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There are many wonderful things that come from racing 
Thoroughbreds



There are some problems too



The HKJC Equine Welfare Research Foundation 

• Established in 2020 as a tax-exempt charitable organisation under Section 88 of 
Inland Revenue Ordinance (Cap. 112 of the laws of Hong Kong) with a donation of 
HK$600 million from the Hong Kong Jockey Club

• Objective:  to constantly improve the quality of life of Thoroughbred racehorses 
throughout and after their racing careers by funding scientific research and 
encouraging collaboration between scientists, scholars, veterinarians and those 
engaged at the forefront of the racing industry whose decisions and actions affect 
the welfare of racehorses

• Vision:  to see science deliver positive change to the lives of Thoroughbreds 
during and after their careers in racing
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Is Science really worth investing in? – the intuitive is not always right
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Sudden Infant Death Syndrome
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Priority Research Topics for the Thoroughbred Racehorse

The potential for 
racehorses to adapt to 

different careers on 
retirement from racing

The biological 
integrity of 
the horse

3. Husbandry and 
management

4. Care of the
ex-racehorse

2. Diseases associated 
with intensive training 

5. Doping

Various

Others

High incidence of 
degenerative 
orthopaedic 

disease

Reducing the 
incidence of severe 
fractures in horses 
while racing and 

training

1. Orthopaedic injuries and 
disease

Diseases of the heart, lungs and 
gastrointestinal tract

Measuring well-being and 
determining factors that 

impact it



Priority Research Topics for the Thoroughbred Racehorse

Respiratory System
• Improved diagnosis and 

treatment of respiratory diseases 
- including Bleeding (3)

• Roaring (1)

Cardiovascular system
• Early detection arrhythmias (1)

Stomach Ulcers
• Implications of current therapies 

and search for better treatments 
(1)

• Ability to quantify state of 
well-being of individual 
horses (2)

• Ability to monitor horse 
health & safety remotely 
(1)

• Supporting improvements 
in approaches to transition 
of horses from racing to 
other careers after 
retirement (1)

• Nil • Infectious Disease (1)

• Develop resources in 
order to encourage 
and facilitate 
relevant research  (1)

• Treatments for common orthopaedic diseases (3)

• Preventing serious injuries -strategies to prevent 
disease, improved sensitivity of detecting early 
pathology and decision-making (4) 

• Genotypes that predispose horses to fracture (1)

• Tracks and effects of training and racing horses 
(1)
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High incidence of 
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orthopaedic 
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Reducing the 
incidence of severe 
fractures in horses 
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training

1. Orthopaedic injuries and 
disease

1. Racing Fractures are a manifestation of material 
fatigue – analogous to how a paper-clip fails after 
repeated bending

2. Repetitive, cyclical, heavy loads on the bones 
associated with intensive high-speed training and 
racing cause progressive weakening of specific 
regions of limb bones due to fatigue damage

3. The natural, biological 
repair process of bone 
can weaken the bone 
further – so that it 
becomes prone to 
fracture at normal loads

4. Convincing evidence that the majority of 
fractures in racehorses occur via this pathway  

Fractured humerus from 2 yo colt Fractured shoulder blade 4yo gelding
“Condylar fracture”, 
fetlock joint

Many examples demonstrating change 
that preceded fracture
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1. Orthopaedic injuries and 
disease

5. Critical point: while the fractures appear to occur “out of the blue” they do not. There is a 
progressive deterioration in the bone that is associated with structural damage that leads to the 
fracture

Fatal condylar fracture in a fetlock 
joint (b) that arose from a small 
defect in the bone that was visible 
retrospectively in an x-ray taken a 
few weeks earlier (a - in the middle 
of the yellow oval)

6. If we could identify horses with early pre-fracture damage we could rest them until the defect healed and thereby prevent the fracture 
from occurring 

ba

The problem is that these 
horses are often not lame and 
cannot be  detected by the 
trainer or veterinarian – even at 
the most detailed pre-race 
veterinary clinical inspection

We need a practical solution to screen
horses to identify those with pre-
fracture changes at risk
The screening mechanism must be 
sensitive enough to identify all/ most 
horses at risk and specific enough to 
ensure sound horses are not 
needlessly removed from racing
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7. Commitment to develop a suitable screening system

Dubois et al (2014) 
https://doi.org/10.1371
/journal.pone.0101230

8. Imaging, such as CT, will probably be required to achieve 
the specificity required, but:
1. It is impractical to perform CT examinations on all 

runners
2. We don't know the clinical significance of all the features 

that we can now see in bone by using CT

9. Research is urgently required to:
1. Develop simple screening systems to “narrow the field” 

for imaging
2. Understand the significance of findings from imaging 

through longitudinal studies

Standing CT – University of Melbourne



Summary

• Humanity has a moral responsibility to provide for the needs of animals in its care

• Highlighting the benefits and acknowledging the issues in racing, facing up to them 
honestly and working to resolve them generates trust and is disarming of critics

• Changes should be based on reliable evidence obtained through vigorous scientific 
research that is thoroughly scrutinized by knowledgeable peers 

• Findings from scientific work must be shared effectively with relevant people who may 
turn it into practical benefit

• The HKJC Equine Welfare Research Foundation aims to achieve these objectives

• Please visit our website:  https://www.hkjcequinewelfare.org.hk/en/

https://www.hkjcequinewelfare.org.hk/en/

