
Bisphosphonates: What We Know About Off-Label Use, 
And What One Drug Company Is Doing About It

By Natalie Voss
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A little more than a year ago, top surgeon Dr. Larry Bram-
lage stood up in Rood and Riddle’s annual Client Education 
Seminar and issued a warning to attendees about a new 
group of drugs called bisphosphonates. Bramlage worried 
the drug was being misused, and that misuse was putting 
racehorses at serious, long-term risk of injury or delayed 
healing from injury.

A year after Bramlage’s declaration, there’s a lot we still 
don’t know about whether the drugs are actually contribut-
ing to increased injuries or slowing healing times. It isn’t 
known how effective bisphosphonates may be against 
lameness conditions outside their FDA approval. Regula-
tors are scrambling to find a practical testing process for 
bisphosphonates, and drug makers are struggling to keep 
the substance out of the hands of dubious practitioners and 
lay people.

What are they?

Bisphosphonates were approved for equine use about five 
years ago to treat horses with symptoms of navicular syn-
drome, a common, nagging foot pain in older horses. Their 
availability has made a world of difference to mature horses 
dealing with navicular syndrome – and there are a lot of 
them. Roughly a third of chronic front leg lamenesses are 
believed to be related to navicular pain. Generally, bisphos-
phonates have been safe and effective in the population 
they’re intended for.

Bisphosphonates (sold commercially as Osphos and Tildren) 
are FDA-approved in horses four years old and up, and 
are not approved for use in mares who are pregnant or 
lactating. The reason for those restrictions is unanswered 
questions about potential side effects. Bisphosphonates do 
their work by reducing the action of cells called osteoclasts, 
which clear away damaged bone and make way for osteo-
blasts to lay down new bone. In a young equine skeleton, this 
could disrupt the growth cycle. 

A forum discussion at the 2018 American Association 
of Equine Practitioners annual convention yielded mixed 
opinions on the drugs; some veterinarians said they’d seen 
no difference in their practice since the approval of bisphos-
phonates. Others indicated they were seeing an uptick in 
certain types of injuries.

One Florida practitioner who requested anonymity recently 
told the Paulick Report a well-known vet group had seen a 
ten-fold increase in catastrophic breakdown and long bone 

stress fractures in 2-year-olds in training since the approval 
of bisphosphonates for use in horses. 

Part of the problem is the lack of information about how 
many veterinarians are actually using bisphosphonates 
off-label in young horses, when they’re using it, or how many 
doses horses are getting.

“The problem is right now it’s all anecdotal and there’s 
lots of liability related to this,” said Dr. Jonathan McLellan, 
researcher and practitioner with Florida Equine Veterinary 
Associates. “If you asked lots of different vets, whether 
it’s racetrack vets or yearling vets or training horse vets 
whether they use this product, I think lots of them would 
say, ‘No we don’t’ and I don’t know how believable that is.”
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Stallion Spotlight

Beginning one’s stallion career 
beside newly-minted Triple Crown 
winner American Pharoah at Ash-
ford Stud might appear to be a 
tough lot to draw when it comes 
to grabbing attention, but the first 
foals by Competitive Edge have 
done plenty to turn heads.

The 7-year-old son of Super Sav-
er will have ample opportunity to 
stake his claim in the freshman 
sire race. His initial foal crop is 
safely over 100 strong, and his 
first juveniles in the auction ring 
have set the pace with some solid 
trade.

Competitive Edge had five foals breeze an eighth of a mile in 
:10 flat during the Ocala Breeders’ Sales Co. March 2-Year-
Olds In Training Sale. However, it was a colt that covered the 
distance in :10 1/5 seconds during that sale’s under-tack 
show that has commanded the highest price of the early 
juvenile season among the sire’s offerings. The partnership 
of David Melin, Leon Ellman, and Laurie Plesa combined to 
land a colt out of the Awesome Again mare Jennie R. for 
$175,000.

That transaction brought in some respectable income after 
the colt was purchased at last year’s Keeneland September 
Yearling Sale for $120,000. 

The first few events of the juvenile auction calendar have 
seen Competitive Edge set up shop as a reliable option 
for pinhookers, highlighted by a colt out of the Pulpit mare 
Reina Diamante who brought $170,000 at the OBS 
March sale after selling as a yearling for $40,000, mak-

ing for a $130,000 gain, less 
expenses.

Competitive Edge’s first yearlings 
also generated healthy returns 
for their breeders, averaging 
$47,102 last year off an initial 
stud fee of $12,500. 

