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There are a number of factors 
that can affect semen quality 

and/or fertility in stallions. One of 
the things that can create adverse 
effects is human management, 
according to Edward Squires, PhD 
Department of Veterinary 
Sciences, University of Kentucky. 

 
Management Errors 

Overuse can sometimes affect 
fertility. “A stallion that is started 
too young and used too often can 
get into bad habits of mounting 
without an erection, biting the 
mares, showing signs of frustra-
tion.  This can happen if the horse 
is started early and used too hard, 
though his semen quality may still 
be adequate.”   

Also, the slides for checking 
semen need to be at proper tem-
perature (not too hot or cold).  
Sometimes motility is reported as 
low just because the sperm were 
too cold when checked. 

 
Season 

We know that the stallion, like 
the mare, is a seasonal breeder.  
Sperm numbers, etc. change with 
the longer days in the spring, and 
everything gets better for optimum 
reproduction. “With shorter days 
there is a decrease in testosterone 
and sperm numbers go down, and 
behavior becomes more subdued.  
When horses are shuttled back and 
forth from one hemisphere to the 
other (with abrupt season differ-
ence), they are exposed to differ-
ent photoperiods, but a study from 
Texas A&M showed that shuttling 

a stallion from northern to south-
ern hemisphere did not affect fer-
tility.” 

Squires does not advise putting 
a stallion under lights. “This tends 
to make a stallion peak early; 
sperm output peaks a couple 
months earlier than it would have 
if you hadn’t exposed that horse to 
light, and then the sperm output 
tends to drop quicker as well.  
Instead of the normal drop in the 
fall, you may see the drop in June 
or July when you are still wanting 
to breed. So I’ve never recom-
mended putting stallions under 
lights,” he says. 

“Another thing we see is people 
keeping stallions under lights 24 
hours a day for security reasons, 
etc. We think this can be detrimen-
tal also. We’ve seen examples of 
changed behavior and possibly 
sperm output as well; the horse is 
not exposed to the proper photope-
riod,” says Squires. 

 
Hot Weather 

High environmental tempera-
ture can also be detrimental to 
sperm production and viability. If 
it is really hot for several days, 
such as a severe heat wave during 
summer, this can have an adverse 
effect on fertility. 

In some regions where heat and 
humidity are high, this environ-
mental stress can induce a change 
in semen quality. Some stallions, 
when exposed to hot weather, start 
to develop a hydrocele, which is 
fluid accumulation in the cavity 
that separates the testes from the 

scrotum. If there is a lot of fluid 
there, it tends to insulate the testes 
and they cannot thermoregulate 
properly and semen quality will 
deteriorate. 

 
Genetics 

“There are genetic components 
to fertility. We see certain lines of 
horses that have small testicles, 
poor quality semen, etc. We sus-
pect a genetic basis for these char-
acteristics. This could be a factor 
in semen quality. Testicular size is 
genetic, particularly in bulls, and 
in stallions as well. Some lines of 
horses have big testicles and oth-
ers have smaller size. This may 
not affect semen quality as much 
as it would semen quantity,” he 
says. 

 
Age 

A horse’s age can be a big fac-
tor. Horses age at different rates, 
however. “Some horses at 20 are 
still going strong and settling their 
mares. Others show their age 
sooner and by age 15 their sperm 
numbers are going down and 
semen quality is going down.  
Typically the older horse will have 
smaller testicles—and probably 
softer testicles—and high volume 
ejaculates with low concentration 
of sperm. That combination 
equates to a lower quality of 
semen. This can happen at age 15 
or as late as 25, but eventually 
every stallion will show changes 
due to age.” It becomes harder to 
get as many mares bred and con-
ception rates drop. 
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Hormones 

Sometimes people inject stal-
lions with testosterone. “If they 
think the stallion is slow working, 
some people think the obvious 
thing to do is inject him with testos-
terone. One or two injections are 
probably not going to hurt, but if 
you do this routinely there will be 
detrimental effects,” Squires says. 

“If a stallion is injected for many 
days with fairly high levels of 
testosterone, this can cause not only 
a drop in semen quality but also a 
decrease in the size of the testicles. 
This can dramatically effect semen 
quality and sperm numbers.” 
Hormone injections can be counter-
productive, if overdone. 

“Giving stallions Regumate is 
sometimes done in the horse indus-
try, to take the edge off their exu-
berant or aggressive behavior and 
make them more manageable when 
showing or performing.  This hor-
mone can have adverse effects on 
semen quality and sperm output, 
testicle size, etc. If given for a long 
period of time, particularly in 
young stallions, it can be very detri-
mental. Dexa-methasone or other 
corticosteroids can also be detri-
mental if given for long periods of 
time,” Squires says. 

 
Trauma/Injury 

Damage to the scrotum or penis 
can affect semen quality. Scrotal 
injury can interfere with normal 
thermoregulation. If a stallion gets 
kicked, the resulting hematoma will 
cause swelling and this insulates 
the testicles. If trauma to the sper-
matic cord or cremaster muscle 
makes it impossible for the stallion 
to raise or lower the testicles (for 
thermoregulation) this will also 
have an adverse effect.  

The stallion must be able to keep 
the testicles at a fairly constant 
temperature, and the best tempera-
ture for viability of sperm is a few 
degrees lower than body tempera-
ture. In cool weather the testicles 
are pulled up closer to the body for 
warmth and in hot weather the tes-
ticles drop farther away from the 
body, to keep proper temperature 
for sperm production and viability. 

 
Fever 

If a horse has been sick, or expe-
riences any situation where body 
temperature is higher than normal 
for very long, this can affect sperm 
production and viability. If the 
fever occurred just before or during 
breeding season, he may be infer-
tile until new sperm comes through 
its production cycle. His semen 
should be checked again later to 
assess fertility. It takes about 60 
days for sperm development. The 
stallion should be checked about 60 
days after he has recovered from 
the fever incident and is back to 
normal, to see if he is producing 
normal sperm again. 

Fertility can be temporarily 
reduced because of altered testicu-
lar function associated with fever, 
heat or extreme cold. If body tem-
perature is abnormally high, or 
there is too much insulation around 
the scrotum from swelling or some 
other factor, this can affect semen 
quality. 

Influenza and other diseases that 
cause a fever can induce this prob-
lem, and in some instances vaccina-
tion (which often results in mild 
fever for a day or two) can be a 
problem. Vaccinations are usually 
given a month or two before breed-
ing season starts. The vaccinated 
horse can develop an elevated body 
temperature, which can result in a 

reduction in testicular function and 
fertility. Even though it is tempo-
rary, short-lived fevers such as this 
will often result in reduced semen 
quality. 

 
Nutrition 

“This is generally not a big fac-
tor in semen quality. It would take 
a severe nutritional change to affect 
sperm output and sperm quality. In 
contrast, there are some nutritional 
supplements that can enhance 
semen quality. We’ve done quite a 
bit of work on Omega-3 fatty acids 
feeding a horse high levels of 
Omega-3 fatty acids is one way of 
enhancing semen quality,” says 
Squires. 

“I don’t know of any other nutri-
tional factors. A nutritional defi-
ciency would have to be very dra-
matic to affect semen quality 
adversely,” he says. 

 
Every stallion is a little different.  

It’s important to work with a veteri-
narian who specializes in equine 
reproduction, on a case-by-case 
basis, to figure out what might help 
a certain stallion the most—to work 
through his individual problems.  
Not all stallions are blessed with 
high fertility/high sperm counts, so 
it may take some extra effort to 
maximize their ability to settle 
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