
On October 1, 2017, Dr. Robert Weiss, professor of Biomedical 
Sciences, became Associate Dean for Research and Graduate 
Education, following the role that Dr. Bettina Wagner filled  
from 2014 to 2017.  “I’m excited about this opportunity,” Weiss 
says.  “I’m passionate about the areas that this administrative 
position oversees.”

Weiss’s appointment as the new associate dean was a natural one. 
“Having served on key college and university research committees 
and in graduate field leadership roles, in addition to his own 
graduate student advising, Dr. Weiss brings a wealth of experience 
to the position of associate dean,” says Dean Lorin Warnick. “He 
also is director of the Comparative Cancer Biology Program at the 
College and recognized for his work in fostering communication 
between cancer patients and researchers in the community through 
the Cancer Resource Center.  I am very appreciative of Bob’s 
willingness to take on the role of Associate Dean and look forward 
to the expertise and perspective he will bring to this critical 
position in the College.”

Weiss is no stranger to the Zweig Memorial Fund for Equine 
Research; as co-chair of the College Research Council, he 
conducted the internal reviews for research proposals to present to 
the Zweig committee. “We’re fortunate to have Zweig’s incredible 
support for ground-breaking studies in equine health,” he says. 
“Much of the work done by Zweig-funded scientists fits in with 
some of the key strategic research areas highlighted by Cornell’s 
provost, including infectious disease and genomics—both of which 
has active representation at the College,” says Weiss.

Additionally, Weiss is excited to support all scientific endeavors 
at CVM in his new position, and plans to continue building 
the College’s role as a leader in key areas of research while 
also expanding its scientific prowess into new areas, including 
neurobiology and computational biology. “We’ll also continue to 
strive to bridge together our basic and clinical researchers,” he says, 
and build the College’s work in clinical trials and partnerships 
with pharmaceutical companies to bolster drug development.

Weiss now also oversees graduate education at the College, which 
he aims to ensure remains excellent.  “The College has a very 
supportive environment for graduate students,” he says. “We’re 
dedicated to mentoring our trainees and setting them up for  
career success.”

Weiss’s own experience with research has been rich—starting 
as an undergraduate at Wabash College where he developed a 
mathematical model for mollusk feeding behavior. As a PhD 
student at Baylor College of Medicine he studied oncogenic 
viruses, which eventually directed him to his current interest in 
cancer biology both as a postdoctoral fellow at Harvard Medical 
School, and later as a faculty member at the College. “I found it to 
be an incredibly complex disease with a tremendous intellectual 
challenge,” says Weiss. “And, it has a clear health challenge—it’s 
a disease where more work is needed.” Now at the administrative 
helm of the College’s research activities, Weiss is sure to help take 
on this and many other scientific challenges.
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The curious clinician: Ann Dwyer DVM ‘83

If you ask Ann Dwyer DVM ‘83, the co-recipient of the Cornell 
University College of Veterinary Medicine’s 2017 Salmon Award 
for Distinguished Alumni Service, the key to her career, she 
might answer: “SOAP.” No, not the stuff that lathers up your 
hands—but the Cornell-taught approach to problems: Subjective 
and Objective observations, turning those into an Assessment, 
then creating a Plan. “Cornell trains all graduates to do this kind 
of analysis. In reflecting back on my career, all I have done is 
“SOAP” many facets of being a professional,” says Dwyer. “That 
method applies to patients, of course, but also to things like doing 
research, making a speech, leading an organization, assembling a 
course or designing a building. This SOAP approach to life is one 
that I see Cornell colleagues—teachers, administrators, classmates, 
students and fellow graduates carry out over and over again 
throughout their careers. Mine is no different.”

Dwyer is currently the co-owner of the Genesee Valley Equine 
Clinic in Scottsville, N.Y. and is known for her expertise in 

equine eye diseases, currently serving as a reviewer for Equine 
Veterinary Ophthalmology and has authored a number of 
papers and book chapters on equine ophthalmology. She 
received a BS in biology from Mount Holyoke College in 1975 
and her DVM from the College in 1983. Dwyer is a member of 
the AVMA, AAEP (serving as president of that organization in 
2013), NYSVMS, IEOC, the Zweig Committee, and serves as 
vice-chair of the College’s Advisory Council. 

