Reproduction in the she camel

The one-humped (dromedary) camel (Camelus dromedarius) is economically important in northern Africa, particularly Sudan and Somalia, as well as in the Arabian states and in the Indian subcontinent.The two-humped (Bactrian) camel (Camelus bactrianus) is bred mainly in Russia andCentral Asia. Many camels are exported from theSudan and Somalia to Egypt and Saudi Arabia.Female camels reach puberty at 3 years of age,but are not usually mated until they are 4–5 yearsold. Male camels are sexually active at 3 years of age, but are not usually used at stud until they are 5–6 years old. Both sexes breed throughout their lives but it is customary to breed from the female in alternate years, the gestation period being 370–400 days.
FEMALE REPRODUCTION

The structure and function of the genitalia of the female camel show several noteworthy features. The uterus is bicornuate, with a well-developed uterine body, from which the two horns diverge and taper cranially to give a combined uterine shape intermediate between that of the letters Y and T. The left horn is longer than the right, even in the fetus. The endometrium shows irregularly

raised, mainly longitudinal folds, which are more conspicuous in the right horn. The cervix somehow resembles that of the cow but has five annular mucosal folds. A few centimetres behind

the cervix is a concentric fringe-like fold of the anterior vaginal mucosa, which tends to obscure the os uteri externum, and behind it are several progressively less prominent circular folds. The uterine tubes are 22–24 cm long. Their width increases towards the ovarian end, where the tubes are obviously funnel-shaped. The mesosalpinx and the mesovarium together form a very well-developed bursa that closely invests the ovary. The size and shape of the ovaries vary with their content of follicles and corpora lutea.The anoestrous ovary is roughly oval and thin, measuring about 4,2.5,0.5 cm. Its surface is uneven and shows many small follicles and, in mature animals, projections of old corpora lutea.The latter, corpora albicantia, are cream-coloured and up to 0.6 cm in diameter.Mature follicles and current corpora lutea of the breeding season project from the main contour of the ovary and give the latter an exaggerated, lobular form. Graafian follicles may grow to a size of 10 cm in diameter, but a commoner ovulating size is 1.5–3.0 cm. The mature follicle can easily be detached from the ovary as a discrete sphere by gentle pressure at its attachment.Follicles also develop, but do not ovulate, at the beginning and end of pregnancy. The wall of the mature follicle is vascular; the follicular fluid is at first yellowish and later red. Because ovulation is a sequel to coitus, corpora lutea are to be expected only in pregnant camels; however, smaller, apparently functional corpora lutea occur and probably they are a legacy of early pregnancy failures.The young corpus luteum is soft and spherical, brownish on section, with a central blood clot. It can be detached from the ovary by digital pressure exerted at its base. The mature corpus luteum is a compact sphere of 2.6 cm diameter and is flesh-coloured, with a central area of grey connective tissue. Older corpora lutea have a greenish or bluish grey external appearance.Corpora lutea persist throughout pregnancy, and the established corpus luteum cannot be detached from the ovary by finger pressure.Corpora lutea, presumably from previous pregnancies(corpora albicantia), appear as creamy bodies of up to 0.6 cm diameter in the substance of, or projecting from, the flat main body of the ovary.By repeated rectal palpation of the genital organs of female camels during the breeding season, Musa (1975) found that a period of about 6 days is required for a developing follicle to reach its full size (of 1.5–3 cm, but occasionally up to 10 cm); full size is maintained for an average of 13 days and then follicular regression occurs during the following 8 days. Another follicle then begins to develop in the other ovary. During the breeding season, from December to June in the Sudan, there are six or seven of these follicular cycles in unmated animals. This breeding season is followed by an anoestrous period of 6 months’ duration.However, camel breeders in Saudi Arabia say that well-fed camels will cycle and breed through- out the year, but in natural conditions food shortage probably decreases breeding activity. The author’s experience in that country was that newborn camels could be seen throughout the whole period from September to May and that there was a concentration of births in December, January and February. The left and right ovaries function equally and ovulate alternately. Because ovulation is induced by coitus the length of oestrus depends on whether and when mating occurs. In the absence of a male, oestrus may last about 2 weeks, whereas if copulation occurs on the first day of oestrus, receptivity may disappear after 3 days.Twin ovulation occurs in 14% of matings (Musa, 1975). Studies in China on the ovulation mechanism of the Bactrian camel (Chen et al., 1985) revealed that ovulation is induced by a factor or factors in seminal plasma. Furthermore, ovulation could be stimulated by either intrauterine or intramuscular injection of seminal plasma, while bovine seminal plasma had the same effect. The intervals from the intramuscular injection to the subsequent luteinizing hormone (LH) peak in peripheral blood, and to ovulation, were the same as those that follow natural mating.The authors concluded that there is a gonadotrophin-releasing (GnRH)-like hormone in seminal plasma. The signs of oestrus are restlessness, bleating, vulval swelling and mucous vaginal discharge.The female camel urinates and moves its tail up and down in rapid succession on the approach of the male, or when hearing the gurgling voice of the rutting male. At range, the rutting male pursues the oestrous female and, on catching up with her, presses his head on her neck and induces her to sit down. The male then mounts in a squatting posture. Copulation lasts from 8 to 15 minutes; it

is accompanied by much male oral frothing and gurgling, with intermittent protrusion of the soft palate, and by female bleating. During these mating activities, which are interspersed with several bouts of male pelvic thrusting and correspondingly louder vocal responses from the female, the rest of the herd becomes alerted and assembles in a circle round the copulating pair. [During the phase of follicular growth the uterus develops an increasing tone, and when the follicle is ripe the cervix will admit two fingers. 

