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FACTORS INFLUENCING THE PREGNANCY RATES IN AN ARTIFICIAL
INSEMINATION (Al) PROGRAMME

In a survey of over 2000 Thoroughbred mares in Newmarket (U.K), it was found that 50 -
60% of mares conceive in each oestrous cycle after natural mating, by the end of the
breeding season 89% of mares were pregnant and only 79% of mares produced a live foal.
Under these conditions it normally takes |1 — 3 cycles for a mare to conceive. In artificial
insemination programmes using fresh semen we expect slightly higher (5 — 10%) per cycle
pregnancy rates compared with natural mating. Under New Zealand conditions, the per
cycle conception rate for artificial insemination with fresh or chilled semen was 70%
(EquiBreed Ltd 2004/2005 data). On the other hand, the fertility of frozen semen is quite
variable due to the variability of the “freezability” of different stallions. For this reason the
per cycle conception rates are generally less than those obtained with fresh semen and
throughout the world are reported to range from 32 — 58% per cycle. The success of
artificial insemination with frozen semen is improving and the per cycle conception rate
after insemination of large numbers of mares with semen from a variety of stallions was
61% (EquiBreed Ltd, 2004/2005 data). As a result it usually takes 1 — 3 cycles for a mare
to conceive after insemination with frozen semen.

There are many factors that influence the fertility of a breeding programme and several
surveys have identified the major factors to be the age of the mare, the mare status
(maiden, lactating, barren, rested) and the fertility of the stallion. As mares age beyond
l4yo there is a continual reduction in their fertility as the uterus ages and undergoes
irreversible fibrosis and degeneration. Furthermore, it is interesting to observe that the
fertility of mares that have been “rested” for a breeding season is significantly lower than
mares that have produced a foal each year. This is most likely due to the beneficial effects
of pregnancy such as the prolonged maintenance of a sterile uterus with a closed cervix
throughout gestation and its exposure to growth factors, hormones, increased blood supply
and lymphatic drainage. Therefore, we recommend that frozen semen is reserved for young
mares (<ldyo) or healthy mares with a foal at foot, and that fresh/good quality chilled
semen is suitable for most mares, including problem mares. In addition to these
considerations, it is always prudent to use semen (fresh/chilled/frozen) from stallions with
a good record of fertility.

MANAGEMENT OF MARES IN AN Al PROGRAMME

The success of artificial insemination is dependent upon careful management of the mare’s
oestrous cycle and timing of insemination. Under natural mating conditions, the mare
displays oestrous behaviour to the stallion and will normally only accept the stallion when
she has low levels of blood progesterone. However, in an artificial insemination
programme the mare owner may not have access to a stallion to “tease” the mare and
without careful monitoring of the mare’s oestrous cycle, it is possible that she could be
inseminated at the wrong time; either too early or too late with respect to ovulation.
Indeed, the best pregnancy rates are obtained when a mare is inseminated prior to
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