For Dwyer, there is “no such thing as a typical day,” in her life 
as an equine veterinarian and practice owner. “Some days I 
see herds of horses, some days I see just a few patients,” she 
explains. “Some days I concentrate on patient care; other days 
I put on my practice-owner hat and tend to taxes and budget. 
Some days I am away from the practice, teaching vet students  
or doing work for AAEP. Some days I seem to do a combination 
of all of the above activities and am up late at night tending  
to email.”

Dwyer examines a patient 
(photos: Dede Hatch)



Equine interests
A love of horses has been a constant throughout Dwyer’s life, 
from taking riding lesson from her fifth grade teacher, eventing 
as a teen, and teaching lessons herself while a college student 
at Mount Holyoke. Horses played a key role in Dwyer’s self-
described “tipping point” towards veterinary school—when she 
spent three years working at various east coast Thoroughbred 
racetracks as a hot walker, groom, and eventually an exercise 
rider. “By the time I finished my admittedly crazy, somewhat 
wild “adventure” on the track, I decided to throw my hat in the 
ring and apply to Cornell,” Dwyer says. “I clearly remember 
typing up my application on a NON-electric typewriter in the 
tack room of the racing stable at Hialeah in Miami! When I sealed 
the envelope I think there was hay chaff inside it. To my surprise I 
got an interview and was accepted for the Fall of 1979.”

At the College, Dwyer sunk her teeth into what would become her 
favorite courses--such as gross anatomy taught by Drs. Howard 
Evans (CALS ‘44, PhD ‘50), Alexander deLahunta (DVM ‘58, PhD 
‘63), Wolfgang Sack and John Cummings (CALS ‘58, DVM ‘62, 
PhD ‘66) -- relishing the experience of sitting in lectures given by 
professors who “wrote the textbooks,” and the camaraderie in 
the clinics. “All the faculty seemed to be friends and colleagues, 
not competitors, and they treated the students like the budding 
clinicians we all were,” she recalls. “It was a real team feeling, 
quite a unique professional environment. I think it set an example 
for me of how things should be when a group of people come 
together to solve problems and help animals.” 

Eying ophthalmology
When she graduated Cornell, Dwyer’s parents and friends 
pooled their resources to buy her a direct ophthalmoscope as a 
graduation present. “Once I had a scope I figured I better learn 
how to use it, so I started looking at every horse I saw,” she 
says. While she briefly considered pursuing specialty training 
in ophthalmology, “my gut told me that there was a place in the 
world for a general equine practitioner who had a special interest 
in ophthalmology. In looking at the sparse clinical literature that 
was available 30 years ago, my SOAP approach told me there was 
a need for more information on clinical problems in populations, 
and for relating eye problems in horses to equine health in 
general. So I decided to stay put in practice, but pursue every 
available opportunity to train in ophthalmology.”

And pursue she did—even attending monthly Ophthalmology 
Grand Rounds at the University of Rochester Medical Center—
something she continues to this day, along with serving on the 
Advisory Board of the Flaum Eye Institute at the University of 
Rochester. Dwyer also began to travel to universities in search 
of more ophthalmology training, spending time at University 
of Florida and North Carolina State, observing cases and 
participating in rounds.

Staying curious
This depth of knowledge around equine ophthalmology, and 
the breadth of experience that veterinary medicine lends, has 
given Dwyer the kind of career that keeps her engaged. “Years 
ago I worked on an assembly line to earn money during a 
college summer break,” she recalls. “Pretty much every day 
was the same. I would report for work at the appointed hour, 
sit down at a table and assemble traffic safety devices (blinking 
lanterns) … That experience taught me to appreciate the variety 
and the challenge that every day brings when you become a 
veterinarian!”

