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ABSTRACT 

Bos, H. and Van der Mey, G.J.W., 1980. Length of gestation periods of horses and ponies 
belonging to different breeds. Livest. Prod. Sci., 7: 181--187. 

The mean gestation periods of mares belonging to different horse and pony breeds 
common in The Netherlands have been calculated using data from the birth registers of  
five stud-book societies. The following mean values have been determined: Fjord pony: 
342.2; Haflinger pony: 341.3; Draught horse: 343.3; Shetland pony: 337.2; and Frisian 
horse: 337.7 days. The variation in the mean gestation period is greater in horses than in 
cows, sheep or pigs. Colts are carried a little longer than fillies. Differences between years 
are not significant, but differences between the various breeds have been determined. 
Shetland foals born before 1 June are carried longer than those born after 1 June. The 
gestation period for mares of this breed mated at 2 years, is significantly longer than for 
those mated at more than 2 years. 

The length of the gestation period in horses is possibly affected by physiological factors 
other than those influencing the gestation period in some other farm animals. 

INTRODUCTION 

Length of gestation period is of great interest for economic reasons and 
also for identification of  horses. Only the exact knowledge of  the breed-specific 
gestation periods and their variation allows, for example, one to dispense with 
blood typing and thus to save costs. For  this reason, an extension of  these in- 
vestigations on the relevant breeds of  horses and ponies seems to be desirable. 

The varying values found in the literature regarding the mean gestation 
periods of  mares from different breeds are given in Table I. A comparison of  
breeds based on these data is not  accurate because of  the different research 
methods used and because the mean values usually refer to studies made with- 
in one particular breed. The data also show that the variation in the mean gesta- 
tion period is great and that colts are carried longer than fillies. 

Because registration of  mating and the birth of  the foals is done very syste- 
matically in The Netherlands, and because the number  of thoroughbreds is suf- 
ficiently large, a comparative study into the mean gestation period was made 
on mares belonging to the following breeds: the Fjord pony,  the Haflinger 
pony,  the Dutch draught horse, the Frisian horse, and the Shetland pony.  
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TABLE I 

Mean gestation periods (days) of some breeds of horses and ponies (from the literature) 

Breed Reference 9 + 6 

Haflinger 

n x $ 

Di Lella et al. (1971) 1792 341.0 17.0 
Pajonovic (1965) 4462 335.87 12.87 

Draught horse Wussow and Hartwig (1953) 
Uppenborn (1933) 

n 

m 

F 

Lippizaner Staffe (1935) -- -- -- 
Mauch (1937) 252 334.26 9.56 

Flade and Frederich (1963) 311 336.75 15.60 Trakehner 
Uppenborn (1933) -- -- -- 

Mauch (1937) 432 335.99 10.50 Nonius 
Zavrniek and Ilan~ic (1941) 1629 328.88 9.487 

Araber Mauch (1937) 521 337.44 10.39 

Studies  were  also m a d e  in to  w h e t h e r  sex d i f fe rences  occu r  and  w h e t h e r  the  
yea r  of  b i r th ,  m o n t h  o f  b i r th  o f  age o f  the  mare  inf luence the  pe r iod  o f  gesta- 
t ion .  

MATERIALS AND METHOD 

Da ta  conce rn ing  foals  b o r n  in 1969 ,  1970  and 1971 were  s tudied  f r o m  
records  be longing to  the  s t u d - b o o k  societ ies  o f  the  a b o v e - m e n t i o n e d  breeds.  
For  the  She t land  p o n y ,  on ly  da ta  f r o m  1971 were  available.  The  fo l lowing  
da ta  were  n o t e d  fo r  each foal:  the  da te  o f  ma t ing  o f  the  m o t h e r ,  da te  of  b i r th ,  
sex, s t u d - b o o k  n u m b e r s  and  ages of  the  parents .  S t i l lborn  foals  and  foals  
whose  m o t h e r s  had  been  wi th  the  stal l ion fo r  some  t ime  or  w h o  had  m a t e d  
several t imes  dur ing the  same  hea t  pe r iod  were  n o t  cons idered .  

