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BRIEF COMMUNICATION 

Time and incidence of foetal mortality in alpacas 

M. RIDLAND, T.W. KNIGHT, T.K. WYETH AND A.F. DEATH 

AgResearch, Flock House Agricultural Centre, Private Bag 1900, Bulls, New Zealand. 

ABSTRACT 

Seventy nine mature, alpacas were scanned every IO-14days using real time ultrasonography to visualise the foetus. There was a 24% 
foetallossbetweendays2l-3Oofgestation~dp~~tion,withthemaximumloss~cu~ng~~eendays2l-3Oanddays3l-~ofgestation. 
There was a 5% loss of foetuses after day 100 of gestation. 

Keywords: alpacas, pregnancy, foetal mortality, ultrasonography 

INTRODUCTION 

Low reproductive performance is a major problem for 
alpaca farmers on the altiplano of South America, with an 
estimated 50% of females of breeding age failing to produce 
young each year. A high proportion of this loss is attributed to 
embryo and foetal mortality which is higher than in other 
domestic animals (Femandez-Baca et al., 1970). Grazing 
alpacas on irrigated luceme over mating and pregnancy re- 
duced the embryo mortality and improved fertility of alpacas 
on the altiplano (Marshall pers. comm.). Alpacas in New 
Zealand are generally grazed on abundant green pasture over 
most of the year and this may mean lower levels of embryo 
and foetal mortality than reported in South America. 

The preliminary results in this paper suggest that alpacas 
in New Zealand have a high foetal mortality after days 20-30 
of gestation. Data on the stage of gestation at which foetal loss 
occur are presented. 

MATERIALS AND METHODS 

Over the years 1990-1992,46 autumn (Feb.-April) and 
33 spring (Oct.-Dec.) mated, mature alpaca were diagnosed as 
pregnant by ultrasonography. A Tokyo Keike Ultrasound 
with a 3.5 mHz probe and an Aloka Ultrasound with a 5 mHz 
probe were used respectively for tmnsabdominal and transrectal 
visualisation of the foetuses. The transrectal probe was used 
up to SO-100 days gestation and thereafter the transabdominal 
probe was used until thk foetus became too large (Ridland et 

al., 1992). The first diagnosis of pregnancy in spring 1990 and 
autumn 1991 wereat 49-l 13 daysand51-6Odaysofgestation 
respectively while in spring 1991 and autumn 1992 most first 
scans were at 21-30 days of gestation. 

All alpacas were weighed in the month before mating. In 
calculating the percentage of foetal loss in a 10 day period, 
only alpacas diagnosed pregnant in the previous 10 day period 

were included. Therefore cumulative percentage of foetal 
losses were calculated by summing the percentage losses over 

each period. Because of the different stages of gestation that 
pregnancy scanning started, the number of alpacas included in 
the calculations varied for each 10 day period. This meant no 
statistical analysis could be carried out to compare foetal loss 
in spring and autumn mated alpacas. 

RESULTS 

The mean (i: SEM) liv’eweights of the autumn and spring 
mated alpacas were 65.1 + 2.5kg and 56.5 f 3.Okg respec- 
tively. Foetal loss between days 21-30 of gestation and partu- 
rition was 28% for autumn and 18% for spring mated alpacas 
giving an overall average foetal loss of 24%. The major foetal 
loss(lO%) occurred between the scannings on days 21-30 and 
days 3 I-40 gestation (Figure 1). The 5% foetal loss after day 
100 of gestation indicates that losses in late pregnancy can 
make a substantial contribution to overall foetal losses. 

FIGURE 1: The percentages of foetal losses in alpaca during 10 day 
periods of gestation (shaded bars) and cumulative percentage loss (broken 
line). The mid point of each 10 day period is represented on the horizontal 
axis with losses from day 120 of gestation to parturition being pooled 
(2125). The numbers of animals in each estimate are presented across the 
top of the figure. 
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DISCUSSION 

Total embryo and foetal loss from the alpacas in this 
experiment was likely to be greater than the 24% recorded 
since only a small proportion of the losses from fertilisation 
to day 30 of gestation would have been identified in this 
experiment. Fernandez-Baca et al, (1970) found a 50% loss 
from fertilisation to day 30 with no foetal loss after day 30 in 
one trial and a 44% of foetal loss after day 30 in a second trial. 
The 24% foetal loss in the alpacas was much higher than the 
2-6% foetal loss after days 30-40 in sheep especially consid- 
ering the alpaca losses does not include losses of foetuses 
from multiple pregnancies as occurs in sheep (Quinlivan et 
al., 1966; Wilkins etal., 1984). Nomultiplepregnancies have 
been diagnosed by ultrasonography in the alpacas at Flock 
House. 

Since the alpacas had a high liveweight and access to 
ample green feed over mating and pregnancy, the high foetal 
loss cannot be attributed to poor nutrition as it has in South 
America (Novoa 1970). Despite ovulating with equal fre- 
quency from the left and right ovaries the alpaca only carries 
the foetus to term in the left uterine horn. At days 28-31 of 
gestation, Femandez-Baca et al., (1970) found 13% of foe- 
tuses in the right uterine horn but by days 87-95 there were no 
foetuses in the left horn. Thus a failure of some embryos to 

migrate from the right to the left uterine horn may contribute 
to the high incidence of foetal loss later in gestation. 

The apparent lower foetal loss in the spring mated 
alpaca contrasts with the higher returns to service of spring 
mated alpaca (T.W Wyeth pers. comm.). It is possible a less 
favourable uterine environment in spring mated alpaca con- 
tribute to an earlier loss of susceptible embryo resulting in 
these alpacas returning to service before days 20-30 of ges- 
tation. 
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