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Assignment Topic:

Critically evaluate the possible effects on soundness and performance of specific conformations common in a named breed or type of horse.  Include a discussion of the potential biomechanical effects of the conformational details that you include.

Introduction

The animal chosen for evaluation is the Irish Draught Horse.  This animal was developed in Ireland as a versatile medium draught breed suitable for light farm work and harness and also for hunting.  The cross between the Irish Draught Horse and the Thoroughbred, commonly known as the Irish Sport Horse is used for hunting and eventing at top levels.

At this stage the Irish Horse Board does not have a breed standard for the Irish Sport Horse, but rather relies on the parentage being a mixture of Irish Draught and Thoroughbred in order to accept horses for registration.  As the Irish Draught and the Thoroughbred are bred for completely different purposes (farm work and hunting versus racing speed), it cannot be assumed that any first cross Irish Sport Horse would be set in type, that is there would be some variations in inherited traits which may not suit the resultant animal to the desired purpose of eventing and hunting.  The Irish Horse Board has therefore recently proposed performance testing of Irish Sport Horses, which should over time result in a more uniform type suited to the purpose of performing, rather than being a cross between two types suited to diverse purposes (Aldridge, 2000).  This report will focus on the Irish Draught and its suitability for hunting, jumping and eventing.

Conformation

Description of Conformation of Irish Draught Horse

As the conformation of the Irish Draught Horse may be unfamiliar to many readers, a number of conformation and action photographs are included below:
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Photograph 1: Amber Legend (Irish Draught Horse)
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Photograph 2
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               Photograph 3                   Photograph 4                          Photograph 5
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           Photograph 6                                          Photograph 7
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Photograph 8
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                                    Photograph 9               Photograph 10

(Harkaway Farms, 2002)

The Irish Draught and Sport Horse Society (Australia) gives the following breed standards for the Irish Draught Horse:

“BREED STANDARD AND GUIDELINES FOR THE
IRISH DRAUGHT HORSE: 


TYPE AND CHARACTER:

The Irish Draught horse is an active short legged powerful horse with substance and quality. It is proud of bearing, deep of girth and strong of back and quarters. Standing over a lot of ground it has exceptionally strong and sound constitution. It has an intelligent and gentle nature and is noted for its docility and sense.
HEIGHT:

	Stallions
	15.3hh to 16.3hh approx.

	Mares
	15.1hh to 16.1hh approx.


BONE:
Good strong clean bone. 

HEAD:

Good bold eyes set well apart, long well set ears, wide of forehead. Head should be generous and pleasant, not coarse of hatchet-headed, though a slight roman nose is permissible. The jaw bones should have enough room to take the gullet and allow ease of breathing. 

SHOULDERS, NECK AND FRONT:

Shoulders should be clean cut and not loaded, withers well defined, not coarse. The neck set in high and carried proudly. The chest should not be too broad and beefy. The forearms should be long and muscular, not caught at the elbows. The knee large and generous, set near the ground. The cannon bone straight and short with plenty of flat, clean bone, never back of the knee (calf kneed), i.e. not sloping forward from knee to fetlock. The bone must not be round and course. The legs should be clean and hard with a little hair permissible at the back of the fetlock as a necessary protection. The pasterns are strong and in proportion, not short and upright nor too long and weak. The hoof should be generous and sound, not boxy or contracted and there should be plenty of room at the heel. 

BACK, HINDQUARTERS, BODY and HIND LEGS:

The back to be powerful, the girth very deep, the loins must not be weak but the mares must have enough room to carry a foal. The croup to buttocks to be long and sloping, not short and rounded or flat topped. Hips not wide and plain, thighs strong and powerful and at least as wide from the back view as the hips. The second thighs long and well developed, the hocks near the ground and generous, points not too close together or wide apart but straight. They should not be out behind the horse but should be in line from the back of the quarters to the heel to the ground. They should not be over bent or in any way weak. The cannon bones, etc., as for the foreleg, short and strong. 

ACTION:

Smooth and free but without exaggeration and not heavy or ponderous. Walk and trot to be straight and true with good flexion of the hocks and freedom of the shoulders. 

