AgriFutures Thoroughbred
Horses Program

RD&E investment to support the sustainability,
productivity and competitiveness of the
Australian thoroughbred industry

Learn more
agrifutures.com.au/thoroughbred-horses

Research, development and extension
to address industry priorities

The Program currently has more than 25 ongoing projects,
addressing these overarching priorities. This includes, but is
not limited to, projects focused on addressing:

You know you pay a thoroughbred horses levy, but did you know
the AgriFutures Thoroughbred Horses Program is responsible
for managing and investing that levy in research, development
and extension projects?

•

Strangles

•

Rattles

•

Stallion fertility

Through investment in targeted and high-impact projects, the
Program supports an efficient breeding system that works
towards reducing the average number of serves per pregnancy,
increasing live foals delivered per mare covered, and increasing
the DNA parentage count confirmed each year.

•

Pregnancy testing for mares and pregnancy loss.

This RD&E investment is guided by an industry-endorsed
Strategic RD&E Plan. This Plan details five key priorities for
RD&E investment:

The thoroughbred horses levy was introduced in 2017 and the
AgriFutures Thoroughbred Horses Program was established
to manage investment the levy.

Enhanced welfare and safety of thoroughbred
horses, those who work with them, and the
sustainability of the industry.
Improved breeding outcomes and foal health
and development.
Reduced incidence and impact of diseases and
parasites in horses.
Industry training and Program communication and
extension supported.
The industry’s economic contribution and its
market are understood, and additional R&D
resources secured.

Industry supported levy

The levy is set at a rate of $10 per mare included in the mare
return (paid by the mare owner), and $10 per mare covered
by a stallion (paid by the stallion owner), as recorded in
the Declaration of Service, and is collected online upon
registration of the service by the Australian Studbook.
AgriFutures Australia works hard to ensure investments align
with industry needs. The AgriFutures Thoroughbred Horses
Advisory Panel makes funding recommendations based on
what Advisory Panel members see and hear in the industry;
these recommendations must align with the objectives of the
AgriFutures Thoroughbred Horses Program Strategic RD&E Plan.
The Program also receives Australian Government
matching funding* allocated at 50c per dollar of eligible
expenditure, as well as industry contributions from
the Hunter Valley Equine Research Foundation, Racing
Australia, Equestrian NSW, Harness Racing Australia, and
other project-specific contributions.

Thoroughbred horses levy explained

Paid by
mare owner
$10/covered
mare

Paid by
Stallion
owners
$10/covered
mare

* AgriFutures Australia receives matching funding from the Australian Government, calculated under the PIRD Act. Subject to some
limitations, this Commonwealth matching funding is capped at the lesser of 50% of eligible expenditure or 0.5% of industry gross
value of production (GVP). Industry GVP is calculated on the aggregate of all AgriFutures Australia levied industries.

Objective 2
Improved breeding
outcomes and foal
health development
Detecting the silent carrier:
Can we eradicate strangles
from endemic premises?

PRJ-012165

As part of this project the research team are evaluating
several tests to identify these carrier horses. In addition,
they are exploring the most effective way to treat these
animals and eliminate the bacteria S. equi to remove the
risk of spreading the disease.

Project timeframe
July 2020 - June 2023
Principal investigator: Professor James Gilkerson
Organisation:
The University of Melbourne
Contact:
jrgilk@unimelb.edu.au

The short story
Strangles is the single most common infectious
disease globally, having serious ramifications
on international horse transport, and devasting
economic impacts on local breeding operations.
Caused by the Streptococcus equi bacteria,
strangles is spread through close contact
between horses. The bacteria enters through
the nose and into the guttural pouch – an
opening into back of the throat – causing
infection and abscesses in lymph nodes.
Of the horses that recover, a small proportion
carry an antibody and remain ‘silent carriers’
of strangles. Because these silent carriers are
asymptomatic, it is difficult to identify and
isolate these horses to prevent outbreaks. These
carrier animals can shed bacteria and through
close contact infect susceptible horses.
Currently, the industry does not have sufficient
information to understand how many horses
have been previously infected with strangles,
or the proportion of these horses that remain
silent carriers.

Keep reading about this project at agrifutures.
com.au/thoroughbred-horses-strangles

Improved breeding
outcomes and foal
health development
Understanding and reducing
the effects of heat stress on
thoroughbred stallion fertility
2.

PRJ-011268

Project timeframe
May 2018 - July 2019

Stallion fertility – was monitored by testing post-coital
dismount samples for sperm motility (ability to move),
morphology (size and shape) and any damage to the
DNA. Libido assessments and pregnancy test results
were also measured to determine stallion fertility.

After collecting the data, the research team was able to
map ambient temperature and fertility rate across each
breeding season to ascertain a correlation between the two.

