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ABSTRACT 

A case of dystocia due to foetal arthrogryposis was encountered in a 4-year-old Sokoto Gudali 

cow from a herd of 15 animals managed under a semi-intensive system. The herd was fed a diet 

of cereal by-products and grass. Difficult calving was reported 5 hours after the onset of labour, 

with the calf's limbs appearing at the vulva. Manual traction using obstetrical chains was applied 

to relieve the dystocia. A gross examination of the dead calf revealed multiple limb curvatures and 

ankylosis of multiple joints in the fore and hind limbs, kyphosis and scoliosis of the vertebral 

column affecting the thoraco-lumbar region. A diagnosis of arthrogryposis was made. 

Arthrogryposis is a rare congenital condition characterized by joint contractures and muscle 

weakness, often resulting in dystocia. This case highlights the importance of early detection and 

prompt intervention in cases of dystocia to prevent complications and safeguarding the future 

reproductive potential of the dam. 
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INTRODUCTION 

Dystocia, or difficult calving, is a significant 

concern in cattle management, often leading 

to severe complications for both the dam and 

the calf. Dystocia can result from both 

maternal and foetal factors. Maternal causes 

include uterine torsion, improper vaginal 

dilation, and inadequate pelvic area.  Foetal 

causes encompass malpresentation, foetal 

oversize (relative and absolute), and 

congenital abnormalities that may predispose 

to   both malpresentation and absolute foetal 

oversize previous Studies have indicated that 

foetal abnormalities account for a notable 

percentage of dystocia cases, with specific 

conditions like arthrogryposis leading to 

significant complications during calving 

(Zaborski et al., 2009; Ali & Amin, 2016). 
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Arthrogryposis is a congenital abnormality 

characterised by joint contractures and 

muscle weakness, leading to malformations 

such as limb curvatures and spinal 

deformities (Kilic & Tekin, 2021). This 

condition can result in dystocia due to the 

abnormal disposition of the foetus within the 

uterus, making it difficult for the dam to be 

delivered (Aro et al., 2016). The incidence of 

arthrogryposis in cattle may be influenced by 

genetic factors, environmental conditions 

during pregnancy, and nutritional 

deficiencies (Kilic & Tekin, 2021; Samad, 

2021). Infectious agents such as Akabane 

virus (Alsaad et al., 2017), Schmallenberg 

virus (Peperkamp et al., 2015) and Cache 

Valley virus (Schild et al., 2003) are major 

causes of arthrogryposis in calves.  

We present a case of dystocia due to foetal 

arthrogryposis observed in a 4-year-old 

Sokoto Gudali cow and discuss its 

management. 

CASE PRESENTATION   

A 4-year-old Sokoto Gudali cow in her 

second parity, from a herd of 15 animals (14 

cows and 1 bulls), was reported to have 

difficulty calving approximately five (5) 

hours after the onset of labour. The herd was 

managed under a semi-intensive system and 

was primarily fed a diet consisting of cereal 

by-products from feed mill and grass. During 

examination, the calf's limbs were visible at 

the vulva and a fully dilated cervix, 

indicating a case of dystocia as shown in 

Plate I. 

To relieve the dystocia, manual traction using 

obstetrical chains was applied.  A dead calf 

was delivered. A gross examination revealed 

significant deformities including multiple 

limb curvatures, ankylosis of several joints in 

both fore and hind limbs, as well as kyphosis 

and scoliosis affecting the thoraco-lumbar 

region of the vertebral column as shown in 

Plate II to III. A diagnosis of arthrogryposis 

was subsequently made. 

DISCUSSION  

Arthrogryposis is a rare congenital condition 

characterised by joint contractures and 

muscle weakness, which can lead to dystocia 

during calving. This condition is often 

associated with various etiological factors 

including genetic predispositions and 

environmental influences such as teratogenic 

substances ingested by pregnant cows. 