COLOUR:

Any strong whole colour, including grey.”
(Irish Draught and Sport Horse Society Australia, 2002a)
As a matter of interest, several photographs of Irish Sport Horses in action are shown in Photographs 11 through 14.
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 Photograph 11: The Irish Sport Horse “Cruising”
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Photographs 12 and 13: The Irish Sport Horse “Woodmount Carrick” (Irish Draught Horse Society Australia, 2002b)
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 Photograph 14: Irish Sport Horse and Eventer “Foreign Affair II” (Irish Draught Horse Society New Zealand, 2000)

Body Proportion Descriptions used in this Report

[image: image15.wmf]a - the back (withers to peak of croup)

b - the body (point of shoulder to point of buttock)

c - the pelvis (point of hip to point of buttock)

d - the rib length (withers to last rib)

e - the shoulder (withers to point of shoulder)

f - the arm (point of shoulder to point of elbow)

g - the elbow to the stifle

h - the knee to the hock

Figure 1 - body proportions of the horse

Baird, 2001


Possible Effects on Soundness and Performance of Specific Conformations of Irish Draught Horses

Short Legs

The shorter a long bone, such as the radius (forearm) and metacarpus (cannon), the less leverage will torsion applied at the ends of the bone have on the centre of the bone, so the more difficult it will be to fracture the bone transversely due to these forces (Giancoli, 1988).  This can be demonstrated by taking a long and a short tree branch of the same diameter and attempting to fracture them in the middle by applying pressure to the ends.  The longer branch will snap more easily as the holder is applying more leverage due to the longer lever arm.  Therefore short legs of the same bone diameter will be more resistant to transverse fractures.

However, the very rigidity of the shorter bone which makes it less able to flex, will also prevent it from storing as much elastic energy by bending (Giancoli, 1988).  This will render the stride less “springy” and give a more jarring stride, the force of which, having not been absorbed by the long bones, will be transmitted to the shorter bones (phalanxes and carpii) and the cartilages and synovial tissues between the joints.  This will predispose the horse to concussion injuries of the knees and lower legs.

Powerful Body

The powerful body of the Irish Draught Horse results in it having a greater body mass than lighter breeds such as the Thoroughbred.  This greater mass would require greater force to stop, turn and lift against the forces of inertia and gravity (Giancoli, 1988).  This means that the Irish Draught would require greater energy to lift itself over jumps, and manoeuvre within the tight confines of a showjumping arena, compared to a lighter horse.  This would place greater demands on the horse in terms of muscle action required, and also in terms of the ability of the bones, joints and tendons to withstand the resultant concussive forces and stresses generated by the strong muscles, without injury.  The breed standard recognises this, requiring substance and bone and with an emphasis upon freedom from limb abnormalities or weaknesses.

Depth of Girth

The powerful build of the horse and the extra muscular bulk required to propel it, would require a greater supply of oxygen to the working muscles (Hodgson and Rose, 1994).  Therefore, in a larger horse, especially one required to be ridden in a hunting situation, greater lung capacity is important, and this is accommodated by the depth of girth required of the breed standard.

Depth of Abdomen

The rectus abdominus muscle is part of the “ring of muscles” which allows a horse to bascule (raise the back under the rider and coil the loins for greater impulsion and jumping efforts) and telescope the neck.  The “ring of muscles” consists of the muscles listed below in Table 1.  Therefore the strong scalenus and iliopsoas muscles found in the powerful topline of the Irish Draught Horse need to be matched by an equally strong rectus abdominus muscle in order for the “ring of muscles” to function properly.  A weak or “tucked up” abdomen shows a weak rectus abdominus (Bennett, 1989).