The  t e r m  ges ta t ion  pe r iod  is u n d e r s t o o d  as the  interval  b e t w e e n  last  ma t i ng  
and  pa r tu r i t ion ;  in de t e rmin ing  this interval ,  the  da te  o f  pa r tu r i t i on  is c o u n t e d  
b u t  n o t  the  da te  o f  mat ing .  When calcula t ing the  m e a n  ges ta t ion  per iod  on ly  
' n o r m a l '  ges ta t ion  per iods  are used.  By ' n o r m a l '  we  m e a n  ges ta t ion  per iods  of  
~< 375 days.  Mean ges ta t ion  per iods  and the i r  var ia t ions  were  ca lcula ted  using 
da t a  f r o m  7102 foals.  Di f fe rences  b e t w e e n  g roup  averages were  t e s t ed  statisti-  
cally.  

RESULTS 

The  resul ts  o f  a c o m p a r a t i v e  s t udy  o f  breeds  are given in Tab le  II .  Because 
no s ignif icant  d i f fe rences  were  f o u n d  b e t w e e n  the  years ,  the  means  in this 
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d 

n ~? s n ~? s 

2 2 4 3  3 3 5 . 4 2  1 2 . 8 1  2 2 0 6  3 3 6 . 2 2  1 2 . 8 8  

1 0 0 5 8  3 3 5 . 8 8  - -  9 1 1 1  3 3 7 . 3 3  - -  
82  3 3 2 . 6 0  9 . 3 3  84  3 3 3 . 3 7  9 . 5 3  

133  3 3 7 . 0  - -  1 4 0  3 3 7 . 8  - -  
1 3 0  3 3 2 . 9 9  9 .27  122  3 3 4 . 8 1  9 . 4 2  

3 8 4 9  3 3 1 . 9 1  9 . 1 8  3 7 8 7  3 3 3 . 4 5  9 . 4 0  

2 0 7  3 3 5 . 0 1  1 0 . 6 0  2 2 5  3 3 6 . 7 6  1 0 . 2 9  
8 3 5  3 2 7 . 9 1  - -  7 9 4  3 2 9 . 8 9  - -  

261  3 3 6 . 9 7  1 0 . 0 1  2 6 0  3 3 9 . 5 4  1 0 . 3 4  

T A B L E  II 

M e a n  g e s t a t i o n  p e r i o d s  ( d a y s )  o f  s o m e  b r e e d s  o f  h o r s e s  a n d  p o n i e s  

B r e e d  9 + 6 9 d 

n .~ s r/ 3c s r/ .~ s 

F j o r d  1 3 1 3  3 4 2 . 3  11 .4  6 8 8  3 4 1 . 8  11 .1  6 2 5  3 4 2 . 8  11 .8  
H a f l i n g e r  1 0 3 4  3 4 1 . 3  11 .3  593  3 4 1 . 2  11 .4  4 4 1  3 4 1 . 5  11 .2  
D r a u g h t  h o r s e  2 0 0 2  3 4 3 . 2  10 .1  1 2 4 2  3 4 2 . 5  10 .1  7 6 0  3 4 4 . 3  1 0 . 0  
S h e t l a n d  2 3 2 7  3 3 7 . 2  12 .4  1 5 2 0  3 3 6 . 9  1 2 . 4  8 0 7  3 3 7 . 7  12 .4  
F r i s i a n  4 2 6  3 3 7 . 7  9 .6  2 3 6  3 3 7 . 1  9 .3  1 9 0  3 3 8 . 4  9 .9  

T A B L E  III  

R e s u l t s  o f  t h e  s t a t i s t i c a l  t e s t i n g  o f  b r e e d  a n d  s e x  d i f f e r e n c e s  

B r e e d  d i f f e r e n c e s  

(2) (3) (4) (5) 

Sex  d i f f e r e n c e s  

(1 )  F j o r d  * * * * *  * * *  n.s .  
(2 )  H a f l i n g e r  * * *  * * *  * * *  n.s .  
( 3 )  D r a u g h t  h o r s e  * * *  * * *  * * *  
(4 )  S h e t l a n d e r  n.s .  n .s .  
( 5 )  Frisian n.s. 

