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Texas Racing Commission

In 1986, facing a budget shortfall, the Legislature passed the Texas Racing Act, 
which authorized pari-mutuel wagering on horse and greyhound races and 
created the Texas Racing Commission to regulate the industry. At that time, 
the Legislative Budget Board estimated racing would contribute about $110 
million annually to the state coffers through taxes on racetracks and revenue 
from wagers. However, the Texas racing industry has never been the economic 
driver originally envisioned. As racetrack attendance, race days, and wagers 
have declined, so have the commission’s revenue and ability to most effectively 
regulate racing in Texas. The review found the commission’s unsustainable 
funding structure has hamstrung the commission, resulting in inefficient 
and weakened regulation. As a result, Sunset staff determined the 
commission can no longer efficiently carry out its mission of ensuring 
the safety, integrity, and fairness of Texas pari-mutuel racing and 
wagering, and recommends transferring this responsibility to the 
Texas Department of Agriculture (TDA). 

Strict regulation of pari-mutuel racing is necessary to protect the health and 
safety of human and animal participants, ensure races and wagering are fair, 
and prevent crime. However, having the commission’s funding tied to and 
dependent upon racetrack fees creates an untenable situation where strong 
regulatory enforcement can undermine the funding needed to provide effective 
regulation. Over the last decade, the number of horse and greyhound race days 
in Texas have drastically declined, along with the industry’s contribution to 
general revenue. Additionally, the Sunset review occurred during the COVID-19 
pandemic, which exacerbated the commission’s already dire funding situation. 
The lack of revenue during the pandemic almost forced the commission to 
close in July 2020, jeopardizing the continued operation and regulation of the 
Texas racing industry. 

Meanwhile, the commission’s relatively small but hardworking and dedicated 
staff struggle to provide licensees the appropriate level of regulation and 
customer service. Individual staff members must fill multiple roles, juggling 
regulatory and administrative duties to keep the agency functioning. Due to 
staffing limitations and budget cuts, the commission has reduced or ceased 
some important regulatory functions, such as audits that help ensure racing 
and pari-mutuel wagering are conducted fairly. The commission also has 
reduced the number of racetrack inspections it conducts, and lacks policies to 
ensure the inspections it does conduct are performed equitably. In addition, the 
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commission does not comply with some common licensing standards for its more than 6,000 licensees, 
including failing to consistently offer reciprocity to applicants licensed in other states. The review also 
found the commission does not effectively administer its horse event grant program. Ultimately, Sunset 
staff determined TDA could more efficiently and effectively regulate pari-mutuel racing in Texas, with its 
more stable funding, larger regulatory and administrative capacity, and familiarity with the commission and 
its operation, since the Commissioner of Agriculture serves as an ex officio member of the commission. 

The following material highlights Sunset staff ’s key recommendations for the Texas Racing Commission.

Sunset Staff Issues and Recommendations

iSSuE 1 
The Texas Department of Agriculture Could Regulate Pari-Mutuel Racing More 
Efficiently and Effectively Than the Texas Racing Commission. 

Texas has a continuing need to regulate pari-mutuel racing to protect the health and safety of participants, 
ensure races and wagering are fair, and prevent crime. However, the Texas Racing Commission’s 
unsustainable funding and regulatory structures have created an agency strained beyond its means, leading 
to weakened oversight of the industry. Transferring the commission to TDA would take advantage of 
its significantly larger administrative and regulatory capacity, and ties to Texas agribusiness, resulting in 
more efficient regulation of pari-mutuel racing and more effective oversight of the industry.  

Key Recommendation 

• Transfer the regulation of pari-mutuel racing to the Texas Department of Agriculture and reconstitute 
the Texas Racing Commission as a governor-appointed advisory board. 

iSSuE 2
The Texas Racing Commission Does Not Effectively Administer Its Horse 
Industry Grant Program.

