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it was nearly 20 years ago when Mur-
ray and shirley Popplewell visited the 
Western College of Veterinary Med-
icine (WCVM) for the first time – but 
it’s a story they still tell.  

The couple had just witnessed the birth of 
their first Arabian foal. The foal lay on the 
ground, its head limp. Beginning to worry, 
they picked up the baby horse, packed it 
up in the cab of their truck and headed for 
Saskatoon. They were new horse owners, 
and they didn’t have a trailer. 

“We arrived at the WCVM, carrying the 
foal. When the veterinarian on call asked 
us where the mare was, we said there was 
nothing wrong with the mare – we left her 
at home. We brought the baby in without 
the mamma, and the mamma was very up-
set in the stall back home. We didn’t know 
any better,” says Murray. 

Most equine enthusiasts will tell you that 
there’s a lot to learn about owning horses – 
especially when it comes to keeping them 
healthy. Now, more than two decades later, 
the Popplewells’ initial experience at the 
WCVM is the genesis for a new project that 
will improve the hospital experience for 
mares and foals as well as for owners and 
clinicians.

With their $200,000 gift, the Popplewells 
are helping to establish the Rae-Dawn Ara-
bians Equine Intensive Care Unit (ICU) and 
Foal Centre, a special facility in the WCVM 
Veterinary Medical Centre’s (VMC) Large 
Animal Clinic that will enable the best care 
for mares and foals and other sick horses at 
the WCVM.

“The support of great clients like the Pop-
plewells is so important — for the hospital 
and for the students in particular. They 
have a first-class operation that is really well 
run, really well managed. It’s a great place 
for students to learn about breeding farm 
medicine,” says WCVM Dean Dr. Douglas 
Freeman. 

“We’re thrilled that on top of all that, 
they’ve provided a gift to make the creation 
of this facility possible.” 

Since their first encounter with the 
WCVM, the Popplewells have developed 
a strong relationship with the college as 
their herd has grown from one purebred 
registered Arabian horse to a world-class 
business with breeding farms in Saskatoon, 
Sask., and in Scottsdale, Ariz. — the hub of 
the Arabian horse industry in the United 
States. 

“The vet college has been right there for 
us, and that’s why we feel we can invest back 
into the facility, because of what it’s done for 
us,” says Murray. 

For the clinicians who spend years in the 
WCVM’s equine ward, the constant activity 
becomes routine. But for a tiny foal trying to 
recover alongside its mother, the hustle and 
bustle can be overwhelming.

“The vet college has been 
right there for us, and that’s 
why we feel we can invest 
back into the facility, because 
of what it’s done for us.”

A life-saving gift  
By Jeanette Neufeld

shirley and Murray Popplewell  
with Kobe (left) and Jade.  

 Christina Weese
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The new centre will give mares and foals a 
quiet space to rest in stalls outfitted with ox-
ygen lines, video monitoring and other tools 
for delivering specialized care. The centre 
will also have a small stocks area for mares 
and foals along with direct trailer access to 
minimize biosecurity risks. 

“Having this space will make our work 
more efficient, allowing us to focus even 
more on our patients,” says Dr. Katharina 
Lohmann, a specialist in large animal inter-
nal medicine and an associate professor in 
the WCVM’s Department of Large Animal 
Clinical Sciences. 

Technologies and treatments have ad-
vanced greatly in the five decades since the 
WCVM’s original hospital was designed. 
For years, clinicians have “made do” with 
the current equine ward’s one-size-fits-all 
design – whether that’s duct taping oxygen 
lines to the floors or balancing supplies on 
carts. 

“It’s been on the wish list as long as any of 
us have been around. It’s the perfect dona-
tion for them,” says Dr. Steve Manning, who 
works regularly with the Popplewells as a 
member of the WCVM’s field service. 

“They’ve spent the last 20 years breeding 
and building a herd of the best Arabian 
horses in North America, maybe the world. 
It seems like it’s a natural fit for them to 
support a mare-foal unit. The minute it 
opens, it will benefit every mare and foal 
that comes through the door.” 

The new equine ICU will bring together 
updated technologies and equipment, and a 
client area will allow owners to spend time 
with sick horses in the ICU. This new space 
will also be a place for clinicians and clients 
to talk privately without having to meet in 
the horse’s stall. 

These small details will make a big dif-
ference for clinicians and their clients. “It’s 
about better care for animals, and allowing 
us to provide better care for clients,” says 
Lohmann. 

For the Popplewells, having this new re-
source will help them continue their legacy 
in breeding success Their award-winning 
herd sire Bey Ambition, a 2006 bay stallion, 
has won the Arabian Breeders World Cup 
twice along with numerous Canadian and 
U.S. National Championships in the past 
decade. His progeny have gone on to win 
prestigious awards and championships in 
both performance and show rings around 
the world, and the Popplewells have also re-
ceived awards for their success as breeders. 

“I just love working with the animals,” says 
Shirley Popplewell, who is modest about her 
accomplishments in the equine world. 

 Caitlin Taylor

top: dr. Kate robinson (left) discusses an ultrasound image with shirley Popplewell (right) 
as dr. lea riddell holds the screen. Bottom: the WCVM field service team conducts an 
ultrasound exam on one of the Popplewells’ foals.



She especially enjoys working closely with the WCVM veterinary 
team members who help her to manage her horses’ health. “I’m 
learning every single day and I’m always asking questions. I love 
the way the vets work there, and [how] they involve me.”

The WCVM clinicians all make mention of Shirley’s incredible 
knowledge of animal health. “She could probably have an honor-
ary veterinary degree with the amount she knows and is capable 
of,” says Dr. Kate Robinson, a field service clinician and assistant 
professor at the WCVM. 

Foals are born on the Popplewells’ farm near Saskatoon, and 
the WCVM’s equine field service is actively involved in the farm’s 
breeding and foaling operations. The Popplewells hire students for 
foal watch each spring, and for some students, this involvement has 
helped shape their career. 

