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A case of fetal atrial flutter treated successfully by cardioversion in the
postnatal period.
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Abstract
Fetal atrial flutter (AF) is the second common fetal tachyarrhythmias that exist in less than 1% of all
pregnancies. It may be related to congestive heart failure, hydrops, neurologic morbidity, or intrauterine
death. Early detection and treatment are crucial for getting better neonatal outcomes. We presented a
case of fetal atrial flutter diagnosed in the 36th week of gestation and managed successfully by
cardioversion in the postpartum period. Cardioversion could be carried out successfully for the
treatment of atrial flutter especially in arrhythmias resistant to antiarrhythmic medication during the
immediate postpartum period. The recurrence rate of AF after this procedure is very low.
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Introduction
Fetal arrhythmias can be present in 1% of all pregnancies, and
the majority of these arrhythmias are determined benign and
transient such as isolated extrasystoles. Approximately 10% of
arrhythmias have been reported persistent and fetal
tachyarrhythmias compose the majority of these abnormal
rhythms [1]. Fetal atrial flutter (AF) is the second common
fetal tachyarrhythmias that exist in less than 1% of all
pregnancies. Fetal AF is characterised as a rapid regular atrial
rate of 300-600 bpm accompanied by equal or slower
ventricular heart rate due to various degree of atrioventricular
(AV) block [2]. There is a 2:1 AV block more than 80% of fetal
AF [3]. The reentrant circuits induced by premature atrial
impulses have been proposed as the primary underlying
mechanism that leads atrial flutter. Besides, it has been
suggested that the diameter of fetal atrium has a significant role
in the atrial flutter formation. Typically the atrial re-entry
circuit is limited to a small area, measuring less than l cm in
the right atrium of the fetus. It has been speculated that
expansion of the fetal atrium with the progress of the
pregnancy predisposes to the formation of fetal atrial flutter so
that this hypothesis may explain the finding of fetal atrial
flutter particularly in the third trimester of gestation [4]. The
incidence of fetal cardiac anomalies associated with AF was
reported approximately 6%, including atrial septal defect,
hypoplastic left heart syndrome, Ebstein’s malformation and
cardiomyopathy [5]. And this condition may be related to
congestive heart failure, hydrops, neurologic morbidity, or
intrauterine death especially more than 20% of cases associated
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with fetal cardiac anomalies. Early detection and treatment are
crucial for getting better neonatal outcomes [6].
We aimed to present a case of fetal atrial flutter diagnosed in
the 36th gestational week of pregnancy and managed
successfully by cardioversion in the postpartum period.

Case
A 22-year-old pregnant with a history of a healthy living child
born by cesarean section was referred due to fetal tachycardia
diagnosed at a secondary care healthcare institution in her
routine obstetric visit during the 36th gestational week. There
were no abnormal features in medical and current obstetric
history. Also, there were no pathologic findings in her physical
examination and laboratory findings. Obstetric ultrasonography
showed a fetus with biometric measurements compatible with
36 gestational weeks. The placenta was observed in the
anterior wall of the uterus with normal appearance, and
amniotic fluid was within normal limits. Fetal cardiac
examination revealed fetal tachycardia with a ventricular rate
between 200-210 beats per minute (bpm) and an atrial rate
between 400-420 bpm (Figure 1). The heart structure was
observed normal except right atrial dilatation. M-mode for
apical 4-chamber view showed long ventriculoatrial (VA)
tachycardia with a ratio of 2:1 atrioventricular (AV) conduction
(Figure 2). There was no sign of hydrops fetalis. There were no
abnormal findings in the other fetal organs. The patient and her
partner were informed about the fetal status and the option of
fetal and neonatal treatment options. Neonatal treatment option
was considered on a preferential basis due to the near term
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gestational age. Emergency cesarean section was planned to
the patients whose previous delivery was performed via
cesarean section. Before the delivery, pediatric cardiology and
neonatology consultation were conducted. APGAR score 9/10,
2970 g, 49 cm male infant were delivered by cesarean section.
Maternal post-operative follow-up showed no surgical
complications; the patient was discharged from hospital 2 d
post surgery.

Figure 1. M-mode ultrasonographic image of fetal tachycardia with a
ventricular rate of 209 beats per minute (bpm) and an atrial rate of
419 bpm.

