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The Future of Irish Sport Horse breeding

Norman Storey, B.Agr.Sc. Teagasc Equine Specialist Adviser

If a breed is to have a future it must have a breeding goal. Our national breeding
objective is “to produce a noble, modern, correct, sound, athletic sport horse with
good basic paces, pleasant to ride with a good temperament to be used as a pleasure
or performance horse capable of competing in jumping, eventing and dressage at
national and international level.”

We are looking for an all-rounder rather than a specialist that is sound with good
temperament and riding ability. This does not mean that we are only looking for an
ordinary nice horse and hoping to get a Grand Prix horse. We can do both through
a good structured breeding programme.

This goal is based on the knowledge of who buys our horses. Around 90% are sold
to leisure riders. Their degree of training is limited. Therefore temperament and
riding ability must be a priority. If we breed for the 5% of professional riders and
regard the rest as rejects don’t be surprised if we get paid reject prices.

The breeder only earns money with a good foal or three-year-old. The Grand Prix
horse is very expensive and that is the way it should be, but it is never the breeder
who makes the real profit.

Therefore to be successful the individual breeder must
1. Know the market for his/her horses
2. Define his/her own breeding goal within the frame of the goal of the

organisation
3. Have land, stables and training resources
4. Know how to manage mares, foals and young stock
5. Have the ability to get, understand and analyse information
6. Have an abundance of patience, stamina and a capacity for suffering

This means that any breeder with all the know-how and ability in the world has
limited chances to be successful if information is not available.

The availability of scientific and performance information is one very important
reason why the breeding programmes in Sweden, Denmark, Netherlands,
Germany, Belgium and France are very successfully organised especially for
jumpers and dressage horses. Our thoroughbred breeding industry feeds off
information from the track results.



The well-documented pedigrees of the jumping horses at Jerez prove that show
jumpers are mostly the result of planned breeding.

For the last eight years the Irish Sport Horse is ranked number one in the world as
an event horse. Unfortunately the pedigree does not count for much in eventing.
This is due to the fact that few horses have been specifically bred for eventing.
Furthermore eventing is a low priority in European breeding programmes
accounting for only about 3% of equestrian sport.

Five of the top ten eventing sires of 2002 are Irish thoroughbreds. Unfortunately
they are all dead. If we are to continue to lead the world in the ever-changing rules
for eventing we must get information on the stallions that are currently producing
novice and intermediate horses.

The demand for top horses continues to be strong, as the turn over is very high. In
show jumping only 17% of the 2000 Sydney Olympic horses were competing again
at the 2002 World Equestrian Games in Jerez. The average age of these horses was
just over 11 years.

In eventing a similar picture emerges. On average the event horses were just over 12
years old and just under 20% of the Sydney horses competed again at Jerez.

In dressage the average age was nearly 13 years and 23% of the Sydney horses were
in Jerez – an indication that in this discipline horses reach their peak later and
compete for longer.

I make these points because the future champions for the next 11 to 13 years are
already on the ground. In other words the foals we breed this or next year will be
Olympic champions in 2012 or 2016.

Breeding trends
In an attempt to predict the future one must look back at what has been happening
in recent times. The trend in Irish Sport Horse breeding has changed dramatically in
the past 10 to 15 years.

Tables 1 and 2 show the changes that have occurred in the breeding herd during the
past 15 years.

Table 1. Number of approved stallions by breed
Year RID Thoroughbred ISH *FBSH

2001 97 122 66 34 + 54
1996 97 163 61 17 + 8
1991 94 141 49 4
1986 84 160 32 2

Source – Irish Horse Board. * Foreign Bred Sport Horses

Table 2 - Foals registered – total number and % by breed of sire
Year Number

of Foals
% by RID

sires
% by TB

sires
% by ISH

sires
% by FBSH

sires
2001 4793 17.5 29.8 30.3 19.2
1996 4933 24.5 38.0 23.1 10.3



1991 5053 37.9 41.8 15.8 1.1
1986 2613 24.6 65.9 8.8 0.0

Source – Irish Horse Board.

