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From High Goal 
to Retirement

Your ponies at the end of their career

There is one age-old question (quite 
literally) – what do you do with a 
faithful steed that has served you 
through your high goal career to 

your country polo career, babysat your 
children as they’ve learnt to play polo, 
patiently sat in the pony lines waiting for 
their next outing and are now nearing the 
end of their own polo career? Worldwide, 
the number of polo ponies in the system is 
increasing, with breeding operations finding 
a new lease of life and therefore flooding the 
market with excellent playing stock at one 
end, but in the same breath, forcing the older 
end of the spectrum into the difficult and 
emotionally charged territory of retirement. 
It is never an easy decision to end the career 
of a trusted polo pony, but at what point 
should an owner call time on their pony’s 
career and in what manner? Polo Times 
has taken a look at the different options 
out there for the retirement of our equine 
companions, when it’s not just as simple as 
putting them out to pasture in a field at the 
end of your garden.

Royston Prisk
“I’m a bit soft. I actually keep mine if I can, if they’re not suffering. I try 
to keep them until I can find a nice home for them. I found a couple of 
homes, one for example, where they’re used for walking to just round-up 
other horses. I found a home as a companion mare for another one and 
more recently I’ve retired one who has gone for a hack. I’ve just retired two 

others, one six-months-ago, which I’m still keeping in a paddock as I’m not sure what to 
do with her yet, and another one more recently, so I’m continuing to care for them until I 
find the right home. Failing that, I will send her to Polo Pastures. I think it really depends 
on the horse in terms of age and mobility and if they’re suffering at all. I feel some 
people are of the mindset that its kinder to put them to sleep, because you know what’s 
happening with them, and in some instances, I’ve had to put horses down when they’re 
struggling with mobility. Also, a lot of horses used for hacks aren’t suitable for hacking, so 
that can make it a lot more difficult to find a home for them. In terms of high goal ponies 
at the end of their high goal careers, a lot of those horses do filter into low goal and Pony 
Club naturally. A lot of the teams sell or give them to younger players. The issue comes 
when horses have already been through that process, and they get to 18 to 19-years-old 
and they’ve got injuries which mean they can’t play anymore. People don’t know what 
to do with them. Everybody is different and it depends on any individual case and I’m 
not sure where the process could be improved as a whole as it is such an individual issue. 
There would be so many ponies that would need to be organised, so how could this be 
standardised?!”

The Player’s View
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Finding the appropriate home for a retiring polo pony can be challenging

Jen Liggins 
reports
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Hazel Jackson-Gaona 
“Retiring horses is a subject really close to my heart. After everything these 
horses give us, as the seven-day weeks of the same routine and what they give 
us on the field is something out of this world. They deserve an incredible 
retirement in my eyes, a change of scenery and some TLC if possible. 
Unfortunately, I had the worst experience with a mare that meant an awful lot 

to me and my family, and I will never repeat my mistake of sending her to a home where we 
thought we trusted the owners. It is vital to know where your horse is going when moving 
them on to be a ‘companion’ or ‘hacking’ horse. If a contract needs to be written up then so 
be it, but regular photos, visits etc should be encouraged by the new owners. These animals 
mean the world to us, we should treat them how we would want to be treated”

The Youth Polo View

Nigel Mercer, SUPA
“The welfare of all horses is of prime importance to us here at SUPA and 
coaches are encouraged to emphasise this to our schools and universities 
players. We have mechanisms in place to monitor this, at our various events, 

ensuring no team is allowed to field a horse that is unsuitable.”

The RoR View

Di Arbuthnot, 
Chief Executive 
of Retraining of 
Racehorses

“RoR takes the view that it is the 
racehorse owner that is responsible 
for moving on a horse to a suitable 
home or through a public auction. RoR 
helps facilitate this with an assessment 
procedure on request and have an 
online tool – ‘Source A Horse’, a list 
of retrainers as well as a ‘Helpline’. 
Racehorse owners also have the option 
of putting a non-racing agreement in 
place to stop horses running again on a 
racecourse – there is a tick box to opt 
in or out of running in a point-to-point, 
which is facilitated by Weatherbys.”

“As polo ponies mature it is important to monitor 
their weight and condition – loss of weight and 
muscular condition could be due to medical 

conditions such as Cushing’s disease, or orthopaedic issues. Owners 
should also monitor the pony’s gait – changes in gait (lameness) 
are likely due to orthopaedic diseases, including arthritis, that need 
not be career ending, but need diagnosing to know how to manage 
effectively and prolong playing life. Other things like the farrier 
having difficulty holding hind legs up can be a sign of arthritis.

