
Background

Sudden death during, or immediately following racing has important implication for horse welfare and the public perception of racing

Data of incidence and causes of death in the two breeds participating in harness racing in Norway and Sweden (Standardbred and Norwegian-Swedish 

Coldblooded Trotters) are currently lacking.

Aims

The aims of this study were to describe the incidence and post mortem findings in horses that died during or immediately following harness racing in 

Norway and Sweden during 2014-2019. 

Materials and Methods

The study was a retrospective multicentre study using data from the Norwegian and Swedish Trotting Associations respectively. Race-associated 

sudden death (RASD) were defined as all Standardbred (STB) and Norwegian-Swedish Coldblooded Trotters (NSCT) that died during, or within one 

hour following racing. Horses that died or were euthanised due to catastrophic orthopaedic trauma were excluded from the sudden death (SD) analysis. 

Results

A total of 48 horses died of which 38 were STB and 10 were NSCT representing an overall RASD incidence rate of 0.059 per 1000 race starts. There 

was no difference in the overall rate between the two breeds. The overall incidence rate of SD was 0.050 per 1000 race starts and 0.047 and 0.051 for 

NSCTs and STBs, respectively. Cause of death was stated as acute haemorrhage from major vessel rupture (9/48), cardiac (6/48), pulmonary 

haemorrhage (3/48) and orthopaedic trauma (7/48). The cause of death in the remaining 23 horses was stated as acute circulatory failure of unknown 

cause. 

Conclusions

RASD rates were lower than previous reports while the SD rates were similar. This is the first report on incidence rates and causes of RASD in the 

Norwegian and Swedish harness racing population. A consensus on how to define post mortem findings and their relevance in explaining the cause of 

SD is needed. 
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