“It’s amazing to have a place that’s so willing to let us see every-
thing, to watch and learn,” says Danica Wolkowski, a third-year 
veterinary student who plans on specializing in equine medicine.

Wolkowski’s relationship with the Popplewells began during  
her first year when she helped with foal watch. Since then, she’s 
gone on to work on their parasite surveillance program and do 
regular chores at the Saskatoon farm. This fall, she will complete 
three different externships at equine referral centres across the 
United States. 

Manning says the Popplewells’ contribution to the WCVM’s 
teaching program over the past two decades has been invaluable. 

“They’ve always been the perfect client and host for students. 
Before they gave this gift, they’d improved our teaching program 
in the horse program immensely just by being who they are and 
allowing our students to learn. This gift just continues that in an 
even greater way,” he says. 

Clinicians say they’re happy to have the support of these success-
ful breeders who are making the dream of a foal centre a reality. 

“I think it’s fantastic that they wanted to make this donation,” 
says Lohmann. “They’re lovely people who really care about their 
animals and their welfare.” 

The college’s leadership team echoes this sentiment. 
“I’ve really enjoyed getting to know the Popplewells. They’re won-

derful, gracious people who really care about their horses and the 
people who work with them on their horses,” says Freeman.  

WhAT IS ThE EquINE ICu ANd FoAL CENTrE? 
the rae-dawn arabians equine intensive 

Care Unit and foal Centre is a dedicated 
intensive care unit for critically ill 
or injured horses in need 
of specialized and 24/7 
monitoring. this centre will 
benefit foals, post-surgical 
equine patients and cases 
that are in need of long-term 
critical care.

this new facility, which makes 
use of a pre-existing space in the 
WCVM Veterinary Medical Centre,  
will include: 
•	 specially	designed	stock	area	for	mares	

and foals
•	 a	nursing	station	with	an	observation	

room for 24-hour care
•	 four	larger,	quiet	and	private	stalls	
•	 oxygen	lines,	winches,	power	and	 

vacuum plug-ins in every stall
•	 built-in	shelves	and	tables	for	supplies	

and storage for equipment

for more information about contributing to this 
new centre’s development and resources, contact 
Jennifer Molloy, WCVM director of development 
jennifer.molloy@usask.ca | 306-966-7450.
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Fences, trailers, ropes, farm equipment, 
sticks, other horses – the causes of traumatic 
wounds on horses creates a staggering list. 
And even with early detection and dedicated 
treatment, equine wounds heal slowly, have 
complications and can heal with ugly scars. 

The formation of granulation tissue in a 
wound is normal and important for repair. 
However, when this tissue is excessive in 
amount, it’s called “proud flesh,” explains Dr. 
Spencer Barber, an equine surgeon and pro-
fessor at the Western College of Veterinary 
Medicine (WCVM).

Proud flesh can occasionally lead to 
decreased mobility, but more commonly, 
Barber says it results in unsightly scars and 
increased healing times that are costly for an 
owner. It may also affect a horse’s suitability 
for a particular career and its potential sale 
value. 

A team of WCVM researchers, led by 
Barber (the principal investigator) and his 
graduate student Dr. Suzanne Mund, hope 
to change that reality through research 
focused on understanding the effects of stem 
cells on the molecules that direct the healing 
process. Other members of the team are Drs. 
Ali Honaramooz, Bruce Wobeser, Daniel 
MacPhee and John Campbell. 

Barber says stem cells may assist wound 
healing in several ways: 

• The healing response in horses has been 
linked to the inflammatory reaction. 

Since stem cells have an immunmodu-
lating effect and produce numerous pro-
teins, they may affect the healing speed 
and the quality of wound repair. 

• Stem cells are capable of replicating into 
cells of repair — such as myofibroblasts 
and epithelial cells — that could enhance 
not only the speed but also the quality 
of repair. 

Barber and his research team will evaluate 
the changes to the inflammatory response 
in the skin wounds and the differentiation 
of stem cells into cells of repair. The team is 
using stem cells purchased from a commer-
cial company that harvested them from the 
umbilical cord of a newborn foal and then 
grew the stem cells in the laboratory. 

The team’s first project was to determine 
whether stem cells administered intrave-
nously (IV) migrate to horses’ wounds. The 
WCVM researchers used the IV method to 
administer a large dose of stem cells, which 
were labelled with a fluorescent dye, to two 
horses with surgically-created skin wounds. 
Then, at predetermined intervals, they 
collected wound biopsies and looked for the 
labelled stem cells within the tissue. Based 
on their findings, they were able to prove 
that the stem cells selectively migrate to the 
area of injury.  

“It’s cutting edge research,” says Barber. 
“No one else has given this many cells 
intravenously to horses before or proved 

that they migrate to the wounds. It’s very 
exciting.”  

Barber says the team is now conducting 
a second experiment that will focus on 
looking at the immunomodulatory aspects 
as well as the differentiation of the stem cells 
into cells of repair after they’re administered 
intravenously. The researchers have collected 
all of the samples and are now in the process 
of analyzing them. 

A portion of this study is determining the 
role of numerous cytokines in the wounded 
tissue. Cytokines are proteins that dictate 
cell-to-cell communication and modulate 
the immune response. Various cells within 
the tissue and surrounding blood vessels 
release cytokines, and their quantity and 
effectiveness partially dictate the processes 
of the inflammatory reaction and the wound 
healing.  

One of the ways that cytokines modulate 
the immune response is by encouraging 
white blood cells such as neutrophils to 
travel from the bloodstream into the dam-
aged tissue. In previous research, scientists 
studying other species have confirmed that 
CXCL8 and CXCL10, two of the cytokines 
under investigation, initiate neutrophil mi-
gration and help “killer” T cells to consume 
pathogens such as bacteria.  

These two chemokines are of particular 
interest since CXCL8 is an acute inflam-
matory molecule and CXCL10 is a chronic 

CAN STEm CEllS 
SPEED uP WouNd 

hEALING?
article and photo by Charlotte Corbett



Giftphase molecule. In the future, the research-
ers hope that veterinarians will be able to 
tweak these two cytokines and duplicate the 
wound response that’s found in ponies. 

