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Racing

The mantosee
about a horse

Greg Wood
meets the
founder of
Thoroughbred
Genetics Ltd

Tt is less than 50 miles from the
Sittingbourne Research Cen-
fre to the winning post at
Epsom, the "piece of wood"™
swhich the grest breeder Fed-
erieo Tesin onee deseribed as
the basis of the thoroughbreds
very existence, bul i feels
mare like 500, The precise
rows of dozens of identieal
Jowr-rise labs and offices aren
worhl sway from the wild ex-
cezses of Derby day:

Yet there is one hi-tech stard-
up herewith its roots in the turf,
AL 10V26 Innovations Bulldings,
Dr Steve -Harrison is'on the
saane guest as Tesio, and hosls
of thoroughbred breeders be-
fare and since. At its end, as al-
ways, ia that mvthical beast, the:
perfoct racchorse and stallion,

TheGuardia

Mot that vou will find any
horses on SRC properly. That
wronild be far too old-sconomy.
Harrison is a geneticist and the
founder of the Thormaghbred
Geneties Company Limited,
which gives clients the chance
Lo rely oo something more
than pedigrees and praver, and
test their prospective pur-
chases ata molecularlevel,

“Given that the racing in-
dustry is founded entirely on
genelics” Harrison savs, “it's
amazing that practically no
one who s involved with itis a
Eeneticist.”

¥et thiz ig how it has slways
been. Thescience of genetics is
1040 years old bt some breed-
ers still rely on hunches, or
rule-nfithamb theories withno
seientific basis, when they plan
Lheir malings. Yearlings, mean-
while, can he knocked down
for huge prices simply becanse
they look god on paper.

Harrison does not promise
certainty, or anything like.
Whal he does olfer iz a possible
edge in a game of percentages,
in which success may be the
size of yonr failure rate. For
few hundred pounds he will

sean the chromosomal DNA of
a thoroughbred for about 50
different - penetic markers,
indicating the amonn: of vari-
ahility in its gonetic make-ap.

Horses which have a lot of
variability (or sre heters-
zygous, In technical language)
are, in genetic terms, congid-
eredmhealthythan hom
vyizous animals, which show
relatively little variability in
their genes, However, while
heternzygous horses tend tobe
better athletes, there s a
genetic trade-off. At stud, that
sameviriahility makes it less
likely they will pass their ex-
cellenci on o their ofspring.

What Harrison attemps to
find — or produce, by teeom-
mending 1o breeders —
are horses thal tread a middle
path, neither oo homozygous
or heterozygous to be 2 worth-
while long-term investment.

Fou ean tell a cerlain
amount from a pedigree,” he
savs, Dol vou can'l tell how
homozygous sn individual is.
It's hard to put an exact value
ol it, but ¥ou Can see a Very
homeagvgous horse froem look-
img atthe test,

“Breeding tends Lo be cveli-
cal in that people will look at &
pedigrees and think that i [n-
bred and decide to outeross,
but sometimes vou find that
an animal which looks inbred
un pedigree iso’L necessarily
very homozygous, so it gives
yoi a chance to inbreed a bit
muoire, within limits"”

Confidentiality  prevents
i Harrison from naming his
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clients, though he does say
that some of Europe’s mors
“forwand-Lhinking” racing and
breeding  operations  have
come to him for genetic analy-
sos & year or 50 ago he advised
one client on a number of po-
tential purchases, putting ticks
against a couple and a hig
eross against another despite
an cutstanding pedigree. The
elient hought the lot anywsy
bt Harrison notes that, while
theones he recommendead did

well Tnst aprson, the ane he did
not like hasvet to see atrack.
Sometimes, of course, there
are other factors to consider.
“We can make recommenda-
tions," he says, "but what is
genetleally suitablc will some-
times be different from what is
commercially  suitable” In
other words, some breeders
will use a particulas stallion be-
cause they know his offspring
will sell at & premium, what-
ever it might do oo the track.

Harrisnn's tests can have
other uses too, "We dealt with
somepne just recently,” e
savs, "who was interested in a
debate going back almost 300
years, There are two families
which trace hack to mares
which were at Hampton Court
in the early 17008, bt therss
becn o long debale aboul
whether there were really two
TMarss, orjust one”

Here, Harrison looked at a
different form of DMNA, called

mBbNA, which is handed down
almost unchanged twough the
femals line acToss many gen-
erations. When he tested the
mBNA in modern-day repre-
sentatives of the two families,
he found significant differ-
ences, showing that there were
indeed two original mares, not
ane, “This guestion had been
bugging people for more than
250 years” he says, "but we
conld answer it in afew min-
utes with a simple Lest”

Simple or not, Harrizon's lah
Leatifics o a thriving husiness.
Ume machine, which looks like
& vross between a lesl-lube
rack and an iee-cream maker,
cost almost £10,000, and that
is one of the cheaper ones. An-
ather £100,000-worth will ar-
rive in the next few months,

There wre rich new markels
to explore, too. *I'm very busy
at the moment” he says "T'm
having our website translated
[nio Arabic