Regular health checks should be carried out, especially pre-
season, including eyes, heart, lungs, teeth, vaccinations and 
orthopaedic assessments.

When asking to what level of polo ponies should play as they 
mature, this depends on a number of factors, and some ponies can 
go on playing at high levels for longer than others. It is important to 
remember that lower goal levels aren’t necessarily going to be easier 
on older ponies. 

The most important thing is knowing your horse – its fitness, 
previous injuries and medical conditions. Other factors to consider 
are the type of grounds they will play on, harder grounds always 
taking more of a toll than nicely irrigated turf, and the type of play 
– more open play potentially being easier on an older horse than 
stop/start games.

Older horses are more prone to tendon and ligament injuries, 
so playing older horses for shorter periods and avoiding multiple 
chukkas in a day are important.

As the time comes to think about a final option for a horse, 
vets are the right people to turn to. Most horses are euthanised by 
veterinarians and are performed by injection, meaning they cannot 
be disposed of via the local hunt, and have to be cremated. Those 
euthanised by free bullet can be disposed of by hunts, but if they 
were sick (such as severe colics) they then often cannot be used for 
the ‘Hunt’ and have to be cremated. Burying horses is now almost 
entirely impractical.”

The Vet’s Insight

David Blakey, Three Counties Equine Clinic
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“The HPA is serious about pony welfare and we understand the 
issue faced when polo ponies can’t play anymore. Above all, in the 
office we are pony and horse lovers. Everyone currently working 
in the office owns or has family members that own a horse of some 
description. Therefore, we fully understand the decisions involved 
when that horse cannot fulfil its primary role. We know that in the 
polo world, the vast majority of HPA members would want the best 
for their pony in retirement, but we also know the routes to that 
responsible retirement are not always clear.

“One only has to look at social media to understand that in 
a minority of cases, ponies don’t get the retirement they deserve. 
This is often distressing for previous owners and does not do the 
sport any good. This is not just a polo phenomenon; it happens 
in other equine disciplines. However, with the vast numbers of 
ponies playing polo combined and the cost of polo ponies versus 
availability of reasonably priced ponies (and because we are 
sensitive to it), the problem casts a shadow on the sport we love and 
with the animals that make the sport happen.

“Earlier this year, the HPA met with World Horse Welfare and 
Polo Pastures to discuss this issue and the option open to pony 
owners after a pony has finished playing. Although difficult, it was 
agreed that the responsibility laid with the current owner and that 
it was the owners of the pony who should ensure that a pony’s 
retirement was fitting. Whether that solution was retirement to 
an organisation such as Polo Pastures, sold on as a happy hacker, 
turned out to a field or ultimately something more final, it remained 
the duty of the owner to ensure that any ponies were retired in the 
most responsible or humane of ways. There are organisations such 
as World Horse Welfare, for example, that can advise on the best 

course of action, but to let a pony suffer in any form is a neglect 
which cannot and will not be tolerated.

“The HPA will always act when pony welfare is at stake. We 
can’t resolve all disputes but if we can, we will and we are there to 
offer assistance and guidance. We also understand that people are 
anxious about disclosing names in fear of what may or may not 
occur in the future. The HPA will always deal in strictest confidence 
but can only act on specific incidents, which we have done 
before and will do again, if we have details accompanying those 
allegations. Due to the nature of these incidents, we are duty bound 
to ensure a suitable resolution is found, although we would wish 
they never happened in the first place. These things become a lot 
trickier if ponies move outside of polo, as our influence lessens, but 
there will always be other organisations we can liaise with to ensure 
pony welfare cases are followed up.

“And finally, it is not the job of the HPA to tell pony owners 
what to do with their ponies after they have finished playing polo. 
If, HPA members, by their action however, bring the game into 
disrepute with regard to this matter, HPA members are still subject 
to the Rules & Regulations set out by the HPA. All we ask is that 
HPA members and pony owners act responsibly, do the right thing 
by their ponies and to understand that these are difficult decisions 
that need thought and planning. After all these wonderful ponies of 
ours deserve it.”

David Morley, Chairman of the HPA Welfare Committee
“HPA members have the same responsibility in retirement as they 
have when playing ponies”.

