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EQUINE GRASS
SICKNESS
RESEARCH
UPDATE
2020 has certainly been unexpectedly
testing! Yet, despite (or maybe because of)
the constraints imposed by the pandemic,
we took the opportunity to strengthen the
historic ties between EGSF and our parent
organisation Moredun, world renowned
specialists in animal diseases, to take a
look at this most enigmatic of diseases in a
radically different way.
In August 2020 Moredun and EGSF published
a research update, with the support of the
British Horse Society and World Horse
Welfare (www.moredun.org.uk/research/
diseases/equine-grass-sickness).

Image: Location of Cases reported to EGSF 2010-2020

EGS FELLOWSHIP PROJECT
Co-authored by the key scientists in EGS
research, it provides a summary of recent
work, including the continuing work into
mycotoxins at the Royal (Dick) Vet, clostridium
botulinum and the vaccine trial. Despite these
interesting and productive research studies,
the cause of the disease remains elusive, and
it was decided to fund a three year fellowship
to establish where we are with research, work
with scientists from other disciplines and
breathe new life into the research effort.

This is a multi-disciplinary project, involving a full time research fellow at Moredun, supported
by specialists from different scientific disciplines. The Fellow will be based in the Moredun
Fellowship Programme, which is designed to encourage a new generation of outstanding
research scientists.
The aims of the project, expected to start early 2021, are:
Develop a nationwide case database and biobank of related samples. One of the problems
identified, is that there is currently no accessible source of EGS samples for use in scientific
research. Together with major UK equine charities, equine vets and horse owners, we propose
a team effort to build a robust and enduring resource to inform future EGS studies. Improved
case reporting, with associated samples, (both horse related and environmental) will allow the
disease to be studied from different angles.

STARTING SPRING 2021

we will be asking owners of EGS cases to help us by donating samples, more information will be available in due course.
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Literature Review: a systematic review of the
many research projects done to date to draw
together the known facts about the disease.
Crucible Event: the literature review will form
the basis for an interdisciplinary crucible
event, to draw together scientists to examine
the problem from different angles and put
forward proposals for new investigative
projects. In time we hope the fellowship will
become a hub for EGS research projects, to
allow research to progress simultaneously
along different lines of enquiry.
Knowledge Exchange: A key task for the
Fellow will be to communicate progress in
research back to the grassroots, to keep
horse owners informed about the latest
developments. This will be via regular website
updates, newsletters and KE events. One of
the key resources we hope to get out and
about with in 2021 (Covid permitting) is the
Moredun Centenary Bus. This is a mobile
education and research laboratory.

FUNDING

As you may expect, in a year where events
have been almost impossible to organise, our
fundraising has taken a severe knock. Thanks
to the valiant efforts of EGSF supporters
over the preceding years, the Fund is in a
position to give the green ‘starting light’ to
the Fellowship project, and acknowledges
Moredun’s generosity in providing a
stimulating base in the Moredun Research
Institute, with support from internationally
renowned research scientists from different
scientific disciplines.
To really allow the project to flourish, however,
a concerted fundraising effort is vital.
Additional funds are needed to develop the
biobank, which is estimated will cost around
£26k per year, and to fund research outputs in
the near future. Each research project in itself
can cost several hundred thousand pounds.
We are delighted to be working with the
British Horse Society on the fundraising effort,
and will be applying for research grants as
hypotheses come forward. An extremely
important point for potential awarding
bodies is evidence of working with other
organisations and, above all, the support of
the general public, which makes successful
applications more likely.

We are greatly indebted to those whose
indomitable spirit has not been dulled by the
pandemic! In particular Yvonne Maclean’s
Ross-shire FUNdraising has come up
with ingenious ways to bring in research
funds, involving a multitude of enterprising
individuals. Harelaw Equestrian managed not
only a postponed Oneside Ride, but also a
Halloween Ride! Strathearn Eventing put on
their annual hunter trials in a September jam
packed with events, and had a superb day
of competition. Heald Town Highland Ponies
have a big fundraising drive underway, not
only with the calendar you can buy from our
shop, but also cards and prints plus a prize
draw. Please see their Facebook page for
more details. You can read about these
and more in our FUNdraising section.

