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1. Introduction 
 
The live export trade has many processes that involve the movement or handling of 
livestock. Of course the only way this can be done is with people. Through effective 
communication with livestock during handling procedures, animal welfare and 
occupation health and safety can be maintained at high levels. The education and 
training for this program involves processes of handling livestock during loading the 
vessel, animal handling whilst aboard the vessel, discharge aboard the vessel and at 
the port transferring livestock from the vessel to trucks. 
 
Livestock handling training has been conducted aboard vessels since 2005 and at 
feedlots in 6 countries. Tuition is given at a theory level and at a practical level. 
Although it is important to have a formal classroom activity, the practical hands on 
approach demonstrating the principles helps initiate real change for individuals to 
develop a systems approach to livestock handling. 
 
The systems approach to livestock handling gives participants the tools to better 
understand livestock. Understanding livestock needs, and how they respond to their 
environment enables handlers to solve problems and improve the livestock handling 
processes. Practical instruction and demonstration of livestock handling techniques 
illustrates to handlers the correct methods to use, and expands the learning process 
for individuals. 
 
The Livestock handling program covers 4 main topics : 
 

1. The flight zone of livestock 
 
2. Herd behaviour of livestock 
 
3. Livestock senses: Vision 
 
4. How to communicate with livestock: 4 Main principles 

 
Animal welfare, and the handling of Australian livestock, is of major importance to the 
Live Export Industry. Some of the benefits of this Livestock Handling Training 
program have been: 
 

·  Increased awareness of animal welfare and livestock needs 
·  Improved animal welfare 
·  Improved animal handling techniques 
·  Quicker discharge of vessels in port 
·  Quicker loading of trucks in port 
·  Quicker discharge of livestock at truck destination 
·  Worker job satisfaction 
·  Increased efficiency and ease of handling livestock 
·  Commercial benefits at the feedlot level 

 
Livestock handling training is a continuous process. To ensure that correct livestock 
handling practices are used, information needs to be continuously transferred to new 
individuals so that improvement is sustainable and continuous through out the live 
export program. The end result is a sustainable future for the Live Export Industry 
from Australia. 
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2. Animal Welfare and Commercial Benefits 
 
It is important to understand that there are standards for working with animals known 
as the OIE Code. This is an internationally recognised code, in which Australia is a 
signatory. OIE is the World Organisation for Animal Health which sets the global 
standards for animal welfare. Legislative responsibility for animal welfare and 
prevention of cruelty in Australia rests primarily with the state and territory 
governments. The federal government has responsibility for trade and international 
agreements. Each of these has specific codes which must be recognised. 
 
Welfare is a broad term which includes many elements that contribute to an animal’s 
quality of life and include the Five Freedoms . The 5 freedoms are internationally 
recognised and are; 

1. Freedom from hunger, thirst and malnutrition, 
2. Freedom from fear and distress, 
3. Freedom from physical and thermal discomfort, 
4. Freedom from pain, injury and disease, and 
5. Freedom to express normal patterns of behaviour. 

 
Understanding animals, how they react to each other and also to you as a handler, 
enables you to increase efficiency and production.  
 
As a handler, your knowledge of animals and their environment will result in reduced 
stress to the animal. This reduction in stress will have commercial benefits including: 

1. Reduction in amount of weight loss during handling 
2. Improved disease resistance as animals are prone to disease when their 

immune system is low which can be caused by high stress levels 
3. Reduction in time needed to complete a job (eg, increasing vessel discharge 

from 1,000 to 2,000 sheep per hour) 
4. Reduced mortality rate. 

For the employer, your understanding of animal welfare can also save time and 
money by: 

1. Reducing time at port for unloading and loading - this is a substantial cost 
saving 

2. Increasing survival rates means more sheep or cattle for the importer/exporter 
3. Maintaining animal welfare standards for the benefit of the ANIMAL and the 

live export industry. 
�

�
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3. Animal Behaviour 

·  Animal behaviour is defined as ‘their response to t heir environment’.  
·  The way an animal is handled will affect its subsequent behaviour. The more 

nervous and frightened an animal is the less responsive and more reactive 
(unpredictable and uncontrollable) it becomes. 