Although horses and ponies look nearly 
identical, they heal differently. Ponies have a 
short-lived inflammatory response and their 
wounds don’t produce proud flesh. Their 
wounds also heal more quickly than horses. 
Horses have a longer healing process and 
lower levels of inflammation — especially 
in leg wounds versus body wounds — that 
never reach the high peaks found in ponies. 

The differences in healing between horses 
and ponies is likely due to cellular differenc-
es in their healing response and inflam-
matory reaction — possibly differences in 
CXCL8 and CXCL10. Barber’s research 
team is also investigating beta-arrestin 2, 
a protein that can negatively regulate neu-
trophil activation and inhibit the produc-
tion of cytokines, and it may be useful for 
controlling overstimulation from the other 
cytokines. Preliminary results appear to 
support a correlation of beta-arrestin 2 with 
wound healing. 

The WCVM researchers are taking an im-

portant first step toward using stem cells as 
a therapy for wounded horses. To Barber’s 
knowledge, no other research team has 
administered a large dosage of stem cells in-
travenously to horses, proven the migration 
of the stem cells to wounds and identified 
proteins CXCL8, CXCL10 and beta-arrestin 
2 in equine skin wounds.  

“Hopefully analysis of the latest biopsies 
will reveal more information regarding the 
healing process,” says Barber. “Once we 
understand the role stem cells play in mod-
ulating the inflammatory response and their 
ability — or limitations — to differentiate 
into cells of repair, we can utilize them to 
enhance the speed and quality of the repair.” 

This research project has received financial 
support from the Mark and Pat DuMont 
Equine Orthopedics Research Fund and the 
Townsend Equine Health Research Fund.

Charlotte Corbett of Bruno, Sask., is a sec-
ond-year veterinary student who was part of 
the WCVM’s Undergraduate Summer Research 
and Leadership program in 2016. Charlotte’s 
story is part of a series of stories written by 
WCVM summer research students.  

Make 
the  
of a lifetiMe

an estate gift is often referred to as 
“the ultimate gift” not only because it is a 
donation of cash or property you make in 
your will, but because it’s a reflection of 
the beliefs and values you support during 
your entire life. as well, a gift through your 
will can help you make a significant gift 
that may not have been possible during 
your lifetime — and it won’t affect your 
current lifestyle.

Bequests are the most common type of 
estate gift. When developing a bequest, it is 
important to accurately identify the WCVM 
as a beneficiary in your will. this step 
ensures that we receive your gift without 
delay so we can provide a receipt (as ap-
propriate) and direct your gift to the area of 
support that is most important to you. 

if you have questions about making a 
gift from your estate or any other type of 
charitable donation to the WCVM, please 
contact us:

Jennifer Molloy, Director of Development
306-966-7450 | jennifer.molloy@usask.ca

Lindsay Quick, Leadership and class giving
306-966-7426 | lindsay.quick@usask.ca

Want to make a 
difference in the  
lives of animals  
as well as  
people?

A charitable estate gift 
to the Western College 
of Veterinary Medicine 
is one option that may 
work for you. 

What’s on our calendar? 
March 17: Annual meeting of the townsend 

equine health research Fund advisory 
board and management committee. 
During the day, board members have a 
chance to meet wcVm researchers and 
hear updates about the college’s latest 
equine research projects. 

March 27-April 1: wcVm is part of the 
royal Farm Yard (ag awareness area) at 
the annual royal manitoba winter Fair 
in Brandon, man. the college’s booth 
includes horse anatomy, parasites 
and equine-focused activities. Visit 
royalmanitobawinterfair.com for more 
details.

March 30: wcVm is hosting an equine 
education evening for the public at the 
wcVm’s ryan/Dubé equine Performance 
centre. this event is part of a visit by the 
equine Foundation of canada’s board 
of directors. Visit www.tehrf.ca for more 
details. 

April 8: A wcVm team is looking forward 
to meeting the public during saskatoon’s 
annual Ag in the city on April 8. Visit 
www.celebrateagriculture.ca for more 
information.

July and August: the wcVm is home to 
the annual sci-Fi Vetmed camps that run 
throughout the summer. the week-long 
camps are available for students in grades 
5-9. registration opens on march 1. to 
register, visit www.scifi.usask.ca.

September 29-30: wcVm students are 
hosting Vetavision — an open house that 
gives the public a behind-the-scenes look 
at western canada’s regional veterinary 
college. During the two-day event, 
people of all ages can watch milking 
demonstrations, visit the fistulated cow, 
listen to animal health talks and learn 
more about the variety-packed world 
of veterinary medicine, animal health 
and public health. Visit http://vetavision.
wordpress.com/ for more details.  

5Western College of Veterinary MediCine



6 HORSE HEALTH LINES | Spring 2017

a Life infused 
with horSES

By Lynne Gunville

dr. STEVE MANNING has enjoyed being 
around horses since he was a kid riding 
with the local Pony Club branch in his 
southern ontario hometown. that interest 
prompted him to apply for a summer job 
with a local equine veterinarian – a move 
that led to his career choice.

“I spent seven summers working in that clinic,” recalls Manning, 
who’s now an associate professor in the Western College of Veter-
inary Medicine’s (WCVM) Department of Large Animal Clinical 
Sciences. “The veterinarian sort of became my mentor, and he’s the 
one who got me interested in veterinary medicine.” 

After graduating from the Ontario Veterinary College in 1991, 
Manning spent nearly five years in private practice before deciding 
to specialize in equine theriogenology (reproduction). He headed 
west to the WCVM where he completed a residency and Master of 
Science degree in 1997. He also earned board certification with the 
American College of Theriogenologists in that same year.  

It was during his residency that Manning met his wife, Dr. Sheryl 
Gow, now a veterinary epidemiologist who works for the Public 
Health Agency of Canada. After a brief move to Calgary where they 
worked in private practice, the couple returned to the WCVM where 
Gow pursued a PhD degree in epidemiology and Manning joined 
the college’s faculty. 

