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 ANIMAL
■ All cattle and/or calf handling should be 

performed using low-stress cattle handling 
methods. Electric prod use should be mini-
mal for safety and welfare reasons and 
reserved for animals not responding to 
low-stress cattle handling methods. Electric 
prod use is strongly discouraged for calves 
less than three months of age.

■ Verify through records that cattle transported 
to slaughter meet appropriate withdrawal 
times for any previously administered 
pharmaceuticals. 

■ Water should be made available to animals 
until the time of loading.

■ Delay or cancel transport of an animal that 
appears to be exhausted or dehydrated 
until the animal is rested, fed and rehydrated.
Cancel transport of any animal that ap-
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pears injured or sick unless transporting 
them to receive veterinary care or, when 
appropriate, for immediate slaughter. For 
additional information, see sections 
“Handling and Transport Special Needs/
Compromised Cattle and Calves” and 
“Handling and Transport of Non-Ambulatory
Cattle/Calves”.

■ Before unloading, check that there are no 
cattle in a compromised position that might 
be injured during unloading. Adjust unload-
ing procedures accordingly for human and 
animal safety. 

■ Cattle that cannot be transported should be 
euthanized according to a written veterinary 
euthanasia protocol as supported by AABP/
AVMA. AABP euthanasia guidelines can be 
found at https://aabp.org/about/Guidelines_
PositionStatements.asp.

Transportation is a necessary part of cattle production and should be managed to decrease the stress 
to the animal and people handling the animal. Veterinarians, producers and livestock haulers need to 
work together to determine if an animal is fit for transport. Animal and human safety and welfare should 
be top priority when transporting cattle. The decision to transport an animal should include consider-
ations regarding timely culling or marketing and whether slaughter or euthanasia is appropriate.
 For this document, “fitness-for-transport” refers to the animal’s ability to withstand transportation 
without compromising its welfare. Animal and human safety should guide fitness-for-transport deci-
sions, and is dependent on the operation’s workforce and facilities. This live animal evaluation is critical 
to deciding whether an animal can withstand the rigors of transport, including standing for long periods 
in variable weather. This also includes ensuring the animal can make the entire journey from the first 
loading to the last unloading at its final destination. 

GENERAL GUIDELINES FOR HANDLING, LOADING AND UNLOADING ALL CATTLE CLASSES
Personnel should be trained in assessing the health and welfare of cattle and calves, including under-
standing cattle behavior, evaluating fi tness-for-transport, proper handling techniques, decision making 
for euthanasia, and conducting and documenting humane euthanasia supported by AABP/AVMA 
guidelines. All personnel handling or transporting cattle or calves should have documented training 
suffi  cient to ensure that animal health, safety and welfare can be assessed and an appropriate plan 
followed. Willful abuse during the pre-loading, loading or unloading periods must not be tolerated. 
Review the following considerations during transportation planning:
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 PERSONNEL AND TRANSPORTERS
■ The shipper must ensure that transportation 

arrangements have met the required guide-
lines for the receiver of the cattle. Communi-
cation with livestock haulers and transporters
is important to ensure that guidelines and 
care of cattle are met. 

■ Identify and plan for weather conditions that 
could impact the safety and well-being of 
the cattle during transportation (extreme 
heat/cold). Careful consideration of weather 
should be made for cross-country trips 
when diff erent types of weather may be 
encountered at various points en route to 
the destination. Pre- and post-trip checklists 
and other training tools for transporters are 
available through the Beef Quality Assur-
ance (BQA) Transportation program. 

■ Verify the transporter understands the travel 
route directions and has destination address.

■ Verify that the transporter has all the re-
quired paperwork, including Certifi cates of 
Veterinary Inspection (CVIs) and brand 
inspection records if required. Include all 
relevant treatment records and withdrawal 
times for transported cattle and calves. 

■ Ensure the driver has important emergency 
phone numbers needed en route and at 
delivery. Have an emergency plan in place 
that addresses potential transportation 
emergencies and unexpected situations. 

■ Have the driver transfer all appropriate docu-
ments in their possession to the responsible 
party receiving the cattle.

TRAILER
■ Verify that the vehicles are safe and provide 

adequate space for each animal. Total 
weight should not exceed capacity of truck 
or trailer and or legal load requirements.

■ Use a clean trailer. Fecal-oral disease trans-
mission is less likely when cattle are hauled 
in clean trailers. Additional disinfection 
measures should be considered when 
hauling young calves. 