HOW CAN YOU
HELP?
There are many ways you can help. This
may be financially, by making a donation,
organising a fundraiser, buying our
merchandise, or leaving a legacy. It can also
be in kind, by reporting cases, submitting
samples and acting as a local ambassador.
Please contact Kate in the EGSF Office if
you have any ideas you would like to talk
through or would like to note interest in
becoming a horse owners ambassador.

VIRTUAL LONDON
MARATHON
To help get the fundraising effort off to a good start,
members of Moredun’s Communications Team and
the Equine Grass Sickness Fund decided to celebrate
the launch of the project by hiking the Virtual London
Marathon. Having pulled this project together remotely,
it seemed fitting that we each did our own route, all in
our own areas of Scotland. This saw Beth Wells hiking
26.2 miles across the Cairngorms on the Dava Way,
plus a few miles to get back to her house!
Lee Innes took on the Union Canal, walking from
Falkirk back to Edinburgh, and Amy Tyndall hiked
from Penicuik House to Haddington along the old
railway, with a few detours to get round sections that
were under water from the recent heavy rain. Hazel
Rice and Kate Thomson decided on ‘half each’! Hazel
sensibly split her walk into two expeditions around
Penicuik House and the old railway, whilst Kate opted
to walk along the Pentland Way from Ninemileburn to
Little Sparta, taking in the remote Covenanters Grave.
The Team were astonished by the support from family,
friends and colleagues, raising over £3,000 for the
EGS Fellowship to date.

Our fundraising page is still
open for donations at:
uk.virginmoneygiving.com/
TheMoredunFoundation
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EGSF COMMITTEE NEWS
We are delighted to welcome a new Chairman
to EGSF this year, somewhat of a baptism of
fire for Anne Logan, who is very well known in
the horse world through her involvement with
the equestrian activities of the Royal Highland
Show, British Show Jumping, the British Horse
Society, and Loch Leven Equine practice. Anne’s
inspirational motto is ‘Do your homework and
get things done’, which is exactly what we have
set out to do during her first months in office!

Anne has very big shoes to fill following the
retirement of Keith Mason, who oversaw EGSF
through some groundbreaking years, including
the AHT vaccine trial. We thank Keith for his
hard work and wise counsel, over what ended
up being a much longer term of office than he
expected. We wish Keith all the best with his
second attempt at retirement, which EGSF so
rudely interrupted the first time!
Another fantastic addition to the EGSF
Committee is Yvonne Maclean. Many of you
need no introduction to Yvonne, who we believe
actually runs the country from her base in the
Highlands! Yvonne started raising funds for
EGSF after nursing her horse Mal through the
disease. In the intervening years she has raised
an incredible £53,400 and counting, which is
a quite extraordinary effort. She has become
somewhat of a fundraising guru to us over the
years, and will be a fabulous asset to our team.

WANTED!

Horse Owner Ambassadors to help
with pilot biobank trial. If you live in
Kent, Yorkshire, Fife, Perth & Kinross,
Aberdeenshire or Moray and have
local knowledge of the equestrian
world in your area please get in touch.
We hope to roll this out across the
whole UK in Spring 2021.

Christmas Merchandise 2020
1

1. 2020 Christmas Card ‘Leading the Way’ £6

Our 2020 Christmas card features renowned artist Jacqueline
Stanhope’s ‘Leading the Way’. Depicting two majestic heavy
horses pulling a plough through the snow, it brings a touch of
nostalgia for bygone times. Repeated by popular demand, this
card completely sold out in 2015 and we still get calls asking for it,
so here it is!
Pack of 10 quality cards with envelopes. Size: 160 x 160mm.
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2. 2021 Calendar £8.50

