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Parturition in the Mare
Predicting the time of foaling

Peter F Daels, DVM PhD Dipl ACT ECAR

Length of Gestation 

• Normal range : 335 to 342 days

<300 days = abortion

300-320 days = premature and non-viable w/o care

>360 prolonged gestation “overdue” ; occasionally more than one year ; 
notoriously small foals

• Seasonal influence : winter/spring > 5-10 days longer than 
spring/summer (place under artificial photoperiod)

• Colts longer gestation than fillies.

• Pathologically longer gestation : ingestion of toxins  - ergot alkaloids 
in endophyte fungus (Acremonium coenephialum) contaminated 
fescue grass. 

Signs of readiness for foaling (1)

• In the last month, mares should be monitored 
for changes in:

– Vulvar laxity and edema

– Vulvar discharge (“cervical plug is melting”)

– Relaxation of pelvic ligaments (sacrosciatic
ligaments ‐ area around the tailhead)

– Udder development

– Teat start to fill in

Signs of readiness for foaling (2)

– Teat start to point outwards

– “Waxing” of the teats – accumulation of wax‐like, 
dried milk at the teat

– Changes in the consistency and color of the milk

– Changes in the mineral composition of the milk 
(Ca, Na and K)

– Changes in milk pH, antibody conc, taste (sugar)

Predicting the day of foaling

• Udder is becoming larger
• Udder produces yellow thick secretion
• Teat start to increase in size
• Wax starts to appear at the teat
• Vulva becomes larger and softer
• Ligaments around the tail become soft

Faculteit Diergeneeskunde ‐ Vakgroep Voortplanting, Verloskunde en Bedrijfsdiergeneeskunde

The udder
Udder is becoming larger
• Starts about 1 month before and becomes more 

important in last 2 weeks.  
– First the lower part increases but basis is still narrow
– Then the base of the udder (upper part) starts to 

increase in volume
• About 1-3 days before foaling very obvious increase in 

size.
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The teat
The teat gradually become longer and more filled
• Teat start to increase in size in the last week
• Wax starts to appear at the teat usually 1 to 4 days 

before foaling.
• Sometimes the mare starts to loose milk before foaling.  

Attention she may loose colostrum.
• As the udder fills the teat will gradually start to point 

outwards (last days)
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1 to 4 days before foaling

First stage labour has started 
when…

Milk starts to drip and sometimes run continuously 
– oxytocin is being released due to uterine 
contractions and foal is engaging in the birth canal.

Sacrosciatic ligaments 

• <24 hrs before foaling

Vulvar relaxation

• Vulva starts to loosen hours to days before 
foaling
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Predicting the day of foaling

• Udder is becoming larger
• Udder produces yellow thick secretion
• Teat start to increase in size
• Wax starts to appear at the teat
• Vulva becomes larger and softer
• Ligaments around the tail become soft
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The milk

• The milk will change color and thickness 
(consistency).  

• First very thick, sticky, yellow-transparent secretion.

• Then becomes more milk-white color.

• 0-1-2 days before foaling becomes creamy, white 
yellow to orange thick = colostrum
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The milk

Changes in consistency …

• Color and thickness (consistency)
• At first very thick, sticky, yellow-transparent

• Gradually more milky-white color

• 0-2 days before foaling becomes creamy, 
white-yellow to orange and thick = colostrum

The milk

Changes in the composition …

• mineral composition of the milk (Ca, Na 
and K)

• pH

• antibody concentration (colostrum)

• taste (increase in sugar content)

Electrolyte changes
• Na+ decreases in the days before foaling
• K+ increases – cross‐over with Na+ in last day(s)
• Ca++ increases in last 1‐3 days before foaling
• Together is good indicator of maturity of foal
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• Ca conc = maturity of the foal

• Ca conc increase in last 2-4 
days before foaling

• Test neg: less 1% foaling

• Test pos: more 80% foaling in 
next 12h

• Test should be done in evening

Ca concentrations in the milk
Foal Watch® - Ca-test

Foal Watch®
https://youtu.be/1D9Dgew-O3E
https://youtu.be/7W990pSTdl0

Na+ K+

Interpretation of mineral conc

• Different for each test.

