com-
pare with yours.

Comparing Today’s 
Costs to those of 1989

Trainers’ costs today are certainly
higher than 16 years ago in nominal
terms, but how have they done in real
terms after considering inflation?  One
might be surprised to discover trainers’
costs, based on our survey results, are
relatively on pace with overall inflation
over that time period (see chart on
page 11).

A 1989 survey conducted by the
CTBA revealed an average Day Rate of
$54.00 compared to $81.33 in our
recent survey, which represents an
average annual increase of 2.6% over
the 16 years. Correspondingly, the
underlying Training Costs averaged
$51.13 in 1989 versus $83.06 in 2005,
for an average annual increase of 3.1%.
As compared to the Consumer   Price
Index inflation of 3.0% over the same
time period, costs in real terms today
are not much different than they were
in 1989. When looking at the owners’
revenue stream, average daily purses in
Southern California have increased
2.4% per year on average, from
$324,824 in 1990 to $454,031 in 2004.
This should suggest to owners the
importance of monitoring and
attempting to keep costs in line with
revenues.

It is important to note the nature of
certain economic indices, such as the
Consumer Price Index (“CPI”), when
used as a benchmark for comparative
purposes. The CPI is an aggregate
metric used to indicate general infla-
tion trends. Industry-specific inflation
may vary from the CPI and differ
across industries. Nevertheless, the
CPI is still a valuable tool to, at mini-
mum, provide directional comparison
and analysis.

Conclusion
Lastly, remember that in trying to

assess what is a fair day rate, or
whether variable costs are reasonable,

CHRB to Verify Vet Bills
According to California Horse

Racing Board (“CHRB”) Executive
Director, Ingrid Fermin, the CHRB
has instituted a new service for own-
ers. Owners who have concerns about
veterinary bills for horses that have
been entered in races may now sub-
mit those bills to the CHRB for verifi-
cation of medical treatment.
In addition, in the event of a serious

positive finding (Class 1, 2 or 3) in a
sample submitted by a horse in com-
petition, owners will be asked to sub-
mit their veterinary bills for the weeks
prior to the race, so that the CHRB
can conduct a comparison of the var-
ious records.
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there are differing perspectives, and
thus different answers. Generally
speaking, owners can often feel that the
cost of owning a Thoroughbred is an
ever-increasing commitment, unaffect-
ed by the actual cost incurred. In par-
ticular, consider that despite the signif-
icant reductions in workers’ compensa-
tion premiums over the past three-
years, little or no corresponding sav-
ings were passed on to owners.

From an owner’s standpoint, that
simply is inexplicable. However, as
most trainers are quick to assert, on
average the day rate paid by owners

purportedly does not cover the actual
cost of operating the stable and provid-
ing care for the horse. Thus, many – if
not most – trainers questioned felt
lucky to break even based solely on day
rate revenues. In fact, all participating
in the survey were convinced that, in
order to make a profit, a trainer must
win races or sell horses.

While trainers are, first and foremost,
horsemen, they are also small business
owners. Like any other small business
owners, some are more creative, more
energetic, better managers of their
help, more talented or skilled in their

profession, and have different ideolo-
gies regarding their horses’ everyday
care. Some are more organized, man-
age their cash flow better, and delegate
more responsibility to their staff than
others.

There are approximately 700 licensed
Thoroughbred trainers in California.
As the TOC consistently stresses at our
educational seminars, it is up to each
individual owner to determine the
trainer who best fits your needs and
budget, and who shares your philoso-
phy and goals as a Thoroughbred
owner and business operator.

  