For Manning, one of the most rewarding parts of his job is working 
with students. “It’s nice to see them early on and then later in the 
DVM program,” he says. “I get to watch their progress, and I get a  
lot of satisfaction thinking that I contributed to their becoming  
good veterinarians.” 
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In addition to teaching theriogenology, 
Manning instructs courses in equine nutri-
tion and management, and he lectures on 
equine acupuncture – a special interest to the 
certified veterinary acupuncturist. Man-
ning, who describes himself as a “skeptical 
acupuncturist,” offers equine acupuncture 
services to clients and has conducted re-
search trials investigating acupuncture use 
to support reproduction and provide pain 
control. 

Manning values his research experiences 
as a chance to collaborate with other people 
while staying current with horse health 
issues, and he’s keen about supporting studies 
that have real practical and clinical appli-
cations in horses. That interest in research 
initially led Manning to join the Townsend 
Equine Health Research Fund (TEHRF) 
advisory board when he was a private practi-
tioner in Alberta. Once he became a WCVM 
faculty member, Manning joined the fund’s 
management committee and continues to be 
active in the fund’s organization.  

In addition to teaching and research, Man-
ning is the assistant director of the Veteri-
nary Medical Centre (VMC) Field Service. 
His extra duties prevent him from making 
as many field service calls as he used to, but 
Manning still enjoys meeting with clients 
and working with their horses. He particular-
ly relishes the community building aspect of 
ambulatory practice.

“We try pretty hard to make our ambulato-
ry service run like any other equine practice. 
So we cultivate a relationship with our clients 
— we try to know them, we want them to be 
our friends as well as our clients. We try to 
participate in the equine community outside 
of just serving as veterinarians when they 
need us.”

One way in which Manning has contributed 
to the local equine community is through his 
involvement with the Saskatchewan Equine 
Expo. Manning, who represents the college 
on the Expo organizing committee, has 
helped to develop and plan the annual event 
that promotes and strengthens the Saskatche-
wan horse industry. 

Manning appreciates the help of the 
WCVM student volunteers as well as the 
faculty volunteers who have provided horse 
health demonstrations and presentations at 
the event since 2012. 

“We need to build a public profile so that 
people will identify positively with us,” say 
Manning. “Being involved is a chance to get 
the message out to people that we’re your 
veterinary college, your veterinary teaching 
hospital, and we can provide pretty much any 

level of care that you need for your animal.”
Having a good relationship with horse own-

ers is particularly critical during crises such 
as the outbreak of equine herpes virus (EHV) 
in 2008. Along with other WCVM clinicians, 
Manning provided owners with vital horse 
health and biosecurity information. He 
was also part of the team that managed the 
outbreak, treated the infected animals and 
minimized the spread of the disease. 

In 2013, Manning’s community efforts 
earned him the Award of Distinction for 
Equine Welfare Leadership — an annual 
honour sponsored by the sponsored by the 
Saskatchewan Horse Federation (SHF) and 
Farm and Food Care Saskatchewan. As well, 
Manning’s varied background and experience 
recently made him a natural choice for chair-
ing the SHF Health and Wellness Committee 
— a new role that he accepted in 2016. 

While Manning is busy with his many roles, 
he still gets satisfaction from his work with 
breeding horses – the chances to work with 
stallions and mares as well as the newborn 
foals. 

Manning and his wife even bred Canadian 
warmblood horses for a while. They’re no 
longer active breeders, but Manning still 
enjoys accompanying his wife as she rides 
in dressage events. He appreciates those 
opportunities to meet with other people in 
the horse industry. 

With such a busy professional life, Manning 
relishes the chance to work around their 
farm, tending to their five horses and making 
hay in the summer. 

“When the barn is full of hay, there’s some-
thing to be said for that. I’ve found a lifestyle 
that works for me.” 

As Manning reflects on his career, he’s 
particularly gratified to be working with a 
group of talented people in the equine field 
service practice. He also enjoys his teaching 
responsibilities and the opportunities he’s 
had to serve the local horse industry. 

“My career has been more than I expected. 
I’ve gotten to do a lot more things and learn 
a lot more things here than I would have 
in other places,” says Manning. “I’m very 
grateful to be here, and I’m a big believer 
in this college. When my wife and I made 
the decision to move back here, it was a bit 
of a gamble, but it was the best move I ever 
made.” 

 Christina Weese

left: dr. steve Manning carefully places 
needles in an equine patient during 
an acupuncture demonstration at the 
saskatchewan equine expo. 
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It’s a brisk grey October morning at True 
West Paints, Shirley Brodsky’s farm just a 
few miles west of Saskatoon, Sask. Today’s 
visitors are a group of first-year students 
from Saskatchewan Polytechnic’s two-year 
veterinary technology diploma program. 

The students huddle against the cold wind, 
dressed in toques and heavy coats, but 
Brodsky’s horses are feeling just fine. The 
geldings in the pasture kick up their heels 
while a young mare sniffs disdainfully and 
goes back to her grazing. 

“Here we can see a demonstration of the 
‘five freedoms,’” says Brodsky, pointing to 
the herd. “Can anyone tell me what they 
are?” 

A few of the freedoms are easily observed: 
freedom from hunger and thirst, and 
freedom to express normal behaviour. The 
students recite the others: freedom from 
pain, disease and injury, freedom from fear 
and distress, and freedom from discomfort.

The latter freedom incites some discussion. 
“It’s pretty cold and windy out here today,” 
says Brodsky. “How do we define freedom 
from discomfort?”

With some guidance from their teacher, 
Dr. Cemaine Tsang, the students reach 
a consensus and define freedom from 
discomfort as providing an appropriate 
environment — including shelter and a 
comfortable resting area.

“This is where our need to ‘interpret’ the 
five freedoms comes in,” says Brodsky. As 
she explains, the group of horses in the 
pasture has shelter, mostly in the form 
of a shelterbelt of trees and two angled 
windbreaks. For this group of homegrown 
equine youngsters with their thick win-
ter coats and abundant energy, it’s quite 
adequate. 