The Texas Racing Commission administers the Horse Industry Escrow Account, which provides 
supplemental funding for purses and horse industry events. In 2019, the Legislature added an additional 
source of funding for the account and established a grant program for events related to the horse industry. 
However, the commission lacks the expertise and resources to administer the grant program, and the 
agency’s mission conflicts with the grant’s purpose. TDA could more effectively administer the Horse 
Industry Escrow Account, including the grant program, and provide needed improvements to ensure 
the grant application and award process is fair and effective.

Key Recommendations

• Transfer administration of the Horse Industry Escrow Account to the Texas Department of Agriculture.

• Direct the Texas Department of Agriculture to develop guidelines for evaluating grant applications, 
monitoring processes, and a consistent timeline for grant applications.
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iSSuE 3
Key Elements of the Texas Racing Commission’s Statute and Rules Do Not 
Conform to Common Licensing Standards. 

The Texas Racing Commission oversees 57 license types for different entities involved in pari-mutuel 
wagering and horse and greyhound racing, which allow access to restricted areas of racetracks. Sunset 
staff found the commission’s statute contains outdated licensing requirements and lacks the necessary 
specificity to ensure continued use of federal background checks for license applicants. In addition, the 
commission lacks objective and uniform policies for licensing and enforcement of regulation, resulting 
in subjective barriers to licensure, inconsistent reciprocity for out-of-state licensees, and ineffective 
inspections of racetracks. 

Key Recommendations 

• Clearly define the categories of licenses requiring a fingerprint-based criminal background check 
and remove the requirement for licensees to resubmit fingerprints every 36 months.

• Direct the commission to remove potential barriers to licensing in its examination process.   

• Direct the commission to establish policies for uniform use of its reciprocity authority.

• Direct the commission to adopt policies to improve racetrack inspections. 

iSSuE 4
The Texas Racing Commission’s Statute Does Not Reflect Some Standard 
Elements of Sunset Reviews.

Among the standard elements considered in a Sunset review are across-the-board recommendations 
that reflect criteria in the Sunset Act designed to ensure open, responsive, and effective government. 
The commission’s statute does not contain updated requirements for public membership or commission 
member training, such as a training manual and discussion of the board’s rulemaking authority. The 
commission’s statute also contains terms that are not consistent with the person-first respectful language 
initiative.

Key Recommendations

• Update the standard across-the-board requirements related to public membership on the commission.

• Update the standard across-the-board requirement related to commission member training.

• Update statute to reflect the requirements of the person-first respectful language initiative.

Fiscal Implication Summary
Overall, the recommendations in this report would result in an estimated savings of $2.4 million in 
general revenue-dedicated funds and a reduction of 4.5 FTEs over the next five fiscal years. 
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Issue 1 — Transferring state regulation of pari-mutuel racing from the commission to TDA would 
result in an overall savings of $480,000 per year from consolidating administrative functions, including 
a reduction of 4.5 FTEs and elimination of a $15,000 duplicative internal audit contract. Beginning 
in fiscal year 2023, an additional annual savings of $105,000 would result from eliminating the cost of 
renting the commission’s separate building.

Issue 3  — The recommendation to require administrative penalties be deposited into the General Revenue 
Fund would result in a gain of $387,250 over the next five fiscal years and a corresponding loss to the 
commission’s general revenue-dedicated account. The recommendation to discontinue the 36 month 
re-fingerprinting requirement will save licensees $28.25 every three years. The other recommendations 
streamline processes and ensure consistent application of racing licensure and enforcement standards, 
and could be implemented with existing resources.

Texas Racing Commission

Fiscal 
Year

Savings to the 
General Revenue 
Dedicated – Texas 

Racing Commission 
Account

Loss to the 
General Revenue 
Dedicated – Texas 

Racing Commission 
Account 

Gain to the 
General 
Revenue 

Fund

Change in 
Number of 
FTEs From 

FY 2021

2022 $480,022 $77,450 $77,450 -4.5

2023 $585,022 $77,450 $77,450 -4.5

2024 $585,022 $77,450 $77,450 -4.5

2025 $585,022 $77,450 $77,450 -4.5

2026 $585,022 $77,450 $77,450 -4.5
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