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LOW STRESS CATTLE HANDLING
The Problem
In Canada, animal-related trauma accounts for one of every five hospitalized farm injuries.

Cattle Handler Injuries

Cattle Handler Fatalities

Injuries in cattle handlers are most common among
adults. Both men and women are involved.

Fatalities are most frequent among age 60+ male farmers handling bulls.

Nearly 40% of these
injuries occur in April,
May and June.
Handling cows accounts
for 33% of livestockrelated injuries to handlers. Horses account for
46%. Only 14% of injuries are caused by handling
bulls, steers and calves. Seven percent of injuries
involve other animals.
Injuries account for unexpected medical expenses, lost
work days and labor replacement costs. Cattle handler
injuries and fatalities result from mishandling animals
and handler complacency. Poor handling practices
learned from others continue from one generation to
the next. By taking the time to understand an animal's
behavior and temperament, you can better predict their
actions and, with patience and practice, become a
more effective cattle handler.
Research conducted by Dr. Temple Grandin, Assistant
Professor of Animal Science at Colorado State
University, and clinics offered by expert cattle handlers such as Dylan Biggs of Alberta encourage low
stress livestock handling. Low stress handling reduces
human injury and also maintains a calm and manageable herd to improve productivity. Some research has

It's not surprising that
most bull-related fatalities
occur in August, during
breeding season.

source: Canadian Agriculture Injury Surveillance Program

shown that calm cattle have higher average daily
weight gains than cattle that are excitable. Handling
and transport stressors such as electric prodding contribute to lower female reproductive function, milk
production and immune functions. Low stress handling is a part of humane animal treatment and will
help get the job done safely and efficiently.
This fact sheet will discuss the following topics:
◆ Behavior of Cattle
- Temperament
- Natural Instincts
- Sensory Characteristics
◆ Moving Cattle
◆ Facilities
◆ Other Resources

Behavior of Cattle
Temperament

Signs of Aggression:

Each animal has its own distinct personality as a result of genetics and
life experiences. Knowing whether an animal will react to a situation
with aggressive or nervous actions will aid you in predicting its
course. All animals can be unpredictable, for example, when they are
introduced to a new situation such as a loading ramp. Knowing the
warning signs of aggression and anxiety in cattle can keep you out of
a dangerous situation.

• quick, erratic movements
• raised tail/flicking tail
• pawing the ground
• turning sideways
• raised ears
• snorting

Natural
Instinct

Reason for
Instinct

Situation that
Challenges
Instinct

Cattle
Reaction

Safe Handling

Herding

Herding offers
shelter and safety
from predators.

Singling out an
animal.

Anxious, lonely or
depressed.

Limit the amount of time that
an animal is alone. If an animal
must be separated from the
herd, keep the herd nearby.
Move the animal slowly with
minimal noise.

Habitual

Comfort is
derived from
routine.

Dairy cows not
allowed to enter
the barn for
milking.

Frightened or
agitated.

Maintain a routine for the
animals.

The Flight Zone
is considered
safe, personal
space.

Movement
towards animals
in a corral.

Cattle will move away
from you to keep
you out of their
Flight Zone.
See Figure 1.

If you penetrate the Flight Zone
too deeply, the animal will bolt
away. The proper use of this zone
will enable you to move cattle
in a desired direction.

Territorial

Animals are
attached to their
own territory and
derive comfort
from this area.
Male animals
dominate an area.

Moving animals
off a well-worn
path or removing
a bull from its
pen.

An animal may
protect its territory.
This is compounded
by the insecurity
of being removed
from the herd.

Try not to separate or move
animals at feeding time.
Never turn your back on bulls
or on anxious animals.

Maternal

Cows normally
protect their
young from
danger.

Removing a
calf from a cow.

A docile animal may
become aggressive
and could kick or
charge you.

Do not go between a mother and
its young. When entering a pen,
if possible, separate the mother
in a nearby holding area.
Anticipate aggressiveness.

Flight
Zone

Natural Instincts
Recognizing the natural instincts of cattle explains their behavior and you can use this information for better herd
management. For example, by approaching a herd at the edge of their Flight Zone (Figure 1) you can move many
cattle on a familiar path with ease.
In addition to recognizing factors related to temperament and natural instincts, there are other considerations for
creating a manageable herd. A quiet herd may be created from a wild herd through a combination of selective
culling and proper handling procedures. When cattle experience new situations, they form lasting impressions.
For example, a steer that is chased or hit in order to move it through a chute will
remember that situation and may become excited, dangerous or reluctant when
presented with a chute in the future. Gradually and gently introduce cattle to
new things. Animals have basic needs; hunger, thirst, and temperature changes
are factors that may also explain their behavior.

Did You Know?
Dairy bulls have a reputation for being dangerous.
They are herd animals but are often kept in isolation, so they don’t develop good behavior patterns.

Senses
The table below describes how sensory characteristics of cattle affect their
movement.

Sense

Cattle Reaction

Safe Handling

Cattle kick into their blind spot
to protect themselves. Their
Kick Zone includes an area in
front and to the side of their
rear legs where they kick
forward and out to the side.

Become familiar with the blind spot and the
Kick Zone. See Figure 1. Approach the
animal at its shoulder while speaking in a
calm, clear manner. Be aware that cattle
have a tendency to kick toward a side that
is diseased or injured.
Approach the animal from the unaffected
side.

Sight:
Hurrying cattle
Poor Depth down a chute or
Perception into a building.

Cattle may balk at shadows
when being moved from
light to dark areas, or at
changes in flooring.

Allow cattle time to adjust to differences in
lighting and surroundings. They may stand
still and lower their heads. This enables them
to judge depth. Avoid quick movements.