But, as Brodsky explains, these conditions 
might not work for other horses: old horses, 
sick horses or horses such as her daughter’s 
jumping mare that grew up in a warm barn 

in Germany. It’s up to owners, caregivers 
and veterinarians — all partners in the 
industry — to interpret the five freedoms 
realistically and sufficiently. 

“It’s the difference between requirements 
versus recommendations, versus not meet-
ing them. As opposed to telling students 
about it in a classroom, here we can see 
how it’s interpreted in the field,” says Tsang. 
“How it’s interpreted [by various owners] is 
going to vary widely.”

Tsang has been with Saskatchewan 
Polytechnic since 2012. She was the first 
teaching veterinarian hired to help deliver 
the veterinary technology program that in-
cludes a final semester spent at the Western 
College of Veterinary Medicine (WCVM). 

A big part of Tsang’s job is keeping the 
program’s curriculum current. 

“We take issues we see at the provincial 
level and write … [them] into the curric-
ulum to address problems we see at the 
practical level,” she says. 

“With horses it’s always interesting,” says 
Brodsky. “They’re livestock, but they don’t 
fall under the livestock category for many 
owners who consider them like pets, so they 
present a very unique experience for vet-
erinarians and vet technicians. There aren’t 
many people that have 1,200-pound pets.”

The tour moves into the barn, where it’s 
warmer. Safe handling is discussed, as well 
as a bandaging demonstration and a chance 
to get some hands-on practice. It’s all food 
for thought for the first-year students who 
come from varied backgrounds. 

“Most of our graduates go into private 
practice as registered veterinary technolo-
gists. For others, this is another route to vet 
school,” says Tsang. “They might work as a 
vet technologist for a couple of years or go 
straight to university.” 

Katelynn Tedford grew up on a ranch and 
had extensive horse and cattle experience 
before enrolling in the animal science 

program. A summer spent volunteering at a 
local clinic back home honed her interest in 
veterinary medicine.

“So far I’m really liking the vet tech pro-
gram at SaskPolytech, especially the tours, 
because you get the hands-on [experience], 
and you get to actually see how livestock 
producers are working rather than just 
reading about them,” says Tedford, who 
plans to look for a job in food animal pro-
duction when she completes her course. 

Another student, Daniel Novecosky, didn’t 
have much large animal experience when he 
started the veterinary technology program. 

“I originally wanted to be a veterinarian,” 
says Novecosky. He enrolled at the Uni-
versity of Regina but found the pressure of 
school to be overwhelming. Certain of what 
he wanted to do but knowing he needed ex-
perience, Novecosky worked for two years 
as an assistant at a local veterinary clinic. He 
had two jobs and volunteered on his days 
off so he could gain more experience. 

“I’m excited for the certification in being a 
tech, but also I’m very interested in getting 
more technical training afterwards, such as 
certification in radiology or ultrasound or 
nutrition,” says Novecosky. 

“One of my recommendations for [anyone 
interested in] the program is not to just 
shadow at a vet clinic, but to actually try 
and get a job there. Everyone starts some-
where — I started at reception and worked 
my way up once I’d shown that I wanted to 
do more.”

The students also have an open invitation 
to return to the Brodsky farm for more 
hands-on experience. 

“If students want to come out and get 
more experience, practise bandaging or just 
observe horses, they’re welcome to [visit.] 
Over the years we’ve had quite a few take us 
up on that [offer],” says Brodsky. 

There’s a wealth of knowledge to mine. 
Brodsky used to provide specialized referral 
care for recovering equine patients at the 
WCVM’s Veterinary Medical Centre. She’s a 
long-time director and president-elect with 
the Saskatchewan Horse Federation. Plus, 
she was an Equine Canada (now Equestrian 
Canada) board member while the Code 
of Practice for the Care and Handling of 
Equines was under development.

“I really like helping these kids. I really like 
sharing and transferring knowledge, espe-
cially practical knowledge,” says Brodsky. “I 
had to learn it hands-on, I didn’t have men-
tors and gurus telling me — I learned by 
trial and error, and if I can share anything 
I’ve learned then that is just great.” 

Day at the farm 
Delivers equine 
experienCe 
article and photo by Christina Weese
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from  
CoWS to 
CuTTING 
horSES
Dr. Conrad Wilgenbusch’s long 
road to becoming an equine 
sports medicine specialist
By Jamie Rothenburger 

Dr. Conrad Wilgenbusch spends his days 
examining and treating horses with “a hitch 
in their giddy up.” And when the need arises, 
he performs surgery on his 1,000-pound 
patients. 

As a specialist in equine surgery and sports 
medicine, Wilgenbusch is one of a handful 
of veterinarians with this unique skillset in 
Canada. But this wasn’t what his original life 
plan entailed. 

When Wilgenbusch began studying at the 
Western College of Veterinary Medicine 
(WCVM) in 2006, he had his sights set on 
specializing in bovine reproduction. His 
family raise Charolais cattle on a ranch in 
near Midale, Sask. So after vet school, his 
plan was to practise as a cattle veterinarian 
and service the industry he knew best. 

But low cattle prices, plus a budding friend-
ship with working cow horse trainer Dale 
Clearwater, sent Wilgenbusch down a dif-
ferent path. As he rode, trained and thought 
about western performance horses, his inter-
ests shifted to equine sports medicine. But in 

order to do the kind of work that interested 
him, he had to commit to a long process of 
specialized training in equine surgery. 

After graduating from the WCVM in 2010, 
Wilgenbusch moved to Weatherford, Tex., 
the self-proclaimed cutting horse capital of 
the world, for a year-long equine internship. 
From there, he practised as a racetrack vet-
erinarian in Iowa, which led to a three-and-
a-half-year equine surgery residency at Iowa 
State University in the cozy city of Ames, 
Iowa. 

After finishing his residency, Wilgenbusch 
continued working at Iowa State as a clinical 
associate while preparing for the American 
College of Veterinary Surgeons’ (ACVS) 
board examination, which he passed with 
flying colours. 

