Trainer/Client
Relationships
and the Law

By Julie I. Fershtman, Attorney at Law

ORSE TRAINERS and automo-
bile mechanics have nothing in
common. Cars can be fixed, but
some horses, by comparison, seem impos-

sible to repair. Mechanics usually can esti-

mate the time and cost needed to restore a
car to proper performance, but few horse :
trainers can estimate how long it will take

to turn a horse into a polished perfor-

mance prospect. And no trainer gives a “six

month/6,000 mile warranty.”
The trainer/customer relationship creates
fertile ground for disputes. For example:

*A horse owner, after visiting the trainer’s '
facility a few times but not seeing his horse
in active training, might assume that the

trainer has done nothing.

*After spending thousands in training
fees, the owner might receive long-overdue
news from the trainer: the horse is simply
not capable of performing at the level the

owner desires.

These were real disputes, and people
involved in them considered pursuing legal
action. Many'trainer-dient disputes, how-
ever, can be avoided. Here are some sugges-

tions to help trainers and their clients work
better, address problems, and perhaps pre-
vent problems from occurring:

1 Discuss Goals. The best time to discuss

training goals is before the trainer/client
relationship begins. Maybe the client wants
a hot-off-the-track thoroughbred to become
a competitive A-circuit show hunter. Maybe
the client believes his slow-legged horse

will be a top-notch Western pleasure win-

ner. Maybe neither of these clients wants to
keep the horse in training for more than a
few months. Communication will help the :
client decide what direction to take—sell -

the horse, “take a gamble” on more train-
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ing, pursue different goals, or get another

apiniton, Communication:gan alsehelp pre- | cess. Trainers should be mindful of when

vent bitter feelings in the future.

- clients’ goals.

fully drafted training contract. At a mini- .
. mum, the training contract can include: a

tat t of f the training, fees & . T :
B e e . “bad-mouthing” the other; the right of free

; ) . speech in our country is a constitutional-
lines, what to do in the event of an emer-

and payment obligations, payment dead-

gency (who to contact, authorization to

- seek veterinary attention on the owner’s

behalf, and more), whether the trainer can words), disputagement, amd legal infer-

solicit or accept offers to sell the horse for

requirements, indemnification, and many :

other features.

. 4 Practice Professionalism. Horse train- :
ing is a serious service business. The rela- :

tionship works best when both parties take

their obligations seriously. For the trainer, : About the Author
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putes, and all of these laws differ state-to-
state. These laws include:

-« Agister’s lien laws/stablemen’s lien laws,

found in most states, address how a stable
or trainer can take drastic action involv-
ing a horse left for care and keeping if
payment has not been timely made.

-« Insome states, trainers must comply with

debt collection practice laws.

o State laws also determine maximum

interest rates trainers can charge on
unpaid balances.
Knowing the law is only part of the pro-

to assert their legal rights. Trainers rush-

2 Avoid Promises. Lawyers know that = . ; : P
bk . ing to court too hastily against their cli-

. promises of future performance, as a gen- . L. . .
: © ents, such as in lawsuits involving unpaid

1 matter, are not necessarily fraudu- : y .
S Y . fees, might be surprised when confronted,

lent statements. But trainers who promise © . : ;
. in response, with a counterclaim (a coun-

a horse’s future performance are creat- | . : ;
P © ter-suit) brought against them for negligent

~ ing unrealistic expectations. On the other :
B P . care of a trained horse. Regardless of who

i i ise that : .
et il SomtisIeNe g ity R s s . ultimately wins the case, legal expense and

. they will use their best efforts to train a = . : : ;
s s U ¢ disruption to both parties from a lawsuit

: i i tisfy their = . ) .
horsens agreed in an effort-fa safisty their . might be far more than either bargained for.

- 6 End the Relationship. Not all trainer/

3 Sk GO, Lyeryame I, ¢ TR, | client relationships will succeed. When the

arrangement stands to benefit from a care-

relationship ends, all accounts between the
parties should be promptly settled. Also,
both parties should think carefully before

ly protected guarantee, but there are legal

- limits. Claims of slander (spoken defam-

atory words), libel (written defamatory

¢ ference with the other’s business relation-

% given pries, and the apphisable state lavy - ships could force the parties’ relationship to

Contracts can also include releases of lia- : . . .
. continue for along time—in a courtroom. R

‘ bility (where allowed by law), insurance

This article does not constitute legal

- advice. When questions arise based on spe-

cific situations, direct them to a knowledge-
able attorney.
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