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Fetal Mummification in a Holstein Friesian Cow
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ABSTRACT

A referred case of Holstein Friesian cow in its second parity was presented to the OPD of clinics with the history of vaginal 
discharge. The case was diagnosed as fetal mummification based on per vaginal followed by per rectal examination and 
was treated successfully with combination of oestradiol benzoate and cloprostenol sodium injected intramuscularly. On 
fourth day, a dried brown coloured underdeveloped fetal mass along with dried fetal membranes was expelled out by the 
animal.
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INTRODUCTION
Fetal mummification is a sequela of intrauterine fetal 
death. When the fetus between third to eighth months 
of gestation in cattle dies intrauterine without abortion, 
autolytic changes occur in fetus resulting in absorption 
of placenta and fetal fluids (Manokaran et al., 2011). The 
dead fetus dehydrates, shrinks and adheres to the uterine 
wall. Haemorrhage between the uterine wall and the fetus 
imparts hematic sticky material to the fetal mass result-
ing in hematic mummification, distinctly seen in bovines 
(Baumgartner, 2021). Causes can be infectious (Bovine 
viral diarrhoea virus, Trichomoniasis) and non-infec-

tious with breed predisposition and history of previous  
occurrence (Windsor, 2019). The cervix is closed and there 
is persistent corpus luteum (Baumgartner, 2021). It is char-
acterized by prolonged gestation length without signs of 
parturition (Sathriyan et al., 2023) and expression of estrus 
symptoms during mid-gestation period (Manokaran et al., 
2011). Intrauterine environment is sterile (Baumgartner, 
2021) and animal appears normal but sometimes may show 
reduced feed intake and milk yield (Kumar et al., 2018). 
Incidence in cattle and buffalo may vary from 0.01-2% 
(Modi et al., 2011). On per rectal examination, a compact 
fetal mass in the pelvic brim tightly adhered to the uterus, 
with no palpable placentomes, fetal fluids and fremitus. 
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Ultrasonographic examination gives similar findings in 
addition to non-detectable heart beat (Windsor, 2019).

CASE HISTORY AND 
OBSERVATIONS 
A six year old Holstein-Friesian cow in second parity, was 
presented to OPD of Veterinary Clinical Complex, Faculty 
of Veterinary Sciences and Animal Husbandary, SKUAST 
Kashmir, India. The case was reported with a history of AI 
5 months back. The animal had already been palpated per 
rectally at the field level and was diagnosed for carrying a 
dead fetus. The animal was already treated with one dose of 
Cloprostenol sodium (Inj. Pragma, Intas Pharmaceuticals). 
On examination the temperature, respiration rate and 
heart rate of the animal was within normal range. There 
was little discharge coming out of the vulva. Per vaginal 
examination revealed external os of the cervix was one 
finger dilated. On per rectal examination, hard fetal mass 
filling the uterine horn was palpated in the pelvic cavity 
without fetal fluids. The placentomes and fremitus were 
not palpable. 

TREATMENT AND DISCUSSION 
Based on per vaginal followed by per rectal examination, 
the case was diagnosed as fetal mummification. One shot 
of PGF2α analogue given at field level had not shown its 
effect on cervical dilatation and initiation of termination 
up to 48 hours. The animal was given second shot of 500 
µg of PGF2α analogue Cloprostenol sodium (Inj. Vetmate, 
Vetcare Pharmaceuticals) along with 2 mg estradiol ben-
zoate (Inj. Pregheat, Virbac, India) intramuscularly. An 
injection of calcium preparation (Inj. Intacal IM, Intas 
Pharmaceuticals) was given 10 ml intramuscularly for 
three consecutive days to enhance uterine contractions.   
After 48 hours of the treatment, the cow started showing 
contractions of the abdomen and there was slight dila-
tation of the cervix. After 96 hours, the cow itself deliv-
ered the mummified fetus and the fetal membranes. The 
expelled fetus was mummified with developed limbs and 
eye sockets (Fig.1). The fetus was covered with a brownish 
sticky material indicating hematic mummification. After 
the delivery of the mummified fetus, the animal was given 
antibiotic Ceftiofur sodium @ 500 mg (Inj. Xyrofur 0.5 g, 
Intas Pharmaceuticals, India), 7ml of Flunixin Meglumine 
(Inj. Megludyne, Virbac Pharmaceuticals, India) and anti-
histaminic Pheniramine maleate (Inj. Avilin vet, MSD 
Animal Health) @ 10 ml intramuscularly for 3 days. 

Fig. 1. Retrieved Mummified fetus

The present case was diagnosed as fetal mummifica-
tion during routine pregnancy diagnosis at 5 months of ges-
tation. The aetiology of mummification in this case could 
not be determined. In majority of fetal mummification 
cases exact cause of fetal death is not known (Baumgartner, 
2021). In normal case, at 4.5-5 months of gestation, fetus 
is pulled deep into the abdominal cavity and may not be 
palpable (Christiansen, 2014). However, in the present 
case, the fetus was palpable in the pelvic cavity. This sug-
gests that the death of the fetus might have occurred before 
4.5 months of age. Fetal mummification cases are usually 
brought with a complaint of prolonged gestation (Sathriyan 
et al., 2023), parturition without a fetus or spontaneous 
cervical opening and appearance of fetal membranes at the 
vulva (Lone et al., 2022). Sometimes such cases are iden-
tified during routine pregnancy diagnosis, as reported in 
the present case. Diagnosis is done based on per-vaginal 
followed by per rectal examination. Ultrasonography can 
also be done for further confirmation. Induction of par-
turition is the treatment of choice and have been reported 
successful in many cases (Singh et al., 2020; Yadav et al., 
2021). It should be first opted as it prevents the animal 
from stressful surgery. Similarly, medical termination of 
pregnancy with a combination of estradiol and PGF2α ana-
logue (cloprostenol sodium) in the present case proved 
successful. Cervicotomy along with PGF2α injection can be 
used to aid dilatation of cervix, hence successful delivery 
of mummified fetus (Sathriyan et al., 2023; Arunpandian 
et al., 2024). In some cases, even after proper cervical dila-
tation, mummified fetus remains lodged in the reproduc-
tive tract due to adhesion and dehydration and requires 
ample lubrication and traction for delivery of the fetus 
(Lone et al., 2022). In case, the medical treatment shows 
no response up to 5 days then laparohysterotomy via left 
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flank approach (Singh et al., 2021) or colpotomy, in case of 
small mummy (Phipps et al., 2014) should be the choice. 
Prevention should be done by maintaining good sanitary 
conditions and proper vaccination. 

CONCLUSION 
Proper reproductive monitoring of pregnant animals 
should be emphasised for early detection of fetal mum-
mification and to avoid economic loss. Medical treatment 
focusing on luteolysis by estradiol or PGF2α analogue or 
combination of both gives good results. The fetal expul-
sion may take up to 96 hours after the administration of 
the treatment. If cervical dilatation does not occur by med-
ical treatment, surgical intervention should be considered. 
Prognosis for fetal mummification cases is good if there is 
no injury to the reproductive tract. 
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