In 2015, Wilgenbusch moved with his 
family to Sherwood Park, Alta., to join Del-
aney Veterinary Services, where he enjoys 
the hustle and bustle of private practice. In 
particular, he relishes his interactions with 
horse owners. 

“Horse people are happy to see you. It’s 
their love of horses that drives them and 
that’s the common thread. You have clients 
from all walks of life, so what matters to one 
horse owner doesn’t matter to the other. You 
never know what you’re going to get,” says 
Wilgenbusch.

And get he does. As a busy equine veteri-
narian, Wilgenbusch sees more horses in a 
month than most practitioners will encoun-
ter in their entire career. Even in the clinic’s 
“slow” winter season, Wilgenbusch and his 
colleagues are busy: “We don’t have many 
quiet days.” 

A typical day at the clinic starts with stall-
side rounds, similar to bedside rounds in 
human hospitals. The veterinary clinicians, 
technicians and other staff gather at each of 
the roughly eight to 10 hospitalized horses to 
discuss the animals’ condition and treatment 
and to share their professional opinions. 

From there, Wilgenbusch may go on to 
perform surgeries or see appointments. He 
spends roughly three-quarters of his time 
diagnosing lameness in performance horses, 
and on a particularly busy day, he may see up 
to 19 horses. On average, he performs three 
to four surgeries a week — most are orthope-
dic cases involving the joints. As well, he fre-
quently performs general procedures such as 
wound cleaning, colic surgeries or searching 
for a testicle in a cryptorchid colt. 

 Hayley Kosolofski

Equine surgeon 
Dr. Conrad 
Wilgenbusch: 
“We don’t have 
many quiet days.”
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Amid this busy schedule is the imminent 
possibility of an emergency — usually in the 
form of a colicky horse. “Part of the beauty of 
practice is a lot of the times you don’t know 
what is going to come in,” he says.

Wilgenbush finds the inability to treat 
horses, such as those with certain leg frac-
tures, a particular challenge for him and his 
colleagues. 

“In some situations, we aren’t able to help 
and euthanasia is the best option. That is 
hard to get across to people. They go from 
[owning a] happy, healthy horse to discuss-
ing euthanasia. It can happen so suddenly. 
It’s frustrating that we don’t have options for 
some cases.” 

In the seven years since Wilgenbusch grad-
uated from veterinary school, he has noticed 
an astounding shift in the use of regenera-
tive treatments including stem cell therapy, 
platelet rich plasma and IRAP, a protein that 
targets part of the immune system to reduce 
joint inflammation. 

“With regenerative therapy, we’ve seen some 
success. Since I graduated, that’s been one of 
the more progressive areas,” he says.

These state-of-the-art treatments are 
especially useful for conditions — such as 
chronic lameness of the stifle joint — that 
stop responding to traditional therapies. It’s 
hard to find the cause of lameness in stifles 
using traditional X-rays, and there are only a 

few MRI (magnetic resonance imaging) ma-
chines in North America that can accommo-
date a horse thigh. These novel therapies are 
offering new hope to horses where there are 
no obvious reasons for them be lame. 

It was a winding road that took Wilgenbus-
ch from small town Saskatchewan to working 
exclusively on horses as an equine surgeon. 
But at the end of the day, he’s happy to be 
working with owners and their horses. 

“Every horse is attached to a person, and  
it is interesting because it’s a people  
business.”

Rounds, where each patient’s plan for the day is reviewed, begin at 
8 a.m. The room is full of scrubs and sneakers and coffees. A dozen 
fourth-year veterinary students at the Western College of Veterinary 
Medicine (WCVM) are taking their clinical rotation through anes-
thesia for four weeks; each has a case plan written up that is presented 
to the panel of three board-certified anesthesiologists – Drs. Tanya 
Duke, Shannon Beazley and Rocio Fernandez-Parra. 

All plans go through several checks. Team members thoroughly dis-
cuss dosages of drugs and possible complications due to the patient’s 
weight, condition and medications. 

“Teamwork is imperative,” says Duke, a professor of veterinary 
anesthesiology at the WCVM. “We rely on each other to double-check 
everything.” 

Over in the equine ward, a clinical team brings in a small black pony 
— a colt — for cryptorchid surgery. Duke and student Simone Becker 
ready the pony for anesthesia while the surgical team and other 
students observe. 

“Forty? Are you happy with 40 [beats per minute]?” Duke asks 
Becker, making sure she understands what the numbers mean as they 
monitor the pony’s heart rate. 

The sedated pony is lifted onto a bright blue padded table and 
preparation for surgery begins. A team member clips the incision 
area while Duke and Becker affix an oxygen administration device to 
the pony’s breathing tube. 

“We keep him down with injectables [drugs] during prep,” explains 
Duke. “The gas anesthetic starts once he’s taken into the surgical 
room.” 

From here, it’s a matter of time and numbers. “[It’s] a whole bunch 
of constantly looking at stuff,” says Duke. Until the electronic moni-
tors come online, which can take a couple of minutes, the anesthesia 
team members manually monitor the patient’s heart rate and breath-
ing with a watch and a stethoscope. 

Drug dosages are recorded on the pony’s chart. Duke assists Becker 
in putting a nerve block (anesthetic drug that’s injected directly near 
the nerve to block pain) in the animal’s one descended testicle. 

When Duke and Becker are done, the surgeon steps in. Duke 
watches a long list of numbers: the heart’s electrical activity on an 
ECG (electrocardiogram), arterial blood pressure, entitled carbon di-
oxide, oxygenation and respiratory rate. She also monitors the pony’s 
temperature as animals can lose body heat or overheat while surgical 
procedures are happening.

The surgery is successful, and the colt is readied for recovery. Duke 
has another horse to prepare for surgery this afternoon, and will be 
on call in case of emergencies at night.

But with luck, there will be no emergencies tonight – just an early 
start tomorrow, a round of patients and another day as part of the 
WCVM veterinary anesthesiology team.

Visit wcvmtoday.com to read the full story. 