Beyond the daily excitement that veterinary medicine has given 
Dwyer, she points out how a Cornell-taught foundation in the 
field has truly set her up for a life of practical perseverance. 
“There is something unique about the Cornell experience that 
I call the ‘roll up your sleeves and get it done’ approach,” she 
says. “It is eminently practical. Kind of a ‘head in the clouds but 
boots on the ground’ attitude. I have observed it throughout 
the university, not just in the veterinary school. To me, Cornell 
represents a center of excellence that keeps the focus relevant to 
practical problems of the world.”

As Dwyer continues to manage her successful practice “one 
stall at a time,” she’s mindful of the foundation of meaning and 
mentorship she received at the College. “The value of having 
a Cornell education is that you have been given an example of 
mentors who are truly excellent in their respective fields but  
are still humble and plain spoken. They teach you to ‘be in  
the world’ and to stay curious, but to always be grateful at the 
same time.”
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Horses face a much higher risk of dying when undergoing general 
anesthesia compared to humans and other domestic animals, with 
fatality rates reported a little shy of one percent. Many of those 
fatalities are attributable to orthopedic injuries that occur in the 
recovery room--a risk that both horse owners and veterinarians 
are aware of, yet have little control over. 

Currently, there is no scientifically-based best practice for equine 
anesthesia recovery techniques. Most equine practitioners have 
their own specific protocols to minimize complications—primarily 
with the goal of minimizing a horse’s startled, uncoordinated 
movements, which can lead to bone fractures. These methods 
might include rope-and-pulley systems, water-assisted recoveries, 
or no assistance at all. Yet, it’s still unclear if these recovery 
methods prevent—or even cause—these injuries.

Thanks to the generous support from longtime friend and donor 
Richard Schechter, the College has started a study to identify the 
elements that are likely to ensure safe recovery from anesthesia, 
and to provide the evidence to justify changes in established 
practice, should they be necessary. 

Phase one of the study is well underway. It comprises surveying 
equine practitioners about their methods, views, and outcomes 
around anesthesia recovery. The survey garnered a 43% response 
rate, with 380 respondents—half of which said they are willing to 
participate in future studies examining the topic. “This indicates 

there’s a lot of interest with these clinicians to 
address this issue,” says Dr. Julia Miller ’12, a 
postdoctoral fellow working on the project. 

Preliminary findings from the survey revealed 
that most equine practices assist patients 
during the recovery process, but thus far, no 
patterns exist in terms of whether assisted or 
unassisted recoveries result in better or worse 
outcomes.

This phase also entails filming and analyzing 
videos of equine anesthesia recoveries done at 
the Cornell University Hospital for Animals. 
“We’ll look for a pattern after watching all 
these videos to determine if horses that have 
unacceptable recoveries fall a certain way” 

Miller explains.  “If we do determine that, the end goal is to 
build a fall-prevention system.”  

Building and testing that system would comprise Phase two 
of the project, which will involve collaborations with Cornell 
biomechanical engineers. “The study has great potential that 
will require additional funding, particularly as the prototype is 
developed,” says Miller. “Faculty are seeking additional support 
through research grant applications, but private funding is also 
encouraged from individuals who are concerned about the 
welfare of the horse.” 

Improving the odds of equine 
anesthesia recovery

Richard Schechter (r.) stands with rider Jennifer Magee and horse, 
Churchill’s Ace, at the Wellington Winter Equestrian Festival



Zweig funding enables advanced treatment for 
horses with atrial fibrillation at Cornell

by Patricia Waldron

When medical treatment fails, cardiologists at the Cornell 
University College of Veterinary Medicine can now offer a 
procedure that resets the quivering heart of a horse in atrial 
fibrillation to bring back its normal heartbeat. 

Drs. Romain Pariaut, associate professor and section chief 
of cardiology and Bruce Kornreich, associate director of the 
Feline Health Center and staff cardiologist, recently performed 
a transvenous electrical cardioversion (TVEC) to treat a horse 
diagnosed with atrial fibrillation (AF), a rapid, irregular heart 
rhythm that causes decreased blood flow from the heart. This 
procedure, which involves carefully placing electrodes into the 
heart to reset its rhythm with an electric shock, is now available 
at Cornell to treat horses impacted by this condition.