• For example for the Predict-a-Foal test:
‣ If only one of five squares shows colour change then 
<1% chance will foal in next 12 hrs

‣ If four out of five squares have switched colour than 
there is an 80% that the mare will foal in the next 24 hrs

• Should be used in combination with other 
changes to decide if foal is mature and parturition 
can be induced.

pH in milk decreases last 24 hours



6

Changes in Ca++ and pH

• At the time of the increase in Ca++ there is 
usually a decrease in pH in last 24 hrs

■ pH

▲ Calcium

IgG concentrations in milk
• Before foaling milk becomes thick, viscous 

yellow to orange = colostrum

• Good colostrum (>60 g Ig/L) is yellow and 
thick (not white and thin)
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The milk / colostrum

• Before foaling Ca conc increases

• pH of the milk decreases fast within 24 hours before 
foaling

• Glucose (sugar) conc increase in last 2 days (tasting)

• IgG conc increase in last 2 days (refractometer)

Alarm Tools
• Systems on vulva (opening of vulva)

• System on girth (position of mare)
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Halter mounted alarm
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Sigloo Foaling Alert
https://youtu.be/-VpFVRY25No

Foalert device
Parturition in the Mare

The foaling process

Peter F Daels, DVM PhD Dipl ACT ECAR

Stages of normal parturition

1. Preparation (30 min to 4 hrs)

– Uterine contractility increases in intensity and 
frequency (contractions are NOT visible)

– Cervical dilatation

– Repositioning “turning” of the foal

2. Expulsion of foal (5 to 20 min)

– Expulsion of the foal

3. Expulsion of placenta (2‐6 hrs)

First stage labour
• Restless, looking at flank, pacing, sweating, increased heartrate 
and respiratory rate

• Frequent urination
• Frequent laying down and getting up
• Pawing
• Tail is clearly elevated

Manual of Equine Reproduction by Brinsko et al (Third Edition) Mosby



8

3

1

5

4

2

Foal rotating in birthcanal

Second stage labor
• Starts when “water breaks”, rupture of the 
chorioallantois membrane
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2nd Stage: Expulsion of the foal

• Rupture of the chorioallantois (‘water breaks’)

• Abdominal contractions + release of oxytocin

• Amnion is forced between the vulvar lips

• Delivery progresses and foal is born
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Rest of the pictures @

http://www.equine‐reproduction.com/articles/Foaling.shtml

During foaling …
Redbag >>> Immediately open 

de membranes and consider 
that the foal is in trouble.  
Gentle traction!
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Delivery of the foal
• Allantochorion breaks inside at level of cervix

• Amnion remains intact (white blue membrane)

• First one leg – then second leg and nose – still 
wrapped in amnion

• Legs are presented slightly one behind the other –
important to keep diameter at shoulder level 
minimal

• Nose of foal is at about the carpus.

• Passing the shoulders is most critical/intens part
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Video animation on foaling

http://plasticreality.nl/?p=52
41 to 1:20

https://youtu.be/YtnRlHwTf58?list=PLM
LIvzrvbJcRWSIkRFxwrKdZ‐6cVJfMki

Rupture of the umbilical cord

• Often remains intact when foal is already completely 
out of pelvic canal

• Leave cord intact – continued transfer of blood from 
the placenta to foal

• Ruptures when foal and/or mare try to get up.

• Will rupture spontaneous at specific place – pale and 
slightly narrow part about 1 to 2 inches from 
abdominal wall.

• Should not be ligated unless excessive bleeding –
increased risk for infection

• Disinfect with chlorhexidine (1 or 2%) several times 
per day during first 3 days

• Stage 3 of labor
Expulsion of the fetal membranes

• Normally completed within 30 min to 3 hrs
• Expulsion of fetal membranes – should be 

completed after 3-6 hrs (12 hrs)
• Some breeds are very sensitive to ret sec : 

Friesian breed, heavy draft horses increased 
at risk of laminitis as a complication of ret 
sec.


