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Pmpomtmg the Racmg Gene?

Cﬂmpany Markets a DNA Test for Thoroughbred Breﬁ-dmg

HE SCIENCE OF BREEDING Thorough-
breds has been inexact, at best, since it
began nearly 300 years ago.
But peneticist Stephen Harrison and the
company he founded, Thoroughbeed Gemet-
fes Co. in Kent, England, say they have identified
the genetlc details that make for faster race-
horses. The ciosely held company sells its genetie
tests, at £400 (€E53) a plece, to horse owners look-
ing for an edge in the race to breed & winner.
Though the company doesn’t guarantes the
tests will predict a Derby winner, hundreds of Thor-
oughbred ovmers sent vials of their horses' blood
for testing last autumn, when preparations for the
late-Tanuary breeding season were coming down to
the wire. The lab advises breaders on optimal pair-
ings and purchases based on the genetic data.

“Ynumtlmkaunﬂmmﬂmwhmsum}er'

the bonnet,” says Mr. Harrison, the w-year-ufd
former amateur jockey.

The two-yvear-old company tests for the level of
inbreeding in a thoroughbred, as well as a particu-
lar kind of DNA that Thoroughbred Genetics says
is related to how the horse’s cells release energy.
Alter studving more than 1,000 horses, Mr. Harri-
50n says it is clear that less inbred animals are
Giten healthier and tend to perform better. But
they are less likely to pass desirable traits on to
the next generation. Finding the right balance
between inbred horses that can pass on the proper
racing traits but mot be so inbred as to be un-
healthy is the key to successful breeding.

Owners eager o maximize their chances of
breeding 2 winner could pay as much as £200 000
{0 make a brood mare with a premier stallion, so
OWTIeTS 3a¥ the genetic test 5 worth the price.

UK. breeder John Sunley, who has used Thor-
oughbred Genetics's tests for 12 of his horses, says
the results appear to have merit. He used the test to
help determine which horses to buy and is delighted
that several have already won races. He says the
eost of the test is “a very minor consideration to
have additional verification and ancther opinion.”
Breeders and buyers traditionally base their dicl.
sions on a keenly developed eye for horse fesh and
on the study of arcane genealogical charts.

Mr. Harrison says two major breeding opera-

tionswith roughly 250 mares each, 10 midsize farms
with around 30 mares each, and hundreds of very
small cperations with one or two mares have used
his services, Citing confidentiality 3g'rmmueut5 he
declines to ldentify these breeders.

To be sure, in the tradition-laden industry of
horse breeding, many owners would rather bet on
a certain name or lineage, no matter what a labo-
ralory might recommend. Also, some scientists
say there lsn't any proof yvet that the genetic tests
can help predict a horse’s performance. The fact
that Mr. Harrison hasn®t published his findings
and openad them to peer review makes other ge-
neticists leery of his claims.

“l am skeptical® that locking at inbreeding
through genetic testing is an effective method to
analyze performance says Matthew Binns, head
of genetics of the UK.'s Anfmal Health Trust, a
veterinary-research *But '.i'lﬂmm
seeing data one can't prove it eti_;her way”

Emest Bailey, a University of Kentucky genetl-
clst and a eccordinator of the Horse Genome
Project, a global effort to map the equine gencme,
says he is unaware of any published data regard-
ing the identification of genatic paramsters assocl-
ated with horses' overall performance or health.

Mr, Harrison, who has a doctorate in genetics
from the University of Wales, has published sev-
eral papers on equine genetics in specialty publica-
tions in the past decade. He says he plans to
publish his recent work in peer-reviewed journals
once patents and other commercial considerations
are locked downl. He says his work {s based on &
study of 1.000 horses showing a correlation be-
tween the level of inbreeding and performance.

_ Meanwhile, Thoroughbred Genetics, which has
about £1 million in annual revenue, is developing
10 ather genetic tests, including one Mr. Harrizon
says appears fo predict a horse’s trainability. The
company currenily has losses of about £100.000 a
year, and Mr. Harrison is seeking venture capital
§o he can sustain further losses 25 he builds the
business. The company predicts it will have reve-
nue of £50 million in 10 years.

Statistically, it wouldn't take much for the com-
pany’'s test results to stand out. On the basis of
selecting two good horses out of 100, says Mr.
Harrison, “you can make your career. you can
make your reputation with that.”



