
INTRODUCTION

The Najdi is a type of breeds of domesticated sheep 

that inhabits natively the Najd region at mid region of the 

Arabian Peninsula. The Najdi breed is capable of living 

and surviving under stressful desert conditions (Alamer 

and Al-Hozab, 2004). Phenotypically, Najdi sheep has a 

fat tail, and a black-coat consists of long fleece. From the 

economic point of view, among all breeds, it comes first 

in the Arabian region for many reasons including but not 

limited to its high milk production and palatable taste 

even when its price as double as other breeds (Abouheif 

et al., 1989). Top Najdi ewes can sell for $5,300-8,000 

USD, while rams which can sire many more offspring can 

fetch up to 20,000 USD (The National, 2012). Congenital 

anomalies are imperfections of the regular anatomical 

features of neonates (Kwon et al., 2017; Jang et al., 2019). 

These abnormalities may cause dystocia problems and are 

mainly attributed, collectively or individually, to genetics, 

environmental predisposition, and or hormonal defects. 

These disorders take place during pregnancy, especially 

at the early stages of embryogenesis (Islam et al., 2011). 

Head congenital anomalies range from simple defects that 

interfere with normal physiological functions to a severe 

life-threatening issue (Rajabioun et al., 2016). Since this 

is a rare and unrecorded case in Najdi breeds, the aim of 

this report is to provide veterinarians and breeders with 

detailed descriptions and knowledge through the study of 

this case.
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ABSTRACT    The congenital head anomalies are most often used to describe defects 
in the eyes, mouth, nose, skull, and or brain. The faulty embryogenesis most likely 
found to be associated with abnormal genetic or epigenetic causes during pregnancy. 
Eventually it leads to congenital anomalies. Rabbit-headed Lamb (RH) is a disorder 
in sheep breeding that is characterized by some deformities in the head and the 
face. A dead –day old- crossbred white Najdi lamb with a deformed face and head 
was reported to be born in the current case. The external and physical examination 
revealed a deformed skull and facial region with a unilateral eye, fused mouth, pig-
like nose, and patent skull with the brain coming out from left eye orbit. Additionally, 
the lamb was very skinny with unusual long extremities. This is the first report of this 
syndrome that describes such deformities in a stillbirth Najdi breed lamb.
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CLINICAL CASE

A healthy 30 months old female Najdi ewe was pre-

sented to the teaching hospital of Faculty of Veterinary 

Medicine, Benha University, and showed the signs of 

approaching parturition. The ewe showed apparantely 

normal parturition with little traction. The male lamb 

was born alive with normal vital signs but very skinny 

with poor body condition. The lamb was lying down and 

unable to stand. Upon further examinations of the axial 

skeletal system, the lamb showed many head defects. 

From Left view (Fig. 1A) the head was looking very similar 

to rabbit head with long ears. When examined from the 

right craniolateral view (Fig. 1B) the lamb had a unilater-

al-right eye and absent orbital cavity of the left one. Ad-

ditionally, the left cranio-lateral view of the lamb (Fig. 1C, 

D) showed patent and imperfectly closed skull with the 

brain coming out from the orbital cavity. Moreover, the 

facial bones of mandible and maxilla were absent with 

the oral and the nasal cavity of the lamb partially fused. 

The lamb had unusual long fore and hind limbs with no 

congenital abnormalities seen in the peripheral skeletal 

system on external examinations. After two hours, the 

lamb started to have hurried -shallow rapid- respiration, 

and eventually, the respiratory failure happened, and the 

lamb died.

DISCUSSION

This study described a congenital anomaly in a stillbirth 

Najdi lamb. In neonates of small ruminants, clinical cases 

of malformations have been reported before (Diogo et 

al., 2019). However, in the present clinical case, the de-

scription and the location of the lesion, the faciocephalic 

area, are different from most reported cases. Additionally, 

congenital anomalies of limbs occur due to mutation in 

genes called HOX genes, which are essential components 

responsible for the interpretation of limb developmental 

patterns (Cohn and Bright, 1999). Among all mammals, 

sheep are the most affected animal (Mazzullo et al., 2003). 

In fact, because of the management and husbandry in 

most sheep farms, many affected animals are not detected 

(Dennis, 1993; Holmøy et al., 2012). 

Many teratogenic agents were reported to induce con-

genital disorders, including long term exposure to poi-

sonous plants, infectious diseases, pharmaceutical prepa-

ration, trace mineral imbalance, harmful radioactive 

materials, and heat stress factors (Dennis, 1993). These 

agents induce structural and genetic defects in gametes 

or in early developing embryos. Although adopting of 

cross-breeding strategies based on scientifically designed 

models can improve the genetics and productive traits of 

some sheep breeds, the incidence of hereditary disorders 

(Rahman et al., 2006) due to cross-breeding is occasion-

ally seen in some breeds. When such cases take place, the 

breeders, stalk holders, and farm owners tend not to re-

port to avoid the drastic economic losses and the adverse 

impact on the reputation of their breeds; thus, such cases 

are sporadically recognized (Scott, 2012). Some theories 

indicate that emerging of such cases is due to the sires or 

Fig. 1. The external description of the rabbit-headed Najdi lamb. (A) Right lateral view, showing a look similar to rabbit head with rela-
tively long ear. (B) Right carniolateral view, showing absent oribital cavity of the left eye with pig-like mouth. (C, D) Left craniolaterla 
view, showing imperfect closure of the skull and protrusion of the brain out of eye site.
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dams that transmit autosomal recessive genes (Jolly et al., 

2004). This mostly happens due to breeding between two 

sheep, one of which at least is not pure breed (Nazem et 

al., 2015). In this case, the genetic predisposition could 

not be generalized because it was the only case reported 

on the farm. 

CONCLUSION

The current case study provides the first report of a rab-

bit-headed stillbirth lamb. Although the etiology of this 

case was not elucidated, this could be a model for further 

mechanistic and genetic studies for future similar cases.
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