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Already for many years Zangersheide has been 
standardly performing ancestry checking of every foal to 
make absolutely sure that the foal is indeed a product of 
the stated sire and dam. Whether that dam, in turn, is a 
daughter of the parents mentioned in her passport is, of 
course, the responsibility of the studbook in which she is 
registered. Mares registered in other studbooks produce 
a higher falt margin these days. A recently performed 
study by Zangersheide into the sires of mares from a 
fellow studbook demonstrated that several mares in 
Belgium have incorrect papers. Considering that many 
of these mares already have several offspring, it can be 
no surprise that scores of breeders are currently breeding 
with mares of which they are not sure who their sire or 
grandsire is. 

When Zangersheide started its studbook, it introduced 
a consistent rule: compulsory DNA-checking. ‘Z’, as a 
newcomer, did not want to make any mistakes and still 
follows that line today. In a world in which breeders are 
constantly looking for the best genes in both mares and 
foals, it is painful to discover that precisely the carriers 
of the quality are not always what their papers say they 
are.

If the ancestry is so important, one wonders why so little 
attention is paid to DNA-checking.
The studbooks of English and Arabian thoroughbreds 
certainly check every foal, every sire and every dam. 
But in the world of showjumping horse breeding only 
Zangersheide and Oldenburg check all their registered 
foals. 

A studbook that fails to consistently check the 
authenticity of its foals is gambling with the future of 
its members and, eventually, with its own existence. 
Checking the DNA mentioned in the passport should 
become a standard process right now! In that way our 
sector can assure its credibility and survival.

Foal auctions are big business, trade is flourishing and 
averages of 10,000€ and more are no longer exceptions. 
Such amounts are gladly paid for proven genes. Surely 

But for how long? The euphoria of our fellow studbooks 
is about to turn into deep misery and the ‘foal bubble’ 
could burst just like that. Why? The authenticity of the 
foal! Not every foal is what it alledges to be. For the 
simple reason that there is no water-tight guarantee. 
Passports are supplied at simple request. What the 
breeder says is put on the papers. No questions asked. 

Foals are costly investments. An investment that is chosen 
and justified on the basis of bloodlines. However, when 
you buy on the basis of papers alone and no DNA-check 
was made, nowadays you may be buying a pig in a poke. 

European law only requires that studbooks must allow 
for DNA-checking. Studbook Zangersheide made DNA 
checking of all its foals compulsory a long time ago. 
Belgian fellow studbooks test 1 in 250 foals at random, 
which amounts to almost nothing, or they only check 
foals by ‘foreign’ stallions. Look at the future, who will 
still put down ten-thousand or more euro’s for an embryo 
or a foal without any guarantees? Would anyone invest 
in art and antiques without a certificate of authenticity? 
You got it, no-one would! Only in the horse world they 
do it, and that is extremely unadviseable, especially with 
a view to the future. 

The competent authorities place the responsibility on the 
studbooks and the latter have been negligent for years. 
Maybe it was not necessary a hundred years ago, one 
bred for own use and trade was very limited. Nowadays 
trade takes place on a world scale. The recent Z Online 
Auctions demonstrate that foals were sold from 
Scandinavia via Latvia along the Middle East to Asia 
and the USA. New markets are growing, new investors 
are entering the market. To the great satisfaction of the 
breeders, who can sell more and better. But presently 
breeding is risking its credibility. 

Not everybody is aware of the seriousness of the situation 
yet. Until, one day soon, a breeder will receive a claim for 
damages because he sold a foal with false papers!
We believe that many breeders are acting in good faith 
and not always know themselves what they are selling. 
Because they just bought the broodmare (with false 
papers). Or because a stallion owner, whether or not on 
purpose, used another stallion than the one asked for 
by the breeder. There can be several reasons, in good 
or bad faith. Mistakes that are made where large herds 
are concerned are no exception. Whether this is done 
on purpose or not, is not the issue here. This is about 
credibility.

Large scale fault margin 
discovered in ancestry checking 
of fellow studbooks!
Foal and embryo auctions offer a good source of income for breeders. Online auctions are hot. Never 
before such large sums were paid for a foal as in the last few years, ten-thousand euro’s and more. The 
foals are worth it, each and everyone of them, because top-class blood has never been so easy to get. 
The succes is due to exclusive papers, genetic combinations that are virtually invaluable. 
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Over the past decades breeding has evolved to an ever 
more professional level, the same applies to the sport, 
although that status can only be preserved if every link 
in this process observes the same professionalism. This 
includes the beginning of the chain, the fusion of the 
right genes. 

