
MATING TIME
Poor timing of mating is the most common cause of bitches not getting pregnant.  Dogs
are very different in their way of breeding.  They are spontaneous ovulators (many animals
are not) and they release primary oocytes (eggs) which must develop further in the uterus
before they are ready for fertilisation.  This may take 2-3 days and is also very unusual.
Add to this the fact that dogs only come on heat once or twice a year and this makes the
dog extremely unique.

The oestrous cycle can be divided into four stages.

1. PROESTRUS: the vulva starts to swell and you will likely notice bleeding.  Hormone
levels change culminating in a surge of LH (luteinising hormone) which results in
ovulation and the onset of oestrus.  Progesterone is low in proestrus.  Proestrus
varies in length from 0-27 days but averages 9 days.

2. OESTRUS: the fertile period.  Vaginal discharge usually changes from blood like to
straw coloured.   Behaviour  changes and the bitch will  likely stand for  the dog.
Ovulation  occurs  and  progesterone  is  produced  and  levels  start  to  increase.
Oestrus can last 4-24 days but again the average is 9 days.

3. DIOESTRUS: the  bitches  stop  accepting  the  dog.   Progesterone  continues  to
increase and peaks 2-4 weeks into dioestrus (levels up to 200nmol/L are common).
Another important difference bitches have,  they must stay in dioestrus for 2 months
whether  pregnant  or  not.  Progesterone falls  during  this  time (although not  in  a
specific pattern) and when it drops below 6nmol/L the bitch moves into anoestrus.

4. ANOESTRUS:  allows the uterus to recover and lasts on average 2.5-4 months.
Hormone levels change again and late during this phase stimulate follicular waves
capable of ovulation.

HOW CAN WE FIND THE BEST TIME FOR MATING?

• Vaginal smears:  These can be done in the clinic very quickly and cheaply and can
be used to define where in the cycle the bitch is at that time.   They can be used to
monitor the progression of the cycle.  The vagina is not sterile and carries a healthy
bacterial population so culturing this is not useful unless the bitch has an unhealthy
discharge or is unwell.  Because we need the healthy bacteria to do their job, a
course of antibiotics when a bitch is on heat is likely to impact negatively on her
ability  to  conceive  and  maintain  a  pregnancy.  Vaginal  smears  can  not  define
ovulation or the fertile period however they can define split heats and determine



oestrus from dioestrus when the progesterone levels are high.

• Progesterone assays:  Progesterone is a hormone required for pregnancy and is
closely related to ovulation/fertilisation time and hence mating time.  However, being
a hormone, laboratory testing is by “indirect” methods and therefore not accurate.
In  fact,  variation of  up  to  40% in  repeated tests  is  classed as  acceptable!   As
progesterone rises sharply after ovulation, testing is usually done daily to confirm
ovulation is complete.  Testing should be done at the same time of the day each
time as progesterone levels naturally fluctuate during the day and night. The bitch
should  also  be fasted as  feeding can alter  the  levels  too.   For  this  reason we
recommend testing in the morning.

PATTERNS OF PROGESTERONE:

LH  surge  (end  of  proestrus)  should  correspond  with  progesterone  around  6nmol/L.
Progesterone will climb to 15-25nmol/L at ovulation (usually 2 days after LH surge) and
greater than 30nmol/L confirms ovulation.  It  is during this time that daily progesterone
tests  are  recommended  to  ensure  ovulation  is  complete.  Mating  can  occur  once
progesterone reaches 30nmol/L.   Fertilisation  occurs  2-3 days after  ovulation (primary
oocytes have to develop into secondary oocytes) and by this stage progesterone should
be over 60nmol/L.  Once over 75nmol/L it is too late to mate as the cervix will have begun
to  close.   At  this  stage intra-uterine  insemination  will  be  required  for  sperm deposits,
vaginal  smears will  need to be done to  ensure dioestrus has not started or  pyometra
(uterine infection) is likely.

IN CONCLUSION:

With a cycle that is usually once or twice a year only and viable breeding time is only a few
days that is somewhere in a window that can vary from 4-43 days, getting a bitch pregnant
may not be easy.  If you have any questions please contact the clinic on 53811996.


