Area landfill opening therapeutic riding center
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It's not the first place one might think of placing a therapeutic horse riding facility, but when operators of the American Environmental Landfill in Sand Springs found old equestrian stables on their property, it became a perfect opportunity. 

American Environmental Landfill will open American Therapeutic Riding Center, 212 N. 177th West Ave., in early May, with multiple equestrian therapy activities for individuals with mental and physical disabilities. 

Landfill General Manager Todd Green said when the company, owned by Kenneth Burkett, decided to expand the landfill by 152 acres, they found the stables, which once housed and raised Arabian horses. 

Green said they thought about either tearing down the stables or making them into something useful for the community. 

"It gives us an opportunity to be an integral part of the community," Green said. "We're not a Krispy Kreme franchise. We're not the ones someone wants next door. So you can choose to be a good neighbor or a bad neighbor. We want to be a vital, active part of the community." 

Executive Director Vicki Burkett, Kenneth Burkett's wife, said she and her husband visited a similar facility in Ramona and saw how many needs were being met. 


"It really helps people who are wheelchair-bound. After riding a couple of times a week, it will help muscles relax and give them exercise," she said. 

"It's about the only way they can get exercise. Without walking, the muscles will draw up, and it gets really uncomfortable." 

The riding center was created and organized with a $1.25 million price tag, which includes the value of the property upon which it sits and renovation of the facilities. 

The center will include an indoor and outdoor arena and 17 horses. The riding center will be a fully accredited equestrian therapy riding center according to regulations established by the North American Riders for the Handicapped Association, Green said. 

Benefits are said to include exercise, balance, confidence, stimulation and bonding. 

Green said the riding center will accommodate those with muscular dystrophy, cerebral palsy, visual impairment, Down syndrome, mental retardation, autism, multiple sclerosis, spina bifida, emotional disabilities, brain injuries, spinal cord injuries, and those who have suffered from amputations. 

Green said they are also hoping to attract veterans who have just returned from Iraq. Horse riding would be available for those who need help dealing with emotional distress and even those who have undergone amputations and need help adjusting to a prosthesis. 

"Because horseback riding gently and rhythmically moves the rider's body in a manner similar to a human gait, riders with physical disabilities often show improvement in flexibility, balance and muscle strength through a therapy known as hippotherapy," the American Therapeutic Riding Center's Website, www.atrcok.org, states. 

Hippotherapy is an occupational and speech therapy strategy that uses equine movement. 

Equestrian therapy can also help with pelvis position and leg movement for people who have a difficult time walking and balancing. 

For individuals with mental or emotional disabilities, the relationship with the horse can lead to increased confidence, patience and self-esteem, Green said. 

Burkett said clients must fill out an application and have doctor approval before riding. Therapy, which consists of a 30-minute ride, is $25 per session. Riders are accompanied by a therapist and two volunteers. 

Burkett said the center has received phone calls from clients who said similar facilities have long waiting lists. 

For more information, call 402-3006. 
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