“I’m very excited to be able to offer this procedure,” says 
Kornreich. “AF is a very common condition in horses that we’re 
often asked to diagnose and treat. This is another tool in our 
toolbox to convert these patients back to a normal heart rhythm.”

The Equine Hospital had offered TVEC until about five years 
ago, when the hospital could no longer purchase the catheters 
needed for the procedure. The catheters recently came back onto 

the market, around the same time that Cornell vet students 
examined On-Star, a 19-year-old mare belonging to the teaching 
herd. “The students picked up the arrhythmia at the Cornell 
Equine Park and we diagnosed it as AF,” says Dr. Gillian 
Perkins, medical director of the Equine and Nemo Farm Animal 
Hospital, who coordinated the procedure. “We figured this was 
the perfect opportunity to practice on one of our own animals so 
that we could offer the procedure to clients.”

AF is the most common cause of an irregular heartbeat in 
horses, and vets often diagnose the condition in racehorses. 
AF occurs when the organized electrical signals that normally 
control heart rate and contraction become disorganized, causing 
a rapid and erratic heartbeat. Horses can survive for years with 
AF, but the condition often causes poor performance.

 Traditionally, veterinarians have treated AF with quinidine, a 
drug that can reverse irregular heartbeat in about 85% of treated 
horses. The drug has several possible side effects, however, 
including gastrointestinal problems, low blood pressure, and 
even sudden death. For horses that don’t respond well to 
quinidine, or that have had AF for several years, TVEC may be  
a better treatment option.

Dr. Bruce Kornreich stands with On-Star the horse
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TVEC works just like the paddles of a defibrillator that doctors 
routinely use on humans, and even make the horses “jump” from 
the muscle spasm. In horses, however, the thick chest muscles and 
lungs make it impossible to shock the heart from the outside, so 
instead, veterinarians place three-foot long catheters tipped with 
electrodes into the heart via the right jugular vein.

“The most difficult part of the procedure for us is to guide the 
catheter,” says Pariaut. “In horses it’s a long path to the heart 
from the outside.” After sedating the standing horse, they 
carefully maneuver one catheter into the right atrium, while a 
second continues its journey down into the right ventricle and 
up into the pulmonary artery. They use a cardiac ultrasound to 
monitor their progress and then perform an x-ray to verify that 
the metal electrodes are sandwiching the right atrium. Finally, 
they anesthetize the horse, stand back, and apply a carefully timed 
electric shock to return the heart to a normal rhythm.

On-Star’s procedure took approximately four hours and required 
a veritable village of clinicians, including cardiologists, internists, 
radiologists, anesthesiologists, and licensed veterinary technicians. 
Combined with the expense of the catheters, the initial diagnostic 
evaluation, and hospitalization, the procedure costs about $3500  
to $4,000.

Of course, TVEC carries its own risks, not the least of which 
are associated with the general anesthesia. With this in mind, 
Pariaut and Kornreich tried to reduce the amount of time that 
On-Star was under anesthesia through careful attention to 
electrode placement. With both TVEC and quinidine, there is 
also the possibility that horses will spontaneously go back into 
AF. One recent study found that between one third and one 
half of horses successfully converted from AF to normal heart 
rhythm will revert back after treatment. So far, On-Star is doing 
well and has had no complications.

Generous funding from the Harry M. Zweig Memorial Fund 
and the large animal medicine and cardiology sections made 
TVEC possible for On-Star, and for future patients diagnosed 
with AF. “We expect that offering this technique will draw 
cases to our hospital, thereby improving our ability to train 
large animal medicine and cardiology residents and veterinary 
students,” says Perkins. “We are very pleased that On-Star, a 
member of our teaching herd, could help us move forward in 
this capacity.”

“We’re very thankful to everyone involved for their support,” 
says Kornreich. “We are excited to have TVEC available once 
again, and we hope that we’ll now be doing it routinely.”

