
Introduction to Livestock Handling

Key concepts, best practices, and safety considerations for working with cattle, sheep, goats,

swine, and other farm animals.

1. Why Proper Handling Matters

Aspect Reason

Animal Welfare Reduces stress, injury, and disease susceptibility

Worker Safety Lowers risk of kicks, bites, trampling, and crushing

Productivity
Faster, smoother movements ? better feed efficiency, breeding, and

processing

Regulatory

Compliance
Meets USDA/FAO welfare standards and liability requirements

2. Fundamental Principles (The “Four?S”)

Principle Description Practical Tip

Space
Provide enough room for animals to

move without crowding.

Use pens ??1.5?m² per adult cow; adjust for

species size.

Speed Move animals at a calm, steady pace.
Avoid sudden starts/stops; use a consistent

walking speed (~0.5?m/s).

Slope
Keep walking surfaces level; limit

inclines to ??5?%.

Install non?slip flooring; add ramps with

gentle gradients.

Surface
Provide a firm, dry, non?slippery

footing.

Use rubber mats in high?traffic areas; remove

mud, ice, and debris.

3. Facility Design Basics

1. Entry/Exit Flow

One?way traffic minimizes head?butting and bottlenecks.
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Use curved chutes (½?turn or ¾?turn) to naturally guide animals.

2. Chutes & Alleys

Height: 1.2?m for cattle, 0.8?m for sheep/goats.

Width: 0.6?m (cattle), 0.4?m (small ruminants).

Solid sidewalls on the “outside” of the turn to reduce visual distractions.

3. Holding Pens

Provide separate pens for different classes (e.g., calves vs. adults).

Include a “quiet zone” with low lighting and minimal noise.

4. Loading/Unloading Ramps

Non?slip surface, side rails, and a gentle slope (??5?%).

Provide a head?room clearance of at least 30?cm above the animal’s withers.

5. Ventilation & Lighting

Natural light reduces fear; avoid bright, flickering bulbs.

Good airflow prevents heat stress and ammonia buildup.

4. Handling Techniques by Species

Species Key Behavioral Traits Handling Strategies

Cattle
Herd animals; strong flight zone; respond

to head pressure

• Use a “head?to?tail” approach.

• Apply gentle pressure on the poll with a

halter or headgate.

• Keep the flight zone behind the animal.

Sheep
Flighty, strong flocking instinct; sensitive to

loud noises

• Move slowly; avoid sudden sounds.

• Use low fences to guide rather than block.

• Keep the flock together; never isolate a

single animal.

Goats Curious, agile; prone to climbing

• Provide solid barriers (no gaps).

• Use short, low chutes to prevent jumping.

• Keep gates closed on both sides.
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Species Key Behavioral Traits Handling Strategies

Swine
Social hierarchy; can be aggressive when

stressed

• Separate dominant boars from sows

during
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