
Not every conception ends in 
successful pregnancy. It pays 

to check broodmares to make sure 
they are still pregnant (especially 
in early pregnancy) and that every-
thing is going smoothly. Fourteen 
days is a good time to do the first 
evaluation, not only to know 
whether the mare is pregnant, but 
also to check the health of the 
embryo and whether it is appropri-
ate size for that stage of pregnan-
cy, and to know if there are twins. 

Maria Schnobrich VMD, 
DACT (theriogenologist at the 
LeBlanc Center for Reproduction, 
Rood and Riddle, in Lexington, 
Kentucky) says the most critical 
ultrasounds are the early evalua-
tions. Thoroughbreds have high 
incidence of twins In some cases 
20% of ovulations are double (2 
eggs released). It is important to 
prevent the unwanted outcomes 
associated with twin pregnancies.   

“Additionally, because we 
often use drugs to make mares 
ovulate, this also increases the 
chances of double ovulation. The 
reason it’s good to do this ultra-
sound check at about 14 to 15 days 
is that if twins are identified, it is 
easiest to eliminate one of them at 
that point,” she explains. 

The next check should be done 
before 35 days gestation to make 
sure the embryo is still present, 
and growing appropriately. After 
35 days the endometrial cups form 
in the uterus. “These structures 
come from the placenta, embed 
into the uterine wall. The endome-
trial cups cause the mare to form 

CL structures that produce proges-
terone. If the mare loses the preg-
nancy at 45 days or so, the CL 
structures are already there, and in 
about 99% of cases they will keep 
the mare from returning to normal 
estrus until about 120 days,” says 
Schnobrich. 

At that point, your breeding 
season may be lost for that mare; 
she will not return to estrus in time 
to breed her again that year. You 
might assume she’s still pregnant 
unless you do an ultrasound check.  
She often acts as if she is pregnant, 
and may not tease, and there is no 
change in the way she looks. 

“Another reason to do the ultra-
sound at about 33 days is to see if 
the pregnancy is developmentally 
normal. The mare may be preg-
nant but if the structures present 
don’t look healthy and you can 
catch it before the endometrial 
cups form, you can eliminate the 
unhealthy pregnancy and start 
over. Then the mare will return to 
heat so you can breed her again 
that year,” Schnobrich explains. 

“In our practice I do a 14 and 16 
day ultrasound, and a 28-day 
check, because at that stage of 
development I can tell if the 
embryo is appropriate. It’s also 
early enough, that I can monitor it 
for a few days before those cups 
form, and make a decision 
whether we are going to keep the 
pregnancy or not,” she says. 

The next check, which is 
optional, is at 42 days. “The main 
reason for that check is that most 
losses tend to occur during the 

time between when pregnancy is 
established and 42 days. After 42 
days, the risk for loss is usually 
minimal unless it’s an old mare or 
she has some other kind of prob-
lem,” says Schnobrich. 

The other window for checking 
is if the owner wants to know the 
gender of the fetus. “Fetal sexing 
can be readily done between 55 
and 70 days. We can tell if the 
fetus is male or female, based on 
position of the “genital tubercle”.  
This is a little pointy structure that 
will be either behind the umbilicus 
or under the tail head,” she says.   

“Minimum requirement after 
that 60-day check would be doing 
one check in the fall to make sure 
the mare is still pregnant.” If she is 
open (if she lost the pregnancy 
after endometrial cups formed) 
decisions should be made about 
treating her and trying to prepare 
her for the next breeding season, 
such as putting her under lights. 

If she is still pregnant, it’s wise 
to do another check in January just 
to make sure the pregnancy is 
healthy and progressing normally.  
“Some of my clients have me check 
mares every month during late 
pregnancy, starting at 150 to 200 
days, measuring and evaluating the 
placenta for changes.  Some years 
we see increased incidence placen-
titis,” says Schnobrich. 

The most common cause of 
late-term abortion in mares is pla-
centitis, which is inflammation 
and infection of the placenta. The 
most common type of placentitis is 
due to bacteria from the environ-
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ment that ascend though the vagina 
and cervix and into the uterus.  
Signs of this ascending placentitis 
include early mammary develop-
ment and lactation and discharge 
from the vulva. Bacteria from an 
ascending placentitis enter the fetal 
fluids, infect the foal and often 
cause abortion if not identified 
early. 