Competitive Edge was himself a 
high-dollar juvenile, breezing in :10 
flat and bringing $750,000 at the 
2014 Fasig-Tipton Florida Select-
ed 2-Year-Olds In Training Sale.

He lived up to that early potential 
later in his 2-year-old season, win-

ning on debut at Saratoga Race Course by 10 ¼ lengths in 
a six-furlong maiden special weight. The colt then finished the 
Saratoga meet with a 5 ¾-length score in the G1 Hopeful 
Stakes.

Competitive Edge extended his initial winning streak to four in 
the first part of his 3-year-old season, winning the Tamarac 
Stakes at Gulfstream Park by 8 ¼ lengths, then taking the 
G3 Pat Day Mile Stakes by 4 ½ lengths.

The end of his sophomore season saw Competitive Edge re-
tire to Ashford Stud with earnings of $519,280.

Like many of the freshman sires in the 2019 class, Competi-
tive Edge will be an early measuring stick for the ability of his 
own sire to establish and lengthen the sire line. Oklahoma 
resident I Spent It, who ran second to Competitive Edge in 
the Hopeful to complete a Super Saver-sired exacta, will also 
have first juveniles this year, while champion sprinter Run-
happy’s debut crop will hit the track in 2020. PRS

Competitive Edge

First 2YOs For Competitive Edge
By Joe Nevills
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Equine insurance experts answer your questions 
about insuring Thoroughbreds for the breeding and 
auction realms. 

Email us at info@paulickreport.com if you have a ques-
tion for an insurer.

QUESTION: What is the pro-
cess to insure a new stallion, 
and what are some of the 
coverages available for him?
 
BRYCE BURTON: When the 
stallion prospect is still rac-
ing, the first step is to make 
sure that the colt is covered 
for Full Mortality coverage 
(All-Risk) and Accident, Sick-
ness, and Disease (ASD) 
coverage. Just as the name 
implies, the All-Risk, or Full 
Mortality includes all causes 

of death or destruction of the horse for humane rea-
sons. The ASD coverage is an add-on to all colts who 
have enough of a resume to be considered stallions 
once they are retired. This coverage provides security 
for any accident, sickness, or disease that renders the 
prospect incapable of performing his duties as a stal-
lion down the road. Examples would include castration 
for humane reasons from testicular cancer, hind-end 
lameness without resolve, or laminitis. ASD covers 
only the permanent risks.
 
Option A is a coverage that we strongly recommend 
on horses who have placed themselves in the sphere 
of strong stallion prospects. This coverage is an 
endorsement to the standard First Season Infertility 
(FSI) policy, which we will get to in a second. Option 
A covers the colt as a stallion while he is still on the 
racetrack. If the colt were to sustain an injury or ill-
ness that did not ultimately result in destruction, yet 
leaves him incapable of performing his duties as a 
stallion the following breeding season (covering the 
minimum amount of 20 mares), a full claim is paid. Op-
tion A is put in place to guarantee that your racehorse 

Bryce Burton

produces the built-in revenue already warranted by his 
accomplishments.
 
Once the prospect is retired to stud, a First Season 
Infertility (FSI) policy will be placed on the stallion. This 
provides coverage for his owners that the stallion 
will be fertile in his first full year at stud. A one-time 
charge, this coverage pays a claim if the horse does 
not impregnate 60 percent of the qualified mares in 
his first year at stud. This is basically the last piece to 
the puzzle to secure long-term revenues for the new 
stallion’s owners.

Bryce Burton is a property and liability specialist for Muir-
field Insurance. He is from Frankfort, Ky., where he grew 
up an avid race fan. His Thoroughbred racing fandom 
combined with a collegiate internship in the insurance in-
dustry, culminated in a start in the equine insurance field. 
Bryce has been with Muirfield Insurance since 2014, 
following his graduation from Transylvania University in 
Lexington.

PRESENTED BY

PRS

ASK YOUR INSURER
Insuring A New Stallion

Get the latest headlines delivered
to your inbox every morning with our

Morning Headlines email

www.PAULICKREPORT.com
For advertising opportunities please contact Emily Alberti at 

859.913.9633 or emily@paulickreport.com





                                                                                                                           Page 6

Veterinarians at Rood and Riddle Equine Hospital answer 
your questions about sales and healthcare of Thoroughbred 
auction yearlings, weanlings, 2-year-olds and breeding stock.

Email us at info@paulickreport.com if you have a question 
for a veterinarian. 

QUESTION: How might a trainer 
decide if a horse’s poor perfor-
mance is related to a veterinary 
issue when there’s not an obvious 
lameness present?