The changes in the numbers of the different breeds of stallions are reflected in the
percentage of foals registered by the different breeds.

In 1986 just over 90% of the foal crop was by Registered Irish Draught and
thoroughbred stallions. This has dropped and now stands at just below 50%. The
use of Sport Horse and Foreign Bred stallions has increased and now also stands at
just below 50%.

The effect of these changes

The performance of the progeny of these stallions is the best indicator of the success
of these changes. The Irish Horse Board in the 2002 - 2003 List of Approved
Stallions records the points gained in jumping, eventing and dressage competitions
by the progeny of approved stallions. In table 3, I have compared the records of
living stallions approved between 1987 and 1996 who have progeny competing.

Table 3. The average number of competition points gained by the progeny of
stallions still living that were approved between 1987 and 1996

Thoroughbred ISH RID FBSH
Yr No SJ EI DI No SJ EI DI No SJ EI DI No SJ EI DI
‘96 9 3 0 0 6 50 0 0 2 45 0 0 2 25 0 0
‘95 8 2 0 0 1 0 0 0 2 0 0 0
‘94 5 65 5 8 3 103 3 0 4 15 0 0 5 3 0 0
‘93 9 78 1 0 2 261 0 0 9 145 3 9 3 343 0 1
‘92 12 68 14 7 8 392 4 5 5 105 1 0 1 15 0 0
‘91 13 396 8 3 3 729 15 0 5 166 0 0 2 62 0 0
‘90 8 207 9 2 5 116 0 0 4 107 0 34
‘89 4 309 30 15 5 1971 8 15 1 1 0 0
‘88 2 135 0 14 5 875 12 30 5 180 25 0
‘87 5 432 81 62 4 897 17 38 3 96 10 18

Yr = year: No = number of living stallions approved: SJ = jumping points: EI =
eventing points: DI = dressage points.

The progeny of Sport Horse stallions are far more successful in show jumping than
those of the other breeds. The progeny of the thoroughbred are somewhat more
successful in eventing.

We will have to wait to see the influence of the European breeds. The evidence to
date is encouraging. Liscalgot, the 2002 world champion has one cross of Sella
Francais in the pedigree – Galoubet is the paternal grandsire. High Scope that
represented Ireland in Sydney 2000 is also by Touchdown

Despite these changes traditional breeding is still very important. Mr Springfield is
currently 5th in the world rankings.

In summary we must



- know what the market requires
- have a clear breeding programme
- have information about the offspring and other relatives of breeding

horses and
- there must be a strong link between the breeding and sport sectors of the

industry.



Influence of mare age, size and parity

on foal development

Ms. Sandra Wilsher

TBA Equine Fertility Unit, Newmarket

In mammals the placenta is the vehicle for nutritional and gaseous exchange

between the maternal and fetal circulations during pregnancy. The allantochorionic

placenta of equids is classified as non-deciduate, non-invasive, epitheliochorial and

diffuse and, as such, equine placentation demands fetomaternal interdigitation over

the entire endometrial surface to optimise fetal development in utero. Any

shortcomings are reflected by slower growth and delayed maturation of the fetus.

This requirement for an unabbreviated area of placental attachment is emphasised

by the inability of mares to carry twin conceptuses to term due to simple

competition between the two placentae for the limited area of endometrium which

results in progressive starvation of one or both fetuses (Jeffcott and Whitwell, 1973).

In addition, age-related chronic degenerative changes in the mare’s endometrium

(endometrosis) may compromise the uterine environment during pregnancy and

Bracher et al (1996) showed a close realtionship between the health of the

endometrium, the normality of structure and the density of the microcotyledons on

the surface of the allantochorion, and fetal weight.

However, even in the case of singleton pregnancy being carried by a mare with a

healthy endometrium, other factors may influence placental development and,

hence, fetal growth. For example, maternal size, and hence uterine size, profoundly

effect the birth weight of the foal, as demonstrated by Walton and Hammond (1938)

in their classical between-breed crossing of Shetland ponies and Shire horses, and

by Tischner and Klimszak (1989) who transferred pony embryos to large draft-type

recipient mares and compared the birth size and subsequent development of the

foals with sex-matched full siblings born from the genetic pony mothers. In both

experiments the size disparities between the foals at birth persisted into adulthood.



