Handle With Care

When it comes to working with livestock, a little
prevention goes a long way.

BY CLAIRE VATH

Maintaining good, secure facilities is key to safety, says Doug Hicks, who works cattle in Tifton, Ga.

very farmer, rancher or vet has a personal story
about a run-in with livestock. Sometimes it
seems that busted lips, broken toes, bruised ribs
and sprains come with the territory.

But according to statistics collected in 2009 (most
recent data available) by the Centers for Disease Control
and Prevention, livestock-related injuries can be way
more serious than a few bumps and bruises.

The report looked at fatalities from livestock in four
states from 2003 to 2008. It found in 67% of the cases,
deaths occurred with someone 60 years of age or older,
and 95% of those fatalities involved male farm workers.
All but one case was caused by blunt trauma to the head
or chest, and all were associated with either working
cattle in enclosed areas, moving or herding the animals,
loading and feeding.

Of those deaths, one-third were caused by animals
who previously exhibited aggressiveness.

A recent study from the National Safety Council
ranked beef cattle farms second and dairy operations
third among all farming enterprises in injuries per
hours of work, 17% of which involved animals.

That’s just the injuries that have been reported, which
is why safety is crucial, stresses Tim Marshall, dean of
agriculture and natural resources at Abraham Baldwin
College in Tifton, Ga., and animal science professor. He
is well aware of the dangers of livestock handling.

“At one cattle sale my students worked many years
ago, there were poorly constructed, temporary facilities

for the animals, and the cattle were stressed because
they were being handled in unfamiliar conditions prior
to the sale,” he explains. “When nervous cattle are being
worked through unfamiliar, poorly designed facilities,
someone’s going to get hurt.”

Since the conditions were less than ideal, Marshall
decided to work the gate instead of putting students in
harm’s way. When an already-nervous heifer was being
separated to enter the sale ring, she ran through the
sorting gate, pushing it into Marshall’s face. He took a
trip to the emergency room for stitches over his eye.

The damage could have been far worse. But
Marshall, along with Doug Hicks, animal science lab
tech at Abraham Baldwin College, says taking a few
simple steps can keep you safe when handling cattle,
pigs or sheep:

Think like the animal you’re working. “People tend
to think like people,” Marshall says. “You have to
think about the stresses the animals are exposed to.”

For instance, hogs, he says, are extremely intelligent
and remember people.

Cattle have panoramic vision and poor depth
perception so shadows and unfamiliar objects can
spook them.

Keep the end product in mind. “Good cattle
handling adds profit to your bottom line,” Hicks says.
Cattle that are anxious or stressed lose weight and
have higher levels of cortisol, which will affect meat
quality and profit down the line.
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Maintain good facilities. Sturdy pens are key,
Hicks says. “To be able to handle cattle, you need a
secure place with a squeeze chute for medical needs
and calf processing.”

Cull carefully. “I won’t put up with a bad cow,”
says Hicks, who works with groups of students who
may or may not have had prior handling experience.
“If the animal shows any kind of aggressiveness in the
pen, I cull them.”

Remember that livestock aren’t pets. “You’re
handling something that’s going to go on someone’s
plate,” Marshall says.

Keep facilities clean. Zoonotic diseases like
ringworm, trich and rabies can be transmitted in
unsanitary conditions.

Know the flight zone. A cow’s flight zone is
different from that of a sheep or pig. When it’s
stressed, an animal’s flight zone gets bigger. Yelling,

loud noises and sudden movements add to the anxiety.

“Most handlers have been trained using a given
type of cattle in a given design of facilities,” Marshall
says. “Handlers must be able to adapt to the cattle
and the facilities. This includes reading the cattle’s
behavior and flight zone distance. Although very wild

cattle are difficult to manage, very gentle cattle can be
even more challenging and risky.”

Wear proper footwear around livestock. A pair
of work boots with a reinforced toe provides safety
where the wrong pair of shoes won'’t.

Wear gloves when working with sick and injured
animals.

If possible, more than one person should be
present when handling cattle in the field or pen.

Use facilities that allow checking from passageways
to minimize entering the pen. And know where
escape points are so you can exit quickly in an
emergency. “People are hurt most often when trying
to confine cattle,” Marshall says. “The animals are in
an abnormal environment, and they’re close enough
to hurt us.”

Watch for signs of aggressiveness. These may
include raised ears, tails or hair on the back, pawing
the ground, teeth bared, etc. New mothers are more
protective and may exhibit signs of aggressiveness when
they feel their babies are being threatened.

“In most cases, when an animal is excitable, they’ll
go somewhere,” Marshall says, “and it’s probably not
going to be where you want them to go.” @
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