DR. STEVE REED: Poor perfor-
mance in horses can be caused 
by abnormalities in many body sys-
tems. The most common cause of 

poor performance is a painful musculoskeletal problem and 
the horse will usually show a lameness. If the lameness is 
obvious enough to cause a gait deficit along with a head nod 
the clinician will begin with a careful lameness examination 
to include specific nerve or joint blocks to localize the site of 
the lameness. However, there are other body systems that 
can reduce performance. 

Evaluation of poor performance begins by taking a careful 
history, listening to the trainer and/or rider to be certain 
one is investigating the problem they feel is important. I 
like to start with a careful physical examination to include 
auscultation of the heart and lungs. Horses with atrial fibril-
lation will have an irregular heart rhythm, often combined 
with a pulse deficit. Horses sometimes develop the prob-
lem during exercise and will show a dramatic reduction in 
performance. 

Other causes of poor performance include obstruction of 
the upper airway such as dorsal displacement of the soft 
palate, laryngeal hemiplegia or anomalies of the palatopha-
ryngeal arch. Horses with upper airway abnormalities show 
both exercise intolerance and often make a noise during 
exercise. The evaluation of horses with this type of problem 
must include endoscopy of the nasal passages, pharynx, 
larynx and guttural pouches as well as passage down the 
trachea in search of blood or mucus, indicative of either 
EIPH or reactive airway obstruction. When either of the 
latter are identified, the cause of poor performance is most 
likely a lower respiratory tract problem. 

Poor performance can also sometimes be caused by 
disorders of the central nervous system. Affected horses 
showing only mild to moderate neurologic deficits caused 
by diseases such as equine protozoal myeloencephalopathy, 
cervical vertebral stenotic myelopathy and equine degenera-
tive myeloencephalopathy may perform but often at a level 

Dr. Reed

lower than before developing the disease.

Poor performance may be a result of primary muscle 
disease. The most common causes are exertional rhabdo-
myolysis or “tying-up” and polysaccharide storage myopathy 
types 1 and 2. These disorders have different mechanisms, 
though the common clinical manifestation is often sore 
painful muscles and reduced exercise tolerance.  Diagnosis 
can be by genetic testing and/or muscle biopsy.  

Some horses not performing well have been diagnosed with 
gastric ulcers or other gastrointestinal disorders, though 
these are generally not presented for poor performance. 

Dr. Reed is a shareholder of Rood and Riddle Equine Hos-
pital, a veterinarian specializing in internal medicine, and a 
noted author and editor numerous scientific articles and 
texts. He is emeritus professor of The Ohio State University, 
adjunct professor at University of Kentucky, and chairman 
of the Grayson-Jockey Club Research Advisory Committee.PRS

Improve the life of your horse.
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By Dr. Steve Reed
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3-time G1 winning Champion 
2YO by Pioneerof The Nile

Filly ex G1 winner Swap Fliparoo. Bred by Calumet Farm Filly ex G3 winner Hot Stones. Bred by Clarkland Farm

MORE

Filly ex Listed winner Flattermewithroses.  
Bred by China Horse Club International Ltd

Colt ex Victory Party (½ to Mendelssohn, Beholder &  
Into Mischief). Bred by Team Valor International Filly ex Alotta Skirt (½-sister to 3SW’s). Bred by JSM Equine LLC 



If not for a cancelled flight, North America’s best main-
track sprinter of the past two years might have never 
set a foot on dirt in competition.

Ciaran Dunne bought Roy H for $115,000 at the 
2013 Keeneland September Yearling Sale, and he 
had plans to offer him through his Wavertree Stables 
consignment at one of the Tattersalls breeze up sales 
in Europe. Being by More Than Ready, a sire with deep 
turf credentials, out of a multiple G3 winner on the 
grass.

Then, the flight Roy H was scheduled to take over 
the Atlantic was cancelled. Dunne had cross-entered 
the colt in the Keeneland April 2-Year-Olds In Train-
ing Sale, so he decided to change course to central 
Kentucky.

Roy H breezed a quarter-mile in :20 1/5 seconds during 
the pre-sale under-tack show, which took place over 
Keeneland’s former Polytrack surface. 
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Honor Roll
Roy H

By Joe Nevills

Breeders’ Cup Sprint Winner Roy H

He then sold to Rockingham Ranch for $310,000 at 
the Keeneland April sale, and went on to double down 
with Breeders’ Cup Sprint and champion sprinter titles 
in both 2017 and 2018. A seven-time graded stakes 
winner, Roy H has earned more than $3.1 million over 
five seasons of racing.