Once again our calendar has been produced by Heald Town
Highland Ponies, with an ambitious target of raising £6000! All
profits are being donated to the Equine Grass Sickness Fund, in
loving memory of Balmoral Lord, Balmoral Hercules and Heald
Town Drumlin. Each month features a beautiful image of ponies
in a natural setting, including Her Majesty the Queen’s Balmoral
Highland Ponies as well as the Heald Town herd.
Size: The calendar is A4 size when folded, opening out to A3,
with image above the spiral and calendar below. The calendar
hangs from the top.
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“DO MYCOTOXIGENIC
FUNGI CAUSE EQUINE
GRASS SICKNESS?”
AN UPDATE ON THE PROGRESS OF
THIS HORSE TRUST FUNDED PROJECT
By Luanne Hunt
With the current COVID-19 lockdown
restrictions, I am limited in terms of
what analyses I can perform at home.
So, this ‘final part of the puzzle’ will
(I hope!) be achieved at some point
in the near future. In the interim, I am
focusing on writing up the actual PhD
and doing some investigative work on
the final list/s in the above table. I am
also looking at the control group in
more detail, since this study is the first
of its kind in reporting the mycobiota
of a grazing horse population and will
help in understanding the disruption
of the equine gastrointestinal
microflora seen in equine grass
sickness. This information could also
play a crucial role in preventing EGS
in the future.

April 2020
A targeted sequencing approach
using fungal ribosomal ITS primers
was used to characterize the fungal
mycobiota within the gastrointestinal
tract of equine grass sickness (EGS),
co-grazer and control horses. Feed
and environmental samples from EGS
premises were also analysed.
Category

EGS Control Cograzer Total

Site
Stomach

32

10

-

42

Ileum

26

17

-

43

Caecum

29

13

-

42

Colon

24

14

-

38

Faeces

39

13

48

100

Total

150

67

48

265

Extracted DNA was sequenced
using the Ilumina MiSeq platform.
Bioinformatics was performed on a
software pipeline (PIPITS) specifically
designed for ITS fungal identification
and sequences were classified using
UNITE fungal database. Candidate
fungi were identified by comparing
Operational Taxonomic Groups

(OTUs) between different sample
groups and previous epidemiological
and pathological data.
The output obtained from the original
raw dataset was enormous; with a
large amount of variability between
and within (even similar) groups
of samples. This is likely to be an
environmental (different premises)
and individual horse effect; in addition
to the disease status.
A number of filtering measures
were applied to improve the quality
of the data obtained. This was a
compromise between retaining as
much information as possible and
excluding fungi that do not contribute
significantly to the population. This
reduced the MASTER filtered dataset
significantly and to a more workable
level in terms of analysis.
Control
Fungal
group
number

Raw
Data

< 5000 total
sample read
cut off

OTUs

14617 6531

Phylotypes 3206

Christmas Merchandise Order Form

0.001%
Abundance
Filter
2482

1698

738

Office Use Only
Rec’d:		
Desp:

CH RISTMAS C AR DS AND C ALE ND AR
No
1
2

Description				
Qty
2020 Christmas Cards					
2021 Calendar					

More items available at
www.grasssickness.org.uk
Ordering online is safe
and secure. By ordering
online you help cut down
administration time, allowing
more funds to go direct to
grass sickness research.

Post & Packaging
Up to £5.00 - £3.00
£5.01 to £10 - £3.50
£10.01 to £20 - £4.50
£20.01 - £50 - £5.50
£50.01 and over - FREE
Prices include VAT where applicable.
VAT NO: GB 663 8239 11

Price
6.00
8.50

Total

Sub Total
Delivery
Order Total
Please consider adding a Donation

I would like to be added to the mailing list for our twice yearly ‘Equine News’ and Christmas Catalogue.

Total
By Email

By Post

You are receiving this newsletter as a supporter of the Equine Grass Sickness Fund. If you wish to unsubscribe you can do this easily
by emailing info@grasssickness.org.uk, call 0131 445 6257 or by post to the EGSF office.
The EGSF Privacy Policy can be seen at www.grasssickness.org.uk/privacy If you have any queries about this policy and our privacy practices or how we
use your personal information, please contact the Compliance Manager, The Moredun Foundation, Pentlands Science Park, Bush Loan, Penicuik EH26 0PZ
or email info@moredun.org.uk

