An Amateur Point of View
Rules Require Education, Understanding And Patience, Part I
by Russ Vento

In the Arabian industry, we’re known for rules. We have rules for everything: how to
dress, how to show our horses, how they can wear their manes and tails, what foods and
supplements we can give them, you name it. We’re all used to that. What is strange to
me, though, is that we ask for these rules and then we decide we don’t really like being
told what to do. We complain—and sad to say, we can be world class complainers!
That’s just how we are, and most of the time, thank heavens, it is not a big deal. But I
have come to the conclusion that lately, complaining about our rules is too often doing us
a disservice.

Here’s what I couldn’t help noticing. Over the years, we have complained about the way
several of our divisions—halter, hunter, etc.—were presented, so we came up new rules
for them. No sooner had we done that than we became unhappy with our changes; we
didn’t even take the time to get used to the new systems and rules. To me, that’s a little
shortsighted, since anything new requires some patience and practice.

Before I go any further, let me state that the point of this column is not to endorse or
protest any particular rule change. I’'m just disturbed that after we go to all the time and
trouble to come up with new regulations, we don’t want to give them a real opportunity
1n practice.

Since part of giving new rules a chance is taking the time to understand them, my thought
1s that we are skipping two steps in the process of determining whether or not our new
rules are working (or can work). How many of us really understand our rules—know
why and how they were written, what their goals are, and what is important in making
them effective?

This month, I’'m going to take a look at some of our recent rule changes—the ones that
appear to be generating the most controversy—from an educational standpoint. As
always, I welcome your comments, so feel free to drop me a line.

For starters, let’s talk about one of the biggest stories lately: the halter judging rules. Just
for the record, although I am more often seen riding in competition, I have shown in
halter, and Bob and I have bred or owned a national champion futurity colt, a national
reserve champion yearling, three national champion Half-Arabian mares, and a Half-
Arabian national champion futurity gelding. So through the years, I’ve not only been
interested, but involved, in halter showing, and am committed to its stature in the Arabian
show ring.

So, that said, on with my comments. A few years back, people were complaining that the
halter pose was too hard a stance, that when they were presented, the horses often didn’t
appear happy. So Peter and Lori Conway developed a new system, which AHA
approved, where instead of comparison-judging the entries, we evaluated their



conformation by assigning number scores to body parts as compared to the ideal Arabian.
The intention was to score the horse’s conformation, rather than its presentation.

I’m not saying that the new halter system is perfect. But let’s think about it and try it
before we start complaining. As I understand it, one of the biggest objections is the length
of time it takes to judge a class. As a judge, [ had the opportunity to use it at a regional
show during its test run, and I can say that from a time standpoint, the new system
doesn’t take any longer than the old one when you know how to use it. (Interestingly,
when I judged with it, no one other than the officials knew we were using a different
system, and there were no complaints from anyone.)

I should add three things that some of us may not have noticed, but need to be taken into
account on both sides of the halter rules issue. First, the “hard pose” has not gone away; it
1s still a part of competition, whether or not the judges take it into account. That’s us also.
We like to push the envelope on all these rules. Second, the new system does not usually
change the results in a class; it just provides more information. When you want to know
why your horse finished second, third, fourth, whatever, you now have a reason, because
each element is broken out by number. However, as I said, this doesn’t eliminate an
exhibitor’s disagreeing with a judge—this is America, and we have the privilege of
disagreeing. Third, just because you have the information that your horse scored low in
one element of judging does not necessarily mean that it finishes down in the placings.
Your horse may have enough strength in other areas that it comes out on top anyhow.
The point system reinforces not only why a horse loses, but why it wins.

Another new procedure that has attracted negative comments is our way of qualifying for
regionals and Nationals. There are many reasons, good and bad, on either side of this
argument. Maybe the key here 1s patience, because realistically, circumstances outside
the Arabian community and AHA are influencing this more every day.

We live in an economy that is changing right now. In the world that I grew up in, you
qualified for regionals or Nationals by getting a first or a reserve. For some people that
meant one show, while for others, it took all summer. Now we have a point system. Now
you need a certain number of points to go to regionals, and a certain number to go on to
the Nationals. In view of the general economy and most people’s finances, perhaps this
adjustment is necessary.

Think about it. Perhaps this is a time when a change, painful as it might be if we lose
smaller horse shows, needs to be accepted. If that is the case, then instead of protesting,
let’s see about making it work for the future.

Again, let’s try to understand the situation. First, we have a lot of horse shows that aren’t
surviving (I know of a show that last year had more than 400 horses and this year had
118). Second, let’s understand that big shows like Scottsdale, which was minimally
affected by economics this year, is an example of why big shows are successful. If we
have to get points, and a fourth place at Scottsdale might qualify us for Nationals, how