·  Understanding animal psychology and behaviour will reduce stress, which 
reduces the animal’s ability to fight disease and weight gain. 

·  Cattle and sheep have long memories. Their previous experiences will affect 
their reaction to handling. 

·  Basic principle is to prevent animals from becoming agitated by reinforcing 
gentle handling. 

·  Animals can become excited in a few seconds, but take 20-30 minutes for 
their heart rate to return to normal. 

·  The degree of stress is determined by 3 major factors; 

o Amount of contact with people 
o Quality of handling (gentle vs. rough) 
o Genetics 

4. Herding Animal Behaviour 
 

·  Predator - Prey Relationship:  
Cattle or Sheep = Prey    Human, Dog or Wolf = Predator 

·  Mob Structure & Dynamics:  
Cattle follow cattle; cattle come together, leaders and followers. 
Sheep are the same.  
Cattle and sheep are prey animals, which mean they will move together as a 
herd to protect themselves from predators. 

·  Flight Zone: 
The distance between you and the animal, which determines a flight or even 
fight response?  

·  Vision:  
Animals look for other animals, and also for human position. 

·  Stock Eyes : Are we - in front, on the side, or behind (don’t be directly behind)? 
 
 

5. Predator Prey Relationship 
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6. Mob Structure & Dynamics 
 
 

·  The Leaders are out in front giving 
direction and pace and they are called 
the “No 1s” 

 
·  Potential Leaders are just behind the 

“No 1s” and they are called No 2s 
 

·  The most insecure animals are in the 
centre of  the herd or mob (Least 
amount of pressure) 

 
·  Followers are the majority of the 

animals in the herd or mob. They look 
to the leaders for direction and 
stability. 

 

7. Livestock Senses  
 

·  Livestock utilise 5 senses; vision, auditory, taste, touch, and olfactory. 
·  Cattle and sheep have panoramic and binocular vision which allows for good 

predator awareness. They still have a blind spot behind them. 
·  Cattle and sheep have poor depth perception. Because of this, they will often 

baulk and refuse to cross a shadow or drain grate. They will often lower their 
head to get a better feel for stationary objects (eg. Ramps). 

·  Colour – contrary to other research, recent studies have found that animals 
do see colour, just not as clearly as humans. 

·  When grazing animals ‘sniff’ a lot. They can distinguish smell eg. Will baulk at 
the smell of blood and offal. 

·  The sense of touch is also important in determining what herbage is rejected 
or preferred. Also important for bonding between mother and newborn. 

·  Illumination and light affect how cattle and sheep react to movement. They 
like to move from dark to light, rather than light to dark. It is very difficult to 
move cattle and sheep from an illuminated pound into a dark raceway. 

·  Noise and sound are important. Their ears are very sensitive and respond 
negatively to loud noises. You can create movement WITHOUT NOISE. 
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8. Livestock Vision 
·  Vision is the most important sense which animals use for communication and 

movement. 
·  Cattle and sheep have wide angle vision (peripheral) – they can see behind 

them without turning their head. Cattle have 300 degree vision, whereas 
sheep have 191-306 degrees depending on wool. 

·  Blind spot is directly behind them. 
·  They want to see you/pressure. 
·  Is the path clear from obstructions? 
·  Is the area well lit up? 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

 
·  Cattle and sheep can distinguish long wavelengths (yellow, orange and red) 

better than short wavelengths (blue, grey and green). 
·  Cattle can distinguish all colours from a grey background, except BLUE. 
·  Don’t be: 

o Directly behind 
o Directly in front 

 

9. Flight Zones 
 
Individual animals and numbers of animals 
 
 

Right – The Flight Zone 

Animals like to keep their distance from 
us. 
 
