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Stem-cell venture to benefit horses
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POLO ponies, race horses and much loved family steeds may soon benefit from advances in stem
cell science thanks to a new US-Australia collaboration.

The idea is to "bank" genetically-matched equine embryonic stem (ES) cells -- the horse equivalent of human ES
cells -- to help repair damaged tendons, ligaments, cartilage and even bones.

The banked cells could be derived from and used for treating individual horses. But Paul Verma -- at Melbourne's
Monash Insitute of Medical Research -- said eventually "non-elite" horses would be able to access less costly
off-the-shelf "lines" (colonies) of therapeutic equine ES cells, grouped according to genetic categories like breed.

Melbourne-based specialist equine surgeon John van Veenendaal welcomed the project.

Until now, he said, horse stem cell therapies have been based exclusively on so-called equine adult stem cells.
They are collected from the bone marrow of an injured horse, grown into therapeutic cells in the laboratory and
then injected into the ailing animal.

"That takes three weeks. Having access to a less invasive, faster method of treating injured horses would be
fantastic," Dr van Veenendaal said.

Horse trainer Peter Morgan -- an expert in rehabilitation -- added that faster, better treatment would enable
pedigree horses injured early in their career to carry on and "make a name for themselves".

"They could become what we call a `black tie winner' and increase their value by many margins," he said from
his training facility in Whittlesea, Victoria.

Based on a successful pilot project completed last February by Dr Verma and his team, ViaGen Biotech Inc
agreed to fund further trials.

The Austin, Texas livestock cloning company has a long interest in the horse industry, having cloned the first
mule in 2003 and continued with elite horses.

In the pilot study Dr Verma's group produced 11 lines of equine ES cells using 13 horse embryos, created by the
Goulbourne Valley Equine Centre. Normally, such embryos are used in breeding programs.

In the follow-up work Dr Verma and his colleagues hope to coax the cells to become different cell types, for
instance, ligament, bone or muscle cells.

Dr Verma claimed the new approach could be a boon for Australia because, thanks to the nation's quarantine
status, equine ES cell lines could be exported worldwide. "We don't push our livestock work as well as we should,"
he added.
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