Important: by completing this declaration you can increase the value of your donation by 25% at no cost to you!
Please treat as Gift Aid donations all qualifying gifts of money made: Today / In the past 4 years / In the future. Please delete as appropriate
I confirm I have paid or will pay an amount of Income Tax and/or Capital Gains Tax for each tax year (6 April to 5 April) that is at least equal to the amount of tax that
all the charities or Community Amateur Sports Clubs (CASCs) that I donate to will reclaim on my gifts for that tax year. I understand that other taxes such as VAT and
Council Tax do not qualify. I understand the charity will reclaim 28p of tax on every £1 that I gave up to 5 April 2008 and will reclaim 25p of tax on every £1 that I give
on or after 6 April 2008.
Signed:.........................................................................................................................................................Date:...................................................................
Please notify the charity or CASC if you:  Want to cancel this declaration  Change your name or home address  No longer pay sufficient tax on your income and/or capital gains.
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Computer software programs were then used to make pairwise comparisons of the fungi across the different sample
groups, namely: - EGS v Control samples, EGS v CoG samples and CoG v Control samples. Overall and five (stomach,
ileum, caecum, colon, faeces) site comparisons were made for the EGS v Control samples. Overall and faecal sample
comparisons were made for EGS v CoG and CoG v Control groups.
Multiple tests and packages within R (an integrated platform of software facilities for data analysis and manipulation)
were utilised to find the optimum program for analysis. Finally, DeSeq2 software for community analysis was ultimately
chosen; since this allows a differential expression analysis between different groups. The results give the fungal OTUs
or phylotypes that are statistically different between two groups being compared. This can also be extended to specific
site comparisons (eg EGS stomach versus Control stomach). Additional filtering measures were also applied to the
output data to refine the results further.
DESEQ SUMMARY OUTPUT - ALL

DESEQ RUN 1

DESEQ RUN 2*

DESEQ RUN* PREV

Fungal OTUchange

Fungal OTUchange

Fungal OTUchange

Increased

Decreased

Increased

Decreased

Increased

Decreased

Overall

848

229

317

65

208

44

Stomach

306

53

212

33

107

24

Ileum

770

53

309

21

155

16

Caecum

264

58

192

26

176

12

Colon

62

28

65

16

54

11

Faeces

298

31

184

17

174

8

Overall

226

239

116

81

72

16

Faeces

144

114

84

43

73

14

Overall

439

137

200

52

174

19

Faeces

289

40

149

15

130

4

Category
EGS v Control

EGS v CoG

CoG v Control

EXPLANATORY NOTES
DESEQ RUN 1: samples with total reads < 5000 reads removed;
OTUs Abundance filtered at 0.001%
(total read number across all samples).
DESEQ RUN 2*: samples < 5000 total reads and Abundance filtered
(as above). Additional filter level applied* - OTUs with ≤ 5 counts in
20% of samples removed.
			
DESEQ RUN 2* PREV: DESEQ RUN 2* results combined with raw
data prevalence (OTUs with > 50% or
< 50% prevalence across original samples (for significantly
increased or decreased OTUs respectively).
		
OVERALL COMPARISONS: OTUs compared broadly between each
category (no consideration of site in GIT).
SITE COMPARISONS: Site comparisons - only made between
comparative same sites between group categories
(GI site consideration).		
The above table summarizes the results to date. This is now a much
more manageable dataset that includes some interesting fungal
candidates. The final stage of this analysis includes a method to
quantify the contribution of each of the significantly different OTUs
to the difference. This would ultimately show which fungal groups
are contributing the most to the difference between EGS and control
horses and at which site within the gastrointestinal tract.

STOP
PRESS!
This exciting work
on mycotoxins
will continue at
the Royal (Dick)
Vet in 2021
thanks to funding
approved by EGSF
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HAIRCUT GOES VIRAL!
Well 2020 was a defining year for the home hair cut! Robert Davidson usually
gets his annual trim in front of an audience at the Highland Show, to raise funds
for EGSF, and with the cancellation of this year’s show, things had got somewhat
out of hand! Not to be daunted, his friends Elliot and Helen put together a Go Fund
Me campaign, and as soon as lockdown rules allowed, Helen made her way
over to Robert’s with her shears for the big live streamed event! Grass sickness
research has been a cause close to Robert’s heart ever since his pony stallion,
Ruaridh of Mendick, survived EGS and went on to sire a foal. He has raised
significant funds over the years with his annual haircut and the wonderful RHS
ceilidh nights. This time they raised a fabulous £600 for Robert’s haircut, thank
you so much to everyone who donated so generously!