The HPA View

David Woodd, Chief Executive of The HPA

The current hot topic – retiring polo ponies
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Polo Pastures
Polo Pastures, a not for profit 
charity, was founded in 2015 
by Sarah Tallents, for the 
rehoming of polo ponies when 
they came to the end of their 

playing career, usually due to age or injury. 
The idea arose in 2013 after Sarah rehomed 
a pony called Eva, who had been retired 
from polo due to injury, but was still able to 
enjoy being ridden around the Hampshire 
countryside. From there, Sarah set up the 
‘Retired and Ex Polo Ponies’ Facebook 
group, which has helped to rehome nearly 
1,000 ponies into new home outside of polo. 

“I have been rehoming Polo Ponies 
now for the last six years and what I feel is 
missing is an ‘End Of Playing’ policy which 
will guide and support players in making the 
right decision for their pony when they are 
no longer able to play.

“There are currently many options open 
to people such as:

Selling the pony – This can be a minefield, as 
many owners worry that once they are sold 
they have no control over the pony being out 
back into polo.

Loaning the pony – This is another good 
option, but most owners do not want the 
worry of the pony coming back to them if 
they don’t have their own facilities.

Retiring the pony – If owners have the 
facilities, some will take the step to retire the 
pony on their own land. There are Retirement 
Places available at dedicated Retirement 
Livery yards, but this is often seen as a non-
viable option due to ongoing costs particularly 
if the player has multiple ponies to retire.

Having the pony put down – This is not 
an option people like to consider but 
sometimes, when the pony has either severe 
injuries or behavioural issues this may be the 
only choice.

Meat Man (Knackerman) – Letting your pony 
be taken away by the Meat Man in our eyes 
is not an option that should be considered. 

This option can lead to ponies being taken 
abroad and going into the meat chain, or 
ending up at dealer’s yards and being sold 
on as fit to play, or ride etc. This option is 
used by some as it is a cheap option, but 
ultimately it is the pony that pays the price.

Polo Pastures – At Polo Pastures we are able 
to take in a small number of ponies to help 
find them non-playing homes on a loan 
basis. The pony is signed over to us and we 
will then rehome the pony on a loan basis 
only, so if for any reason the loan comes to 
an end the pony will come back to us and 
we will look to find the pony a new home.

“More and more we are hearing of 
ponies that are ending back into polo after 
being retired. These are ponies that were 

retired with people in good faith, but as 
these ponies were sold the owner has little or 
no recourse in these situations.

In a meeting with the HPA and World 
Horse Welfare in 2018, we discussed our 
concerns with what is happening with ponies 
once they come out of polo. As we are the 
only not for profit charity dedicated to the 
rehoming of polo ponies in the UK, we get at 
least two enquiries a week during the summer 
grass season from people wanting to send 
us ponies, but we have limited space, and as 
we fund ourselves for the most part, it is a 
simple case of us not being able to help them 
all. What I will say is that the more support 
and funding we receive the more ponies we 
will be able to help.

“At Polo Pastures we also have to focus 
on the inevitability of old age, infirmity etc, 
equally we have a responsibility to ensure the 
ponies in our care have a dignified ending 
when the time comes.

“We are also in discussion with various 
people about what would be a viable move 
to ensure that ponies who are retired from 
polo do not end up back in polo. One option 
would be for the passports to be stamped 
‘No Longer Able to Play’ by the HPA, but 
this option is heavily dependent on the 
passports being checked by the various 
clubs on the day they play. The other option 
is a freeze mark system whereby ponies 
are freezemarked with a sign which tells 
everyone they are no longer able to play.”

A good home can be the perfect end to a great career

Replay Polo, USA

Florida-based ReplayPolo is a USA-based charitable 
organisation dedicated to moving polo ponies into productive second careers. Their 
mission statement is: ‘Save Polo Ponies. Transform People’. 

A pipeline that identifies candidate retiring polo ponies, moves them through a brief 
re-education process and then rehomes them in a productive new environment. With little 
process in place for retiring polo ponies in the past, there has been a longstanding need to 
create a more formal, recognised process to bridge the polo horse from its present to its 
future in the USA. The business specific to this pipeline of retired polo horses sees revenue 
generated from (a) donation and sponsorship of the horse entering the programme, 
(b) contributions from unrelated individuals and organisations that are supportive of 
ReplayPolo’s commitment to re-purposing retiring equine athletes and (c) contributions 
from organisations or individuals receiving the re-purposed horse. 

According to Director Brittany Halstead, “Since the lifeblood of the sport is identifying 
young, talented stock, there is a pressing need to move older horses along in a systematic 
manner while assuring their well-being. ReplayPolo provides that mechanism. Owners, 
trainers and other participants will see a natural cycling in and out of capable horses 
through a ReplayPolo outlet, with attention paid at every step to what’s best for the horse.”