Table 1: The Ring of Muscles

	1
	Dorsal spine or upwardly projecting slats of thoracic vertebrae

	2
	Sacrum bone

	3
	Pelvic bone

	4
	The cablelike portion of the nuchal ligament, which forms the base of the neck

	5
	The sheetlike part of the nuchal ligament, which connects the withers and crest to the neck vertebrae

	6
	The dorsal ligament of the back

	7
	The dorsal ligament of the tail

	8
	The sacrosciatic ligament, a sheet of elastic tissue that connects the sacrum to the pelvis

	9
	The upper part of the semitendinosus muscles, which connects the sacrum to the pelvis and hock

	10
	The lower part of the semitendinosus muscle, which connects the rear part of the pelvic bone (ischium) to the hock

	11
	The point of the hock (just above it is the Achilles tendon to which the semitendinosus muscle attaches)

	12
	The rectus abdominus muscle, which connects the pelvic bone to the sternum (breastbone)

	13
	The longissimus dorsi muscle, largest single muscle in the horse’s body

	14
	Division of the longissimus dorsi muscle found at the root of the neck

	15
	Scalenus muscle, which connects the first rib to the neck.  This muscles closes ‘the ring” in a long-necked mammal and is vital to making the neck-telescoping gesture.

	16
	First rib bone

	17
	Sternum bone


(From Bennett, 1988)

Substance

Substance generally refers to the size and strength of the skeleton, and is generally related to “bone” which is measured as the circumference of the metacarpal (cannon) bone just under the carpus (knee).  A horse with heavy musculature such as the Irish Draught needs to have strong, thick bones to withstand the leverage of the powerful muscles and the impact of the extra body mass.

“Proud of Bearing”

This is a somewhat esoteric descriptive phrase, open to interpretation.  It seems to the writer that horses with a powerful, high, arched neck appear “proud of bearing”, such as a stallion.  Inspection of Photographs 1 to 10 show that most of the Irish Draught Horses depicted do have such a powerful, high, arched neck.  Such a neck is the ideal structure in dressage and jumping, and does not cause loss of athleticism (Bennett, 1989).

Length of Body

(“Standing over a lot of ground”

The first concern on reading this requirement is that the breed may be predisposed to long backs and the weakness associated with this conformational feature.  However, analysis of Photograph 15 (Bennett, 1996) shows that the back is actually quite short, and is supported by strong loins and deep abdominal musculature:

Photograph 15
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Relationship of body length, pelvic length and back length in a sample Irish Draight Horse:

Pelvic length is 33% of body length, which is very good and generates power from the hindquarters.

Back length is 45% of body length, which means that despite the long body, the animal has

a short, strong back.  The length of body is due to exceptionally forward-sloped shoulders and

strong, sloping hindquarters.



Photograph 16
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Relationship of body length, pelvic length and back length in a sample Irish Sport Horse:

Pelvic length is 38% of body length, which is exceptional and would generate great power

from the hindquarters.

Back length remains at  45% of body length, which is the same as in the purebred Irish Draught

The length of body in this case is mostly due to the length of pelvis, as the shoulders are more

upright than in the purebred.


Height

With the height standard ranging from 15.1HH to 16.3HH (approximately), to maintain proportionately “short legs”, the horse must have a great depth of girth and loin to make up the height.

Head

Head should be generous and pleasant, not coarse of hatchet-headed, though a slight roman nose is permissible. The jaw bones should have enough room to take the gullet and allow ease of breathing

This part of the standard reflects the need for the horse to have clear airways, as most of the restriction to airflow normally occurs in the upper airways (Hodgson and Rose, 1994).  Respiratory capacity is a major limiting factor for athletic horses, especially as the breed is required to gallop and jump across country.

Eyes

Good bold eyes set well apart

Eyes such as this give the horse good peripheral vision and allow the horse to detect objects under its nose better, such as jumps.

Ears

long well set ears

It is unusual for a standard to specify long ears, as these are unfashionable from a cosmetic point of view, but the larger collecting dish of a long ear would give the horse better hearing.  This can be an advantage when out hunting, as a keen horse will detect hounds and hopefully lead a rider back to the pack if they become separated from it for any reason.

Forehead

wide of forehead

A wide forehead allows room for a larger brain, and intelligence is an asset in a horse required to think for itself when faced with challenges in the hunting or eventing field.

SHOULDERS, NECK AND FRONT:

Shoulders

Shoulders should be clean cut and not loaded.