HARELAW ONESIE RIDES

This year’s Harelaw Onesie Ride had to be delayed because of the
pandemic, but thanks to Carrie Bain and friends, otherwise known as
Chib and the Chiblets, as soon as lockdown eased they once again put
on a superb event. Dressing up in their onesies has become an annual
event, and the Chiblets have long since demanded a second shot at
all the fun. This year Chib relented, and out the Halloween costumes
came. Thankfully no ponies spooked at the ghoulish costumes! Well
done everyone at Harelaw Equestrian for raising £4690!

EQUINE VET RUNS 100KM

Equine vet Mairi Sinclair of Ardene House Vet Practice in Aberdeen took on the challenge of running 100km
during October, raising a whopping £2230! Mairi took up running to keep fit whilst she took a year out from
riding. New to running, she was surprised how quickly she took to it, and from small beginnings she soon
found she was able to run 5k several times a week. As a vet Mairi has seen first hand the heartbreak grass
sickness causes: ‘Some of my most horrible memories as a vet are having to tell owners their much loved
horse will not survive, and that there is not a single thing we can even try to change that. I hope that in my
lifetime a cure will be found so that grass sickness can be a thing of the past.’

STRATHEARN EVENTING CHARITY HUNTER TRIALS

Right up until the week before I was convinced that this event would not take place, but I had not
reckoned with the determination of Sarah Houlden, Hazel England and the team behind this superb
hunter trials! One of the earliest equestrian events to take place in the Scottish calendar, it was a
monumentous task even to find a date amongst the now packed September dates. It definitely had a
different flavour, with competitors staying strictly within their bubbles, and the beloved tea lady to the
jump judges confined to barracks, but it was an absolute treat to be at an actual event, and as ever the
sun shone! Well done everybody for raising a magnificent £500 for grass sickness research.
Thank you to Ashley Morgan and photographer Adrian Sinclair for this photo of EGS survivor Henry
competing at Strathearn in previous year.

VICKY SINSKI

Runner Vicky Sinski was over the moon when she was selected to run the London Marathon
in aid of EGSF, after her battle to nurse Alfie through grass sickness. It was slightly ironic then,
when the battle turned into one against a pandemic, first of all with the postponement, then
cancellation of the 2020 marathon. Vicky took a last minute decision to run the Virtual London
Marathon, on very little training. Plans were laid to walk the last part of her route with Alfie by
her side, yet little did she know there was a further twist in the tale, when she awoke the day
before with no sense of smell! A quick visit to the Covid testing station, then an anxious wait for
the results. On the day of the marathon she set a latest time by which she could reasonably still
start. The clock ticked by and gradually she lost hope, until finally the results came – NEGATIVE!
Shoes on, out the door and off she went, finally finishing late Sunday night in the pitch black!
Well done to Vicky, whose tenacity netted a superb £1205 for EGSF! Vicky now has an entry for
the October 2021 London Marathon, and we wish her a more straightforward journey for that!
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Ross-shire FUNdraising News
By Yvonne Maclean
The Ross-shire Love is spreading in what has been a difficult year in fundraising due to
all our events having to be cancelled due to Covid-19. What a year for everyone, but all
charities have been hit badly with all the normal fundraising routes being postponed or
cancelled. We had planned the year with an information evening and raffle, that was our first
cancellation. Halloween would have seen us with our last event of the year – our presentation
dinner dance but unfortunately, mid year we realised that was also never going to happen so we
started with a cancelled event and ended with a cancelled event.
We did, however, manage to go virtual for this
year’s show. Firstly with goats and then with the
horses. Over 30 goat entries and then over 100
equestrian competitors uploaded their videos online,
and we had judges from all over support us by
judging for us. A difficult job when all the videos
are taken at different angles, on different terrain on
different days. You find yourself moving your head
to try and get a straight view, realising that you
moving isn’t impacting the view! They done a fabulous job for us and we saw some very worthy
winners. Annual trophies have gone out, and we have everything crossed for a more normal
year next year.
However, although our events were cancelled, that didn’t stop our fundraisers doing their
thing. Carina & Merv continued making their creations to auction off or raffle, Sandra Morrison
continued to advertise 2nd hand tack, which she donated the proceeds to us from the sales.
Martyn Johnston Ireland started doing a bonus ball for us at his local pub. I wasn’t very hopeful
that it would do well with this year seeing the pubs close, but he raised an amazing £300 and
kept going. He is currently doing it online until the pub opens again and is now over £500 raised!