Time & PrESSurE
Article and photo by Christina Weese

dr. tanya duke (right) and veterinary student simone Becker.
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Sheath cleaning – it’s a dirty job and someone’s got to do it, but 
maybe not as frequently as some horse owners actually think. 

As equine veterinarian Dr. Nora Chavarria explains, some male 
horses tend to build up more dirt in their sheaths (the pocket of skin 
that protects the penis) than others.

“It’s probably a good idea to have your vet assess them when they’re 
sedated to see how dirty they actually are and how often they need to 
be cleaned,” says Chavarria, a clinical associate in equine field service 
at the Western College of Veterinary Medicine’s Veterinary Medical 
Centre. 

She’s often asked about sheath cleaning when she’s performing 
annual wellness and dental examinations of her field service patients. 
Whenever Chavarria has a gelding or stallion sedated for a routine 
check, she takes the opportunity to examine the sheath and penis 
and “check for beans” – an important aspect of sheath cleaning that’s 
best carried out by a veterinarian while the horse is sedated.

These so-called beans are formed from dirt combined with shed 
cells from the penis, and they build up in the little pockets found 
at the end of the organ. If the horse can’t evacuate these beans on 
his own, they can grow large enough that they restrict the urethra 
leaving the animal unable to pee. 

While most horses have beans that don’t cause problems, Chavarria 
recommends that horse owners call their veterinarian if they notice 
that their horse is posturing to pee but can’t get anything out. 

The second aspect of the cleaning process involves cleaning the 
sheath itself. The sheath is basically the skin sac that covers the re-
tracted penis. This sac builds up with smegma, a waxy substance that 
includes both dirt and shed skin cells. The smegma also contains a 
biofilm of bacteria that actually protects the skin and the genital area 
from infection. 

Although some horses don’t have a large accumulation of smegma, 
others quickly build up a thick crust of material that can potentially 
cause an infection. Chavarria suggests that horse owners talk to their 
veterinarians about how often each animal’s sheath area needs to be 
cleaned – that’s a job that owners can usually do themselves.  

While some people use oils or sheath cleaning solutions, Chavarria 
recommends that owners use only lukewarm water to soften the 
built-up crusts of dirt and rinse the sheath. They should then use a 
towel to gently pat the area dry. 

“A very aggressive cleaning can harm the skin in there and predis-
pose them for infections,” she explains. “So really, just a gentle clean 
is needed. And you don’t need to expect the sheath to be squeaky 
clean.” 

Although horses are sensitive in the genital area, owners often have 
a trust relationship with their animals and can gradually train them 
to allow the cleaning without becoming agitated. Since the job is 
both dirty and smelly, owners should wear latex gloves during the 
process. 

Chavarria suggests that they begin by feeding their horse a favou-
rite treat after riding – that’s often a time when the penis hangs out, 
making it easier to access the sheath. While grooming their animal, 
owners can start by gliding one hand underneath the belly back to 
the sheath. Every time the horse allows his owners to touch that area, 
they can move their hands a little further into the sheath until they 
can eventually start peeling off the crust. If the animal gets agitated, 
he should be left alone until the next time. 

It’s also a good idea to have another person there as a distraction. 
Sometimes just eating their feed while someone talks at their heads 
will be enough to keep horses from becoming agitated during the 
sheath cleaning process. 

“Most geldings and stallions get used to the procedure of you get-
ting into the sheath with just a wet cloth,” explains Chavarria. “But 
have your vet do the penis part, the bean part, because they usually 
won’t let anybody clean the beans out without sedation.”

Chavarria adds that while your veterinarian removes any beans, she 
can also check the sheath and penis for any abnormalities such as 
the squamous cell tumour, a fairly common skin cancer that’s found 
in the genital area. Although it’s often treatable in very early stages, 
an aggressive tumour that’s not caught early enough can result in the 
penis having to be amputated. Owners should contact their veteri-
narian if they see any red spots or raised skin or small tumours on 
the penis — particularly the pink part. 

Owners should also call their veterinarian if they see their horse 
posturing to urinate but then only dribbling or peeing small 
amounts of urine here and there. That behaviour can indicate an 
enlarged bean, an infection in the sheath or even a bladder stone. 

Although an infection can result from a thick crust of dirt and 
smegma in the sheath, it can also occur when the sheath is over 
cleaned and the smegma no longer provides a natural barrier against 
infection. That’s why Chavarria recommends that owners ask their 
veterinarian for advice on each individual animal.

“Some people get obsessed about cleaning that area, but a very 
aggressive cleaning can harm the skin in there and can actually 
predispose them [horses] for infections. So really, just a gentle clean 
every couple of months and a gentle patting dry with a towel – that 
should be enough.”

how to make a 
clean 
sweep 

of sheath cleaning
By lynne gunville

 Christina Weese
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When it comes to the equine care available 
at the Western College of Veterinary Med-
icine (WCVM), clinicians have access to 
many advanced technologies and tools that 
allow them to provide cutting edge care.

While those who work with them daily 
are familiar with them, many horse owners 
don’t get a chance to see these tools in 
action unless their animal is sick. 

Each year the Saskatchewan Equine Expo 
presents a chance to take some of these 
tools out of the college’s Veterinary Medical 
Centre (VMC), allowing faculty, staff and 
students to share what makes the WCVM 
such a valuable resource to Western Cana-
da’s equine industry. 

“People really want to learn about the best 
way of helping their horse stay healthy,” 
says Samantha Deamel, a third-year Doctor 
of Veterinary Medicine (DVM) student 
and president of the WCVM Equine Club. 
“Education is really ingrained in the horse 
community.”

Horse owners and enthusiasts of all ages 
get to see what the WCVM’s equine pro-
gram is all about through demonstrations, 
talks and displays – providing valuable 
information for those who are seasoned 
veterans of the horse industry or for those 
who are considering their first horse. 

“In general, it’s an opportunity for horse 

people to get together. It promotes the horse 
industry within Saskatchewan, and as a col-
lege, it’s a chance to connect with the people 
who own horses or who might own horses,” 
says Dr. Stephen Manning, head of the 
VMC’s field service section and an associate 
professor in the WCVM’s Department of 
Large Animal Clinical Sciences.

