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Determination of 
kittening date or when 
to do an elective  
C section in a queen
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Question: Is abdominal ultrasonography the best 
way of determining the gestational age of kittens?
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You are correct in suggesting that transabdominal ultrasound is 
the best method of determining gestational age of kittens. 

Gestation length in the queen is similar to the bitch, that being 
LH 0 + 65 days +/- 1day or ovulation + 63 days +/- 1 day. 
However, it is difficult to determine when the queen has her 
LH surge as she requires multiple matings – often over 2 to 
3 days and sometimes with days in-between to induce the 
LH surge through a neuro-endocrine reflex (i.e. queens are 
induced ovulators). therefore determining a ‘kittening’ date 
from multiple matings is obviously not very accurate. Constantly 
taking bloods to detect an LH surge is not practical and also, i 
am not sure of the availability of a validated LH assay in the cat. 
ovulation can be determined by measuring progesterone but 
the post ovulatory rise in progesterone can only be detected 
approximately 48 h after ovulation, making it an unreliable/
inaccurate predictor. Similar to the bitch, daily ultrasonography 
of the ovaries can be carried out to determine when the queen 
has ovulated by detection of the development of corpus 
luteums. She should then kitten 63 days later. However, this 
would require daily (even twice daily) ultrasound to be carried 
out – this is not very practical! All of this information needs to 
be collected at breeding. this is obviously a limitation when 
presented with a pregnant queen close to term for the first time. 

the sharp decline in progesterone associated with luteolysis 
24 hours before parturition, that is observed in the bitch, is 
unfortunately not seen in the queen. in many cases, a pregnant 
queen’s progesterone can decline slowly and unpredictably 
prior to the end of her gestational period and queens can 
actually kitten despite having detectable serum levels of 
progesterone. We routinely use this measurement in bitches 
to determine when to do an ‘elective’ C section (to prevent 
the delivery of premature pups which is associated with high 
neonatal mortality and morbidity) when no information regarding 
when LH(0) or ovulation dates were obtained at breeding. this 
can sometimes be successfully used in queens BUt it is not 
the case for all queens which reduces the predictability and 
reliability of this management tool.

Similar to the bitch, gestational aging by ultrasound can 
be carried out in the queen. there are a number of papers 
describing this – see references below. the most common 
measurements made of the foetus for ageing (GA) are the 
biparietal diameter (BPD) and body diameter (BD). there are a 
number of published feline formulas but the 2 most commonly 
used are:

BPD(after 40 d): GA=25xBPD+3

BP(after 40 d): GA=11xBD+21

to then calculate the kitten date you subtract 61 d-GA.

You can also use foetal organ maturation times but i find this a 
bit variable and difficult. the Zambelli (2006) paper describes 
this and lists the times particular organs are formed which can 
then be extrapolated to determine the age of the foetuses.
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Postscript from Stuart Turner
Subsequent to this question posed in my email i contacted 
another specialist who does use progesterone levels to judge 
the timing of elective caesareans in cats. Subsequently, after 2 
levels were taken, 2 kittens were delivered by caesarean section 
healthy at term. 

Ultrasounds were performed to assess the kittens before birth. 
Age was difficult to determine at the time from measurements. 
After delivery the cause was seen to be the variation in sizes 
of the 2 kittens; 1 was much larger than the other thus making 
measurements difficult to accurately predict the stage of 
pregnancy.
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