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pup/kitten will be delivered. Once delivery starts, there is 
usually a birth every hour or so, though it is not uncommon to 
have a 2-4 hour gap between births.

Mum usually rests a little during this time and may clean 
and nurse any babies that have been delivered. If she is 
straining unproductively for more than 30 minutes, it’s wise to 
contact your vet.

Pups and kittens are usually delivered feet and head first, 
but it is also normal for the back legs and tail to come out first. 
The newborns are usually covered in a membrane which Mum 
will bite away before she vigorously licks them to stimulate 
breathing.

A first-time mother, or a mother who is disturbed by too 
much attention or activity in the birthing area, may not release 
the newborn from these membranes. If this happens, it’s 
important that you intervene and do this for her. Gently tear 
away the membrane and rub the baby vigorously with a warm, 
clean towel to stimulate it to breath.

Once the baby is breathing, the umbilical cord can be 
knotted or tied off about 1cm from the newborn, then cut and 
disinfected. The newborn should be returned to Mum as soon 
as possible.

There should be a placenta or “afterbirth” for each baby, 
though it may not immediately follow each birth. Sometimes 
a placenta will be delivered after each newborn – i.e. baby, 
placenta, baby, placenta, etc.

However, it is also normal to have multiple newborns 
delivered before the placentas, i.e. baby, baby, placenta, 
baby, placenta, placenta, etc. Sometimes Mum may eat the 
placentas immediately after they are expelled, so it may be 
difficult to accurately know how many have been passed.

When to call the vet
If there are problems during the birthing process, early 

intervention can make a life or death difference for the mum 
and babies. Call the vet if:
•	 There is no pup/kitten produced after 30 minutes of 

straining, especially if there is a bloody, dark green or black 
discharge.

•	 It has been more than four hours between births, especially 
if the mother seems restless or lethargic.

•	 The mother is apathetic, seems ill or is restless after 
delivery.

•	 The mother is not interested in the babies and they are not 
suckling.

•	 The mother is past her “due date” or she has not started 
labour 24 hours after her temperature has dropped.

After the birth
It’s always a good idea to have the mother and babies 

checked by the vet within three days after birth. This will 
help tomake sure that the babies haven’t been born with any 
major abnormalities (heart murmurs, deformities) and that the 
mother is fit after giving birth and that nothing has gone wrong 
(like having a retained baby).

It’s normal for the mother to have a green, dark red or 
brown discharge for up to eight weeks after giving birth, but 
if it becomes foul smelling or an abnormal colour, it should be 
checked by your veterinarian.

It’s always useful to have Rescue Remedy or Emergency 
Essence on hand to help ease stress and anxiety for the 
expecting mother (and owner).

By Dr Liza Schneider*

BREEDING dogs and cats can be incredibly rewarding but it 
can also be an agonising process involving much heartache 
when things go wrong.

Most pregnancies and deliveries proceed normally, but 
sometimes emergency veterinary intervention is necessary to 
save the lives of the mother, the babies, or both.

Deciding to breed your dog or cat is a big decision and 
places a lot of responsibility on you.

Also, when deciding whether or not to breed your pet, 
it’s important to plan ahead financially. You’ll need to set 
aside funds for health checks as well as for any unexpected 
emergencies that may arise.

As an example, an emergency caesarian section may cost 
you between $600 and $1500 – so it’s best to be prepared for 
the unexpected.

It’s important that you have some basic knowledge of what 
to expect with a normal pregnancy, so you’ll know when to 
leave things alone and when to involve your vet.

What to expect when your pet is expecting – FAQs
How long is a dog/cat pregnancy?

Once bred, the average pregnancy lasts 63 days (nine 
weeks) but this can sometimes vary between 59-72 days.

What if I’m not sure that she is pregnant?
Counting from the day breeding was likely to have taken 

place, pregnancy can be confirmed:
•	 After day 18 via ultrasound.
•	 After day 26 by a blood test or sometimes by a hands-on 

vet examination.
•	 After day 47 x-rays can be taken to determine how many 

pups/kittens are present but this is best left until day 55 to 
limit potential harm to the young from x-rays.

Does Mum need any special care while she’s pregnant?
The most important need for any pregnant female is top-

quality food. She has to support her own body, the growing 
litter inside her and make enough milk to feed the litter once 
they are born.

As the pregnancy progresses, and especially while she’s 
nursing, Mum will also need to eat a good deal more than she 
did before she was pregnant.

How can we tell when she’s getting close to giving birth?
Usually, around 24 hours before giving birth, cats and dogs 

will make a “nest” in a place they feel will be safe, quiet and 
comfortable for delivering and nursing a new family.

If there’s a place you would prefer Mum to deliver in, it’s 
best to create this space a week or so before delivery so she 
has some time to get used to it.

You can also take your pet’s temperature twice a day for 
the last two weeks of her pregnancy. Normal temperature 
can be anywhere from 37-39º, so keeping a record of your 
animal’s temperature will give you an idea of what her normal 
temperature is.

When this temperature suddenly drops by a whole degree, 
she will probably give birth in 12-24 hours.

What is normal labour?
Labour begins when the mother starts having contractions. 

During this time the mother may appear restless; sometimes 
she will pace, pant, shiver or even vomit. This behaviour can 
last 6-12 hours.

After this the contractions become more intense and a 
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