
29

If Only They Could Talk
Our regular focus on equine health. This month MJR vet NEIL
MECHIE  explains how ‘jet lag’ can improve a horse’s performance.

NTERNATIONAL travel across

time zones may leave us humans as

underperforming shells of our

normal selves as we struggle to

recover from the phenomenon known as

"jet lag". 

We have previously discussed the

circadian rhythm of a horse in the Klarion

when discussing the introduction of our full

spectrum, daylight-mimicking lighting

system at the yard. That is used to enhance

the wellbeing of horses by affecting natural

daylight so that we can effectively lengthen

actual summertime and reduce the depths

of winter.

The circadian rhythm is a roughly 24-

hour cycle of wakefulness and rest periods

driven by biological chemicals and

hormones within the body. In humans this

rhythm is so strong that even when placed

in constant complete darkness,  periods of

activity and sleep will correspond to those

of previous day and night-time hours. 

This is what leads to the impairment

caused by jet lag, which occurs when

travelling to and from different time zones,

for the inherent circadian rhythm conflicts

with the new hours of light and darkness,

causing the body to take time to adjust to its

new environment. In humans this is

approximately an hour’s alteration towards

alignment of circadian and daylight hours

per day. In horses, their rhythm of activity

is entirely related to light exposure.  Once

light cues are removed from horses for a

prolonged period of time, their activity

becomes random throughout a 24-hour

period. Unlike humans, once exposed to a

new daylight routine a horse will

immediately alter its rhythm of activity. 

An interesting study has been carried out

by Bristol University, in which horses were

placed in an environment where daylight

hours could be manipulated and they were

acclimatised to treadmill exercise. While

exposed to normal daylight hours a

standard exercise test was performed to

access the athletic ability of each individual

horse. The light in the horses’ environment

was artificially altered to mimic a seven-

hour advancement in the onset of daylight. 

Dramatically

The horses then undertook another

exercise test and the results were compared

to the baseline results prior to the time shift.

Surprisingly, unlike humans in whom

performance is dramatically reduced both

physically and mentally, the horses

displayed a significant improvement in

athletic performance. The most notable

parameter was that the experimental horses

were able to gallop for 25 seconds longer

before fatigue started to show. In a racing

scenario this would translate into a

significant advantage. The positive effect

slowly faded over two weeks in the new

I
time zone. 

In reality, international travel has

negative effects physiologically on the

horse related to decreased feed and water

intake and limited movement, so the full

benefits of the time shift on performance

may not be seen. This has led to two

schools of thought among trainers with

international runners.  Either their horses

run shortly after making a journey so they

have the beneficial effects of the time zone

shift; or they allow their horses several

weeks to acclimatise, which means they

lose the benefits of the time zone shift, but

they can recuperate fully after travelling. 

However as displayed in the Bristol

study, travel is not necessary to achieve

performance enhancement.  It can be done

through adjusting lighting, and this may in

time be used to enhance racehorse

performance. This may in turn reduce

injury rates as, statistically, more injuries

occur towards the end of exercise or a race

as the body tires. 

In the study, many parameters of stress

and hormones were monitored. Levels of

cortisol, a stress-related hormone, were

unaltered by light-phase shift. However,

levels of the unrelated hormone prolactin

were significantly increased.  Although it is

primarily a hormone involved in a mare’s

milk production, it has numerous effects on

internal organs, and that may have effects

on performance. 

At Mark Johnston Racing, the peace of
mind of our owners is a priority. This is
why we have included the vet fees in our
inclusive daily rate for horses in training. 

Neil Mechie did his veterinary degree at
the University of London. He then worked

for 14 months as an intern at the Minster Equine Hospital, York,
where his duties included surgical and colic work. After a spell at the
specialist equine practice of vet Simon Stirk, near Ripon,  Neil
worked for six months at Clevedale Veterinary Practice at
Guisborough. 
Neil's keen interest in racing is heightened by the fact that he has a
point-to-pointer, and when not kept busy with work by Mark, Neil
spends time looking after his border collie.

John Martin is from the town of Stradbally
in County Laois in Ireland's Midlands.  He
was raised on a farm and from a young age
had ambitions to be a vet. 
He trained at University College in Dublin
and it was there that he first took an inter-
est in horse racing, which nurtured an ambi-
tion to eventually specialise in working with horses as a vet.  
After graduating he took up a post at a veterinary hospital in Navan,
County Meath, before moving to England to join a practice in Louth,
Lincolnshire. 
He joined MJR at the start of 2010, staying for more than two years
before returning to Ireland for a brief spell and then resuming his
position at the yard in April 2013.
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