This distance is the flight zone. 
 
As humans we exert pressure on cattle, 
just by being there. 
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Flight Zones In Relation To Livestock  

·  Animals have their own personal space, this is referred to as ‘flight zone’  
·  Flight zones  can be described as the space or area surrounding a lone 

animal or an entire herd. This area if penetrated will cause an individual or 
groups of animals to attempt to re-gain a comfortable distance away from the 
intruder. 

·  Flight Zones  are not static. They - 

o Very in Size 
o Vary in Shape 
o Vary due to environmental conditions: wind, heat, cold, rain, day vs 

night 
o Circumstances: city area vs country area 

·  We as humans can influence the flight zone;  

o Due to handling techniques 
o Reduce flight zones of nervous cattle and sheep 
o Increase the flight zone of quiet cattle and sheep 

 

 
 

Through a thorough understanding of animal behaviour and flight zones  the 
following things can be achieved- 

·  Strategic pressuring of the flight zone of individual animals or a herd. 
·  A handler should never penetrate the flight zone so aggressively or so deep 

that the animals panic and take flight (eg, jumping fences, turning back on the 
pressure). As humans we exert pressure just by being there. 

·  It is a process of applying and releasing pressure on the flight zone edge in a 
manner that gets the response you want. 

·  Pressure is equal to proximity, speed and body language. Don’t confuse 
speed and body language. Remember body language reflects your emotional 
state. 

·  You can be moving very quickly and yet still be calm and confident and you 
will get a totally different response than someone else moving at the same 
speed that is frustrated and angry.  

·  To make this work you need to develop a feel for the flight zone and an 
understanding of herding dynamics so you can be in the right place at the 
right time in the right manner. 

·  Having a feel for the flight zone will allow you to finesse the flight zones using 
your movement and your position to get the cattle to calmly and quietly go 
where you are asking.  

·  Note - A cow passing by you will have a smaller flight zone than a cow 
coming directly at you. 
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10. How do we communicate with livestock? 
 

·  Using the flight zone by applying and releasing pressure 

·  Understanding their needs: 

o They want to be worked quietly 
o They want to follow other animals 
o They don’t want to be isolated 
o They want to be part of a herd or mob 
o They want to see what is pressuring them 
o They want to be respected not abused 

·  Understanding herding animals. 

·  Using human body positioning in relation to individual animals eyes. 

·  Vision is the most important animal sense in relation to people 
communicating with Australian Livestock. 

·  Australian Livestock are wild compared to livestock from other 
countries. 

·  Livestock want a leader, sheep/cattle/people. 
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11. Top 4 Principles of Livestock Communication 
 

1. Position: where are you in relation to the EYE 
o Are you in front of the eye? Stop position, very confrontational (For 

cattle very dangerous) 
o Are you directly behind the animal, if so they cannot see you, you can 

not influence them, they will get nervous, and turn around (very 
dangerous position for cattle: kicking, turning around) 

o Are you on the side of the animal? If they can see you, then you can 
influence them to where you want to go. 

o ALWAYS WORK ANIMALS ON THE SIDE 
 

2. Pressure: whatever is applied must be released 
o Walk backwards to release pressure 
o Stop waving plastic bag etc. 
o Move towards the animal and then move away 
o Too many people can increase pressure, just being there (Wild or 

excitable animals) 
 

3. Movement: increase or decrease your body movemen t 
o Sticks and flags are an extension of your body not a tool with which to 

hit animals 
o Movement of your body, waving jumping will move animals if you are 

in the correct position 
o Flags, sticks with plastic can be used to increase movement of 

animals, they have to see them 
o For race work, move your body over the top of the race going in the 

opposite direction of the sheep and they will go forward 
 

4. Communication: to the cattle and to your work ma tes 
o Is it clear to the livestock what you want them to do 
o Are you sending the right message to the animal 
o You can not communicate to an animal that is fearful of you. You have 

to reduce the flight zone first e.g. Wild Cattle 
o Do your work mates understand what to do & what is going on 
 

