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1. Introduction 

Caesarean section (CS) in the bitch is a commonly performed procedure in veterinary 
practice. For breeds or individual bitches prone to neonatal losses and dystocia with vaginal 
birth, owners may request elective CS. Data suggest that CS is safe if performed within 
around 48 hours of spontaneous parturition.1-3    

 

2. Predicting a pregnant bitch’s whelping date 

In order to ensure that a CS is performed within the safe window of 48 hours before 
spontaneous whelping would have begun, a precise and accurate due date is required. 
Predicting a bitch’s due date based on the date(s) of mating is unreliable, given the long 
lifespan of fertile, fresh spermatozoa in the reproductive tract of the bitch.4 For bitches 
attending a veterinary clinic for breeding management, various timepoints can be used to 
predict the subsequent due date, notably the date of the LH surge, the date that circulating 
progesterone concentration (PC) first exceeds 6 nmol/L (approximating to the LH surge), the 
date that PC first exceeds 16 nmol/L (approximating to ovulation), or the first day of 
cytological dioestrus.5  

 

3. Determining readiness for caesarean section in late pregnancy 

Many bitches, however, present to veterinary clinics during pregnancy, without clinical data 
pertaining to the previous oestrus available. In such cases, determining the bitch’s due date 
requires the use of alternative tools. Ultrasonographic measurement of the conceptus 
provides a useful guide, with multiple formulae available for determining gestation length 
based on a variety of measurements in an increasing array of breeds and breed sizes.6 Once 
parturition is more imminent, many practitioners rely on the measurement of PC, a practice 
based on the well-established drop in progesterone concentration over the last few days of 
gestation in the bitch.7 Nöthling, Joonè and De Cramer 8 showed that a late pregnant bitch 
with a PC of <8.7 nmol/L has a 95% chance of entering Stage I of labour within 48 hours, 
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while a bitch with a PC <3.18 nmol/L has a 91% chance of entering Stage I of labour within 
24 hours. However, approximately 5% and 10% of bitches will enter Stage I of labour within 
12 hours despite a PC above 15.8 nmol/L and 8.7 nmol/L, respectively. Additional work by 
our group compared the IDEXX Catalyst point-of-care progesterone assay to the Immulite 
2000.9 More recently, a PC threshold to indicate readiness for CS in the late pregnant bitch, 
assayed using the IDEXX Catalyst progesterone, has been validated (manuscript under 
review).  

 

4. Conclusion 

Additional tools are frequently used to evaluate the pregnant bitch and her unborn litter, 
such as the monitoring of foetal heart rates or foetal intestinal motility through 
ultrasonography.10 Visualisation of the closed or dilating cervix using a simple vaginal 
speculum is strongly encouraged, given that around 10% of bitches will enter Stage I of 
labour despite a PC above the traditional threshold of around 6 nmol/L.3, 9, 11 When utilising 
PC for clinical decision-making, practitioners should be aware of rare instances of bitches 
with PC values approaching baseline levels, well beyond 48 hours prior to the onset of 
spontaneous labour.9, 12, 13  
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