“Not loaded” in this context means not overlaid with excessive muscle.  Farmers breed draught animals with heavily muscled, laid-back shoulders which can accommodate a collar easily (Bennett, 1989), however in the Irish Draught as a medium draught and riding animal rather than a heavy draught, a heavily loaded shoulder is undesirable, as it adds excess weight to the forehand and predisposes the forelegs to concussive injuries, especially when the horse is used for hunting, often covering many kilometres in a day.

Interestingly, Photographs 13 and 14 show Irish Sport Horses exhibiting shoulder angles of around 70 degrees, which is a very upright shoulder.  This would give the Irish Sport Horse a rougher, more concussive ride and predispose the forelimbs to unsoundness due to concussion (Bennett, 1989).

A ‘clean cut’ shoulder means a “shelf-like shoulder bed that defines where the neck enters the chest” and indicates correct muscular development at the root of the neck (Bennett, 1989)

The breed standard does not define the required shoulder angle, however inspection of Photographs 1 to 4, 8 and 9 above will show the reader that the angle of the scapula (point of shoulder to point of withers) tends to be about 45 degrees (Photographs 2 to 4, 8 and 9) to 60 degrees in the Irish Draught.  Traditional belief is that this sloping shoulder will give a comfortable ride, with a longer stride, wider range of motion and the ability to raise the forearms high (Harris, 1993).

There is conflicting information about horses with the steeper shoulder angle of the Irish Sport Horse seen in Photographs 13 and 14.  Harris, 1993, maintains that a “Straight (upright) shoulder gives limited range of motion, short stride and limited ability to raise forearms” whereas other authors state that upright shoulders would make the Irish Sport Horse carry its knees well in a hunting or jumping situation (Bennett, 1989).

In fact, if the Photographs in this report are an accurate reflection of the average range of shoulder angles in the total population of both Irish Draught and Irish Sport Horses, then given the Irish Sport Horse’s greater success than the Draught’s in jumping and eventing competitions, it is possible that the steeper shoulder angle may be associated with greater jumping ability, as supported by Bennett, 1989.

Withers

withers well defined, not coarse

Well defined withers are shaped by high dorsal spinous processes, which give good anchorage to the large neck muscles and allow the horse to use the neck strongly when basculing to jump and engaging the hindquarters to come onto the bit in dressage, both important in eventing.

Neck

The neck set in high and carried proudly

See “Proud of Bearing” above.  Also, the weight of a strong, well muscled neck as demonstrated in the all the photographs of the Irish Draughts above, will to some extent balance the heavy body of the powerful draught horse, bringing the centre of mass forward and allowing the horse to use the neck to balance itself over jumps (Bertram et al, 1999 and Buchner et al, 2000).

Chest

The chest should not be too broad and beefy

Broad, beefy chests are a characteristic of heavy draught animals, and would add unnecessary weight to a medium draught and hunting animal such as the Irish Draught.

Forelegs

The forearms should be long and muscular, not caught at the elbows. The knee large and generous, set near the ground. The cannon bone straight and short with plenty of flat, clean bone, never back of the knee (calf kneed), i.e. not sloping forward from knee to fetlock. The bone must not be round and course. The legs should be clean and hard with a little hair permissible at the back of the fetlock as a necessary protection. The pasterns are strong and in proportion, not short and upright nor too long and weak

Under the heading “Short Legs” above, it has been explained that the legs of the Irish Draught will be placed under greater than average concussive forces (this will of course be increased by the great mass of the horse).  The foreleg standards reflect an attempt to minimise the potential for damage to the forelegs, by specifying the absence of conformational faults which would exacerbate the already existing potential for damage.  Therefore the breed standard for the forelegs highlights a list of flaws which must not appear:  “not caught at the elbows; the cannon bone straight; never back of the knee (calf kneed), i.e. not sloping forward from knee to fetlock; the pasterns.. not short and upright nor too long and weak” as these flaws all predispose the legs to damage by deviating from the ideal vertical support structure in the long bones, or in the case of upright pasterns by allowing concussion.

