
STAGE ONE:
The first stage of foaling involves the positioning of the foal for delivery - the foal’s forelimbs and head 
move into the pelvic canal and the ‘water’ breaks. During this time the mare is often uncomfortable, 
restless and sweaty - the symptoms may mimic mild colic. This stage should not last longer than 4 hours.

What goes wrong: 
The most common problem that we see at this stage is known as a ‘red bag’ delivery. This situation is 
extremely time sensitive as the foal can quickly become starved of oxygen. It is vital to break the bag open 
and deliver the foal as quickly as possible. Have a pair of scissors handy in your foaling kit. If possible, have 
someone else call the vet as you do this, so that they can be on their way to assist. If you are alone: cut the 
bag and try to pull the foal, then call the vet.

STAGE TWO:
The second stage of labour involves active contraction by the mare and the delivery of the foal. Mares will 
often lie down during this stage, but occasionally will foal standing up. Within five minutes of the ‘water’ 
breaking, a white-clear sac should appear at the vulva. Both forelimbs should rapidly follow, then the 
extended head and the rest of the foal. This stage should be very quick, lasting only 15-30 minutes.

What goes wrong: 
It is during this stage of foaling that we encounter the most problems. These problems can include:

• Failure of the white sac to appear at the vulva after the ‘water’ breaks

• Appearance of the white sac at the vulva but failure of the foal to follow

• Incorrect presentation – this is when the foal does not present with the normal extended   
 forelimbs and head,  for example with hind limbs first or flexed legs rather than extended

• Failure of delivery of the foal to progress despite the mare actively straining

• Failure of the mare to contract and strain effectively

If any of the above situations occur, it is essential to call for veterinary assistance as soon as possible.

STAGE THREE: 
The final stage of labour involves the passing of the foetal membranes. This usually occurs within three 
hours. It is important to familiarise yourself with what a placenta looks like, so that you can inspect your 
mare’s placenta to ensure that it has been expelled in its entirety.

What goes wrong: 
If your mare has not passed the placenta after 6 hours or you suspect that she has retained a piece, she 
will require veterinary attention. 

As a normal foaling occurs so rapidly, it is essential to identify problems early on in order to ensure the 
best possible outcome for your mare and foal. Have a foaling kit ready and ensure that you have your 
phone and closest vet’s emergency number handy. Remember to consider the distance that you live from 
the vet into your action plan, despite their best efforts it may take them some time to arrive. Call sooner 
rather than later – your vet would rather be called unnecessarily than too late!

THE 3 STAGES OF FOALING

Once a mare commences foaling, things will progress very quickly.   
Is it therefore important to be familiar with what you will  
normally see, as it will help you identify what is abnormal.   

There are three distinct phases of foaling:


