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Racetrack 
Employee 
Assistance 
Program By Jane Nicholes

No one gets rich as a racetrack 
groom. The job is essential to 

the well-being of the horses, but the 
hours are long, the pay is low and it 
can be easy for people to grow iso-
lated. The backside of a racetrack is 
designed for the comfort and con-
venience of horses, not people. 

That’s why the Racetrack 
Employee Assistance Program 
(REAP) makes such a difference at 
Evangeline Downs. Something as 
simple as a laundry facility means a 
lot to someone whose job mandates 
getting dirty on a daily basis, but 
who lives in a dorm room or a tack 
room and may not even have a car. 
A church service held in a double-
wide trailer just outside the track 
gates on Mondays or Tuesdays may 
be the only option for a groom 
working seven days a week with 
half a day off. And an illness or 

injury can quickly devastate a fam-
ily financially. 

REAP helps the backside 
employees who work for individual 
trainers, the racetrack’s own 
employees and occasionally casino 
workers at the racino in Opelousas. 
There is little formality about the 
program; problems may come to its 
attention by word of mouth or a 
phone call from a donor who’s 
heard of someone who needs help.  

“We’ve done all kinds of things 
over the years,” says Charlotte 
Clavier, the treasurer of REAP and 
a board member for the LTBA and 
the Horsemen’s Benevolent and 
Protective Association. “Wherever 
we can fill in to help, that’s what 
we try to do.” 

Dwight Brown is the chaplain at 
Evangeline Downs. He is also Lt. 
Dwight Brown of the Opelousas 

Police Department, and he pastors 
his own Baptist church unconnect-
ed with the track. On-track, he’s 
nondenominational. 

“I was a third-generation horse 
trainer,” Brown says. “My grandfa-
ther was the first licensed Black 
horse trainer in Louisiana. His 
name was Milton Brown. My 
father’s name was Wilbert Brown. 
He trained horses for 44 years, until 
he passed away 12 years ago.” 

Chaplain Brown works closely 
with REAP, but half his salary is 
paid by the track and the other half 
by the HBPA.  

“A chaplain is pretty much the 
caretaker of the backside’s needs,” 
he says. “It may be needing some-
one to talk to, to needing to hear the 
word of God, to bringing them to 
get clothes, to providing food, to 
getting bus tickets.”  
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Well-connected in the communi-
ty, Brown helps parents with get-
ting their children enrolled in 
school. He refers employees who 
may have substance abuse issues to 
the HBPA counseling program. 
And if a child gets into trouble, he 
or she will likely find themselves 
having to deal with Police Lt. 
Brown. 

The COVID pandemic forced 
scheduling shakeups in the last 
couple of years, but before that 
Brown and REAP bought 100 to 
150 backpacks and filled them with 
school supplies for workers’ chil-
dren going back to school.  

Brown has done weddings and 
funeral services when needed. If 
someone is injured at the track and 
goes to the hospital, Brown checks 
on the person and gives him or her 
a ride back to the track if needed. 

But Brown says he gets called 
most often to help people who have 
locked their keys in their cars. He 
can’t explain it. “You’d never 
believe how many people lock their 
keys in their car.” 

REAP writes checks to help 
backside workers pay bills, recover 
from fires and pay funeral expenses 

REAP is available year-round, 
not just during the Thoroughbred 

and Quarter Horse racing seasons. 
Brown says retired employees and 
others who just prefer a weekday 
church service or its informality 
also visit the trailer on Mondays 
and Tuesdays. Since it’s located 
outside the track gates, they don’t 
need to be licensed. A woman from 
one of the local churches conducts 
the Monday services in Spanish 
and teaches English as a second 
language, while Brown handles the 
Tuesday English-only services. A 
meal is always served after church. 

REAP was founded under the 
leadership of David Yount, who 
spent many years in Louisiana 

REAP Board of Directors: Angelic Brown, Charlotte Clavier,  Chaplain Dwight Brown, President Homer 
Bourque, Phyllis Redding and Dianne Bourque



horse racing and was appointed 
executive director of racing opera-
tions before the old Carencro track 
closed and the new racino opened 
in Opelousas. REAP was patterned 
after the Backside Benevolent Fund 
at Louisiana Downs.  

REAP initially was funded with 
a $64,000 no-interest loan from the 
HBPA to set up the trailer and 
launch the program. Over time, 
says Clavier, REAP paid the money 
back.  

When Yount passed away after a 
long illness, former trainer Homer 
Bourque, a longtime friend of 
Yount, and his wife Dianne stepped 
up to lead the organization. Homer 
Bourque serves as president and 
Dianne as vice president. Dianne 
says her husband bought the initial 
set of machines for the laundry and 
continues to manage it.  

One of the most heartbreaking 
cases that REAP assisted involved 
a groom from Guatemala, a man 
with no green card or passport, who 
became ill and couldn’t continue to 
work. Dianne Bourque said she and 
her husband located an air-condi-
tioned tack room where he could 
stay. Eventually he needed dialysis, 
so she would drive him to and from 
his appointments.  

Finally, REAP reached out to the 
Guatemalan Consulate in Houston, 
which got him a passport and 
helped him leave the country. 

“It was either that or we would 
have had to bury him here,” Dianne 
says. “He was that sick. He needed 
to be back with his family. We flew 
him home and within six weeks he 
had passed away.” 

REAP raises most of its money 
from an annual benefit event, and 
every cent raised goes to help peo-
ple. Things have changed in the last 
few years, apparently for the better. 

The 2020 fundraiser was can-
celled entirely because of COVID, 

and the group had to make do with 
the money they had on hand. Then 
REAP got together with the LTBA 
to combine the fund-raiser with 
LTBA’s annual awards banquet at 
Evangeline Downs. 

The plan was intended to boost 
attendance at both events. LTBA 
covered the expenses, while REAP 
offered a reverse drawing and a 
silent auction. In 2021 attendance 
was affected by Hurricane Ida, 
Clavier says.  

“I had a call from one guy, and 
he was sitting in his house with no 
electricity, but he was still sending 
me $100.”  

This year, with the pandemic on 
the wane and no natural disaster 
distractions, REAP raised $24,000. 

Clavier says people who have 
been helped by REAP try to pay it 
forward if they can. One man who 
received assistance after a fire now 
oversees the cooking at the event 
each year. Another who received 
help in REAP’s early years later 
made sure to buy a ticket each year 
for the reverse drawing. This year 
the man passed away, but his chil-
dren bought tickets. 

“Our people are good,” Clavier 
says.

Chaplain Dwight Brown

The 2022 REAP benefitheld in conjunction with the LTBA Annual Awards Banquet was a tremendous success.
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