
10     Connections

Q: How do farmers work with cattle safely?

A:  Farm animals are not pets, so farmers have to 
be careful raising cattle and understand them.

Roy Plote is a sixth generation farmer from Leland. 
He farms with his brother and brother-in-law raising 
beef cattle, corn, soybeans, wheat and hay. Roy and 
his wife, Janet, have two sons, Ethan and Avery.

Anyone who has raised, hauled, showed, or handled cattle can 
remember a time when someone was in harm’s way in just the blink 
of an eye. 

Cattle are generally domesticated calm animals when handled 
gently and given time to assimilate to their new environment. They 
become accustomed to routine activities such as shifting to a holding 
pen while their dirty pen is cleaned and bedded with new straw or 
stalks. Noises from the feed tractor, the silo unloader, turning on/off 
fans, or even footsteps in the gravel, become their signal to get ready 
to eat, the farmer is coming. 

Like people, however, each animal is different and some breeds are 
more gentle than others. Holstein steers in the feedlot are the most 
docile. Sometimes they can become too friendly and get too close for 
comfort. They head-butt workers while cleaning waterers, repairing 
fence or equipment in the pens, or even while walking through.  

Any animal can be spooked by strange sounds, voices, 
smells, objects in their path, or lighting changes. Brahman 
and Charolais crossbreds seem to have extra sensitivity to all of those 
changes and give us our biggest handling challenges. 

In small groups, cattle can be trained to come to the sound of 
our voices, a whistle, a tractor, or pounding of a feed bucket when 
reinforced with feed. This comes in handy when cattle get out of 
their pens because the electric fencer fails, a storm causes a tree to 
break down a fence, or a gate mysteriously is opened. The cattle look 
forward to being with the feed provider.

When checking new arrivals in open pens, workers will move 
slowly and stay near the edges with easily climbed or opened gates or 
fences. At the same time they will watch for animals with head and 
ears up, arched neck, back and/or tail. Some animals learn from their 
mother to attack what they fear, such as cattle that are raised near 
alligators tend to charge people, as they would an alligator, until they 
are retrained. 

In tighter pens, entry is usually only necessary to move or sort some 
of the group. A protective animal that hasn’t been in contact with 
workers can still exhibit aggressive behavior unexpectedly.

The longer the cattle are together, they naturally will create their 
own hierarchy. Cattle can become startled or stressed from minor 

changes in their daily routine. It is preferred 
to take cattle in groups of two or more 
instead of separating just one from the 
herd. The flight or defense response can be 
triggered just from being alone.  

When giving vaccinations or treating 
sick or lame cattle, most farmers will use a 
catching chute to hold the animal around the 
neck like a horse collar, and many have a 
squeeze option that gives the body a Temple 
Grandin “HUG”. The side pressure imitates 
the feeling of other cattle being near it in a 
tight space and provides a calming effect. 
Gates with slam-catch latches and circular 
tubs with hydraulically controlled gates have 
improved worker safety by reducing the need 
to be in the pen with the cattle during the 
handling process.

One defense move that cattle use when 
they are frightened is kicking. The only way 
to truly avoid being kicked is not to be within 
range.

Farm animals are just doing what they feel 
is necessary to protect themselves. We cannot 
read their minds and they can’t read ours. 
Experience with livestock cannot be gained 
from a book, it is learned over years of on-
the-job training. ■


