
1 

 

                                                                                
 

 

“Managing Cattle Safely” 

Report on IOSH-Farm Safety Partnership Workshop 
Askham Bryan College, 23 October 2014 

 
Background 

 

  
 
In response to this, IOSH Rural Industries Group (RIG) sponsored and organised a 

workshop on behalf of the Farm Safety Partnership (FSP) to discuss the issues and 
showcase the latest techniques in cattle handling and design of handling facilities 

available to aid safe cattle management. The event also covered safety of the public 
using footpaths in fields containing cattle – a regular cause of fatalities and serious 

injuries, and recent high-profile legal cases.  
 
More than 70 people attended the workshop, held at Askham Bryan College, near 

York, on 23 October 2014. Members and non-members of IOSH and the FSP were 
invited to this free event, which attracted farmers and livestock unit managers 

representatives from regulators in UK and Ireland, vets, insurers, manufacturers and 
designers of animal handling equipment, college lecturers and industry trainers  as 
well as agricultural advisors and h&s consultants.  
 
The Workshop was chaired by Gwyn Barlow (IOSH RIG member and chair of the 
FSP’s Livestock Safety sub-group). The IOSH flyer for the event and the final 

programme and list of speakers  are available on RIG’s Past Events page.  
 
The Workshop 

 
The NFU’s Adam Quinney (a cattle farmer and ex-chair of the FSP) started the 

Workshop by outlining the aims and outputs of the Farm Safety Partnership and its 
sub-groups, so far. The FSP’s Livestock Safety sub-group is chaired by IOSH and 
its members include leading organisations, eg BCA, AHVLA, LAA, CLA, NFU-Mutual, 

Lantra, EBLEX and HSE.  
 

 Seven of the 31 people killed in 
agriculture in GB during 2013-14 died as 
a result of coming into contact with 

cattle. 
 A total of 29 workers and 9 members of 

the public have died in cattle-related 
incidents in the past 5 years.  

 Many others have been injured, some 
seriously.   

 

http://www.iosh.co.uk/Membership/Our-membership-network/Our-Groups/Rural-Industries-Group/Past-events.aspx
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Analysis of incidents involving livestock and industry perspectives 

 
Delegates then heard an analysis of the main causes of fatalities, injuries and ill 

health related to animal husbandry and cattle-handling, as well as an update on 
emerging issues and the human and economic impact of incidents.  

 
Liz Evans from HSE’s Agriculture Sector painted the backdrop to the “problem” in 
stark statistics, based on HSE’s latest figures. Many of the incidents in which the 29 

workers and 9 members of the public who died in cattle-related incidents in the past 
5 years alone - as well as many others causing injuries - have occurred during 

‘routine’ handling and often as a result of inadequate precautions, facilities or 
training. 
 

The main causes of fatalities have been: 
 

 Moving animal into a trailer, animal backs out; 
 Moving animal into a crush or race, animal backs out; 
 Attacked by newly calved cow; 

 Attacked by animals in field. 
 

Liz went on to show how the statistics should dispel some of the myths pervading 
the industry, such as the assumption that it is “continental” breeds that cause the 
issues, or that it’s younger people taking more risks.  These are both shown not to 

be the case.  In the case of age, the range was 33 to 87, with only 3 people being 
under the age of 50. 

 
With regard to fatalities involving members of the public, Liz went on to show that 
these most commonly involved cattle in fields with public footpaths, walkers with 

dogs, and calves being present.  Discussion considered breed of cattle, use of signs 
and the provision of alternative routes. 

 
The worrying statistical picture was mirrored by David Leavesley, who summarised 
a number of tragic (and costly) cases dealt with by the NFU-Mutual, the leading 

agricultural insurer. Delegates asked for more detailed information and case studies 
to be made available.  HSE proposes to carry out a more in-depth analysis of the 

main causes of fatalities, injuries and ill health related to animal husbandry and 
cattle-handling, for discussion by the FSP’s Livestock Safety Group. 
 

The Group has identified a lot of useful information 
and guidance already available and produced a 

poster drawing attention to changes in the industry. 
 
The Workshop was intended to help tease out and 

prioritise topics for task and finish groups to 
develop any necessary further guidance, publicity 

campaigns, improve design of equipment, etc.  
 

Adam’s own self-built cattle handling facilities 
are also featured - along with other case studies - 

on HSE’s ‘Livestock’ webpages.  

http://www.hse.gov.uk/agriculture/experience/livestock.htm
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Lysan Eppink, a practising vet and the Honorary Secretary to the British Cattle 
Veterinary Association, gave a personal view from the perspective of the veterinary 
profession. She also highlighted concerns related to inadequate precautions, training 

and facilities commonly found on farms, putting their members at risk.  
 

