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Natural Service
or Artificial
Insemination

a relatively common condition seen in horses
es and is typically caused by obstruction of the
gus (food pipe) with food; occasionally a foreign
be involved e.g. wood or plastic. Fortunately
ses of choke resolve quickly and spontaneously
Advances in reproductive technology over the past decade
cases in which the obstruction lasts for longer
have greatly improved Artificial Insemination (AI) pregnancy
minutes are likely to require veterinary assistance.
rates. It is now practised widely throughout the UK in many
ortant to note that this is not the same as the
different breeds, the most notable exception being the racing
atening condition in humans, where the term
Thoroughbred (TB). Natural service remains the best option in some situations, though,
refers to blockage of the windpipe rather than the
depending on the type of mare, and has proved successful since Eohippus roamed the earth
agus. This difference means that unlike humans,
50 million years ago!
with choke can still breathe.

Artificial Insemination

Semen options

Advantages:
• much wider choice of stallion, including those

Fresh semen The mare and stallion are
resident at the same premises and semen is
transferred to the mare shortly after collection.

•
•
•
•

Chilled semen For UK based mares this
is only practical when stallions reside in the UK or
some parts of mainland Europe. Semen is collected,
extended, chilled, and delivered within 24 hours of
collection.

standing abroad;

less risk of introducing infection to mare or stallion;
improved pregnancy rates with some problem mares;
reduced travelling for mare and foal;
safer for the mare, stallion and handlers.

Disadvantages:
• closer monitoring of the mare’s cycle by
ultrasound scanning is necessary;

•
•

Frozen semen may be obtained from

stallions standing anywhere in the world. The semen
is concentrated and preserved in straws, virtually
indefinitely, stored in liquid nitrogen.

extra
veterinary,
collection andAND
transport costs;
REGULAR
DENTAL
EXAMINATIONS
TREATMENT CAN REDUCE THE RISK OF CHOKE
not accepted by the racing TB breeding
industry;

KEY POINTS
• fees for AI normally cover a fixed number

•
•
•
•

Key poINtS

of doses of semen and do not guarantee a
Don’t panic!pregnancy;
Choke is rarely life-threatening and
many cases will resolve spontaneously.
• some stallion semen is unsuitable for chilling
Seek veterinary
advice if the choke lasts more than
or freezing;
30 minutes and while waiting for the vet remove all
frozen
semen
associated
with slightly lower
food to •
prevent
your
horseiseating
and worsening
pregnancy
rates,
so
may
not
be suitable in
the obstruction
mares with reduced fertility.
Following an episode of choke it is worth monitoring
your horse’s respiratory rate (normal <16 breaths/
min) and rectal temperature for several days.

•

A pre-breeding assessment will indicate which
breeding methods are most suitable for a
particular mare.

•

AI has the benefits of wider stallion choice and
reduced risk of injury and infection for the mare
and stallion.

•

Natural service is the most cost effective option
if a suitable stallion is available locally and is
associated with good pregnancy rates for most
mares.

Arrange regular dental check-ups for your horse
to reduce the risk of choke as a result of a painful
mouth.

•

Pregnancy rates are around 60% for natural
service, chilled and fresh semen AI.

•

Pregnancy rates are slightly lower (40-50%) with
frozen semen AI.
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Costs of AI
It is generally more expensive to breed a mare using AI

Advantages:
rather than natural service due to the intensive labour
involved.
The following
costs should be considered:
is a relatively
seen
in horses
• cost effective andChoke
good pregnancy
rates; common condition
is typically
obstruction
of itself;
the
of the semen
• stud fees are oftenand
on aponies
“no foal –and
free return”
basis. caused•bycost
oesophagus (food pipe) with food;•occasionally
a
foreign
charge made by the stud for collecting and
body can be involved e.g. wood or plastic.
Fortunately
Disadvantages:
processing
the semen;
many
cases
of
choke
resolve
quickly
and
spontaneously
• mares with young foals need to travel and be
• transportation costs (including hire of Equitainer or
and
only
cases
resident at the stud
often
turned
outin
in which
groups;the

•
•

obstruction
lasts for
longer
dry shipper,
liquid
nitrogen tank for frozen semen);
than
30
minutes
are
likely
to
require
veterinary
assistance.
not offered by all stallions due to injury risk;
• veterinary
costs, including scanning, lab tests, drugs
It is important to note that this is notand
theother
same
as the
treatments;
increased risk of injury to stallion, mare and
life-threatening condition in humans, where the term
handlers.
• livery at clinic or veterinary call-out charge.
“choke” refers to blockage of the windpipe rather than the
oesophagus. This difference means that unlike humans,
horses with choke can still breathe.

pregnancy rates

The pregnancy rates using natural service and fresh or
chilled semen in young healthy mares are around 60%.
Frozen semen pregnancy rates are slightly lower
(40-50%).

ical signs:

culty/repeated attempts at
lowing

Choosing the right
ching/arching
of the neck
option

It is important to note that about 40% of young healthy
mares bred naturally or using fresh/chilled semen AI, or
50-60% using frozen semen, will not get into foal on the
first cycle. Two or more cycles may be needed and some
of the costs listed above will then be repeated for each
cycle. A few mares may remain barren despite all efforts.

ghing

Most mares are suitable for AI with chilled semen, but
frozen semen
unlikely
& saliva discharging
fromisthe
noseto be suitable for mares over
15 years of age, those being bred on the foal heat or
oling
mares with a history of reduced fertility. Once a stallion
nterest in foodis selected, check whether chilled or frozen semen is
REGULAR
DENTAL EXAMINATIONS AND
available and discuss the suitability of your mare
with
TREATMENT CAN REDUCE THE RISK OF CHOKE
asionally a lump
may
be
seen
or
felt
your vet following a pre-breeding assessment.
he left side of the neck.
Chilled AI may be carried out on your own premises,
POINTS
uspect your horse
is suffering
although
if stablingfrom
is available at yourKEY
veterinary
practice,
is important this
to prevent
your
horse
may be more convenient and cost effective. Due to
s this will make
blockage
worse
• semen
Don’t panic!
thethe
need
for frequent
scans when frozen
is used,Choke is rarely life-threatening and
e difficult to clear.
many
will resolve spontaneously.
it is almost essential that mares are resident
at a cases
clinic for
this
procedure.
For
natural
service
the
mare
will
travel
to
struction doesn’t clear quickly of its
• Seek veterinary advice if the choke lasts more than
the studassistance
and may need
to be resident there.
ord then veterinary
must
30 minutes and while waiting for the vet remove all
ht. There are a number of steps
food to prevent your horse eating and worsening
can take to help to confirm and treat
the obstruction
lem.
further information contact your local XLEquine practice:
• Following an episodeFor
of choke it is worth monitoring
and ponies with dental problems
your horse’s respiratory rate (normal <16 breaths/
vent them grinding their food
min) and rectal temperature for several days.
), individuals that bolt their food too
• Arrange regular dental check-ups for your horse
and those fed XLEquine
dry pelleted
or cubed
is a novel and exciting initiative conceived from within
to reduce the risk of choke as a result of a painful
e all at increased
risk. profession made up of independently owned,
the veterinary
progressive veterinary practices located throughout themouth.
United
Kingdom, members of XLEquine are committed to working
together for the benefit of all their clients.
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