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MYOTONIA 

In December 2011 the Dutch New Forest Pony Studbook Society informed the Society that two Dutch New Forest foals had been diagnosed with myotonia by the University of Utrecht.  A specialised research laboratory in Switzerland had been asked to carry out hereditary testing and it was established that a hereditary defect was involved.  Through DNA testing it was found that, in each case, both parents of the foals carried an abnormal or ‘faulty’ gene.  It was noted that both foals were by a stallion descendant of Kantje’s Ronaldo, and that this stallion also occurred in the dam lines.

How foals are affected

Myotonia is a hereditary muscular disease that had only been known in goats and dogs until this discovery.  The disorder is characterised by increased muscular irritability and contraction with a decreased power of relaxation.  If an affected foal is excited or startled, its muscles lock up suddenly, and they fall over and lie stiff for a few seconds.  Ponies with myotonia cannot be used either as competition or recreation ponies, as even at rest they can display symptoms.  They may have difficulty rising after a period of rest, a stiff and stilted gait when walking, and a bunnyhop movement when running. In addition there are increased respiratory sounds and difficulty in swallowing.  In other words, these foals are basically useless.  There is no known treatment available.

How the disease is spread

The genetic factor is inherited in an autosomal, recessive, mode.  This means that the individual can be free of the disease (homozygote normal), affected (homozygous affected) or carrier (heterozygous).

Carriers may spread the mutation in a population without showing symptoms themselves.  Because of this, it is extremely important to identify carriers correctly to prevent spreading of the mutation.

An animal tested free of the disease will have two healthy alleles.  This animal will never become ill whether it is used for breeding or for riding.  It cannot spread the disease in the population.

An animal is a carrier when it has one healthy and one disease allele.  When used in breeding 50 percent of the offspring will receive the disease allele.  Carriers will not become ill.

An affected animal will have two disease alleles and it will be ill.  When used in breeding all offspring will receive one disease allele.

Free x free = all offspring are free.

Carrier x free = 50% carriers, 50% free

Carrier x carrier = 25% free, 50% carriers, 25% sufferer.

Action taken to date by the Dutch New Forest Pony Studbook Society

The Dutch Society has kept its members, the mother studbook (NFPBCS) and sister studbooks simultaneously informed through a series of reports in their publication ‘The Forester’.  The Dutch Board decided to carry out testing for the myotonia-carrying gene on all approved stallions in the Netherlands and this is ongoing.  The official published results of these tests are posted on the Dutch website (www.newforestpony.nl).  All the carriers identified so far descend from Kantje’s Ronaldo, who has himself been identified as a carrier.  The Board has drawn up a policy and new rules, and these will be voted on by members at an Extraordinary General Meeting in December 2012.

Action taken to date by the New Forest Pony Breeding and Cattle Society

The Society vets spent the early part of 2012 making direct contact with the researchers and quickly established the seriousness of the situation.  The Dutch published the first list of stallion test results in May 2012.  It was noted that one of the carriers was Justice HR – he is the sire of Orchid’s Jasper 2, who was licensed in this country in 2006 and sired 16 progeny before being castrated in 2008.  Testing was therefore carried out on Orchid’s Jasper 2 and unfortunately he proved to be a carrier, which meant that 50% of his offspring were also likely to be carriers.

Fortunately, he has no licensed stallion son, and only a small number of UK-based female first- and second-generation descendants.  These females have all been tested and procedures have been put in place to have the carriers permanently excluded from the breeding programme.  The Society is most appreciative of the full cooperation of all the owners involved at this difficult time.  

The Society therefore believes that to the best of present knowledge, the myotonia-carrying gene as directly transmitted from Kantje’s Ronaldo and down his line, has been eradicated from UK breeding.  However, what is still not known is where the disease originated from.  The mutation may have occurred in Kantje’s Ronaldo himself, or it may have come from further back in his lineage, which ultimately traces to the mother studbook.

Further action now being taken by the New Forest Pony Breeding and Cattle Society

Council believes that steps should be taken to, at best, eradicate the carrier gene from the studbook, or at least, to isolate it.  

Council has agreed that all currently licensed UK stallions are to be tested for the carrier gene, at the Society’s expense, and all stallion owners will be written to shortly with instructions for this.

 All sampling will be carried out by a veterinary surgeon, and the DNA tests will be undertaken at a laboratory approved by the Council.

Stallion owners are obliged to agree to the results being entered in the passport and published by the Society.

Failure to have a stallion tested will result in his progeny not being accepted into the approved section of the stud book. 

If any carriers are found, their passports will be marked, and the results published.

If a stallion is found to be a carrier, his licence will be revoked.

The progeny of any carriers will be registered in the X-Register.

No colt will be licensed until he has been tested clear.

All mare owners are advised to check that the stallion has been tested clear before sending a mare to stud.

All imported mares and stallions to be used for breeding will have to be tested before being accepted into the UK studbook.

Council is keeping the situation constantly under review, and other steps may be taken, depending on the results that come back from the stallion testing.

Daughter studbooks are asked to inform NFPBCS of the steps being taken to deal with the issue in their own countries.
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