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BARBARA ANNE MURPHY, Equilume

Equine technology company, Equilume was founded by Dr. Barbara Murphy as a result of her ground 
breaking research carried out in University College Dublin. As Head of the Animal Science Equine 
programme, Barbara has been involved in researching the impact of circadian rhythms on reproduction 
in horses since the early 2000s. “Horses are naturally ‘long-day’ seasonal breeders and daylight is a 
primary regulator of reproduction in horses. As days start to get longer in spring, the inhibitory action 
of the hormone melatonin on a mare’s reproduction activity is reduced and mares come into season.”

The universal birthday for a thoroughbred foal (born in the northern hemisphere) is January 1st, 
contrasting with the natural foaling season of May to October. This crucial industry wide date creates 
a demand for thoroughbred breeders to advance their mares’ breeding season to produce early foals, 
to ensure mature yearlings for sales and precocious two-year olds for racing. 

For decades, thoroughbred breeders have known about the importance of light on a mare’s 
reproduction cycle.  In order to fool a mare’s reproductive system into activating early, many breeders 
currently maintain, at a significant cost, their non-pregnant mares indoors, under artificial lighting for 8 
to 10 weeks before breeding begins.

Studying the effect of light on the reproductive system in 2011, Barbara discovered that using a 
headpiece that shines a blue light into just one of the mare’s eyes for three months produced the same 
result as keeping the mare under stable lights for the same period.

In collaboration with the Professor of Optical Engineering, John Sheridan, Barbara developed 
a prototype light mask and tested it. “We created the Equilume Light Mask to provide a safe and 
cost-effective method of administering an automated, low-level light to a single eye of a mare. It has 
been designed and tested to deliver sufficient light stimulus to inhibit melatonin production in the mare 
and brings the breeding season of mares forward to meet industry timelines.”

The Equilume Light masks are manufactured to fit comfortably under a horse’s head collar.  By using 
the innovative mobile device, thoroughbred breeders eliminate the need to keep their non-pregnant 
mares indoors under artificial lighting and could save at least €1,000 per mare per season. “An 
important advantage of the Equilume Light Mask is that it also allows horses to be horses, and live 
outdoors in their natural environment where they are happier and healthier.”

In 2011, Barbara became a participant on the NovaUCD Campus Company Development Programme. 
This Programme assists UCD researchers in bringing their innovative ideas from intellectual concepts 
to fully developed and commercial businesses. Once work on the design of the Equilume mask had 
been completed, Barbara found a local Irish company to produce it.  Barbara received a market 
feasibility support grant in 2011 from Enterprise Ireland and later secured a commercialisation grant in 
2012, allowing her to further test the prototype on three continents – in Japan, in Kentucky USA and in 
Ireland. “Enterprise Ireland has been very helpful. Through their global network, we have always found 
someone who has been able to support us or point us in the right direction.”

In November 2012, Equilume was officially established and the company participated in Enterprise 
Ireland’s High Potential Start-Up (HPSU) Programme the following year. By June 2013, The Equilume 
light mask was ready for launch - perfect timing for the start of the horse breeding season in the southern 
hemisphere. The mask was later launched in Ireland, the UK and Kentucky in September 2013.   

Now based in Kildare, the UCD spin-out company currently employs five people. They are now finalising 
funding, both from Enterprise Ireland and from private investors, which will help the company to move 
to the next level. “Trying to communicate to potential investors that the product is a positive advance 
in technology is challenging. Many don’t have a lot of knowledge of the industry and convincing them 
the mask is commercially valid has been challenging.”

Equilume is gearing up to sell in the southern hemisphere for the 2014 breeding season in the summer. 
The company has already got orders from Australia and New Zealand and is expecting to quadruple 
their sales from 2013. At present, Equilume are building up a distribution network in its target markets. 
“We now have a distributor in Ireland, Canada, and Japan and are in discussions with several others. 
I have a very busy schedule ahead of me!”

www.equilume.com


