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Preface 

 

This document was developed as a resource that veterinarians and producers can consult in the development 

and implementation of on-farm protocols for the management of down cattle.  

 

While this document references existing regulatory and policy requirements, it also describes best practices 

conducive to optimal welfare outcomes when dealing with down cattle, based on the most recent scientific 

information available. 

 

The Ontario Association of Bovine Practitioners (OABP) extends special thanks to the Down Cattle 

Committee of the OABP: 

 

 Dr. Kelly Barratt, OABP, Dairy Farmers of Ontario  

 Dr. Sherri Christie, OABP 

 Dr. Robyn Elgie, OABP 

 Dr. Ann Godkin, OABP 

 Dr. Jeffrey Rau, University of Guelph (representing Ontario Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to 

Animals) 

 Dr. Jessica Retterath, OABP 

 Dr. Warren Skippon, Dairy Processors Association of Canada  

 Dr. Darryl Smith, OABP 

 Dr. Crystal Throop, OABP 

 Dr. Amanda Topp, OABP 

Many thanks to the dairy producers, veterinarians and industry partners who provided their valuable input in 

the development of this document.  Thank you to Dairy Farmers of Ontario for initiating this work. 
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1. Definition of down cattle  

Cattle that are unable or unwilling to stand are defined as “down” cattle.  

  

Down cattle are an emergency. Only the provision of immediate care will prevent further problems and allow 

recovery.  

 

 

2. The issue of down cattle 

Down cattle are among the most vulnerable animals on a dairy farm. Care and handling of down animals are a 

direct reflection of the attitude of producers and veterinarians towards cattle welfare.  A down cow is not stupid 

or stubborn.  She cannot get up because of a physical problem like an illness or injury, or a slippery floor.  All 

cattle, including down, must be treated with dignity and respect. 
 

To maintain public trust in dairy production the industry must continue to adopt a strong culture of animal care.   

Using poor and unplanned procedures when dealing with down animals can cause an animal welfare issue. This 

reflects negatively on all dairy industry stakeholders and will cause serious reputational harm.   

 

 

3. Reasons for cattle to go down 

It is important to determine the cause of the animal’s inability to rise in order to take appropriate steps to deal 

with a down animal. The cause will directly influence the treatment of the animal and its chance of recovery. 

Broadly, the reasons for cattle to go down include metabolic, infectious, nutritional and injuries. The following 

are some of the most common causes of down cattle:   

 Metabolic: Hypocalcemia (milk fever), hypophosphatemia, hypomagnesemia (grass tetany), hypokalemia, 

pregnancy toxemia/ketosis/fatty liver, rumen acidosis, nitrate poisoning, dehydration, bloat or severe illness; 

 Infectious: Toxic mastitis, septicemia, botulism, tetanus, listeriosis, rabies, meningitis, polio (thiamine 

deficiency), ITEME or weakness due to chronic disease; 

 Nutritional:  issues leading to thinness or specific nutrient deficiencies (Vitamin E/selenium deficiency); 

and 

 Injuries: Calving paralysis (nerve or muscle damage), broken leg/back, dislocated hip, severe soft tissue 

damage from slipping or falling, entrapment, blood loss, or severe pain (lameness, twisted bowel), 

entrapment. 

 

 

4. Down cattle prevention  

Strategies to help reduce the risk of down cattle include:  

 Quiet handling techniques – All farm staff must be trained in careful and quiet low risk handling. Review 

training of staff/animal handlers at time of hiring and routinely (e.g. once or twice times per year) to avoid 

the development of poor habits and ensure consistent staff behavior around cattle.   Set up farm routines to 

avoid pressure on staff to rush the movement of cattle; 

 Preventing metabolic problems at calving – Milk fever, ketosis, metritis, etc. can cause cattle to become 

weak and recumbent.  Producers should review transition cow management (e.g. nutrition, cow health 

monitoring, pen moves, peri-parturient stressors, etc.) with the herd veterinarian and other dairy advisors; 
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 Mastitis prevention – Clinical mastitis can cause cow recumbency.  Ensure cow cleanliness, environment 

cleanliness, adequate milking procedures and equipment.  Implementing appropriate vaccination as 

recommended by the herd veterinarian is encouraged;    