Figure 2. M-mode for apical 4-chamber view showing the ratio of 2:1
atrioventricular (AV) conduction and right atrial dilatation.

In postnatal period neonate was transferred to the neonatal
intensive care unit (NICU). The postnatal electrocardiography
(ECG) also confirmed the prenatal diagnosis of atrial flutter
and iv adenosine (0,1 mg/kg) was administered as the first-line
treatment. Due to hemodynamic deterioration despite iv
adenosine treatment, synchronous cardioversion (a direct shock
of 6 joules only once with the strip running) were performed
by sedation with midazolam before the procedure. After the
procedure, there was immediate conversion to sinus rhythm
with a rate of 140 bpm were observed. After hemodynamic
stabilisation, digoxin was started for prophylactic
antiarrhythmic medication. Transthoracic echocardiography
was demonstrated Ebstein’s anomaly with first-degree tricuspid
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valve regurgitation and patent foramen ovale and normal
ventricular function and dimensions. During the follow-up
clinic visits, normal electrocardiogram with normal heart rate
and rhythm were observed. Neonate was discharged at
postnatal 10th day.

Discussion
Fetal heart rate monitoring has a significant role in the
evaluation of fetal well-being. Fetal heart rate abnormalities
occur almost 1% of all pregnancies, and although the greater
part of these abnormalities is benign, a small part of these
pregnants referred for fetal arrhythmia have clinically severe
rhythm abnormalities, particularly tachyarrhythmias [7]. Onefifth to one-third of all tachyarrhythmias encountered in the
fetal period was reported as atrial flutter. Identification of fetal
AF has increased due to the routine use of high-resolution
obstetric ultrasounds, close fetal heart rate monitoring for fetal
surveillance and the widespread clinical practice of routine
third-trimester ultrasonography assessment [8]. Especially
when the fetal arrhythmia is present more than 50% of the time
during obstetric ultrasonography, fetal echocardiography and
M-mode ultrasound should be considered to distinguish the
type of arrhythmia and to define associated cardiac anomalies.
In M-mode ultrasound; the atrial rate is usually determined
faster than the ventricular rate with intermittent (frequently
2:1) atrioventricular conduction. In our case, fetal cardiac
rhythm evaluation with M-mode ultrasound was revealed fetal
tachycardia with a ventricular rate between 200-210 bpm and
the atrial rate in between 400-420 is compatible with 2:1
atrioventricular conduction. Jaeggi et al. reported perinatal
outcomes of 37 echocardiographically documented and
published atrial flutter cases [5]. Consistent with our case, a
predominance of 2:1 AV conduction was reported (15/37) in
their case series and atrial flutter was detected almost one-third
of all clinically significant tachyarrhythmia.
Prenatal management and prognosis of a fetus with AF depend
on the gestational age at onset, the development of heart failure
or hydropic change and associated cardiac anomalies. Krapp et
al. revealed that fetal hydrops was detected 38, 6% of all
fetuses with fetal AF and 40, 5% of fetuses with fetal
supraventricular tachycardia [9]. They suggested that fetal
hydrops develops primarily in re-entrant supraventricular
tachycardias when the ventricular rate is greater than 210 bpm.
In our case, the fetal ventricular rate was not exceeded 210
bpm, and there was no finding of fetal hydrops. Furthermore,
we detected right fetal atrial dilatation in the prenatal
assessment that was considered as Ebstein's anomaly in
postnatal echocardiography. It was reported that about 20% of
fetal AF was found associated with structural heart disease and
these cases were closely related to poor prognosis. For this
reason, early detection of fetal atrial flutter and associated
cardiac malformations is essential for preparing appropriate
cardiac interventions in the neonatal period to achieve the
optimal neonatal outcome.
In fetal AF cases, transplacental therapy has defined as the
most common treatment. For this purpose, antiarrhythmic
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agents primarily digoxin as first-line treatment and flecainide,
sotalol, amiodarone, procainamide, verapamil as the secondline treatment can be used [10]. Delivery of the fetus diagnosed
AF in the late preterm or early term period is considered more
efficient with fewer adverse effects to the pregnant and the
fetus. The response of the transplacental treatment of hydropic
fetuses is reported considerably worse than the non-hydropic
fetuses. Lisowski et al. demonstrated that anti-arrhythmic
drugs were successful to convert sinus rhythm in 43.3% of
hydropic fetuses and 80% of non-hydropic foetuses [11]. Also,
Simpson and Sharland conducted a retrospective study that
analysed 127 fetuses with tachyarrhythmias, of which 105 had
supraventricular tachycardia (SVT) and 22 had AF. They
reported the response rate of digoxin monotherapy was 62% in
non-hydropic fetuses and 20% of hydropic foetuses [12]. In our
case, we did not administer transplacental therapy because fetal
atrial flutter was diagnosed near term and after the counselling
about the treatment options with the family, we considered
direct postnatal treatment. After birth, conversion of normal
sinus rhythm was accomplished by electro cardioversion after
initial treatment failure with digoxin treatment. Also, Yu et al.
reported a case of fetal atrial flutter with pericardial effusion.
They performed a single electrocardioversion and a short
period of digitalization after birth, and consequently, a normal
sinus rhythm was achieved successfully through
electrocardioversion [13].