 
WORK AS A TEAM  

  
IS THE MESSAGE 

CLEAR?  
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12. Examples of Position, Movement and Pressure 
 

Inverted T  
 

 
 

Working along a race to move livestock  
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General movement for moving livestock  
out of a pen or paddock  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Livestock (sheep & cattle) curve through a gate and  out of a 
pen 
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13. Two Steps to getting livestock out of a pen 
 
 
 
1. BRING THE LIVESTOCK TO THE GATE 
 

·  Move to the back of the pen and 
work in an inverted T to where you 
want to go. 

 
·  Move to your left and right and forwards 

and backwards (Pressure & Position). 
 

·  Remember you have to move the cattle 
close to the gate before you can get them 
out the gate. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
2. MOVE THE LIVESTOCK THROUGH THE GATE 
 

·  Now that you have the cattle close to the 
gate, a person can move towards the gate to 
influence the cattle to go through the gate. 

 
·  Remember to move forwards and backwards 

and left and right to influence the cattle. 
 

·  The person at the gate regulates the flow and 
number of cattle. 

 
·  The other people have to bring the cattle to 

the gate quietly and calmly. The closer the 
cattle are to the gate the better and easier 
they move through the gate. 
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14. Concepts for Handling Livestock 
 
 

·  THE HARDEST PART OF LIVESTOCK MOVEMENT IS GETTING 
STARTED  “THE FIRST FIVE TO GO” 

 
·  YOU CAN NOT MAKE AN ANIMAL GO WHERE IT DOES NOT WAN T TO 

GO 
 
·  WHAT YOU CAN DO IS PRESSURE THE ANIMAL TO WANT TO G O 

THERE 
 
·   “A LACK OF ALTERNATIVES CLEARS THE MIND” 

 
 

·  WHEN MOVING LIVESTOCK REMEMBER THE FOLLOWING: 
 
 

1. Work on the Side where they can see you 
 
2. Don’t stand directly behind for more than 5 seconds 

 
3. Remember the flight zone, too much pressure is bad, walk backwards 
 
4. Livestock (sheep & cattle) curve around us: gate ways, entry into 

loading ramp 
 

5. You can move livestock WITHOUT NOISE & WITHOUT HITTING  
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15. Summary of Important Concepts 
 

·  Be aware of your obligations with respect to OIE Animal Welfare 
Standards 

·  Improving Animal Welfare will have commercial benefits for both the 
employee and employer 

 
·  Animals like their distance from us = FLIGHT ZONE 

·  Avoid entering the FLIGHT ZONE and creating aggressive reactions 

·  Sheep and cattle are herding and prey animals 

·  The most important member of the mob is the LEADER. Leaders 
create movement and give direction 

·  Never apply so much pressure that you create an isolated animal. They 
become dangerous and difficult to control 

·  Position – always work on the side of an animal in relation to its eye 

·  Whatever pressure is applied MUST always be released 

·  You cannot make an animal go where it does not want to 

·  Do NOT apply pressure to an animal that has NO-WHERE to go 

·  Make sure you are communicating clearly with the animal and your 
work mates. 

 

�
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16. Further Reading – Websites 
 
www.grandin.com/index.html  
Temple Grandin covers; 

·  Behavioural Principles of Livestock Handling 
·  Design of Facilities 
·  Humane Slaughter 
·  Solving Handling Problems 

 
www.animalagriculture.org  
Livestock Handling Guide by Temple Grandin 
 
www.sheep101.info  
 
www.animalscience.ag.utk.edu  
 
www.ibiblio.org/farming-connection  
 
www.livestockweekly.com/papers/97/06/05/5bud.html  
Positioning Key to Livestock Handling Says Bud Williams 
 