  
 

Delegates also heard from IOSH colleagues based in Ireland. Pat Griffin, Senior 

Inspector with the Health and Safety Authority (HSA – Ireland’s equivalent of HSE) 
referred to the issues they experience and the difficulties faced on farms in Ireland - 
livestock farms being typically smaller, family-based units.   

 
John McNamara, the health and safety manager with Teagasc (Ireland’s College-

based advisory/extension service) also provided some background on farming and 
the accident history in Ireland, and described the extensive efforts in research and 

education, attempting to raise awareness and improve practices on farms through 
developing more effective communication methods. John drew attention to the wide 
range of guidance and research reports available from Teagasc and the HSA [see list 

of references below]. 
 

In his short presentation, John could only touch on someof the interesting 
information available on ‘Knowledge Transfer’ and ‘Communications Theories’ he has 
pulled together as part of his PhD thesis.  These are summarised in his 

comprehensive ppt: ”Raising Awareness and Improving Standards through 
Effective Communications”  available on RIG’s Past Events webpage. This ppt 

also describes the networks and risk assessment process used in southern Ireland 
and provides further information and lists of relevant guidance. A copy of the 
HSA/Teagasc DVD “Guidance on the Safe Handling of Cattle on Farms” was 

also given to some delegates. 
 

Handling animals – theory and practice 
 
Miriam Parker (Director of Livestockwise Ltd) then focussed delegates’ attention on 

the importance of understanding how cattle sense their environment and their 
‘predictable’ behaviour as a consequence. This is critical in relation to the design of 

safe and effective animal handling facilities and understanding how animals should 
be handled and manoeuvred by stockmen, to reduce the risk to themselves and their 
stock. A short interview with Miriam summarising the key points is available on the 

IOSH ‘AudioBoom’ page.  
 

This view was reiterated by Mark Riddell from manufacturer Ritchies. He described 
the key features of ‘good design’ and how they design and adapt their handling 
equipment to suit individual situations, eg to fit restricted spaces within existing 

buildings. Much more complex than just providing an escape route for stockmen. 

Lysan called for a better understanding 

of animal behaviour, suggesting that a 
significant factor is the reduction in 
interactions between cattle and their 

handlers, eg due to increased use of 
electronic devices for stock feeding, 

milking and waste management and 
fewer stock-people on site.  A short 
interview with Lysan is available on the 

IOSH ‘AudioBoom’ page.  

http://www.iosh.co.uk/~/media/Documents/Networks/Group/Rural%20Industries/John%20McNamara%20-%20Teagasc.ashx
http://www.iosh.co.uk/~/media/Documents/Networks/Group/Rural%20Industries/John%20McNamara%20-%20Teagasc.ashx
https://audioboom.com/boos/2591198-iosh-rural-industries-group-managing-cattle-safely-event?playlist_direction=forward
https://audioboom.com/boos/2591187-iosh-rural-industries-group-managing-cattle-safely-event
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Photo and drawings supplied by David Ritchie (Implements) Ltd 
 
Designing a handling system – key features to consider 

 
In summary, the modern (and perhaps more enlightened) thinking to improve 

existing handling facilities, would be to: 
 

 Look at your system - take time to watch cattle moving through; 

 Where do they stop, where do they try to turn, and why? 
 Harness their natural behaviours and herd instincts to make handling 

operations smoother and safer, such as: 
 

o Allowing animals to feel they are returning where they have come from 

(180deg turns); 
o Moving from dark to light; 

o Avoiding shadows that they may perceive to be something more 
threatening; 

o Avoid distractions, eg using sheeted sides to races, etc; 

o Utilise curved races to allow them to see 2 cow lengths ahead but no 
more; and 

o Use their natural field of view (the ‘30 degree rule’) and points of 
balance to move them gently forwards or backwards, quietly using a 

simple ‘flag’ such as a bag on a stick, to stimulate their movement, 
rather than shouting at and prodding them with sticks! 

 

Demonstrations 
 

The interactive workshop included a series of short practical demonstrations 
highlighting these key features for safer cattle handling facilities and simple 'good 
practice’ techniques – using the College’s own permanent facilities and Ritchie’s 

‘state of the art’ portable and mobile cattle handling equipment, for use in yards or 
loading and treating animals in fields, etc. 
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Get it into perspective? 
 
To help delegates understand why cattle react as they do in unusual situations or 

when they perceive a threat, they were invited to view the world from the animal’s 
perspective – by walking through a cattle race wearing a special pair of glasses 

which simulated the restricted binocular vision of cattle.  
 

 
 

Cattle in fields with public foot paths – “A yellow rag to a bull?” 
 

                                                                           
    
Perhaps most surprisingly, we even heard that cattle respond more to the colour 
yellow than red - hence the absence of hi-vis jackets in the photos taken at the 

Workshop. [Most unusual for an IOSH event!] This also means that the traditional 
warning ought to be changed to read: “Like a yellow rag to a bull”!  