It is incomprehensible and irresponsible that Zangersheide 
is virtually standing alone with its consistent attitude. 
After all, this is about certainty and does not everybody 
want that? We do not understand that other studbooks 
do not make DNA-checking compulsory. 
The studbooks have a duty to provide the truth and 
carry a great responsibility. In the interest of breeding, 
the sport and the trade, one should loudly question the 
situation that DNA-checking is not a standard obligation 
for every recognized studbook.

Zangersheide believes that the WBSFH has the 
responsibility to take a clear standpoint here, making 
DNA-checking a standard procedure for every horse 
and every studbook!

Tosca van Essene is on record as the dam of the 
1m60 level showjumping horse American Blue van 
Eeckelghem, of the 1m50 level showjumping horse 
Intro van Eeckelghem and as dam of the 1m40 level 
showjumping horse Clevergirl van Eeckelghem. On the 
starting lists Mr. Blue – Sheyenne de Baugy, Sandro Boy 
– Sheyenne de Baugy and Quidam de Revel – Sheyenne 
de Baugy, respectively. If honour is due to him who 
deserves it, the starting lists will have to be adapted, for 
Sheyenne de Baugy is not the sire of Tosca, her real sire 
is Eros Platière…
 
Another mare believes that she is the daughter of Eros 
Platière out of Iveday. Unfortunately, she is absolutely 
not a daughter of Eros Platière. Same mare has produced 
at least 5 foals and she has at least 2 grandsons, which 
results in at least 8 mistaken identities on the passports.

The owner of the mare concerned is furious about these 
findings: ‘I have a foal by Atomic Z out of this mare 
for which I have received an offer, but as an honourable 
breeder I can not accept that now. I do not know anymore 
what I am selling! You do not breed just for breeding sake, 
you breed with carefullky selected, specific pedigrees. 
You make well-considered and purposeful choices. If it 
later turns out that you have got the wrong ancestry, 
you feel cheated. It is like buying a fake painting. This is 
playing with our money. Things should go correctly and 
honestly for everyone and that is only possible if there 
is a water-tight system that excludes any form of fraud 
and forgery. I am willing to assume that these faults are 
made through ignorance or carelessness. But even then 
only DNA-checking can give a definite answer.’

These examples are just the tip of the iceberg and have 
only been used here to demonstrate the diversity of the 
faults. We receive weekly updates from the lab, new results 
that indicate the considerable scope of this problem. 

their own, which makes that 19 passports state faulty 
ancestries. For the owner this is a financial disaster.

Iblesse v Bareelhof is registered by the BWP as a 
daughter of Blue Boy van Berkenbroeck. The sport mare 
was owned by the Belgian stables Ashford Farm. Not 
long before he sold the mare, owner Enda Caroll still 
flushed an embryo by the Darco son Douglas. Upon 
DNA-checking, however, Iblesse proved not to be a 
daughter of Blue Boy but of the stallion Vito. This is 
a good example of the risks of not performing DNA-
checking. The pedigree of Iblesse’s foal is now Douglas 
- Vito - Nonstop, three sons of the stallion Darco in a 
row... a very high inbreeding factor that had never been 
the intention.

Lucky Lady VDB is registered as a daughter of Arko 
III out of a daughter by Clinton, but she is certainly no 
daughter of Arko III. This mare is by Fun For Picobello 
Z (For Pleasure).  Luc Ruant from Picobello Horses is 
greatly annoyed: ‘I had a For Pleasure foal myself but 
it died. That is why I specifically wanted a For Pleasure. 
As a breeder you give good thought to find the right 
combination. You are looking for specific blood. What is 
all that searching and thinking good for if you can not 
get any guarantee? DNA-checking is a must, especially 
since the technique has become quite common and the 
cost price is negligable. I do not understand why this is 
not standard procedure with all studbooks!’

Luc Ruant – Picobello Horses ‘I do not 

understand why this is not standard 

procedure with all studbooks’

the trade should proceed correctly? Concretely we pay 
about € 40 for the DNA-checking of a foal. It is tested 
on both dam and sire. A certificate that offers you the 
guarantee that you are effectively buying what was 
offered to you. Considering the investment made by a 
breeder to produce a foal, surely this mere € 40 we, the 
studbook, pay is a negligable amount. 