On-Star is prepared for the procedure (r.) Drs. Roberto Santilli 
and Romain Pariaut observe cathater placement (l.)
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The Harry M. Zweig Memorial Fund for 
Equine Research honors the late Dr. Harry 
M. Zweig, a distinguished veterinarian, 
and his numerous contributions to 
the state’s equine industry. In 1979, by 
amendment to the pari-mutuel revenue 
laws, the New York State legislature 
created the fund to promote equine 
research at the College of Veterinary 
Medicine, Cornell University.  The Harry 
M. Zweig Committee is established for the 
purpose of administering the fund and 
is composed of individuals in specified 
state agencies and equine industry 
positions and others who represent 
equine breeders, owners, trainers, and 
veterinarians.

by Patricia Waldron

Rest, ice, compress and elevate is 
the advice that most people get after 
a sprained ankle from tripping on 
stairs or falling on the soccer field. 
These measures help alleviate the 
pain, but no clinical data backs up 
this advice as the best treatment for 
healing or long-term joint health.

Dr. Lisa Fortier, a professor of large 
animal surgery just recently given 
the James Law professorship, is 
looking for new treatments for 

sprains. She is partnering with Dr. Hazel Szeto of Weill Cornell Medical School to 
test a peptide called SS-31 in horses with mild to severe ankle sprains. The peptide 
stabilizes mitochondria in the damaged tissue, acting like a molecular brace for the 
sprain, and preventing further damage, which can lead to the irreversible process 
of arthritis. Fortier’s work will yield evidence-based therapies for treating sprains, 
with the ultimate goal of averting arthritis in horses, dogs and humans.

While sprains are painful and inconvenient, a more serious health problem in 
humans and horses is the sequela of post-traumatic osteoarthritis. Trauma from 
a fall, vehicle accident, or military injury can trigger this type of arthritis, which 
develops months, years or even decades after the initial damage. 

Injury to a joint also damages the mitochondria in cartilage tissue. These organelles,  
which normally are packed full of waves of internal membranes, become disorganized 
and leaky. Without a source of energy from the mitochondria, cells die and the 
cartilage degrades. Developing drugs that target the cells in the cartilage, however 
has been a challenge for researchers. Szeto and colleagues serendipitously 
discovered SS-31, a small, water-soluble peptide with a unique charge density 
that allows it to penetrate the tissue and cross the cell membrane. It enters the 
mitochondria where it binds to cardiolipin, a phospholipid that makes up part of 
the inner membrane, thus stabilizing the membrane and restoring power to the cell.

Now, Fortier and Assistant Professor Dr. Michelle Delco are testing a single dose of 
the peptide in six horses that have experienced trauma to the cartilage of the hock 
joint, as a model for human ankle sprains. It’s a proof-of-concept experiment to 
see if they can stabilize the tissue and prevent arthritis. “We’re trying to study the 
early disease process, long before clinical sign associated with arthritis such as bone 
spurs and lameness appear,” says Fortier. It’s the very early stages of trauma that 
we and others are targeting for therapy and prevention.” 

The resulting treatments can be applied to human ankles, horses with stifle 
injuries, and dogs with cruciate ligament trauma. “That’s the cool thing about our 
work,” says Fortier. “We identify a problem in the clinic and we can take it to the 
laboratory and design studies to simultaneously help humans and animals.”
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Have you visited our Web site lately?
www.vet.cornell.edu/zweig
This site provides information on the projects and publications 
resulting from the Zweig Memorial Fund, and demonstrates 
the objectives of the Fund in promoting equine health in the 
racing industry.

The Zweig News Capsule is published twice a year, and can be 
downloaded in PDF format at http://bit.ly/ZweigNews
Please encourage other equine enthusiasts to visit this site.

Yes Mickey, winner of the Dr. Harry M. Zweig Memorial Trot  
at Vernon Downs, pictured here with Mrs. Anna Zweig and  

Mr. Brian Zweig, along with Cornell faculty, staff, and student.