 Calving management – Cows should calve in deeply bedded maternity pens or in an environment with 

adequate space and footing.   Close monitoring of cows in calving pens should occur.   Cameras and other 

technologies may be helpful in allowing prompt intervention at calving when appropriate.  Training on 

management at calving and calving hygiene is also important;   

 Injury prevention – The occurrence of down cattle due to injury should lead to an investigation of the 

housing facilities and the timing of injury occurrence.  Slippery or uneven surfaces (e.g. ice, mud, manure), 

poor lighting, steps, tight turns, narrow alleys, overcrowding etc. should be addressed to improve safety of 

the cattle facility and access areas; 

 Lameness prevention – Ensuring hooves are trimmed routinely and maintained in good condition is 

essential in preventing injury due to overgrowth and lameness causing disease; 

 Careful movement of high risk cattle – Use extra care when moving high risk (e.g. lame, weak, peri-

parturient) cattle.  Provide additional grit material (e.g. sand, kitty litter) on surfaces to improve footing if 

needed, limit competition and decrease distances these animals need to travel.  Recognize and treat lame or 

weak cattle as soon as they occur to decrease severity and continue to work on prevention; 

 Housing design to optimize cattle flow – Minimize dead ends to allow escape routes for subordinate cows.  

If possible segregate cows in active heat (estrus) from the rest of the herd to avoid injury. House them 

temporarily where they have good footing; and 

 Analysis of records – Maintaining and reviewing down cattle records is strongly recommended as it allows 

early identification of trends. See section 11 for details. 

Producers are encouraged to consult with their veterinarian for advice. 

 

 

5. Determining why an animal is down 

A complete evaluation of the circumstances and a physical exam are critical for determining the most likely 

cause of a dairy animal going “down”.  Additional information of value includes the calving date for a cow, 

animal age, past health issues and treatment given so far.    

A complete physical exam for down cattle may include: 

 Observation of animal’s alertness and posture; 

 Determination of body temperature, heart rate and respiratory rate; 

 Evaluation of mucous membrane colour and hydration status (skin pinch, sunken eyes); 

 Palpation of the udder and examination of milk samples; and 

 Evaluation of position and swelling of limbs. 

Additional actions that may be performed with assistance from a veterinarian could include: 

 Auscultation of the abdominal and thoracic areas; 

 Rectal exam including palpation of organs in the caudal abdomen, pelvis and vertebral column; 

 Extension and flexion of limbs, especially the hind ones; 

 Assessment of pupillary light and cranial nerve reflexes; and  

 Blood sampling to test for abnormal metabolic parameters and evidence of organ or muscle damage. 

Certain postures of down cattle, such as both hind legs rigidly extended forward so they are in contact with the 

elbows, can indicate a particular type of permanent leg damage.  Consult your veterinarian for advice.   
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If necessary, and circumstances warrant, cattle may be lifted using an acceptable method to assess the status of 

limbs and ability or willingness to bear weight (even or uneven).  This procedure can provide both diagnostic 

and prognostic information.  Lifting can only be done for a short time (minutes) to assess the potential problem. 

Lifting should be done with great caution as it may cause further injury, distress or pain.  

 

 

6. Use of electric prods   

The use of electric prods is discouraged as the risk of abuse is great.  Electric prods must only be used when 

animal or human safety is at risk.  Never prod a down animal that has demonstrated it cannot get up or move, or 

when there is a way to move it manually.  Before prodding, ensure the animal has a clear path to move. Place 

the contact points of the prod on the rear flank or upper rear leg of the animal. To avoid over-shocking, press the 

power button briefly, then release it (one second).  

An electric prod may be used as a diagnostic aid under the supervision of a veterinarian. 

Refer to the Code of Practice for the Care and Handling of Dairy Cattle for further information on electric prod 

use. 

 

 

7. Care of down cattle  

Goals for caring for down cattle 

When caring for down cattle, the focus should be to: 

 Correct the primary reason for being down so the animal can rise; 

 Prevent additional nerve and muscle damage if inability to stand has been longer than six hours; and 

 Prevent suffering – euthanize the animal if prognosis is poor for recovery. 

