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The defects known as “bull-dog jaw” (undershot)
and “parrot mouth” (overshot) appear occasionally
as genetic abnormalities in most breeds of sheep.
Breeders usually recognize these defects and
rigorously cull all animals possessing them, in
most cases disposing of the entire strain or family
line from which the abnormal animals came. Over
the years as | have evaluated both commercial
and purebred sheep either in the show ring or out
on the range, it has appeared to me that these jaw
defects are on the increase in frequency.

Nature of the genetic defect:

The bull-dog jaw, also call undershot jaw, is
caused by the lower jaw growing longer than the
upper jaw. In bad cases, a finger, and sometimes
two can be placed between the incisor teeth and
the dental pad. However, there are a good many
degrees of this condition, ranging from a mildly
undershot jaw to very bad cases. In parrot mouth
or overshot jaw, it is the lower jaw which is short,
thus causing the incisor teeth to register either on
the roof of the mouth or on the back portion of the
dental pad.
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Handicap to sheep:

In sheep, with normal mouths the incisor teeth
register at the front angle of the dental pad, thus
enabling them to graze efficiently. Sheep with
either overshot or undershot jaws have difficulty in
grazing on short forage and therefore can become
unthrifty, especially during dry spells or drought
conditions. When grazing sheep with one or the
other of these defects tend to hold their heads at
an unnatural angle in order to bite more closely to
the ground. Moreover, they cannot bite properly,
since the incisor teeth either do not register with
the dental pad, or do so in the wrong place.
Moreover, the incisor teeth of sheep with parrot or
overshot jaws have a tendency to wear down more
quickly, especially on desert-sandy-type grazing
conditions. In addition to grazing being difficult,
the teeth of overshot- and undershot-jawed sheep
are likely to be of poor quality, and it is possible
also that the molars of the upper and lower jaws in
many cases do not register properly with one
another, thus interfering with mastication
(chewing).

Occurrence:

Overshot or undershot jaws have been occurring
in sheep throughout the United States. The
defects occur in all breeds of sheep. The are
especially common in some of the meat-type
breeds, i.e. Suffolk, Hampshire, Dorset,
Southdown, Shropshire, Oxford, etc. However, it
also occurs in Rambouillet, Merino, Columbia,
Targhee and other wool breeds. The sale of
registered and/or purebred rams either showing or
carrying the defect has been the cause of
defective-mouthed sheep in both farm flocks and
commercial range bands. The jaw defects are
especially undesirable in the case of range lambs
when put into the feedlot to finish, as such lambs
make little use of concentrate (grain) diets. Of the
two defects, bull-dog jaw or undershot jaw seems
to be the more common, and is probably a greater
handicap to sheep than parrot-mouth or overshot
jaw.