 
The ‘Challenges’ 
 

  
 

 How can we raise awareness, improve facilities and change behaviours of 

farmers and workers? 
 Are we doing enough for public safety on footpaths, where cattle are in fields? 

 
What next? 
 

Summarising the event, Workshop Chair Gwyn Barlow said:  
 

The Workshop concluded with a Q&A 
session involving the ‘Expert Panel’ of 

speakers, joined by lawyer Richard 
Voke (Head of Safety Section, Ashfords 
LLP). To help focus discussion, 

Workshop Chair Gwyn Barlow 
reminded delegates of the two 

‘Challenges’ posed for the event: 
 
 

Miriam Parker explaining how this practical 

approach is an essential tool to help improve 
cattle handling methods and the design, 
selection and installation of facilities, tailored 

to the animals and the farm.   
Safe handling and understanding animal 

behaviour also ensures the safety and 
wellbeing of animals as well as their handlers, 
vets and others exposed to risk when handling 

or transporting cattle.  
 

Another practical session encouraged 

delegates to discuss and share their 
concerns, ideas and good practice on the 
contentious subject of protecting the public 

using footpaths in fields containing cattle.  
 

A variety of signs, fencing and other 
measures were suggested and compared.  
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“Farms are historically handed down generationally, with workers using 
systems and techniques that they’ve grown up with and were deemed 
acceptable in the past. The way of handling cattle though has evolved. Cattle 

have less human interaction now due to there being fewer staff on farms than 
there used to be, and they are generally larger in size, so it’s quite a different 

situation. 
 
Understanding the psychology of the animal, and how handling looks from the 

animal’s perspective, is becoming more and more important, and the industry 
can benefit from all the work that has been done looking at why cattle act and 

react as they do. 
 
The information shared by the speakers and delegates during the discussions 

at the Workshop will help the FSP's Livestock Safety sub-group to identify 
priority topics.  The Workshop will also encourage joint working and 

production of further guidance, information and initiatives. 
 
If anyone would like to contribute to these discussions, please contact me via 

the Farm Safety Partnership at:  
http://www.nfuonline.com/business/farm-safety/farm-safety-

partnership/. ” 
 

Kevin Bywater, Chair of IOSH Rural Industries Group, closed the Workshop by 
thanking Gwyn and all the speakers, the IOSH Events Team, and staff at Askham 
Bryan for their help in hosting the event and making it run so smoothly.  

 
Further information and guidance 

 
Copies of most of the presentations are available on RIG’s Past Events webpage.   
 

Further photos and descriptions of activities on the  day are available on the 
IOSH Pinterest page and a selection of audio interviews with key speakers at the 

event can be accessed on the IOSH ’Audioboom’  site. 
 
The key elements for good design can be found in the EBLEX publication: 

“Improving Cattle Handling for Better Returns”. 
 

HSE has gathered a list of useful references  on various aspects of livestock 
handling including Agriculture Information Sheet No 35 (Rev1) ‘Handling and 
housing cattle’ and some case studies and practical examples of self-built 

cattle handling facilities. 
 

A selection of short ‘Survivor’s Stories’ films produced by HSA and describing the 
consequences of cattle and bull-related incidents are available via the Farm Safety 
Partnership website . 

 
Further information and guidance from Ireland, including the ‘Livestock Safety’ DVD 

on the Teagasc YouTube site, is available via: 
  

 www.hsa.ie 

 www.teagasc.ie/health_safety/ and 
 http://farmsafe.hseni.gov.uk/animals.htm 

 

http://www.nfuonline.com/business/farm-safety/farm-safety-partnership/
http://www.nfuonline.com/business/farm-safety/farm-safety-partnership/
http://www.iosh.co.uk/Membership/Our-membership-network/Our-Groups/Rural-Industries-group/Past-events.aspx
https://www.pinterest.com/ioshpinterest/managing-cattle-safely-iosh-rural-industries-group/
https://audioboom.com/boos/2591187-iosh-rural-industries-group-managing-cattle-safely-event
http://www.eblex.org.uk/wp/wp-content/uploads/2013/10/brp_l_beefBBRP-Manual-3-Improving-cattle-handling291013.pdf
http://www.hse.gov.uk/agriculture/topics/livestock-guidance.htm
http://www.hse.gov.uk/agriculture/experience/livestock.htm
http://www.nfuonline.com/business/farm-safety/farm-safety-partnership/campaigns/safe-cattle-handling/
http://www.nfuonline.com/business/farm-safety/farm-safety-partnership/campaigns/safe-cattle-handling/
http://www.hsa.ie/
http://www.teagasc.ie/health_safety/
http://farmsafe.hseni.gov.uk/animals.htm
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If you are aware of any other relevant guidance, please let us know, via the ‘contact 
us’ link on the FSP website. 
 

http://www.nfuonline.com/business/farm-safety/farm-safety-partnership/