 

Environment  

Provide a safe environment conducive to the animal’s recovery, as follows: 

 Down cattle should be housed in a location where they can be readily supervised.  Move the animal away 

from danger (e.g. other cattle, gutters, electric fence, alley scrapers, etc.).  If the current location is adequate, 

do not move the animal.  Avoid moving animals in labour;  

 Ensure the animal is lying upright (in sternal) and not flat out on its side.  Ensure the animal’s hind legs are 

tucked in to its flank and the animal is supported to stay upright (e.g. propped with a bale); 

 Bedding should be sufficiently deep to provide footing and cushion.  Down cattle must not lie on a hard 

surface as muscle/nerve damage occurs in a very short time (less than one to two hours). Lack of movement 

and ongoing compression of hind limb muscles from extended lying periods causes additional problems, 

including loss of blood circulation to muscles and nerves resulting in tissue death that soon makes it 

impossible for the animal to rise.  This secondary damage can also lead to widespread organ failure and 

death; 

 Bedding needs to be kept clean and dry to decrease the risk of mastitis and skin or joint infection;  

 Provide the animal with shelter from the sun, rain, extreme cold or heat and with protection from predators; 

and 

 Using quiet, calm handling techniques is particularly important around down cattle. 

See Figure 1 on next page for examples. 
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Nursing care  

Good nursing care needs to start immediately to improve the chance of recovery. Provide down cattle with: 

 Movement, by rolling the animal from side to side every two hours initially, for best chance of recovery; 

 Fresh water in a container that will not spill, or water offered hourly; 

 Fresh feed that is easily consumed; 

 Good non-slip footing (e.g. sand applied around animal).  If the animal goes down in a tie stall, make sure 

the gutter is covered; 

 Udder pressure relief by maintaining milking routine/milking as often as possible;  

 Encouragement to stand regularly on its own or with assistance; and 

 Medications, such as anti-inflammatories (NSAIDs) and analgesics, as recommended by your herd 

veterinarian. 

 

Lifting down cattle 

Lifting may help some down cattle to stand and may help with an initial assessment of injury.  However, it 

carries the risk of further injury to the animal and can be dangerous for people.  Common lifting devices are 

listed in Table 1. Consider consulting a veterinarian prior to attempting to lift an animal. 

 

To lift cattle: 

 Ensure adequate personnel are present before lifting cattle to minimize the trauma to the animal as it is lifted 

and lowered; 

 If animals are unable to support their weight immediately after lifting they should be lowered immediately 

onto a soft bedded surface to prevent trauma to hips, muscles and nerves; and  

 While lifting, monitor the animal closely for swellings, particularly joint swelling, dislocated hips, muscle, 

tendon or nerve damage, pressure sores or pain. 

 

 

   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 1. Down cattle housed in conditions that provide comfort, safety, good footing  

and the ability to be monitored frequently.  Images provided by Dairy Australia 

  



 August 12, 2019 7 

 

Table 1. Methods for lifting and moving down cattle 

(in order of most recommended to least recommended) – see figures on next page 

Method Pros Cons Important Considerations 

Body slings Numerous adjustable straps or a single 

wide strap to provide broader support 

to thoracic/brisket and inguinal areas 

- passing straps under 

cows can be 

challenging and may 

require multiple 

people 

 

- Ideally slings should be used to 

lift down cattle to a standing 

position to enable the animal to 

bear weight on its limbs for up to 

a few hours before returning to 

sternal recumbency 

- Single (narrow) belly-band slings 

are ineffective for use in cattle 

due to compression of abdomen 

and compromised respiration 

- Full body slings can also be used 

as a method for moving down 

cattle 

Float tanks - Gently lifts down cattle to a standing 

position using heated water 

- Minimizes trauma compared to other 

devices available 

- Down cattle can remain in the filled 

tank for up to six to eight hours 

- Not widely available  

- Timeliness 

- Costly 

- Need to carefully screen 

candidates to eliminate handling 

of down cattle with a poor 

prognosis (e.g. fracture, illness, 

etc.) 