The standard also specifies that the knee must be large and generous.  Assuming that this results from greater transverse area in the individual carpal bones, this greater surface area would spread the concussive forces over the surface of the bones, thus reducing the force per unit area on the knee.

The straight cannon bone would transmit vertical forces directly through the whole length of the bone, giving it the greatest resistance to longitudinal fractures (Gray, 1994).

The part of the standard which specifies that the cannon (metacarpal) bone have “plenty of flat, clean bone (the bone must not be round and course)” is a puzzle.  The cannon bone is basically a vertical strut, the strongest shape for which is a circular cross-section (Giancoli, 1988).  When conducting a dissection of the lower foreleg of a horse at Charles Sturt University, it was noticed that strong splint bones (second and fourth metacarpals) flanking the cannon could give the impression that the cannon bone is “flatter” than it actually is.  It was also noted that the splint bones do not appear to be merely vestigial (being approximately 20 cm long with specialised “buttons” distally and connected surprisingly strongly along their entire length to the third metacarpal or cannon), but appear to give greater lateral stability and support to the suspensory ligament, guiding it to remain in place at the back of the cannon bone, by creating a “lip” down either side of the bone flanking the ligament.  It is surmised that this may be the source of the requirement for a “flat” cannon bone - the requirement for well developed “splint” bones to guide the suspensory ligament, giving the impression of a wider, flatter cannon.  This may prevent displacement and injury to the suspensory ligament.  In fact, the more circular the cross-section of the cannon bone the stronger it will be.

“The legs should be clean and hard” implies a lack of puffiness or swelling which may indicate tendon or joint capsule damage and good muscle tone in the upper leg which indicates fitness.

The standard specifies that horses are permitted “a little hair at the back of the fetlock as a necessary protection”.  In all horses this hair running down from the back of the fetlock draws sweat and water flowing down the legs away from the heels and frog, which may prevent greasy heel or fungal infections of the frog and sole (Evans et al, 1977).

The requirement for the pasterns to be “strong and in proportion, not short and upright nor too long and weak” is a requirement for soundness.  Strong pasterns in proportion to the rest of the horse will give sufficient strength against concussive damage (and if not oversized would do so without adding excessive weight at the distal portion of the limb, which would predispose the horse to unsoundnesses in this area due to the greater moment of inertia of the limb).  Short and upright pasterns give a jarring ride and are more prone to concussive injury, whilst pasterns which are too sloping predispose the horse to suspensory ligament damage and injuries from the fetlock striking the ground under extreme extension, for example when landing after a jump (Xenophon, 400BC).

A short cannon bone has been directly correlated to a short stride length and a slower velocity of movement of the horse (Deuel and Lawrence, 1985 and Leach and Cymbaluk, 1986).  As a result, the purebred Irish Draught, although it has a reputation for being a sound and calm horse, would not be an exceptionally fast hunter.  The popularity of using the Thoroughbred cross to produce the Irish Sport Horse is due to the additional speed that the Thoroughbred breeding introduces to the resultant cross-bred animals for hunting purposes (Aldridge, 2000).

Photograph 17

[image: image18.wmf]
According to Harris, 1993, the foreleg proportions demonstrated in Photograph 17 (of the Irish Draught) show long shoulder, short arm, long forearm and short cannon, giving a longer stride and stronger structure, however recent studies are in direct conflict with this assertion (Deuel and Lawrence, 1985 and Leach and Cymbaluk, 1986) giving a direct correlation between a short cannon bone and a shorter stride length.

Logically, as any pace of the horse faster than the walk involves a moment of suspension when the stride length depends on the velocity with which the horse is travelling horizontally before its hooves contact the ground again, so stride length would depend on power generated by the hindlegs also.

Hoof Size

The hoof should be generous and sound, not boxy or contracted and there should be plenty of room at the heel.
Hoof size is limited by two physical factors:  firstly, the area over which the hoof contacts the ground (size of the hoof) determines how much ground reaction force per unit of area the hoof bears.  A large hoof will bear less weight per unit of area, so will be less prone to concussion injuries, but may grip the ground slightly less in slippery conditions.  A small hoof will be more prone to concussion injuries, but will give excellent grip in muddy conditions.  Secondly, the hoof must not be too large or the extra weight at the distal extremity of the limb will cause a greater moment of inertia, predisposing the animal to concussive injury.