Conclusion
Cardioversion could be carried out successfully for the
treatment of atrial flutter especially in arrhythmias resistant to
antiarrhythmic medication during the immediate postnatal
period. In agreement with the reported case series in the
literature about the use of cardioversion for the atrial flutter
after the neonatal period, in our case, there was no recurrence
of atrial flutter after the procedure.

Consent
Written informed consent was obtained from the patient for
publication of this Case report.

2. Wu TH, Huang LC, Ho M, Lee CC, Chiu TH, Hung YC.
Fetal atrial flutter: a case report and experience of sotalol
treatment. J Obstet Gynecol 2006; 45: 79-82.
3. Al-Naami G. Foetal atrial flutter management-the role of
electrical cardioversion. Indian Heart J 2012; 64: 206-208.
4. Wacker-Gussmann A, Strasburger JF, Srinivasan S, Cuneo
BF, Lutter W, Wakai RT. Fetal Atrial Flutter:
Electrophysiology and Associations With Rhythms
Involving an Accessory Pathway. J Am Heart Assoc 2016;
5.
5. Jaeggi E, Fouron JC, Drblik SP. Fetal atrial flutter:
diagnosis, clinical features, treatment, and outcome. J
Pediatr 1998; 132: 335-339.
6. Strasburger JF, Duffy E, Gidding SS. Abnormal Doppler
flow patterns in atrial tachycardia in infants. Am J Cardiol
1997; 80: 27-30.
7. Hornberger LK, Sahn DJ. Rhythm abnormalities of the
fetus. Heart 2007; 93: 1294-1300.
8. Cotton JL. Identification of fetal atrial flutter by Doppler
tissue imaging. Circulation 2001; 104: 1206-1207.
9. Krapp M, Kohl T, Simpson JM, Sharland GK, Katalinic A,
Gembruch U. Review of diagnosis, treatment, and outcome
of fetal atrial flutter compared with supraventricular
tachycardia. Heart 2003; 89: 913-917.
10. Api O, Carvalho JS. Fetal dysrhythmias. Best Pract Res
Clin Obstet Gynaecol 2008; 22: 31-48.
11. Lisowski LA, Verheijen PM, Benatar AA. Atrial flutter in
the perinatal age group: diagnosis, management and
outcome. J Am Coll Cardiol 2000; 35: 771-777.
12. Simpson JM, Sharland GK. Fetal tachycardias:
management and outcome of 127 consecutive cases. Heart
1998; 79: 576-581.
13. HT Yu, YL Chang, AS Chao, CC Liang. Prenatal diagnosis
and management of fetal atrial flutter: A case report. J Med
Ultrasound 2003; 11: 160-162.
*Correspondence

to

Rauf Melekoglu
The University of Inonu, Faculty of Medicine,

References
1. Moodley S, Sanatani S, Potts JE, Sandor GG. Postnatal
outcome in patients with fetal tachycardia. Pediatr Cardiol
2013; 34: 81-87.

Biomed Res- India 2017 Volume 28 Issue 7

Department of Obstetrics and Gynecology,
Malatya, Turkey

3100

