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herDA-Affected horses: skin  
Characteristics 

Horses with the skin disease known 
as hereditary equine regional dermal 
asthenia (HERDA) or hyperelastosis cu-
tis (HC) have been recognized since the 
1970s, but only recently have researchers 
defined just how much weaker their skin 
is compared to that of healthy horses. At 
the convention a presenter discussed the 
results of biomechanical and molecular 
investigations into the skin characteristics 
of horses with HERDA.

“Hereditary equine regional dermal 
asthenia is an autosomal recessive skin 
disease associated with certain Quarter 
Horse bloodlines,” began Ann M. Rashmir- 
Raven, DVM, MS, of Michigan State  
University. “Affected horses have loose, 
hyperextensible, fragile skin and are 
frequently euthanized because of poor 
wound healing and disfiguring scars. Le-
sions can occur anywhere on the body, 
but are most common dorsally (over the 
top of the body, such as the back).”

Rashmir-Raven explained that affected 
horses’ skin has loosely integrated, thin, 
shortened collagen fibers in the deep der-
mis layer. This causes parts of the layer to 
disintegrate in response to very little or no 
trauma. “On scanning electron microsco-
py we see clear spaces with fibrosis and/
or granulation tissue in the middle of the 
layer that never heals,” she noted.

For the biomechanical portion of the 
study, researchers took skin samples from 
several locations on 10 unaffected and 
10 affected horses immediately follow-
ing euthanasia. Their skin samples were 
stretched to the point of failure or until 
they were under a load of 1,000 Newtons, 
whichever came first. Rashmir-Raven re-
ported that HERDA-affected horses’ skin 
was two to three times weaker than nor-
mal skin throughout the horse, and that 
HERDA-affected skin failed differently as 
well—it tended to shred, whereas normal 
skin failed all at once in one spot. 

The HERDA-affected skin also had a 

much lower modulus of elasticity, mean-
ing it would not deform (stretch) very far 
and still return to its original shape/size. It 
also had significantly higher amounts of 
soluble collagen.

“Skin from carriers (horses that inherit 
only one copy of the HERDA gene; two  
copies results in the disease) exhibits a 
wide range of biomechanical values, both 
above and below normal values,” she 
noted. “But preliminary results indicate 
that they have higher levels of soluble 
collagen.

“Horses affected with HERDA showed 
uniformly weaker skin over their dorsum, 
ventrum, and extremities than age-matched 
controls,” Rashmir-Raven summarized. 

Find more information on HERDA/HC 
at TheHorse.com by searching “HERDA.”

Unwanted horse survey
Bonnie R. Rush, DVM, MS, Dipl.  

ACVIM, of Kansas State University, spent 
a few minutes during the Kester News 
Hour discussing the results of the Un-
wanted Horse Survey, which was con-
ducted by the Unwanted Horse Coalition 
in late 2008 through early 2009. Selected 
results are as follows: 

■  There were 23,151 respondents (20,482 
horse owners, 2,245 industry stakehold-
ers, and 422 non-horse owners). 

■  All agree the unwanted horse problem is 
escalating; 87% say it’s a “big problem.”

■  Rescue facilities are turning away about 
38% of the horses brought to them be-
cause they are already full.

■  Horse owners and industry stakehold-
ers believe the public and media do not 
understand the challenges of maintain-
ing horses.

■  They also generally believe the top con-
tributors to the problem are the closing 
of equine processing (slaughter) plants, 
the down economy, irresponsible breed-
ing, and the high cost of euthanasia.

■  Horse owners’ and stakeholders’ sug-
gested solutions to the unwanted horse 
problem include reopening of process-
ing plants, education of owners, and in-
creased rescue funding.

■  Rescue operators and non-horse own-
ers believe the media and other public 
forums should be used to solve the prob-
lem, and that slaughter plants should 
never be reopened.
Unwanted Horse Survey results are 

available at TheHorse.com/14507. 