Nocardioform placentitis is less 
common. It is caused by bacteria 
called actinomycetes, and usually 
affects only the interface between 
the placenta and the uterine lining.  
Often thick mucus lesions on the 
placenta are seen by ultrasound on 
the fetal membranes in the uterine 
body and base of the uterine horns. 
Outcomes from this disease range 
from abortion to healthy foals, 
often related to how much of the 
placenta was affected. The infec-
tion interferes with nutritional sup-
port from the placenta, so the foal is 
either aborted or born undersized 
and underdeveloped. 

“We’ve seen a higher incidence 
of this problem in recent years, and 
started evaluating some of these 
mares with transabdominal ultra-
sound to differentiate between 
these two types of infection. The 
standard of care for some equine 
pregnancies, is to do at least one 
ultrasound in late gestation to look 
at the placenta. We can often iden-
tify a mare that is starting to have 
issues. We can see a thickening of 
the placenta or changes including 
the fetal fluids are becoming 
cloudy,” Schnobrich explains. 
Treatment at that point can be start-
ed even before signs like udder 
development, giving a better 
chance to salvage the pregnancy 
and save the foal. 

“Transabdominal evaluation is 
important because there may be 

lesions you’d see in that location 
that are not where you can view 
trans-rectally. Nocardioform pla-
centitis is an example of a disease 
that usually can only be diagnosed 
with transabdominal ultrasound.  
By catching these cases earlier, we 
are more likely to get a live foal, 
and in some cases prevent some of 
the damage. We can’t save all these 
foals, but if it is a valuable pregnan-
cy, I encourage owners to think 
about doing one more pregnancy 
scan in late gestation,” she says. 

Affected mares can be treated 
with antibiotics, anti-inflammatory 
medications, and a high dose of a 
progestin-like hormone. Early 
treatment reduces the number of 
abortions, and may improve foal 
survival.  

“A late gestation ultrasound can 
identify a possible problem, and 
also helps as you prepare to foal the 
mare, to identify anything you 
should be aware of. Is the placenta 
very thick? Are there other signs of  
a compromised pregnancy? You 
may need to send the mare to a hos-
pital so she can be monitored more 
closely, and have additional help 
available for the foal when it 
arrives,” says Schnobrich.  Profes-
sional help to give the foal inten-
sive care may make a difference in 
whether or not it will survive. 

“These ultrasound checks tell us 
a lot about the pregnancy and give 
people peace of mind, or can pre-
pare them for what’s coming, so 
they can be efficient in treatment,” 
she says. If it’s a valuable foal you 
want to find out if there is some-
thing you could do to minimize 
risks. 

“In terms of value of some of 
these animals, compared to cost of 
an ultrasound (anywhere from $75 
to $200) it is well worth it. The 

pregnancy has come that far, so you 
don’t want to risk losing it. On 
farms where I have looked at the 
pregnancies every month, many of 
the detrimental changes happen in 
the last 30 days before foaling.” 

If a breeder has noticed that a lot 
of the placentas are not normal, it 
may be worth screening the brood-
mare herd with ultrasound or hor-
mone evaluations. It also pays to 
have someone checking/watching 
mares who is astute at noticing sub-
tle changes. There may be external 
signs and clues that something isn’t 
quite right—such as a mare starting 
to develop an udder too soon, or a 
discharge from the vulva. 

“For the mares that develop an 
udder too soon, it is a good idea to 
ultrasound them rather than just 
putting them on treatments. The 
ultrasound may be able to tell you 
what is going on, and this might 
change the drugs you decide to use.  
Sometimes the fetus is dead 
already, and by putting the mare on 
all these treatments without check-
ing to make sure the foal is alive, 
you could put the mare at risk for 
laminitis or death. You need to 
know the health and status of the 
fetus,” says Schnobrich. 

“Some breeders or veterinarians 
have a minimal ultrasound sched-
ule that only includes a 16-day scan 
and a 42-day scan and maybe one 
more. I feel we really should be 
checking at 14 days to check for 
twins. Some of the additional scans 
are optional, but can help you know 
how the pregnancy is doing. Even 
if the pregnancy is compromised, 
you’d be able to know why, and 
possibly administer treatment earli-
er another time for a different out-
come the next time the mare is 
pregnant,” she says.