“Roy H was always a good horse,” Dunne said. “He 
worked great up there, and to be honest, we thought 
he was going to sell for more than he did.” 

Though Dunne’s “Plan A” had Roy H going down a 
grass-covered path, he said the accolades the horse 
has acquired running short on the dirt were not at all 
surprising.

“We train on the dirt, and all of his breezing was on 
the dirt,” he said. “It was pedigree that influenced us 
more than anything in the decision, but he didn’t do 
anything wrong on the dirt to make you think that he 
wouldn’t handle it.” PRS
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What can bisphosphonates be used for?

It’s common in the veterinary world to use a drug approved 
for use on one condition in one species on another species 
or another, related condition. This “off-label use” is legal 
because regulators recognize the barriers to new drug ap-
provals are many and various. Most eye medications used 
in horses are actually human drugs, as are most antibiotics, 
heart medications, and some respiratory drugs. So it’s no 
surprise that veterinarians have begun using bisphospho-
nates off-label to see what else they can do.

For veterinarians using the drugs in older horses (which is 
appropriate, per its federally-approved label), the practice 
has already yielded some positive results in individual cases. 
Anecdotally, practitioners have had some success using the 
drugs to fight back pain and certain dental issues, but there 
is not yet enough information to be sure how effective they 
could be or how best to use them for those conditions.

In addition, there may be practitioners using the drug off-
label outside of the approved age group. There seems to be 
two schools of thought on giving the drugs to young horses. 
One group of practitioners has tried harnessing bisphospho-
nates’ action on bone to correct certain types of orthopedic 
problems common in sales yearlings and 2-year-olds.

McLellan, with Florida Equine Veterinary Associates, per-
formed a literature review ahead of the most recent AAEP an-
nual convention, looking at bisphosphonates’ potential impact 
on several common conditions. The literature review focused 
on stress remodeling, sesamoiditis, osteoarthritis, subchon-
dral bone cysts, and palmar or plantar osteochondral disease. 
McLellan’s findings were essentially that there wasn’t enough 
scientific research of bisphosphonates’ action against those 
conditions in young horse or racing populations.

So why are people taking the risk? McLellan thinks it comes 
down to a misunderstanding on the part of practitioners and 
horsemen.

“I think the vets that are using it at the track believe that they’re 
helping, just because they haven’t really read up on the sci-
ence,” he said. “The simplistic approach is ‘it stops remodeling 
so that must be a good thing.’ I think they think it’s a good idea, 
they’re just not aware enough of the possible side effects.”

Where are the drug companies on this?

Technical veterinarians from Dechra Pharmaceuticals, 
which produces Osphos, say they’re just as worried as regu-
lators about misuse of bisphosphonates.

“Dr. Bramlage said he wished people had never used these 
drugs in racehorses. We do, too,” said Dr. Joe Manning, a for-
mer practicing veterinarian who now sells Osphos for Dechra.

Manning and other Dechra representatives said they were 
aware of the potential for misuse from the first approval of 
Osphos in 2014 and have directed more resources than 
ever at client education, pushing hard for veterinarians to 
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PRS

limit use to horses four years old and upwards. 

Dechra enthusiastically supports bans on the drug’s off-label 
use in young horses, including one by the British Horseracing 
Authority which prohibits its use within 30 days of a race or 
in horses younger than three and a half years old. If horses 
under that age have been treated with the drug for therapeu-
tic reasons, that horse is ineligible to race during its lifetime.

McLellan wants to see veterinarians take bisphosphonates 
out of trainers’ hands, but he admits it’s a challenging 
problem. There are a number of channels a lay person can 
use to get their hands on a prescription substance, and it’s 
not as easy for Dechra to track as one may imagine. The 
company sells all its product through outside distributors, 
which might then fill orders from vets who can sell it either 
online or off trucks at a profit. When they can trace misdi-
rected product to a distributor, Dechra representatives say 
they shut down that distributor relationship.

Per Food and Drug Administration guidelines, Dechra has a 
hotline available to consumers who want to report adverse 
drug effects. Dechra veterinarians agree they also want 
people calling that number (866-683-0660) so they can 
stop the practice if they see Osphos being used off-label in a 
young horse or it is being sold to non-veterinarians.

Manning says he’s worried this backlash could result in 
restrictions on the drug’s sale – and that’s not a good thing 
for the older horses it was approved to treat.