Recommendations for industry
Principal investigator:
Dr Roisin Griffin (left)
Organisation:
University of Newcastle
Contact:
roisin.griffin@newcastle.edu.au
Principal investigator:
Dr Aleona Swegen (right)
Organisation:
University of Newcastle
Contact:
aleona.swegen@newcastle.edu.au

The short story
As the world continues to adapt to increasing
temperatures, Australian research scientists have
undertaken a study to understand how hotter
summers are affecting the fertility of thoroughbred
stallions. New guidelines, formed as a result of
this study, are helping to inform owners and stud
managers on how the impact of these conditions
can be mitigated to protect stallion fertility and
enhance animal welfare standards.
Over two breeding seasons, researchers from
the University of Newcastle studied stallions at
four thoroughbred studs in the Hunter Valley in
New South Wales. To understand how heat stress
affects fertility and reproduction, the researchers
monitored two crucial factors:
1.

Ambient climate – weather loggers were installed
in stables and paddocks, taking temperature and
humidity readings every three minutes.

Based on the findings they identified three simple
management strategies for stallion owners and stud
managers to implement to reduce the ill effects of heat
stress on the fertility of stallions:
Alter grazing routines: Allow stallions to graze at night and
stable them during the day. Alternatively, stallions can graze
outdoors between 7am - 1pm and 4.30pm - 9pm daily.
Grazing during these times (or stabling from 11 am - 4.30
pm) will limit exposure to high ambient temperatures.
Ensure access to adequate shade in paddocks: Use
man-made structures (tarpaulins, shade cloth) or trees.
Trees should be dense-leafed, around five metres in
height and planted strategically to provide all-day
protection from the sun.
Monitor stallion fertility: Ongoing monitoring of all
stallions will identify those sires that experience reduced
fertility due to heat stress.
•

Install temperature and humidity loggers in stables
and paddocks.

•

Collect weekly dismount samples from all stallions
during the breeding season.

•

Continually review fertility data against
environmental conditions, for all stallions.

•

Tailor management practices in line with the needs of
specific stallions.

To learn more about this project visit
agrifutures.com.au/stallion-heat-stress

Improved breeding
outcomes and foal
health development
Bacteriophage and
R. equi pneumonia risk

PRJ-012079

Project timeframe
July 2020 - July 2023
Principal investigator:
Dr Gary Muscatello
Organisation:
The University of Sydney
Contact:
gary.muscatello@sydney.edu.au

A better understanding of these relationships could
lead to a timely disease management option as drug
resistance emerges across the United States and
Europe, threating the success of current treatments.
Through the identification, isolation and evaluation of
phages that naturally occur in Australian studs, the
project aims to provide evidence to support the use of
‘phage cocktails’ (a mixture of phages effective against
R. equi) to reduce the risk of rattles. If successful, the
resulting decrease in disease prevalence should result
in reduced antimicrobial use to treat foals, protecting
the use of this important management tool for the
longer term.

The short story
Rhodococcus equi pneumonia (‘rattles’) challenges
thoroughbred breeders across the world. Difficult
to diagnose until it is well established, it is
estimated up to 10% of Australian thoroughbred
foals have rattles each year, with a 1% mortality
rate. In addition, $2-4 million is spent on treating
the disease per annum.
The R. equi bacteria responsible for rattles
lives in soil, persists in the gut microbiome of
horses and is excreted in manure. The highly
infectious strains of R. equi thrive in the equine
environment, making the disease an everpresent threat to foal health.
Dr Muscatello and the team at the University
of Sydney are investigating historical disease
management approaches that could lead to a
novel treatment for the management of rattles.
The group is investigating the relationships
between a group of naturally occurring viruses
called bacteriophages, virulent R. equi, on
Australian thoroughbred studs and the risk of
foals developing rattles.

For more information about this project
visit agrifutures.com.au/thoroughbredhoses-rattles

Thoroughbred Horses
Advisory Panel members
Engaging with industry
AgriFutures Australia has engaged a highly skilled Advisory Panel to identify research priorities and make
investment recommendations. Advisory Panel members include:

Dr Catherine
Chicken

Annelies
McGaw

Chair
The University of
Queensland

Deputy Chair
Scone Equine Hospital

AgriFutures Australia

Mike Becker

Derek Field

Dr Craig Suann

Independent Stallions (VIC)

Widden Stud (NSW)

Consultant equine
veterinarian

Professor Nigel
Perkins

AgriFutures Australia

Contact

Building 007
Tooma Way
Charles Sturt University
Locked Bag 588
Wagga Wagga NSW 2650
02 6923 6900

Annelies McGaw
Manager, Research
Thoroughbred Horses Program

info@agrifutures.com.au
agrifutures.com.au

02 6923 6913
0407 987 738
annelies.mcgaw@agrifutures.com.au

Michael Grieve
Grandview Stud (QLD)

Jacqueline
Stewart
Racing Australia