Sensitive
Hearing

Many animals use high pitched
sounds as alarm calls in the
wild therefore cattle are more
sensitive to these tones. They
may startle at noise, become
fearful and kick, charge or
try to escape.

Keep noise minimal and speak calmly and
confidently in a low tone. Dogs or other
animals may frighten them. Other animals
are regarded as predators.

Sight:
Blind Spot

Perceived
Threat
Quick movement,
a sudden
appearance or
loud noise near
the rear of an
animal.

Yelling at
cattle, barking
dogs and other
loud noises.

Moving Cattle
When you approach an animal from outside its Flight Zone, the animal
will turn and face you. To initiate movement, apply gentle pressure at the
edge of the Flight Zone (Figure 1). Upon entering this area, the animal
will turn away. Do not continue to pressure the animal’s Flight Zone, once
it is already moving away from you. This technique requires practice and
patience as the Flight Zone will differ with every animal. The size of this
zone depends on genetics, temperature and the quantity and quality of
human contact the animal has
recieved. Don’t push an animal to
move if it has no where to go or if it
cannot find an exit.
Figure 1

Figure 2

source: Canadian Federation of Agriculture

source: www.grandin.com/references/safe/html

A crowd pen should be filled only half to three-quarters full to prevent overcrowding. In a curved or straight
chute (Figure 2) cattle will move forward when you walk past them in the opposite direction to their desired
movement. By passing the “Point of Balance” at the animal's shoulder, you can encourage forward movement.

Figure 3

source: Division of Media and Technology, U of S

To drive a herd, move back and forth behind the group, at a 90 degree angle to the direction of desired movement (Figure 3).

Be aware of the position of all the animals, especially bulls. When several bulls are together, a “pecking order”
is established. Be wary when near them since a bull may bolt to avoid the most superior animal. Most handlers
who died as a result of being injured by a bull were unaware that the bull was near them.
Consider the following when moving cattle.
Did You Know?
◆ Work with another person.
When charging, polled bulls will use
◆ Quick movements and loud noises will startle the animals.
their head to get under an animal or
◆ Respect the size of the animal.
person and horned bulls will use their
horns to jab at their target.
◆ Plan an escape route.
◆ Don't wrap or tie a lead rope to yourself.
◆ Hitting animals only makes them more anxious and creates more difficulty moving them.
◆ Remove distractions (eg. shiny reflections) that will stop cattle movement.
◆ Avoid leading cattle into an enclosed area (eg. truck) that does not have an escape exit.
◆ Even, diffused lighting is best; cattle are reluctant to enter dark areas.
Dress appropriately for the task by wearing snug-fitting leather gloves and steel-toed boots. Consider wearing
rubber gloves when handling sick cattle or cattle with open wounds as there are many diseases (zoonoses) that
can be transmitted from animals to humans. Wash your hands after handling animals and their products and wash
down the work area. If disease is suspected, have the appropriate testing completed on the animal or herd.

Facilities
Designing facilities for low stress cattle handling reduces strain on the animal
as well as the handler! Curved chutes encourage cattle to move forward and
devices such as back up bars are useful to prevent cattle from moving backwards. Provide slip-resistant flooring such as roughened concrete that is kept
dry. If the chute is wide enough for animals to pass one another, it is likely
wide enough for an animal to turn around in.

Stand beside a gate instead
of behind it; you won’t be
crushed if it is pushed open.

Restraining Squeezes
• Squeezes should be operated by experienced people.
• Causing pain to the animal will create a negative, lasting impression.
• Avoid standing in front of cattle when working with the head gate.
• Restraining squeezes should allow the handler proper access to the animal.
• Proper restraint of the animal will prevent mishaps.
It is recommended all injections be given in the animal's neck intramuscularly (IM) or subcutaneously (SQ). An
alternative SQ site is behind the shoulder blade. Veterinary tools can cause injury and should be locked up when
not in use. A holster or similar device can keep a syringe handy and the needle shielded between multiple uses.

Putting it all together...
Develop an understanding of cattle behavior and use that knowledge to handle the animals in a patient and calm
manner. If you are stressed, your animals will become stressed too. By reducing injury to yourself and your animals, you will see economic gains in your business.

Other Resources
Safe Cattle Handling

Video

Institute of Agricultural Rural and Environmental Health
Release date January 2003. ph. (306) 966-8286

Livestock Related Hazards
and Injury Prevention

Manual

North American Farm and Environmental Safety Centre
ph. (403) 752-4585/nafarmsafety.com

The BC Ranching Safety Guide

Booklet

Farm and Ranch Safety and Health Association
ph. (604) 532-1789

Leading the Way

Video

Manitoba 4-H Council ph. (204) 945-4525

Livestock Handling Safety

Press Kit

Canadian Federation of Agriculture ph. (613) 236-3633

Safe Livestock Handling

Course

Alberta Farm Animal Care Association ph. (403) 684-3008

Livestock Emergency Response

Course

Alberta Farm Animal Care Association ph. (403) 684-3008

Dr. Temple Grandin

Web page

www.grandin.com/

North American Guidelines for
Children's Agricultural Tasks

Web page

www.nagcat.com/

Inventory of Canadian Farm
Web page
Safety/Rural Health Programs
and Research Activities

www.virtuo.com/ccasrh/search.html

National Ag Safety Database

www.cdc.gov/niosh/nasd/search.html

Web page
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Lori Lockinger, RN, BScN
Institute of Agricultural Rural and Environmental Health
Box 120, Royal University Hospital
103 Hospital Drive,
Saskatoon, SK S7N 0W8
Telephone:
(306) 966-8286
Fax:
(306) 966-8799
http://www.usask.ca/medicine/agmedicine
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