Dechra wants to learn more about how best to test for 
bisphosphonates, how long drugs remain in a horse’s sys-
tem, and whether they can impact soundness. The com-
pany has already funded several studies seeking a better 
test for the drugs. Currently, they can be detected 28 days 
out in blood, but researchers are working to find them in 
post-mortem bone samples – so far, those haven’t yielded 
many answers. The company is funding additional ongoing 
projects, and McLellan is aware of a few researchers with 
study designs who will soon begin the search for funding. 

McLellan warns we are just at the beginning stages of 
learning about the drug’s action in young horses, and 
until we know more, it’s best to remember the veterinary 
oath: “Do no harm.” In this case, that means adhering to 
the label.

Read The Full Story At PaulickReport.Com



                                                                                                                     Page 10

Ten to Watch: 
Keeneland April

By Joe Nevills

Hip 16, Ezmosh, Bay colt by Tizway x Eagle Island, by 
Fusaichi Pegasus, consigned by Elite, agent. Last year’s 
G3 Arlington Classic Stakes winner most recently earned a 
90 Beyer Speed Figure when second in a Fair Grounds turf 
optional claimer.

Hip 23, Just Ain’t Right, Bay filly by Yes It’s True x Me 
and Miss Jones, by Smarty Jones, consigned by Claiborne 
Farm, Bortolazzo Stable. A winner in two of three starts, 
and third in the Melody of Colors Stakes at Gulfstream Park, 
this 3-year-old filly is a half to G3-placed Take Me With You.

Hip 47, Senior Investment, Chestnut horse by Discreetly 
Mine x Plaid, by Deputy Commander, consigned by Mag-
dalena Farm, agent. A classic-placed G3-winning runner, 
who last finished fourth in the G2 Al Maktoum Challenge 
Round 2 in Dubai.

Hip 90, Sweet Diane, Bay filly by Will Take Charge x Inside 
Passage, by Tiznow, consigned by Elite, agent. Enters the 
sale off a third-place effort in the G2 Fair Grounds Oaks. She 
has 22 points on the Kentucky Oaks leaderboard.

Hip 91, Splashy Kisses, Dark bay or brown filly by Blame 
x Indian Valley, by Cherokee Run, consigned by Claiborne 
Farm, agent. Earned four Kentucky Oaks points for running 
second in the G2 Pocahontas Stakes. She also ran third in 
the G3 Sweet Life Stakes.

Hip 117, Dark bay or brown filly by Palace Malice x Guest 
House, by Ghostzapper, consigned by Ballysax Bloodstock, 
agent. From the first crop of Palace Malice, this filly is a half 
to G3 winner Guest Suite, and her third dam is 1992 Brood-
mare of the Year Weekend Surprise.

Hip 118, Urban Diva, Dark bay or brown filly by City Zip x 
Harlotry Holiday, by Harlan’s Holiday, property of KatieRich 
Farms. A full-sister to stakes-placed City Diva, from the family 
of G1 winners Pure Clan and Sky Diva.

Hip 130, Bay filly by Tapit x My Conquestadory, by Artie 
Schiller, consigned by Hartley/De Renzo Thorough-
breds. A full-sister to G2-placed Bourbon War.

Hip 137, Dark bay or brown colt by Ghostzapper x Ruthian, 
by Rahy, consigned by Kirkwood Stables, agent. His siblings 
include G1 winner Rutherienne, G3 winner Ruthenia, stakes 
winner Ruthville, and two additional stakes-placed runners.

Hip 155, Dark bay or brown filly by American Pharoah x 
Theycallmeladyluck, by Dixie Union, consigned by Hartley/
De Renzo Thoroughbreds, agent. From the first crop of 
Triple Crown winner American Pharoah, this filly is a half-
sister to G1 winner Salty. PRS

Tapit – Justwhistledixie, by Dixie Union

$7,500 LF

Colt out of Taleoftheprincess 
35 days at Hidden Brook Farm.  

Bred by Danica Cochran

▼

SHADWELL  FARM 
Kent Barnes, Stallion Manager 

 (859) 224-4585  
www.shadwellfarm.com

Filly out of Alasema 
30 days at Frankfort Park Farm 

Bred by Brendan &  
Olive Gallagher

▼

Filly out of Halfcause 
14 days at Brandywine Farm.   

Bred by Debbie Barkley ▼

Filly out of Kittenindafastlane 
30 days at Owner/Breeder’s 

 Ramsey Farm

▼

Colt out of Tartan Lady
at 48 days at Herbener Farm

Bred by Eaton & Thorne

Colt out of Just Smart
21 days at Sparks View Farm

Bred by Caperlane Farm

▼

▼