Miscellaneous Topics
By STAcEy okE, DVM, MSc, AnD cHriSTy WEST

In a horse with HERDA there is a lack of adhesion with the dermis, the deep layer of skin, due to a 
collagen defect. Because the layers are not firmly held together, they separate. 
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Rush reported several strategies have 
been used to address the unwanted horse 
problem in the past year, including low-
cost euthanasia/disposal programs, dis-
counted vouchers for castration with client  
education seminars, and free or low-cost 
castration clinics (often done by vet students 
who gain experience during the clinics).  
A nonpartisan agency is scheduled to 
study the impact of processing plant clo-
sures on the unwanted horse problem. 

“It will be interesting to see what they 
find,” she commented. 

Lawsonia Infection in Foals Doesn’t 
Negatively Affect horses as Adults

Horses that recover from Lawsonia 
intracellularis infections cost less as year-
lings than their siblings, but they race just 
as well, reported Michele L. Frazer, DVM, 
Dipl. ACVIM, of Hagyard Equine Medical 
Institute in Lexington, Ky. Frazer present-
ed a study on the subject.

The bacterium L. intracellularis is the 
causative bacterial agent for equine pro-
liferative enteropathy (EPE), which is 
characterized by diarrhea, depression, 
fever, inappetance (anorexia), weight loss, 
edema (fluid swelling) on the abdomen 
or lower limbs, a poor hair coat, and in-
termittent colic due to thickening of the 
mucosal lining in the small and large in-
testines. Weanlings that are 4 to 7 months 
old are most commonly affected.

“It is generally accepted that horses in-
fected with L. intracellularis that develop 
EPE do survive, but the long-term effects 
of this disease remained relatively unex-
plored,” explained Frazer.

To better evaluate the impact of EPE 
in horses, Frazer reviewed the medical 
records of Thoroughbreds diagnosed 
at Hagyard Equine Medical Institute  
with L. intracellularis infections between 
January 2002 and January 2008. 

“The sale and race records from these 
horses were compared to average sale and 
race records for all progeny by the same 
sire as the affected horse,” relayed Frazer.

Of the 116 horses included in the study, 
36 were sold at public auction as year-
lings. The sale price of these horses at  
public auction was significantly lower than  
the average sale price of their paternal 
half siblings. In contrast, the monetary  
earnings of the 30 horses that raced 

were not significantly different from the  
average monetary earning’ of the sire’s 
progeny.

“These findings suggest that the ath-
letic potential of horses which have re-
covered from Lawsonia intracellularis  
infections does not seem negatively affect-
ed, despite the fact that they command 
lower sale prices than other yearlings,” 
concluded Frazer.

Common Castration Complications 
Complications associated with equine 

castrations occur commonly and should 
be identified and treated properly in the 
field, relayed Liberty M. Getman, DVM, 
Dipl. ACVS, of the University of Pennsyl-
vania’s New Bolton Center.  

Even though castration (removal of 
the testicles) is the most commonly per-
formed surgical procedure in equine 
practice, it does not mean it is simple or 
without risk.

“Approximately one-third of all castra-
tions develop some form of post-surgical 

complication, and these complications 
constitute the number one reason for mal-
practice claims against North American 
veterinarians,” said Getman.  

Postoperative castration complications 
that equine veterinarians see most often 
include:
■  Swelling;
■   Infection;
■  Hemorrhage;
■  Eventration (evisceration, protrusion of 

intestine through the inguinal ring into 
the scrotum);

■  Peritonitis (inflammation of the lining 
of the abdominal and pelvic cavities);

■  Damage to the penis; and
■  Hydrocele formation (a collection of 

fluid in a cavity; in this case fluid within 
the vaginal cavity, where the testicle  
resided).
“Prompt recognition of post-castration 

complications and expedited application 
of appropriate treatment is essential in all 
cases,” concluded Getman. “Most cases 
can be successfully managed in the field, 
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