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DYSTOCIA IN A GIRAFFE
GIRAFFA CAMELOPARDALIS

V. DE VOS*

Veterinary Investigation Centre, P.O. Box 12, Skukuza, 1350

and

0. BOURQUIN

Subdivision.: Nature Conservation, P.O. Box 517, Bloemfontein 9300.

Abstract — Dystocia in a free-living giraffe Giraffa camelopar-
dalis in the Willem Pretorius Nature Reserve is described.
Posterior presentation and a unilateral engaged hock flexion
posture caused a complete obstacle to parturition. Both parties,
maternal and foetal, died as a result of the condition.

Dystocia implies some obstacle to parturition whereby the young can
not be delivered by maternal effort alone (Benesch and Wright 1957). It is
classified as maternal when the essential cause lies in the mother and
foetal when the young one is primarily responsible. Although dystocia is
recognized as a common condition in domestic species, the literature is
poor concerning reports on the occurrence in wild animal species. The
uniqueness of this condition in wild animals, therefore, warrants this
report on the occurrence of foetal terminal dystocia in a free-living giraffe.

The Willem Pretorius Nature Reserve consists of an area of 12091 ha
and supports about 20 species of the larger game animals (Bourquin
1973). A total of five giraffe was introduced during March 1963 and has
bred up to a number of 14 at the commencement of an event which led to
this report.

Annual game capturing operations were conducted during May 1973.
During a reconnaissance flight with a helicopter, which formed part of the,
catching procedure, a dead giraffe was observed lying in a woody area not
far from the Allemanskraal Dam. The animal, an adult female, was found
on its side with legs and head extended. Part of a foetal leg protruded
from the vaginal opening (Fig. 1). Moderate signs of ante-mortal agonal
movements were present.

On opening the carcass a ful term foetus was found to be stuck in the
reproductive canal (Fig. 2). Death was attributed to complications arising
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from dystocia. The foetus was presented at the pelvic inlet with the right
tarsal joint in a flexed position (Fig. 2). The tuberosity of the os calcis was
jammed against the pelvic roof resulting in impaction of the digit in the
pelvis, validating the use of the term ‘“unilateral engaged hock-flexion
posture”, as described by Benesch and Wright (1957) for domestic
animals, as the ultimate cause of dystocia in this case. The right knee and
hip also failed to assume full extension proportions, resulting in further
impaction of the foetus.

Posterior presentation (the foetal hind extremity directed towards the
maternal pelvis) is considered (Benesch and Wright 1957) as abnormal in
uniparous domestic species. More space is required for the hind limbs to
undergo full extension than is the case with the fore. Therefore, the longer
the limbs, the more complications can be expected. No other land
mammal equals the size of the giraffe at birth (Hediger and Klages 1968).
This is mainly due to the typical long-legged build and elongated neck of
the species. Posterior presentation must, therefore, be considered as
abnormal in the giraffe. This is further substantiated by a number of
observations on the normal and successful birth process of the giraffe
(Germanos 1907; Schlott 1952; Lang 1955; Hediger 1955; Pournelle
1955; Iles 1957; Gyzen 1958; Backhaus 1961; Robinson, Gribble, Page
and Jones 1965; Bourliere 1970). Without exception anterior presentations
are described.
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