Possible causes of the condition in the current 

cause may be due to exposure to teratogenic 

drugs and plants as the herd is managed under  

semi- intensive system. Such systems can 

predispose calves to congenital 

arthrogryposis primarily through 

environmental exposure to teratogenic plants. 

When pregnant cows graze on plants 

containing high concentrations of alkaloids 

such as Voacanga africana, which disrupt 

foetal movement between 40–70 days of 

gestation (Green et al., 2015; Sprake, 2015). 

Reduced foetal mobility leads to fixed joint 

positions (arthrogryposis), spinal deformities 

(e.g., scoliosis, kyphosis), and cleft palate 

(Welsh et al., 2024). In addition, exposure of 

pregnant women to organophosphates is 

associated with occurrence of arthrogryposis 

complex. Organophosphate insecticides are 

commonly applied in Nigerian farming, 

including on crops like cowpeas, which are 

commonly incorporated into cattle feed 

(Ndahi et al., 2020). The use of these 

organophosphates in Nigeria is often 

unregulated or poorly monitored, leading to 

residue levels in food and animal products 

that sometimes exceed international safety 

limits, raising concerns about exposure risks 

for both livestock and humans (Ndahi et al., 

2020). These pesticides are frequently 

detected as residues in food products and 

animal tissues, indicating their extensive use 

in environments where cattle are raised 

(Oyetunji et al., 2024). This high 
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concentration of organophosphates in cattle 

feed could predispose them to teratogenic 

effects causing congenital arthrogryposis in 

their calves. 

 In this case, the diagnosis was consistent 

with known manifestations of arthrogryposis, 

which can include fixed joints in abnormal 

positions and spinal deformities (Prasad et 

al., 2010; Adeyemi & Aina, 2019). Similar 

cases have been reported in Sokoto Gudali 

breed in Ibadan, Oyo State (Adeyemi & Aina, 

2019), in Yankasa a lamb in Zaria, Kaduna 

State (Ate & Allam, 2002) and in a camel calf 

in Rajasthan India (Kumar et al., 2013). 

Foetal abnormalities, such as those resulting 

from congenital conditions like 

arthrogryposis, often lead to stillbirth. Ali & 

Amin (2016) reported that a substantial 

proportion (about 80%) of dystocia cases 

associated with foetal abnormalities result in 

stillborn. 

In this case, manual traction was possible 

because of the fully dilated cervix which was 

observed upon per vaginal exploration. 

Cervical dilation is critically important in 

relieving dystocia in cows because the cervix 

must fully dilate to allow the foetus to pass 

through the birth canal during parturition 

(Yadav et al., 2022). This is more critical in 

the current case since calf limbs curvature 

may have prevented per vaginal delivery of 

the calf by the cow. The normal stage two of 

labour (appearance of amniotic sac to calf 

expulsion) is estimated to be less than or 

equal to 30 minutes in adult cows, compared 

to 60 minutes in heifers (Johnson, 2022). 

Earlier studies have reported an average 

duration of stage two labour to be 70 minutes, 

with a   range of 30 minutes and 4 hours 

(Noakes et al., 2001; Mee, 2008; 

Schuenemann et al., 2011). The prolonged 

stage 2 labour observed in the present case 

was due to curvature associated with 

congenital fetal limbs ankylosis. 

The occurrence of dystocia due to 

arthrogryposis underscores the necessity for 

proactive herd management strategies. 

Regular monitoring of pregnant cows for 

early detection of potential complications. 

The use of ultrasonography is helpful in this 

regard (Polat, 2022). Additionally, avoiding 

exposure to teratogenic drugs, infectious 

agents and plants is essential for maintaining 

herd health and preventing congenital 

abnormalities (Malik et al., 2016). 

 

CONCLUSION 

This case highlights the critical need for early 

intervention in cases of dystocia to mitigate 

complications and ensure the welfare of the 

dam Future research should focus on 

elucidating the underlying causes of 

arthrogryposis in cattle, as well as developing 

preventive strategies to minimize its 

occurrence. Enhanced understanding of this 

condition will contribute to improved 

management practices within cattle herds. 
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