* = P <  0 .05 .  **  = P < 0 .01 .  * * *  = P < 0 . 0 0 1 .  n .s .  = n o t  s i g n i f i c a n t .  
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table refer to the 3 years taken as a whole. However, breed and sex differences 
were apparent, and the results of  the statistical testing of these differences are 
given in Table III. 

DISCUSSION 

Mean gestation period 

In a previous investigation in The Netherlands into the mean gestation period 
of the Dutch horse, the Draught horse, the Frisian horse and the Shetland 
pony,  Hendrikse (1972) calculated means of 3 4 0 , 3 3 9 , 3 3 7  and 338 days, 
respectively. The data concerning the Frisian horse and the Shetland pony 
agree well with the results of our investigations; this is not  so for the mean 
gestation period of the Draught horse. The difference here is a good 4 days. 
In general, the mean gestation period of  horses is estimated at 11 months. 
Our investigations show that it is better  to reckon on 11 months + 1 week for 
the Fjord horse, the Haflinger pony and the Draught horse. 

Variations 

According to the literature and data from Table II, there are large variations 
in the gestation period of horses. These variations are less in other farm ani- 
mals. This has been shown in an investigation by Banerjee-Schotsman (1964) 
who found a variation coefficient of  1.5 in cows. According to Prud 'hon et al. 
(1970) this coefficient is 1.6 for sheep, and according to Cox et al. (1964) it 
is 1.4 for pigs. Our investigations show variation coefficients of 2.8--3.7. 

Because the variation in the mean gestation period in horses is greater, it 
can be concluded that the length of  their gestation period is influenced by 
physiological factors other than those in influencing cows, sheep and pigs. 

Flade and Frederich (1963) distinguish the ways in which an embryo 
develops by dividing the mammals into three groups, the first group being 
those animals where the embryo develops smoothly wi thout  interruption 
(e.g. cows, sheep, pigs). Then there are those in which the development of the 
embryo is interrupted at least once; for example 'latente stadia' in deer. This is 
known as a 'prolonged gestation period'  in The Netherlands; the long gestation 
period of  9 months for a deer mated in the summer compared with 5 months 
for one mated in the autumn. Finally, equines are mentioned separately as a 
third group. The reason they did this is not  given, but  it was probably because 
there may be a seasonal influence on the gestation period of  equines. 

Sex differences 

Mauch (1937), Pajanovic (1965) and Uppenborn (1933) found significant- 
ly longer gestation periods for colts. Flade and Frederich (1963), Howell and 
Rollins (1951), JSchle (1957), Di Lella (1971) and Staffe (1935) could not  
show any sex differences. 
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Our investigations show only significantly longer gestation periods for 
draught horse colts (Table III). 

Breed differences 

Only Flade and Frederich (1963) found any significant difference between 
the breeds with the exception of the Frisian horse and the Shetland pony. 

Influence of the month of birth 

According to Howell and Rollins (1951 ), Upperborn (1933) and Wussow 
and Hartwig (1953), the gestation period for foals born in January, February, 
March, April or May, is somewhat longer compared with the mean gestation 
period calculated over the whole year. These data have been applied to our 
material relating to Shetland ponies. The gestation periods of 2327 Shetland 
ponies were studied and divided into three groups: 

(1) 348 foals born in January, February, March or April; mean gestation 
period 338.5 days. 

(2) 1190 foals born in May; mean gestation period 339.2 days. 
(3) 789 foals born in June, July, August or September; mean gestation 

period 333.4 days. 
The difference between the mean gestation period for foals born in the 

period from January to May inclusive and those born in the period from June 
to September inclusive is significant (**). 

Influence of the mare 

There is no agreement on the relationship between the age of the mare and 
the length of her gestation period. Longer mean gestation periods have been 
determined for older mares by Flade and Frederich (1963) and for younger 
mares by Mauch (1937) and Pajanovic (1965). In these investigations the 
groups of young mares (~< 4 years) and older mares (~> 10 years), are small. 
Staffe (1935) states that primiparae usually have shorter gestation periods 
than multiparae. 