Parity is also correlated with foal birthweight and Hintz et al (1979) noted that

thoroughbred mares < 7 years old produced foals with smaller cannon bones than

mares aged 7-11 years old. Barron (1995) surveyed racetrack performance of

thoroughbreds and concluded that foals from parous mares aged 7-11 years were

more likely to be successful than those born from maiden mares or mares >11 years.

Similarly, Finocchio (1986) reported that third foals were most likely to become

Stakes winners, followed closely by foals produced in parities 5, 2 and 4, in that

order.

In our laboratory, placentae from two cohorts of mares of varying size, age and

parity were studied to elucidate some of the structural differences of the

allantochorion that might influence foal birth weight. The first cohort utilised

between-breed embryo transfer to create 8 Thoroughbred-in-Pony (Tb-in-P)

pregnancies in which the genetically larger Thoroughbred fetus experienced

cramping and nutritional deprivation in utero, 7 P-in-Tb pregnancies in which the

smaller Pony fetus was exposed to nutritional excess in utero, with 7 normal Tb-in-

Tb and 7 P-in-P pregnancies as controls. Strong correlations existed between

maternal weight and foal birth weight and both the weight, volume and gross area

of the allantochorion. The surface area of the microcotyledons, assessed

stereologically, was influenced solely by the breed of the mother, with

thoroughbred mares having more plexiform microcotyledons than Pony mares.

Compromised intrauterine conditions, as in the Tb-in-P pregnancies, led to

lengthening of the microcotyledonary villi, with no increase in the degree of

branching. The total microscopic area of fetomaternal contact across the entire

placental interface was also calculated and showed a strong correlation with foal

birth weight. These findings demonstrated convincingly that the in utero growth of

the foal is governed by ‘actual’ placental size and competence which, in turn, is

governed by the available area of healthy endometrium.

In the second experiment 84 placentae from commercial thoroughbred mares were

separated into 4 groups on the basis of age and parity; primiparous mares ages 4-7

years and multiparous mares aged 5-9 years, 10-15 years and > 16 years. Gross



placental parameters were lowest in the maiden primiparous mares and of

particular interest was the finding that microcotyledon surface area was reduced in

these animals compared to the 5-9 y.o. multiparous mares. As expected,

development of the microcotyledons was also constrained in the aged mares (> 16

years old), presumably as a result of endometrosis in the apposing endometrium.

In these older mares deficiencies in the microcotyledons was offset, to some degree,

by a higher volume and gross area of the placenta which together maintained the

total microscopic area of fetomaternal contact and, hence, foal birth weight. Thus,

primiparity appears to be more significant in determining foal birth weight than

maternal age, due to reductions in microcotyledon structure, coupled with

reductions in the other gross placental parameters, together limiting the total area

available for haemotrophic exchange across the placental interface. Accordingly,

when selecting recipient mares for use in an embryo transfer programme, it should

be remembered that maternal parameters such as body size, age and parity will all

exert varying degrees of influence on the health and total microscopic area of the

allantochorion which, in turn, will govern the size and vitality of the foal at birth,

and in later life. Ideally, recipient mares should be aged between 5 and 9, should

have already produced at least one foal, and should have a body size or

“roominess” that is equal to or greater than that of the donor mare.
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Breeding Sport Horses for Profit

Ms. Jeanette Nijhof

Netherlands

Team Nijhof is a family business that was started many years ago by Grandfather

Jan Nijhof. His son Henk Nijhof, together with Henk’s wife Aleid, expanded the

horse business and Henk discovered world famous stallions like Roemer, Voltaire,

Burggraaf, Calvados, Heartbreaker etc. at an early age. Now their children Henk

and Jeanette continue the family business and Team Nijhof has become a well-

known stud throughout Europe.

Today the stud at Team Nijhof includes more than 30 approved stallions, 20 brood

mares and 200 young horses (foals, yearlings and two and three year olds). The

stud is an approved EU centre and has a freezing station.

