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Supporting Equestrian Partnerships in Eastern Maine

For the Good of the Horse, For the Good of the Industry

I don’t think there’s a horseperson among us who won’t admit to being slavenly attentive to their horse’s every need. You name it: if we feel they need it, we find a way to provide it.  And we’re ever so attuned and interested in understanding and anticipating their every need as it relates to their development and well being.  But as active contributors to our local equine industry, and possibly even our own equine business, are we equally adept at identifying and resourcefully satisfying the demands that assure their health and success?

Having recently started a small business on the Blue Hill peninsula, I participated in a small business development program, Incubator Without Walls, provided by the Washington Hancock Community Agency, and was amazed at the knowledgeable people and resources available to assist in the success of small businesses in Downeast Maine.  As it turns out, there is a plentitude of organizations and resources across our state supporting small and micro businesses. 

Did you know….

· As of 1996, the US equine industry provided $25.3 billion in goods and services, and contributed $1.9 billion to all levels of taxes.

· There are 1.9 million horse owners in our country, and 7.1 million Americans in some aspect of the equine industry.

· Most horse-related businesses meet the criteria of micro-businesses (up to 5 employees and annual sales under $250K) or small businesses (up to 50 employees and substantially healthier sales revenue.)

· Increased equestrian activity in an area, including competing businesses, raise awareness, interest, and the prosperity of the commercial activities, while improving the accessibility and affordability for the patrons and participants.

· Maine has an abundance of entrepreneurial enterprise.  We exceed the national average of the percentage of our jobs supplied by micro enterprise:  over 22% in Maine, and around 18% nationwide. 
· Because our economy depends on the success of small businesses, Maine provides exceptional support and resources to encourage the start-up and success of small businesses. 
As a contributor to this industry, are we all doing as much as we can to assure its growth and integrity?  Whether as a horse owner, equine business owner, or community activist,  if we want the best horses, services, products and legislation to support our activities, education, research, technology and land access, it is our responsibility to ourselves, our horses and our industry to participate fully and utilize our resources knowledgeably.

As an equine amateur, you can support local organizations and clubs that provide networking, education and equestrian activities.  You can make it a priority to learn the local issues and legislation that affect our industry and our horses.  Be a leader and a voice to your representatives, and to the Maine Horse Council that is part of the Maine Farm Bureau.
If you have or are considering starting an equine industry related business, there is a multitude of resources available to give your business the best chances of success.  To familiarize yourself, you can start with the Maine Department of Economic and Community Development website.  Maine has 11 Small Business Development Centers and 25 outreach offices.  The website provides the contact information for a list of Business Development Experts throughout the state.  These people are prepared to help your business be a success, as it is in the best interest of our state and economy.  There are numerous programs that assist with the purchase of business equipment, provide tax credits, loans, small business training and grants for specific small business applications.  You can download the 28 page Pocket Guide to Maine Business Resources as a good initial orientation to the programs and resources available.  The DECD also provides the Business Answers hotline (800-872-3838) to answer any questions about starting a small business to include licensing requirements, and additional support information. 

Additional organizations supporting small business efforts include:

· Women, Work & Community:  not just for women, part of the University of Maine at Augusta with 18 statewide locations, focuses on starting a business, building a career, managing financials, and becoming a leader, with “New Ventures” a 12 week (1 day/ week) business planning course and tax workshops.

· SCORE:  a resource partner to the federal Small Business Administration, it provides small business mentoring by 12,400 volunteer successful entrepreneurs and executives nationwide, on-line advice, face-to-face counseling.  They have templates for business planning, cash flow and expense estimating and links for loan services and financial tools.
· Coastal Enterprise Inc.:  located in Wiscasset, CEI is a non-profit organization that provides workshops and financing opportunities, and administers the Maine Department of Agriculture’s Farms for the Future program and grants.

· University of Maine Cooperative Extension:  provides “Small Business Clinics”, business and commercial development education.  Their website includes a list of related resources and a “Virtual Resource Library.”

· Maine Farm Bureau Horse Council:  become a member or learn who your regional representative is and support or initiate the legislation and programs that in turn support the growth and integrity of the Maine Equine Industry.
It is in the interest of the betterment of our horses and our industry that we support and grow smart, healthy equine businesses.  Maine provides a fertile environment for this wonderful industry and sport.  Networking with your local horse owners and activity sponsors and participants is a great way to spread education, awareness of our industry’s interests and priorities.

Let’s not forget that due to the recent economic decline, it has been emphasized that the small businesses of America are at the heart of our economy.  The economic stimulus programs of 2009 and the recently proposed second stimulus package have committed to generating and growing small business activity.  Most recently, President Obama has proposed $30 billion to provide credit for small businesses, small business tax credits and elimination or reduction of capital gains taxes.  Contact your senators and let them hear how you’d like stimulus funds appropriated.  And remember, the health of our small businesses is for the good of our industry and the good of our horses. 
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