Hip clamps/lifters - May assist in diagnosis, treatment 

and management of down cattle 

 

- Potentially dangerous 

to the animals as 

weight transferred to 

tuber coxae region 

- Pressure from lifters 

can easily damage 

muscle and nerves 

 

- Never use hip lifters to move 

animals 

- Use hip- lifters only to assist an 

animal that can stand and bear 

weight when lifted 

- Never leave lifted animal 

unattended or hanging  

- Use of well-padded lifters can be 

tolerated for 10 minutes twice 

daily 

 

 

Methods for moving down cattle 

Method Pros Cons Other Considerations 

Rubber mats, 

stone boats, 

plywood sheets, 

full body slings 

- Inexpensive 

- Easily created 

- Minimizes risk of injury when 

moving down cattle to a better 

location for recovery 

- May not be readily 

available  

- Space requirement for 

maneuvering  

- Other alternatives exist to move 

cattle using similar principles – 

modified gates, Teflon sheets, etc. 

Tractor, skid 

steer, loader 

bucket 

- Available on most farms 

- Can move cattle longer distances 

- Require extra caution 

and they can be 

dangerous to animals 

and people 

- Space required for 

maneuvering 

- May lead to dragging 

cattle for accessibility 

- Down cattle must be loaded into 

bucket carefully and restrained to 

minimize risk of trauma 

To properly place an animal onto the chosen device, cattle should be rolled to one side and the device placed close to or under 

the legs of the animal. The animal should then be carefully rolled onto the device ensuring its entire body rests on the device. 
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                         Figure 2. Cow lifter*                 Figure 3. Flotation**                                

                                

                      Figure 4. Hip lifter***                        Figure 5. Animal Skidder**** 

 

Links that demonstrate flotation: 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=s4sauMtT-J8&t=431s 

http://dairycentre.landfood.ubc.ca/2016/03/22/flotation-therapy-for-downer-cows-vol-16-1/ 

*Image courtesy of Large Animal Lift Enterprises, LLC (2019) Moses Lake, WA 98837 

**Flotation image and links provided by Yanne Jane Stojkov DVM, MSc, PhD Candidate Applied Animal 

Biology / Animal Welfare Program, Faculty of Land and Food Systems, The University of British Columbia. 

***Image courtesy of Dr. Sherri Christie 

****Image courtesy of https://animalskidder.com  Size 60 '' X  96'' X 1/4 (152,4 X 243,84 X 0,635 cm); 

6 fastening points, 8 handles to put your hands or straps, 1 fastener at each end for pulling/hauling, 4 straps to 

lift the sled. 

 

8. Unacceptable handling of down cattle  

Down cattle are often recognized as the emergency they are. In an urgent situation it can be very tempting to 

attempt to move the animal in the first manner that comes to mind, especially if a farm operation does not have a 

protocol in place and employee training in what to do. 

 

 

Examples of what not to do cited by veterinary and producer organizations 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=s4sauMtT-J8&t=431s
http://dairycentre.landfood.ubc.ca/2016/03/22/flotation-therapy-for-downer-cows-vol-16-1/
https://animalskidder.com/
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 Don’t use hip lifters or clamps for extended support. They can cause trauma to hip bones and muscles.  Hip 

lifters must not be used as a means to carry animals from one location to another. 

 Do not move cattle through mechanical force applied directly to the animal. Do not pull, drag or lift an 

animal by the neck or legs unless human or animal safety is at risk and there is no other option. Even then, 

only do so for a few feet with force being applied for a very brief period of time. Carefully protect the 

animal as much as possible, and then use your preferred method of moving the animal. 

 

9. Euthanasia – when should it be considered?  

Euthanasia (Greek) translates to “good death”.  It is employed to relieve suffering by inducing death such that 

pain, fear, and distress are minimized.  If in doubt about euthanasia consult with a veterinarian immediately. 

Euthanasia should occur when the down animal: 

 Is in an inaccessible location and cannot be moved humanely; 

 Is in pain that does not respond to treatment; 

 Has an incurable condition (e.g. broken bones, dislocated hip, grave prognosis); 

 Is not alert and/or not responding to treatment of an underlying condition; 

 Has complications that cannot be dealt with adequately (e.g. pressure sores); or 

 Deteriorates despite treatment. Examples include:  

 Animal is not or stops eating; and 

 Animal is not willing/able to lay in sternal position – always laying out on side; 

 

When the decision has been made to euthanize a down animal, euthanasia must occur promptly and humanely. 