Zangersheide very decidedly refused to join the price-
war started by European studbooks to win members. 
You will always lose a price-war since you can offer 
less quality. Zangersheide dislikes that sort of thing and 
will continue to check every foal. In a price-war DNA-
checking becomes an expensive cost item that fellow 
studbooks prefer to avoid. The fact that in so doing they 
are digging their own grave, is blindly ignored. 

The examples are numerous and often painful for the 
breeders, investors and owners involved:

Cythagoras R, for example, was registered in her 
studbook as a daughter of Darco out of a daughter by 
Pythagoras Z and is commercially very valuable as a full 
sister of the former 1m60 level horse ridden by Ludo 
Philippaerts, Tornado R. Unfortunately, Cythagoras 
is definitely not a daughter of Darco. Of this mare we 
have meanwhile managed to find the real sire, which 
is Andiamo Z. Cythagoras R produced as many as 
16 products so far, which in turn have offspring of 

Cythagoras R turns out not to have Darco as sire, but Andiamo Z. 

Darco Andiamo Z

Some good news after all

With its recent research Studbook Zangersheide 
put painful pressure on its fellow studbooks and 
forced them to take this seriously. In its latest 
General Meeting last May the BWP decided that, 
with a transitional period of one year, the sire and 
dam of every BWP foal must be ascertained via 
DNA-checking, as from 2018.  

What do the authorities say?

An De Praeter is policy advisor to the Flemmish 
government, Department of Agriculture and 
Fisheries and describes the actual situation: 
‘DNA-checking is not a government order but 
an initiative of the studbooks, which can apply 
for subsidies to have such checking performed. 
European law only dictates that studbooks must 
offer the opportunity to perform DNA-checking. 
At Flemmish level we are more strict and demand 
that 1 in 250 foals are checked.’
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The Van Haeringen lab, the Civil Registry in horse-land

“In the horse sector 4% does not correspond with the birth papers issued”

Every person, every animal is unique. We know that 
thanks to our DNA, our genetic passport. A living 
organism is built up from cells and every cell has 
a nucleus with chromosones, the carriers of our 
hereditary characteristics. Breeders swear by it, 
breeding is not a gamble. But look at the facts: 
Studbook Zangersheide is the exception and one of 
the few studbooks that thoroughly and consistently 
checks the ancestry of every foal through DNA-
checking. According to the Van Haeringen laboratory, 
which annually examines 350,000 DNA samples, in 
the horse sector 4% does not corespond with the 
birth papers issued.

Verification of ancestry is based on the comparison 
of hereditary information of offspring and the 

male and female parent. Sample material, such 
as hair roots, swabs, sperm and and several other 
materials, can be used for such verification. The DNA 
pattern of each sample is recorded. The hereditary 
information of each sample is stored in a database 
and can be expressed as a bar code. This genetic bar 
code is unique for every individual. In the case of 
verification of ancestry, the hereditary information of 
an individual is compared with that of the recorded 
parents. For a correct verification of ancestry all the 
hereditary information present in an offspring must 
be present as a combination in the male and female 
parent.

The XY of DNA  
A brief explanation of the background of DNA profiles

Hereditary material is important for the characteristics of plants, animals and people. Almost anything 
that can be observed of a plant or an animal is laid down in these characteristics one way or another. 
Examples are: the colour of the eyes, the memory and the manner in which blood is produced. 
Hereditary flaws are caused by ‘minor defects’ in the hereditary material; they are the cause of 
hereditary diseases. When the DNA background of a disease is known, a test can be developed with 
which the carrier of a hereditary deviation can be identified. Hereditary characteristics can be used 
not only for disease diagnostics but also for all kinds of other purposes. 

Structure of hereditary material
The body of an animal is structured from a large number 
of cells, which each contain a full set of hereditary 
characteristics. These hereditary characteristics are 
necessary in order to survive in all circumstances that 
can occur. The nucleus of the cell carries the hereditary 
information. Besides information about, for example, 
the growth of the animal, the cells contain an enormous 
amount of information that is required for the correct 
functioning of, amongst other things, digestion, vital 
functions, etc. The hereditary information is stored in 
chromosomes, which are translated by the body into 
useful data (protein). This is a constant process in all 
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length of a hereditary characteristic of an offspring must 
correspond with the length of a hereditary characteristic 
of the stated parents. In two examples it is explained 
how this ground rule is used for ancestry checking. 

