
Horseracing  
in Europe



Europe is the birthplace of modern 
horseracing, and in many countries 
horseracing is a significant part of the social 
and cultural heritage. Some races, such  
as the Punchestown Festival in Ireland,  
the Pardubice in the Czech Republic or  
the Arc in France are considered national 
sporting treasures.

The sector provides year-round, full time employment 
and opportunities for both men and women, often 
situated in rural areas, and forming important regional 
clusters in some areas such as Normandy in France, 
around the Curragh in Ireland, and Newmarket and 
Lambourn in the UK. 

The horse breeding sector is acknowledged as falling 
under the framework of agricultural activities and it 
constitutes a source of income for a portion of the 
farming population (90/428/EEC). The high quality of 
European-bred thoroughbred horses is internationally 
acknowledged, and European horses and stallions 
attract significant international trade.

However, unlike other sports, horseracing is dependent 
on revenue from betting, and its viability and future 
growth depend on a fair amount of gambling revenue 
being reinvested back into the sport. The development 
of new technologies including on-line, and cross-border 
betting activity has been a further challenge in recent 
times, leading to a significant rise in illegal betting, and 
operators moving offshore to attempt to avoid paying 
back into to the sport.

Part of a wider horse  
sector worth over
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32,423 
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Key figures for Europe



Betting and the Financing of Horseracing 

Recent European Commission State aid decisions in 
several EU countries have validated horseracing’s case 
for statutory funding of the sport from betting. However, 
in many cases the level of funding is inadequate to 
sustain a healthy horseracing industry, and in some 
countries no statutory funding exists at all.

A fair and sustainable return from betting is essential 
to ensure that horseracing in European countries can 
continue to organise races correctly and fund betting 
integrity, stewarding and doping programmes, safe race 
conditions, and animal health and welfare research.  
The EMHF is committed to working with the horseracing 
trotting sector and other stakeholders to discuss how 
progress can be made in ensuring all horseracing 
countries can have a fair return from bets on their races, 
particularly from on-line betting and new cross-border 
betting offerings. Experience shows that this must be 
through compulsory, statutory national legislation, or 
else an unlevel and potentially dangerous playing field  
is created with the entry of illegal operators. 

In 2017, the European Commission decided that 
gambling itself should be regulated at national member 
state level: nevertheless, EMHF work is continuing at  
EU level on issues such as sports integrity, match-fixing,  
and socially responsible betting. EMHF also contributes 
to related areas such as intellectual and database rights, 
sports rights, and relevant digital policies such  
as geoblocking. 

Horse Health and Welfare 

There are national horseracing regulatory authorities 
in each country who take the welfare of racehorses 
extremely seriously, and horseracing is undoubtedly  
the most heavily regulated of all equine sports in 
this area. There are doping and welfare checks on 
racehorses both in and out of training, with serious  
fines and bans for offences. 

Many member states have specific programmes in  
place for the rehoming and retraining of retired 
racehorses, and allocate significant proportions of 
revenue to these schemes, and to research into  
health and injury prevention. 

EMHF continues to work at EU level, together with 
animal welfare organisations and the sports horse 
sector, as well as EU institutions, to ensure that the 
unique situation of horses as sporting athletes is  
taken into account in future animal health and welfare 
policy, and also to dispel some of the misconceptions 
and inaccuracies which can arise in this area in  
relation to the sport. 

Movement of horses 

Unlike other livestock, which usually only move for 
fattening or slaughter, thoroughbreds regularly move 
across and between countries for racing and breeding. 
There are more than 26,000 annual thoroughbred 
movements alone between Ireland, the UK and France 
each year. As thoroughbred racehorses and bloodstock 
in Europe are most often in the highest tier of health 
standards, the ability to put in place a robust yet flexible 
regime to enable them to travel between countries with 
minimum delay – and therefore without compromising 
their welfare – is crucial. 

Issues for European Horseracing



Agriculture and Rural development 

Horseracing and breeding provides year-round 
employment opportunities for men and women of all 
ages, and the many racecourses throughout Europe 
bring vital income into rural economies. For example, 
one in three jobs in the Lambourn Valley, UK is provided 
by racing. 

It is essential that the breeding of horses, including 
racehorses, continues to be considered as an 
agricultural activity. Horses are large livestock animals 
which graze thousands of hectares of European 
pastureland. Fields are permanent pasture and are  
often hedged and maintained with minimum use of 
chemicals, which not only contributes to the overall 
beauty of a rural area but also contributes to its 
biodiversity. Many farming and racing operations are 
run as part of a wider farming operation, bringing in 
important additional income. 

Horseracing is a highly visual sport and often attracts 
a large number of spectators for the better-known 
festivals, which is a significant help in boosting tourism 
in a particular, often rural, region. There are also  
world-famous National Studs in several countries which 
are prized as part of the historic and cultural fabric of 
their nation. 

EMHF works to promote understanding amongst 
policy makers in EU institutions as to the importance 
the horseracing sector can play in rural development, 
tourism and agricultural communities.

Education

Standards of administration of horseracing in several 
European countries provide a benchmark for the sport 
in the rest of the world, and a key mission of EMHF is 
to ensure that best practice is adopted by all Racing 
Authorities across the region. To this end, EMHF stages 
regular education programmes covering such areas as 
anti-doping, after-care, Stewarding (to ensure the fair 
conduct of races), and Licensing (to ensure the sport’s 
participants are fit and proper persons).

The European and Mediterranean Horseracing 
Federation was created in 2010. Its main objective is to 
develop relations between European and Mediterranean 
Horseracing Authorities, to coordinate the promotion 
of horseracing in the region, to defend the integrity and 
prestige of racing, and to represent the region before 
the International Federation of Horseracing Authorities. 
Another main task is to represent the interests of 
European horseracing before European Union bodies.

The EMHF consists of 27 Racing Authorities 
Of these 18 are EU member states (Austria, Belgium, 
Cyprus, Czech Republic, Denmark, France, Germany, 
Great Britain, Hungary, Italy, Ireland, Lithuania,  
The Netherlands, Poland, Portugal, Slovakia, Spain  
and Sweden)
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