BACK, HINDQUARTERS, BODY and HIND LEGS

Back

The back to be powerful
“The diameter of the root of the horse’s tail is a good indicator of the substance in the rest of the vertebral column.” (Bennett, 1996).  Photographs 7, 9 and 10 earlier in this report give views of the tailheads of the Irish Draught Horse, and demonstrate thick, strong tails, which therefore indicates a strong vertebral column.  Photographs 15 and 16 illustrate that despite the requirement that the Irish Draught cover a “lot of ground,” the actual back is quite short and powerful.  The back provides the main structural support for the horse, being the linking point for the “ring of muscles” which allows a horse to bascule and engage the hindquarters to jump (see Table 1).  It also acts as a store of elastic energy from the movement of the limbs during motion, increasing the efficiency of locomotion (Koob and Long, 2000 and Wainwright, 2000).

Torso

The loins must not be weak but the mares must have enough room to carry a foal

Pelvic breadth i.e. the distance from the left to the right extremities of the pelvic bones is important because it gives mares room to carry and give birth to foals.  For the same reason, pelvic depth is also important.  Pelvic depth is also important for draught horses as it provides space for the gluteus medius muscle which initiates hind-leg thrust in horses (Bennett, 1996).  (For the same reason, pelvic depth would be important in hunters and jumpers, especially the heavier animals which require a lot of thrust to get their bodies off the ground.)

Hindquarters

The croup to buttocks to be long and sloping, not short and rounded or flat topped. Hips not wide and plain, thighs strong and powerful and at least as wide from the back view as the hips.  The horse to be strong of quarters.

The horses in Photographs 16 and 17 show very long croups, (Irish Draught 33% and Irish Sport Horse 38% of body length respectively).  A long croup is the result of a long pelvic bone structure underlying the croup, and gives the animal room for attachment of large muscles in this area, allowing it to apply greater leverage to propel the hind legs.  A short croup is weaker due to the lack of leverage and musculature.  A high or level pelvis accompanies post-legged conformation, predisposes the horse to lumbar injury, and makes engagement of the hindquarters difficult (Bennett, 1988).

Wide hips are undesirable if they are wider than the thighs, because this means that the driving structures of the hindquarters are out of vertical alignment and thus weaker (Giancoli, 1988)

Strong quarters are essential in such a large horse to be used for jumping purposes.

Hind Legs

The second thighs long and well developed, the hocks near the ground and generous, points not too close together or wide apart but straight. They should not be out behind the horse but should be in line from the back of the quarters to the heel to the ground. They should not be over bent or in any way weak. The cannon bones, etc., as for the foreleg, short and strong. 

The horse chosen to illustrate these qualities, in Photograph 18, is a good example of the breed standard for the hind legs.  All of the points mentioned will impart a longer stride length and greater power to the hindquarters (Harris, 1993)

[image: image19.wmf]Although standing slightly off-square, this horse exhibits

 a long line from hip to hock (“well let down hocks”) and

relatively short metatarsals (cannons) - black lines - which 

are desirable traits (Harris, 1993).  Also, there is a 

straight line from the point of buttock (unseen, on the near 

side of the horse where red line starts) through the back

of the hock and cannon bone to the ground.

Photograph 18


The straight line through the back of the hock and cannon to the ground will create a vertical, cylindrical support strut (the cannon or metatarsus) which is the strongest form of vertical support (Giancoli).  The long iliac pelvis will create a freely swinging motion to the jointed pendulum of the entire leg, as a jointed pendulum follows to a great extent the action of the top section of the pendulum (Bennett, 1996 and Giancoli, 1988).

Generous hocks are desirable in a heavier horse for the same reasons as are generous knees (refer to foreleg section).

“Points not too close together or wide apart” can only be assumed to refer to the points of the hock, and if this is the case this simply refers to the absence of undesirable lateral deviations of the legs (cow hocks or bow-leggedness), which would weaken the structure of the legs (Smythe, 1967).

