
If Only They Could Talk

Our regular focus on equine health. This month vet JOHN

MARTIN discusses Regumate, a product that can no longer

be used to treat fillies and mares that are to go racing.

HE BHA recently banned the use of Regumate in
all racing thoroughbreds. Regumate is the trade
name of a drug called altrenogest which is a
synthetic progesterone and is commonly used to

facilitate scheduled breeding in broodmares, but it also had a use
in racehorses to supress oestrus and the undesirable behavioural
characteristics associated with it. 

The decision was made to ban the use of Regumate following
tests, carried out initially in Australia and then in Britain, found
traces of the anabolic steroid trendione in the product.

Reproductive Cycle of the Mare
Mares are seasonally polyoestrous and cycle when the daylight
is long. During the darker winter months, they are in anoestrous
with no significant ovarian activity. 
As the length of daylight increases the ovaries become active
again and the mare can have three or four prolonged periods of
oestrous during this transitional period, but ovulation does not
occur. 
At the end of this transition period there is a surge of a hormone
which causes ovulation to occur. Following this first ovulation a
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regular 21-day interovulatory cycle is established for that
breeding season. 

The oestrous cycle of the mare is controlled by hormones. As
the days lengthen a hormone called follicle-stimulating hormone
is released into the bloodstream from the pituitary gland located
at the base of the brain. This hormone travels to the ovaries and
initiates the development of a follicle containing an ovum. 

The developing follicle releases oestrogens into the
bloodstream which, when they reach a certain level, cause a
surge of a luteinizing hormone from the pituitary gland.
Oestrogens are also responsible for the clinical signs of oestrus
and prepare the reproductive tract for pregnancy.

The surge of the luteinizing hormone from the pituitary gland
causes the follicle on the ovary to rupture, resulting in ovulation
and the cavity left from the ruptured follicle becomes a corpus
luteum. As the corpus luteum develops it produces progesterone
which influences both the pituitary gland and the reproductive
tract. 

It has a negative feedback effect on the pituitary gland,
inhibiting the release of the luteinizing hormone. The function of
progesterone is to maintain the pregnancy by creating a uterine
environment conducive to foetal development, and under the
influence of progesterone a mare will not display oestrus. 

If the mare does not conceive, the corpus luteum will remain
functional for 12-14 days before a hormone called prostaglandin
is released from the lining of the endometrium. Prostaglandin
acts on the corpus luteum causing it to regress, and in doing so
progesterone levels are reduced, resulting in the removal of the
inhibition to luteinizing hormone secretion and the cycle starts
over again.

If the mare does conceive, the hormonal effects are the same
for the first 12-14 days post ovulation. Pregnancy is recognised
by the migrating foetus in the uterus, preventing the release of
prostaglandins; the corpus luteum remains active and
progesterone levels are maintained. 

Uses of Regumate
Regumate is commonly used in reproductive veterinary
medicine. Its primary use in this particular area is to supplement
progesterone levels during pregnancy to maintain normal
development of the foetus. 

It can also be used to synchronise the breeding cycle, with

mares displaying oestrous 4-5 days and ovulating 8-15 days
after a two-week course of Regumate.

In racing fillies Regumate was commonly used to supress
oestrus. This was achieved by the negative feedback effects of
the hormone on the pituitary gland. 

When fillies are in oestrus, they can display behavioural
characteristics which can make them more difficult to train.
They can be restless and act aggressively towards other horses,
frequently urinating, or exhibit pain or sensitivity around their
flanks.

The use of Regumate in racing fillies has not been banned
because of its ability to supress oestrus but because of the
presence of trendione, which is an anabolic steroid. The effects
of anabolic steroids when administered to the racehorse have
been widely publicised in recent years and their use is strictly
prohibited under the rules of British racing. 

For this reason, the BHA have advised that the use of
Regumate should be restricted to broodmares which have been
permanently retired from racing.  

At present it is unknown whether foals born to mares whose
pregnancy has been maintained with Regumate will have
acquired trendione by cross-placental transfer at a sufficient
level to test positive when they enter training as a yearling or
two-year-old, but the recommendation is to maintain detailed
records for all mares treated with Regumate.

Alternatives to the use of Regumate
There are some alternative options available to supress oestrus
in racing fillies. One method is the placement of a marble inside
the uterus at the time of ovulation. 

The marble causes a pseudopregnancy and can supress
oestrus for up to 90 days, but the success of the procedure is
variable with oestrus suppression occurring in approximately
40% of fillies.

Another study showed that the infusion of coconut oil or
peanut oil into the uterus at 10 days after ovulation can suppress
oestrus for up to 30 days. 

The reason for this is believed to be the effect of the fatty
acids found in the plant oils interfering with the synthesis of
prostaglandin and hence a corpus luteum is maintained,
producing progesterone. As with marble placement, the effects
of this procedure are reported to be unreliable. 
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