 

10.  Methods of euthanasia and next steps  

Documenting and implementing a Standard Operating Procedure (SOP) for Euthanasia is a proAction 

requirement. The SOP should be reviewed annually or when situations change. 

When performed correctly, the animal becomes insensible (unconscious without feeling); brain, cardiac, and 

respiratory systems stop, leading to a loss of circulation and lack of oxygen to tissues, and death. Euthanasia is 

not complete and animals must not be left or moved until death is confirmed.  

There are only three acceptable methods of euthanasia: 

1. Intravenous administration of barbiturate overdose 

 0.08 to 0.3mg/kg sodium pentobarbital IV  

 Must be performed by a veterinarian 

 

2. Captive bolt followed by a secondary kill step   

 Physical and/or chemical restraint are strongly recommended  

 Use the correct anatomical landmark as shown in Figure 6 

 Confirm insensibility immediately post-stunning by conducting the corneal reflex test (touch the 

eyeball; no blinking should occur) 

 Apply one of the three acceptable secondary kill steps: 

- IV administration of 120 ml supersaturated solution of KCl (mix 340g crystalline KCl in 1L warm 

water);  

- Exsanguination via severing the great vessels in the neck or other vessels; or 
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- Pithing via vigorously applying rod through captive bolt hole to destroy brain tissue, aiming toward 

the brain stem. 

 

3. Gunshot to destroy the brain  

 Use an adequately sized firearm for the size of the animal (.22 caliber for calves, .22 magnum or high-

powered rifle for mature heifers, cows and bulls) 

 Use the correct anatomical landmark as shown in Figure 6   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 6. Anatomic sites for conducting euthanasia  

by captive bolt followed by secondary kill method or by gunshot  

 

Confirmation of death  

All three of the following parameters must be achieved to confirm death:  

1. Absence of corneal reflex – touch the eyeball; no blinking should occur;  

2. Absence of  breathing – movement of the chest indicates breathing; breathing may be slow and erratic in an 

unconscious animal; and 

3. Absence of heartbeat – it can be best evaluated with a stethoscope placed over the left lower chest area of 

the animal; check immediately and then again after seven minutes. 

If there is blinking, any sign of breathing or heartbeat, repeat the euthanasia method or use an alternate 

procedure. 

 

Deadstock disposal  

Intersection of two lines each drawn 

from the outside corner of the eye to the 

base or top of the opposite horn 

Half-way between two parallel lines 

drawn laterally; one across the poll 

and the other from the outside 

corner of each eye 
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Producers are required to properly dispose of dead animals in a safe, environmentally adequate manner within 

48 hours of death.  

Ontario Regulation 761 requires that, prior to disposing of the carcass of any dairy cattle, the producer must 

ensure that the carcass is kept away from view and from any live animals and is not kept in any of the following 

places: 

 Any building or premises in which dairy cattle are stabled or milked; 

 A milk tank-truck loading area; and 

 A farm lane.  

Proper deadstock disposal is critical in preventing environmental contamination and the spread of disease. In 

Ontario, the Nutrient Management Act (NMA) and the Food Safety and Quality Act (FSQA), 2001 addresses 

disposal of deadstock off the farm.  Bovine deadstock that is not disposed of on the site where death occurred is 

subject to transport rules under the federal Health of Animals Regulations.  Contact the Canadian Food 

Inspection Agency for conditions and requirements.  

Acceptable methods of on-farm disposal in Ontario include burial, incineration, composting, disposal vessels, or 

anaerobic digestion. The Ontario Ministry of Agriculture, Food and Rural Affairs has produced a number of fact 

sheets that explain the requirements for each disposal method.  They can be found at 

http://www.omafra.gov.on.ca/english/engineer/facts/09-025.htm.   

A farm operator may transport only their own deadstock: 

 To a common bin or collection point for collection by a licensed deadstock collector; 

 To a veterinarian for the purposes of a post mortem; 

 From one farm to another for disposal if they own the property where the disposal will take place; and  

 To a site approved under the Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) or licensed under the FSQA that is 

not a provincially licensed meat plant. 

Deadstock may also be picked up by a deadstock collector licenced under the FSQA. 