Body Balance

Although not described in the breed standard, from the photographs in this report, it appears that the Irish Draught has a very level body balance, i.e. is not excessively “uphill” or “downhill” in conformation.  This can be assessed by taking a line from the lumbosacral joint (about 10 cm below the “hollow spot” over the loins), to the thickest (that is, thickest laterally) part of the base of the neck.  Lightness and collection is difficult for horses with downhill conformation to achieve.  Horses with uphill body balance are naturally light but are prone to strains in the rear joints.  Horses with level body balance are easy to train and harmonious in action (Bennett, 1996).

[image: image20.wmf]
Figure 2 - body balance in the Irish Draught.

Conclusion

The breed standard for the Irish Draught Horse shows a great emphasis on docility, power, jumping ability and soundness, all desirable qualities in a family farm horse which is also required to hunt, which often involves carrying a heavy person (the Irish farmer) across country all day.

When introducing Irish Draught Horses to Australia, and breeding Draught and Sport Horses here from them, it must be remembered that the Irish countryside is much hillier than the wide plains of Australia and has deeper, heavier footing (Kelly, 2002).  Therefore these horses in Australia will be prone to concussion injuries due to the faster speeds attainable on the flatter topography and also due to the harder ground, unless the horses are very sound in constitution.  This is something to be kept in mind when purchasing or breeding from Irish Draught Horses in Australia.  The breed standard does emphasise soundness of legs and feet, however, so if this standard is strictly enforced when selecting stock the problem may not arise.

When purchasing an Irish Sport Horse, which is commonly a cross between the Irish Draught Horse and a Thoroughbred, it must be remembered that the cross is a result of breeding from two disparate types.  Although it can generally be assumed that the Sport Horse will have greater speed than the Draught, it cannot be guaranteed that the Sport Horse will have inherited all the traits which make it a good jumper and eventer, i.e. jumping ability, speed, strength, soundness and calmness.  Close inspection of the Sport Horse’s conformation for specific conformational traits which support these abilities should be made.  For example, the conformational traits of powerful hindquarters, deep abdomen, deep girth, powerful body, short back, strong shoulder (possibly more upright than in the Draught) and high-set, well, carried neck should be present in order to give the horse good jumping ability.  Longer cannons than in the Draught should be present in the Sport Horse, to give the Sport Horse more speed (Deuel and Lawrence, 1985 and Leach and Cymbaluk, 1986), but this should be balanced against soundness in the legs, which would require that cannon bones in the heavier Sport Horse should not be as long as in the lighter Thoroughbred, due to the extra body weight which the Sport Horse has to carry.  Soundness and lack of conformational faults in the legs, as detailed in the breed standard for the Irish Draught Horse above, must also be found in the Sport Horse, which will be required to undergo faster work (eventing) over harder ground in this country.

Even after selecting for all these traits, it would be wise to performance test a prospective Irish Sport Horse purchase, to the extent possible.  For instance, measurable traits such as jumping ability and speed can be checked by riding the horse over measured jump heights and timing it along a measured gallop.  A pre-purchase veterinary inspection should also be conducted (of course) and should include testing the resting and maximal heart rates and respiratory capacity.  The examination should probably also include radiographs of the legs and feet.  Bearing in mind that these horses often sell in the range $10,000 to $40,000, this level of veterinary investigation would not be considered excessive.

In summary, every Irish Sport Horse is not guaranteed to be a star performer at eventing due merely to its heritage, so each horse must be examined and performance tested carefully for its prospective use.

The Irish Draught Horse has the great advantage of being bred for specific functional purposes (farm work and hunting) and the breed standard reflects this.  As long as the selection and breeding of Irish Draught and Irish Sport Horses remains strongly linked to their performance in the hunting and eventing fields, the horses should remain functional and sought after performance animals.  It might be wise for the Australian Irish Draught and Sport Horse Association to follow the lead of the Irish Horse Board and introduce performance testing as an integral part of the breeding program for this fledgling but very promising horse breed in Australia.
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