Figure 2:
Figure 2 shows an example of a correct ancestry. The 
figure shows the DNA of three individuals: an offspring 
(top line), a female parent (middle line) and a male 
parent (bottom line). In every line one characteristic 
is reflected. Two DNA fragments show themselves as 
peaks. The front fragment of the offspring comes from 
the male parent (length of the fragment is 150) and the 
second fragment is from the female parent (fragment 
length 152). In this case both fragments of the offspring 
are found with the parents: the ancestry is correct. 

Figure 3:
Av second example (figure 3) reflects a situation of 
incorrect ancestry. The three lines are shown in the 
order of offspring, stated female parent and stated male 
parent. Here, too, every line shows one characteristic, in 
which two DNA fragments are visible as peaks. The first 
fragment of the offspring is present in the stated female 

Application of hereditary variation

Ancestry checking 
The hereditary variation in an animal comes from both 
parents. Half of the variation comes from the male and 
the other half from the female parent. 
In ancestry checking practice 20 to 40 characteristics 
are visualised and the length is determined. The specific 

the cells. The general code used to store data and, for 
example, produce protein, is called DNA. 

From Cell to Chromosome
Figure 1 reflects the structure of a chromosome, the 
carrier of the hereditary characteristics. 
In great detail (DNA) the figure shows how the organism 
of a complete person, animal or plant (body) is structured. 
Chromosomes consist of DNA-strands that are closely 
interwoven. When one looks at a chromosome in detail, 
the composition of the DNA can be determined in the 
form of an A, a T, a G or a C. A, T, G en C are the 
building blocks with which the DNA is structured. The 
determination of the order and composition of DNA 
forms the basis for all kinds of applications. For the 
determination of hereditary characteristics one can use 
hears (feathers) - pulled out with the roots -, blood, milk, 
flesh, etcetera. The usefulness of the sample material 
depends on the test to be performed. The use of ‘fresh’ 
material produces optimum result. 

Techniques
Hereditary variation can be visualised by a number of 
different techniques. Often a technique is used, in which 
the DNA is multiplied (PCR). 
DNA can be visualised by using three steps: 

• DNA isolation, for which the cell walls are broken. 
This makes that the DNA ends up in a fluid, which is 
necessary to allow for a PCR reaction. 

•  Selective multiplication of DNA, for which PCR 
is used to multiply small, specific pieces of DNA in 
which one is interested. 

• Analysis of DNA in a machine that makes DNA 
visible. For this purpose fluorescence is built in during 
the PCR reaction. 

Figure 1. Illustration of the structure of a body. From ‘big’ to 

detailed, the following components are indicated: body, cells, 

nuclei, chromosomes, DNA.

 

The end result of these steps are normally made visible in the 

form of peaks. Every specific DNA fragment reflects information 

about the hereditary variation present in an animal. 

By comparing a number of DNA fragments, one can, as it 

were, discover a hereditary barcode of an animal. This barcode 

can be used for a number of different tests, such as ancestry 

checking, determination of identity between samples, etc. The 

applications are described in a number of worked out examples.

Figure 2. This figure shows an example of a correct ancestry. The 

figure shows the DNA from three animals: an offspring, a female 

and a male parent.

 

 

does not matter whether the DNA comes from hair roots, 
swabs, blood, sperm or other tissue. Because DNA has 
a great variety of aspects, the chances that two random, 
unrelated individuals have an identical barcode, is nil. 
Every individual has its own DNA order, which in one 
or more points will differ from other animals. Except, of 
course, in the case of identical twins, which have fully 
identical DNA patterns. 

Figure 3. This figure shows an example of incorrect ancestry. The 

figure shows the DNA of three animals: an offspring, a female 

and a male parent.

parent (fragment length 152) but the second fragment of 
the offspring (fragment length 150) is NOT present in 
the stated male parent. In this case the offspring has one 
fragment that is not present in each of the stated parents: 
the ancestry is incorrect. 

Identification 
When the length is determined of a number of DNA 
fragments, a ‘pattern’ is found for the individual tested. 
This pattern is identical for a certain human being, 
animal or plant, so that, in case of doubt, the pattern 
can again be looked for, by way of confirmation. 
The DNA pattern of one animal is the same in every part 
of its body. For the determination of a DNA pattern it 

Cells

Nuclei
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DNA