Frozen semen is available from all of our stallions and shipped world-wide. In

addition, we have a large selection of brood mares and young horse between 0-4

years old for sale.

Europe’s leading source of top class performance sires.

Breed to win!

Our stallions have been selected with great care to produce sport horses that can

perform at the highest level. Due to this rigorous selection, setting the highest

standards in conformation and bloodlines, we are now in a position to present to

you stallions that have great influence on European Breeding.
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Breeding Sport Horses for profit

Professor WR Allen

Director and Professor of Equine Reproduction,

TBA Equine Unit, Newmarket

The application of modern breeding technologies to the practical breeding of horses

has accelerated worldwide over the past two decades in all breeds and types of

horses except the thoroughbred. Artificial insemination (AI) with fresh extended

semen is used routinely on most stud farms with considerable improvements in

efficiency, fertility, disease control and management costs. The ability of cooled

semen to retain high fertility for 24-48 hours enables its widespread shipment

within and between countries by modern transport methods. Even the use of deep

frozen semen is increasing rapidly, in conjunction with a single fixed-time

insemination in relation to gonadotrophin-induced ovulation. The widescale use of

the ultrasound scanner to monitor follicular development and ovulation has

markedly improved diagnosis of the optimum insemination time, with consequent

improvements in conception rates. However, repeated scanning examinations at

intervals of only 4-6 hours in order to carry out insemination of frozen-thawed

semen after, rather than before, ovulation is illogical and inefficient.

Embryo transfer too has seen a marked upsurge in recent years, especially in

champion polo ponies in Argentina and Brazil and in competing sporthorses and

racing quarterhorses in North America and parts of Europe. Embryo recovery rates



are high (80-90%) when flushing on the 7th or 8th day after ovulation fertile

(generally maiden) mares inseminated with fresh or cooled semen and ovulation

has been diagnosed accurately by daily ultrasound examinations and/or serum

progesterone measurements. Surgical embryo transfer rates, via mid-line or flank

laparotomy, are equally high when transferring within a donor: recipient synchrony

range of 0 to 3 days. Pregnancy rates from non-surgical transfer via the cervix tend

to be lower (50-80%) and are highly influenced by both the experience and sterile

practices of the operator and the tortuosity of the recipient mare’s cervix and health

of her endometrium. Induction of multiple ovulations by treatment with

exogenous gonadotrophins is possible but is not yet a practical proposition, and

successful deep freezing of equine embryos also remains problematical due to the

relatively advanced stage of their development by the time they reach the uterus,

and are recoverable, on day 7 after ovulation. Impermeability of the unique equine

blastocyst capsule to glycerol or other cryoprotectants may also add to this

problem.

The advent of a number of new breeding technologies in the last 5 years holds

exciting promise for horse breeding. For example, the repeated recovery of

multiple oocytes from valuable donor mares by transvaginal ultrasound-guided

ovum pick-up (OPU) for fertilisation, either by transfer to the fallopian tube of a

mated or inseminated recipient mare (GIFT), or by intracytoplasmic injection of a

single spermatozoon (ICSI) that may have been frozen-thawed or sex-sorted into X

chromosome or Y chromosome-bearing populations by passage through a high

speed fluorescence-activated cell sorter (FACS), prior to use. And most recently,

videoendoscopic or “blind” deep uterine insemination techniques to achieve

reasonable conception rates of 50-70% per cycle by the deposition of ultra low doses

of spermatozoa (e.g. 1-10 million) directly onto the utero-tubal junction (UTJ) at the

tip of the uterine horn ipsilateral to the ovary containing the pre-ovulatory follicle;

the technique has particular potential with both frozen-thawed semen of moderate

quality and sex-sorted fresh or frozen semen.



Thus, many exciting modern advances are coming on line currently which have the

potential to improve greatly the fecundity and general productivity of the relatively

few high class competing fillies and proven broodmares that exist in the sporthouse

breeding industry. It only remains now for equine veterinary clinicians to pick up

these “new batons” and for discerning and determined sporthorse owners to run

with and apply them to good effect.
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