Zoe Hooper, her mum Valerie Ross & friend Andrea Mitchell planned a 10km fun ride for
Sept. Zoe and Andrea were going to be a cowboy and Indian and Val was going to be
the sheriff out looking for them on their wander……would she catch them before they
crossed the finish line? We will have to wait until spring to find out as unfortunately,
Andrea had a tumble the day before the event and ended up in hospital, so the event was
postponed. That didn’t deter their supporters though who all donated to the trio anyway,
and said they looked forward to seeing the fun in spring. In total, they took in £1300 in
sponsorship. Another amazing effort.

So 2020 has been challenging. We have raised £7000 for the year approx.
bringing our total for the area to almost £53,000. An amazing effort from an
amazing group of people. I feel very privileged to have the support from this
small equestrian community up in the Highlands, they truly are a fabulous
bunch of people. Whether it be support for the show, raffles, donations,
fundraising support, it is fantastic seeing the good in the community, as
everyone pulls together to try and eradicate this vile disease.
Lorna Calder is still doing her online picture competition until the 14th of
November and we have our last raffle of the year on until the 10th of December.
All we can do then is cross our fingers for some form of normality for next
year, as I am excited for the new journey that the Moredun EGSF Fellowship
recruitment brings us. I think this could be the start of a very exciting future in
research against this vile disease and I know I will be looking at supporting in fundraising as much as possible. As horse owners it is the
only control we take back from a disease we have no control against……..we CAN help control the efforts made in researching the cause,
and hopefully a prevention against EGS. A huge thank you to all who have supported us this year, from those who bought a raffle ticket for
a £1, to entering the show for £5, to those who have raised hundreds for us, you have all had a huge impact and together we will beat EGS.

EQUINE GRASS SICKNESS NURSE
Congratulations to our grass sickness nurse Lisa and partner Stuart on the arrival of
baby Emily! And a warm welcome to Jen McLellan, who has stepped up to the role
whilst Lisa is away. Jen is no stranger to EGSF, having been one of the team to meet EGS
survivor Candy, who walked all the way from Buckie on the Morayshire
Coast to the Dick Vet back in 2015.
Jen writes: ‘I’ve been at the hospital for 14 years now as a groom.
Over the years I’ve helped the EGS nurses care for the grassers while
they have been in the hospital and have played a part in changes on
howwe nurse them in the hospital. Nursing grassers is a huge
passion of mine. From watching them refuse all food, to then
finding something they want, to them finishing a bucket and
then hopefully being able to go home is a great feeling. Myself
and the other grooms in the hospital beconme very invested in
their care so it was amazing to be asked to take over the role
of grass sickness nurse.
If you need advice from the EGS nurse please contact Kate
at EGSF in the first instance, as processes are currently under Covid restrictions.

Thank you!
We greatly acknowledge all the support and donations received, including all your individual donations which are
not listed here. Pushing back the frontiers of EGS research is a team effort, and we would not do it without you.
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EGSF Details
You are receiving this newsletter
as a supporter of the Equine Grass
Sickness Fund. If you would prefer
not to receive it please contact the
EGSF office to unsubscribe.

We hope that at some point in
2021 events and shows will be
possible again!
If you would like to help out at future events please contact Kate
in the EGSF Office. It is always great fun helping out, and your
support enables us to raise money for our research effort.

To receive Equine News by email please contact the office. Please pass your newsletter to a friend.
For further information please contact
Kate Thomson, Administrator, Equine Grass Sickness Fund
The Moredun Foundation, Pentlands Science Park, Bush Loan, Penicuik EH26 0PZ
Tel: 0131 445 6257 email: info@grasssickness.org.uk
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