 

 

11.  Records and analysis 

Record keeping for regulatory purposes 

The regulation under the NMA specifies a number of records that must be kept by farm operators related to 

disposal of their dead farm animals.   

Standard records that must be kept include information on the method of disposal, quantity of animals disposed, 

and date of disposal.  Other records may be required depending on the type of disposal method used.  Records 

must be kept for two years.  While there is not standard format, the records must include documentation that 

demonstrates compliance with the regulation. 

Record-keeping for cattle health management (recommended) 

It is important to record the occurrence of down cattle and cattle that die on farm.  Down and dead cattle do 

occur; knowing the cause can help producers and their advisors make changes that may minimize future 

incidents.  An example of a simple record keeping page is below. 

 

 

 

http://www.omafra.gov.on.ca/english/engineer/facts/09-025.htm
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Example of down cattle record (recommended) 

Date down Animal ID 

Probable 

reason for 

down 

animal 

Duration 

down 

(hrs/days) 

Outcome 

(recovered, died, 

euthanized, culled) 

If euthanized, 

Euthanasia method and 

disposal method 

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

 

 

 

Example of on-farm deaths record (recommended) 

Date of 

death 
Animal ID Reason/comments Disposal method 

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

 References 
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 Appendix A – Down Cattle Standard Operating Procedure Template 

 

NOTE: Down Cow SOPs need to be entered on-line at dairyproaction.ca as per 

DFO proAction validation requirements. 
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Date:

Phone #:

Phone #:

Notes

q

q

q

q Correct metabolic imbalances (i.e. Calcium deficiency).

q Pain control (i.e. NSAIDs).

q Monitor hydration and feed intake.

q
Contact veterinarian if not improving or if uncertain of 

diagnosis/treatment plan. See contact info above.

q

q

q

q

q

q

q

q

q

q Float tank (LIFT ONLY)

q Hip lifters (LIFT ONLY)

q Full body sling (LIFT or MOVE)

q Skidder/Stoneboat/Rubber Mat/Plywood Sheet (MOVE)

q Bucket of tractor (MOVE)

q q Ropes/straps 

q

ProAction Down Cattle Corrective Action Plan

Ensure frequent easy access to fresh food and water.

Ensure shelter from elements (direct sun, rain, extreme cold or heat, 

moisture) and is protected from predators.

Ensure proper non-slip footing (i.e. sand applied around the animal) 

or if in a stall, that the gutter is covered.

Perform a physical exam to determine cause for animal to be down.

Move animal to a location that supports recovery, has a soft lying 

surface and ensures provision of proper care. If the current location 

is adequate, do not move the animal. Avoid moving animals in 

labour.

Administer medical intervention if required:

Isolate from other animals to prevent injury and support recovery.

Electric cattle prods must only be used when animal or human 

safety is at risk OR as a diagnostic aid under the supervision of a 

veterinarian. Electric cattle prods must never be used on calves that 

can be moved manually.

Animal handlers must be familiar with cattle behaviour and quiet 

handling techniques either through training, experience or 

mentorship.

Apparatus to lift, move or support recumbent animals must be used 

with care and according to manufacturers specifications. Animals 

must be able to breathe freely and not suffer further injury, distress 

or pain.

Considerations in ALL Scenarios

Cattle with untreatable conditions or those not responding to 

treatment will be promptly euthanized. See Euthanasia SOP.

Assess animal regularly to monitor progress

Farm Name:

“Down Cattle” is defined as a cow, bull or calf that has been lying down and is unable to rise or remain standing 

without assistance, regardless of the reason.  Down cattle are emergencies and warrant immediate attention. 

Veterinarian:

Contact person:

Roll animal from side to side every two hours initialy for best chance 

of recovery.

Provide udder pressure relief by maintaining milking routine or as 

necessary.
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Notes

q

q

q

q

Notes

q

q

q

q

Notes

q

q

q

q

Notes

q

q

q

q

Notes

q

q

q

q

Notes

q

q

q

q

Notes

q

q

q

q

Animal Down in Robot

Animal Down in Stall

Considerations Specific to Individual Scenarios

Animal Down on Pasture

Animal Down ______________________________

Animal Down on a Bedded Pack

Animal Down in Parlour

Animal Down in Alley
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Appendix B – Down Cattle Management  

Quick Guide 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