Our data show 286 Shetland pony mares who have their first foal at 3 
years. The mean gestation period for these mares is 338.7 days. The group 
of 2041 mares who foal at more than 3 years has a mean gestation period of 
336.9 days. This is a significant difference (*). There are no significant 
differences when the mean gestation period of a group of 316 mares which 
foal at 4 years is compared with groups of mares foaling at 5, 6, 7, 8 years or 
older. 

Other influences 

The impression gained by horse-breeders that a certain mare foals every 
year before the calculated parturition date rather than after, indicates differ- 
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ences have a family character. Further research into variations in the gestation 
period between mares and families would be beneficial. 
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RI~SUM]~ 

Bos, H. et Van der Mey, G.J.W., 1980. Dur6e de gestation des juments de diff6rentes races 
de chevaux et de poneys. Livest. Prod. Sci., 7:181--187 (en anglais). 

La dur~e moyenne de gestation des juments de diff~rentes races de chevaux et de poneys 
fr~quentes aux Pays Bas a ~t~ calcul~e ~ partir des r~gistres de naissances de cinq stud-books. 
On a obtenu les valeurs suivantes: poney Fjord: 342,2 jours; poney Haflinger : 341,3; 
cheval de trait : 343,3; poney de Shetland : 337,2; cheval Frison : 337,7. La variation de 
la dur~e moyenne de gestation est plus ~lev~e chez les chevaux que chez les bovins, les ovins 
et les porcs. Les poulains sont port ,s  un peu plus longtemps que les pouliches. Les differences 
entre armies ne sont pas significatives. Les jeunes Shetland n~s avant le ler  juin sont port ,s  
plus longtemps que ceux n~s apr~s. La dur~e de gestation est significativement plus 4lev~e 
pour les femelles Shetland saillies ~ 2 ans que pour celles saillies ~ plus de 2 ans. 

La dur~e de la gestation des chevaux est peut ~tre plus modifi~e par d'autres facteurs 
physiologiques que ceux influenqant la dur~e de la gestation d'autres esp~ces d'animaux 
domestiques. 
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KURZFASSUNG 

Bos, H. und Van der Mey, G.J.W., 1980. Tragezeiten yon Stuten verschiedener Pferde- und 
Ponyrassen. Livest. Prod. Sci., 7 :181 - -187  (in Englisch). 

Die durchschnittlichen Tragezeiten yon Stuten verschiedener Pferde- und Ponyrassen, 
die in den Niederlanden verbreitet sind, wurden anhand yon Daten der Geburtsregister aus 
den Gestiitbiichern von 5 Zuchtverb~inden errechnet. Folgende Mittelwerte wurden be- 
stimmt: Fjordpferd : 342,2; Haflinger: 341,3; Zugpferd: 343,3; Shetlandpony: 337,2 und 
Friesisches Pferd: 337,7 Tage, Die variation in der durchschnittlichen Tragezeit ist bei 
Pferden grSsser als bei Kiihen, Schafen oder Schweinen. Die Tragezeit fiir Hengstfohlen ist 
etwas l~/nger als fiir Stutfohlen. Die Unterschiede zwischen den Jahren sind nicht signifikant, 
abet es wurden Unterschiede zwischen den verschiedenen Rassen festgestellt. Shetland- 
Fohlen, die vor dem 1. Juni geboren werden, werden l~inger ausgetragen als solche, die nach 
dem dem 1. Juni geboren werden. Die Tragezeit fiir Stuten dieser Rasse, die mit 2 Jahren 
belegt werden, ist signifikant l~inger als fiir Stuten, die rait mehr als 2 Jahren belegt werden. 

Die l~inge der Tragezeit bei Pferden wird mSglicherweise nicht von denselben physio- 
logischen Faktoren beeinflusst wie die Tragezeit bei einigen anderen landwirtschaftlichen 
Nutztieren. 


