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Farm Safety special

Top tips for 
handling 
livestock

• Provide staff training
All handlers must be fully 
trained and competent to 
handle livestock. 

• Understand animal 
behaviour and stress triggers
Animals respond well to 
routine and are easily startled 
by sudden movement, loud 
sounds and bright lights. 
Make sure you are calm and 
deliberate when working with 
livestock and approach animals 
from the front. Never turn your 
back on cattle.
Provide and maintain proper 
facilities and equipment
Providing restraining and 
handling equipment is 
extremely important when 
handling livestock for routine 
tasks. When dealing with larger 
animals, equipment such as 
halters, bull poles and pig 
boards should be used.
Animals must also be properly 
contained and unable to move 
during treatments. 

• Wear personal protective 
equipment
Work shoes or boots should 
always be worn when working 
with livestock to prevent 
crushing. Non-skid soles can 
always be useful to prevent 
slips.

• Leave a clear exit path
Many injuries are caused by 
startled animals pinning their 
handler to a surface. Ensure you 
have enough space to work in 
and have a clear exit path if the 
animal shows sign of distress.

• Follow strict hygiene 
procedures
To avoid spreading disease, 
you must follow strict hygiene 
procedures when handling 
livestock and disposing of 
animal waste. 

T
he last thing any farmer needs at 
the busiest time of the year is an 
accident, but unfortunately it is all 
too common on Scotland’s farms, 

as Orkney’s Michael Stevenson knows 
all too well.

The 63-year-old, a former Orkney 
NFU Scotland branch chairman from 
Midhouse Farm, Evie, dislocated 
his hip, broke two ribs and suffered 
significant bruising after being 
battered by a newly-calved cow.  The 
farm covers 240 hectares, with 180 breeding cows.

The accident, which happened in April last year, 
has changed Michael and the farm’s practices when it 
comes to calving time.

Michael explained: “Usually you know when a cow 
is aggressive. In this case she was a heifer, which tend 
to be less maternal than mature cows and did not 
appear wild. She calved herself but I thought her calf 
had not sucked so went in the pen to get him to his feet 
and find milk. I was bent beside her when she suddenly 
turned, battering me on the ground.

“I don’t have much recollection of what happened 

before and after the accident, but I’d 
managed to get over the gate, and 
shouted on my wife who thankfully 
was nearby, to come and help me as I 
could hardly move.

“I was taken to hospital, and it was 
soon realised that I’d dislocated by 
hip and suffered two broken ribs. I 
spent a few days in hospital following 
an operation on my hip to put it back 
together.

“It was one of our busiest periods 
and I was off work for around four weeks but 
thankfully, we have a very good man who has been 
here for 35 years and he kept things going with the 
help of neighbours and a farm worker who had recently 
retired but came back to assist us.

“The accident has made me more cautious when 
dealing with the cattle. Ahead of this year’s calving we 
made some simple improvements which will ensure 
safe working practices. This has included self-locking 
gates on all of our pens, and ensuring all newly-calved 
cows are secured if they or their calves require to be 
handled.”

Beware protective cows

Trample trauma

I
n May 2006, Dumfries and Galloway’s Margaret Butler 
took her dogs for a walk in the fields one evening. 

At the time of the accident the family were very 
much hobby farming, with 10 Angus cross cows and 

30 commercial ewes.
Margaret explains what happened: “One Saturday 

evening, in May 2006, I went for a walk in the fields. My 
two Westie dogs decided they were coming with me, as 
they often did.  

“A cow had just calved in the field. The previous year, 
her calf did not suckle very well, so with my 80-year-old 
dad, we milked her in the middle of the field to feed the 
calf. So, I didn’t even consider that she would have had a 
change of personality in that time. She came toward me, 
so I turned around to come away. Before I knew, she had 
sent me flying. She then came back for a second go at 
me whilst I was on the ground. Fortunately, her calf must 
have shouted and she went back to it.  The whole thing 
could have only taken a few seconds. 

“I never expected the cow to turn on me and I certainly 
never considered that she could have been aggressive at 
all. She must have felt threatened by me.

“I hobbled the 300 yards back to the house to my 
husband, David, who called an ambulance. I was in 
severe pain and did not want to lie flat. After I had x-rays, 
the consultant shocked me by telling me that I had 
broken my back. 

“I had to lie flat on my back for over four weeks on 
a special orthopaedic bed, and stayed in hospital for 
another two weeks. I wore a back brace all summer. This 
was followed by extensive physiotherapy. 

“I did go back to work quicker than most people 
would have. With us being self-employed, I was able to 
continue with the book-keeping in the evenings at our 
chartered surveyors and land agents firm, until we could 
gradually get back to normal.

“I feel very lucky that I made a full recovery, because 
things could certainly have been a lot worse.

“We now don’t take our dogs into the fields where 
there are livestock, and certainly give newly calved cows 
much more respect, even the quiet ones.”

LIVESTOCK