This year, the Saskatchewan Equine Expo 
took place from Feb. 16 to 19 at Prairieland 
Park in Saskatoon. This four-day event 
attracted more than 9,000 visitors. 

Each year WCVM veterinary students 
are an important part of the event. They 
help set up events and demonstrations, 
and spend time answering questions at the 
equine education area that’s shared by the 
WCVM and the Saskatchewan Horse Fed-
eration (SHF). This is the second year of the 
partnership, and this year, the theme will 
focus on travelling with your horse.  

“Where the students really shine is in the 
booth, interacting with kids and the public,” 
says Manning. “They’re very good ambas-
sadors.”

For both Deamel and her classmate Jillian 
Russnak, seeing the excitement of young 
people who are eager to learn about veteri-
nary medicine and horses is the highlight of 
the event. 

“The kids get so excited,” says Russnak, 

who organized the WCVM students’ efforts 
for the 2017 Equine Expo. “I think it’s really 
good for the youth of the horse world. 
There’s a lot of opportunities for learning. 
This is the new generation of horse people.” 

While they answer plenty of questions 
about what it’s like to be a veterinarian in 
training, the students also say it’s a good 
chance to put the information they’re 
learning into practice before they’re actually 
in practice. 

“I felt like it was a really good way to 
practise communicating with people. It 
practises your people skills and I think it’s a 
lot of fun,” says Deamel. “I think it’s a really 
good way to break down the walls between 
veterinarians and owners. It puts people on 
the same level and develops those relation-
ships …. It will make people less nervous 
about calling the vet.”

Students who participate in the Equine 
Expo are also eligible to apply for a fourth-
year equine externship award. 

“Whether you’re a ‘horsey’ person or not, 
it’s really a fun time,” says Russnak. 

“There’s a lot of opportunities 
for learning. This is the new 
generation of horse people.”

Vet student samantha deamel explains equine 
anatomy to an equine expo audience. 

 Christina Weese

students help 
equine expo 
gallop along 

By Jeanette Neufeld
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vet stuDents welCome 
young riDers

On Feb. 4, members of the WCVM’s 
Equine Club welcomed more than 200 
young horse enthusiasts from across Sas-
katchewan to the college’s annual equine 
education day. Throughout the day, riders 
learned more about horse health through 
talks, tours, demonstrations and hands-on 
activities such as leg wrapping. 

alberta roaD trip
In January, associate professor Dr. Steve 

Manning, clinical intern Dr. Lea Riddell 
and third-year veterinary student Samantha 
Deamel travelled to Sherwood Park, Alta., 
to take part in the 2017 Alberta Horse 
Conference. In between the conference 
sessions, the WCVM team hosted a trade 
show booth where they showcased some of 
the college’s equine research projects and 
answered questions about WCVM clinical 
and teaching programs.  

researCh in print A round up of WCVM-related equine research articles that 
have been recently published in peer-reviewed journals

Duran MC, Starrak G, Dickinson R, Montgomery J. “Peritoneal fluid 
immunocytochemistry used for the diagnosis of a possible case 
of equine gastrointestinal B-cell lymphoma.” Canadian Veterinary 
Journal. June 2016. 57(6):601-4. 

 Harrison JM, Quanstrom LM, Robinson AR, Wobeser B, Anderson 
SL, Singh B. “Expression of von Willebrand factor, pulmonary in-
travascular macrophages, and Toll-like receptors in lungs of septic 
foals.” Journal of Veterinary Science. June 13, 2016 (Epub). 

Husulak ML, Lohmann KL, Gabadage K, Wojnarowicz C, Marqués 
FJ. “Equine motor neuron disease in two horses from Saskatche-
wan.” Canadian Veterinary Journal. July 2016. 57(7):771-6.

Benmansour P, Billinsky J, Duke-Novakovski T, Alcorn J. “Blood 
concentrations of remifentanil during and after infusion in horses 
anesthetized with isoflurane and dexmedetomidine.” Research in 
Veterinary Science. Aug. 2016. 107:202-6. 

Wobeser BK. “Making the diagnosis: equine sarcoid.” Veterinary 
Pathology. Aug. 19, 2016 (Epub). 

Davis CR, Valentine BA, Gordon E, McDonough SP, Schaffer PA, 
Allen AL, Pesavento P. “Neoplasia in 125 donkeys (Equus asinus): 
literature review and a survey of five veterinary schools in the 
United States and Canada.” Journal of Veterinary Diagnostic Inves-
tigation. Nov. 2016. 28(6):662-670.

Marqués FJ, Higgins S, Chapuis R, Waldner C. “The effect of inad-
equate presample blood volume withdrawal from intravenous 
catheter and extension sets on measured circulating L-blood lac-
tate concentration in horses receiving lactated Ringer’s solution.” 
Journal of Veterinary Internal Medicine. Dec. 2016 (Epub).

Visit tehrf.ca for more news updates



Only $20 fOr 
16 cards!

TEHRF HoRsE 
Notecards

IDEAL FoR HoRsE LoVERs! 

BUy oUr BeaUtifUl

take a fresh approach to gift giving and pick up 
some sets of our beautiful equine notecards for your 
family, friends and clients. 

Produced by the Townsend Equine Health 
Research Fund (TEHRF), each set of 16 blank 
notecards features four equine images in brilliant 
colour. your purchase will help to support vital 
equine health research and education programs at 
the Western College of Veterinary Medicine (WCVM).
 

tehrf.ca

To oRDER: 
•	 Call 306-966-7268
•	 wcvm.supportus@usask.ca
Visit tehrf.ca to download  
an order form and submit  
your order by mail. 

Check out Horse Health Lines online at tehrf.ca

PUBliCations Mail agreeMent no. 40112792
retUrn UndeliVeraBle Canadian addresses to: 

Research Office, WCVM
University of Saskatchewan
52 Campus Drive
Saskatoon, SK   S7N 5B4
wcvm.research@usask.ca