■ The trailer bed should be clean and dry and 
have a non-slip fl oor. Cattle are less likely to 
be injured when provided with secure foot-
ing. If necessary, appropriate bedding 
should be provided, especially for calves or 
compromised cattle. 

■ The trailer should be inspected for properly 
working latches/gates and any defects 
impacting cattle safety and well-being.

■ The trailer should be positioned correctly in 
the load-out area to minimize the potential 
for cattle injury during loading.

■ Before loading into a trailer, a load plan 
should be formulated based on the animal 
weight, frame size and type of transporta-
tion equipment used. 

■ Consideration should also be given to the 
environmental conditions including tempera-
ture, humidity and wind speed. Adjustments 
to the loading plan should be made accord-
ingly. As per BQA guidelines, temperature 
humidity index (THI) should be less than 84 
to work or move cattle. 

■ Prevent injury by not commingling animals 
with signifi cant variations in size and weight 
in the same trailer compartment.

■ Position the trailer properly to minimize the 
potential for cattle injury during unloading.

 FACILITY 
■ Facilities and equipment used when loading 

cattle and/or calves onto transport vehicles 
should be designed to minimize stress and 
injury. Inspect the loading facility to ensure 
all contact surfaces are smooth and free of 
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 Veterinarians are a vital part of the cattle 
operation’s team. They should be directly 
involved with their clientele during the devel-
opment, implementation and associated 
documentation of policies and procedures for 
calf management and transportation. 
 Calf transport is a growing area of research, 
and veterinarians are encouraged to stay 
current on current updated research. Industry 
training tools such as the Veal Quality Assur-
ance and Calf Care & Quality Assurance 
programs should be considered. 

CALF SELECTION FOR TRANSPORT
Calves shipped to calf-raising facilities should 
be healthy, individually identifi ed and fi t for 
transport. Personnel determining the fi tness 
of individual calves for transport should be 
trained to assess calf health and welfare 
including dehydration, lameness, body condi-
tion score, disease recognition and other 
factors. All calves should be dry, well hydrat-
ed, free from apparent illness and injury, and 
able to stand without assistance.
 Non-replacement calves must receive colos-
trum at birth. Calves should be fed immediately 
before transportation. Feeding a meal, rather 
than only electrolytes, has been shown to 
improve transport-related health outcomes. 
Minimizing the length of the journey is critical to 
maximizing the health and welfare of the calves. 
A rest period during long journeys could be 
benefi cial, but is an area of active research with 
inconclusive results. Where possible, retaining 
calves on the source farm for transporting at an 
older age can mitigate the impact of transport, 
including disease incidence and growth rates. 
Lessening the duration of feed restriction and 
length of transportation can improve trans-
ported calves’ health, growth and welfare. 

sharp edges. Ensure all equipment is well 
maintained and in proper working order to 
prevent injuries to cattle. Entry and exit 
lanes and ramps’ fl ooring should have a 
non-slip surface. 

■  Ensure that the load-out area is appropriate 
for the type of trailer used to haul the cattle 
and that the load-out chutes/gates are in 
good repair. It is recommended that the 
load-out ramp be at least 12 feet long and 
the rise is no greater than 3.5 inches/foot. 
The ramp height should be appropriate for 
the type of conveyance. 

 REGULATIONS AND LAWS
Follow local and federal livestock transportation 
laws within your jurisdiction. For example: 
■  Cattle transported for more than 28 hours 

must be unloaded, fed and watered as 
specifi ed under U.S. federal regulation (49 
U.S. Code § 80502). This regulation would 
not pertain to air and sea transportation 
methods that supply feed, water, space and 
opportunity for rest.

■  The Canadian Food Inspection Agency 
(CFIA) regulates the transport of animals 
and specifi c guidance can be found at 
https://inspection.canada.ca/en/animal-
health/terrestrial-animals/humane-
transport.

 TRANSPORTATION OF YOUNG CALVES
This section of the guideline applies to young 
calves being transported to an off -site rearing 
facility such as another location of the same 
farming operation, a veal operation, or a 
commercial self-rearing operation, i.e., “calf 
ranch” or “heifer grower”. It also applies to 
young calves being transported to a slaughter 
facility or auction market.

TRANSPORTATION AND FITNESS-TO-TRAVEL 
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 Calves that are unfi t for transport due to 
nutrition issues, disease or injury should be 
evaluated immediately, and treated or eutha-
nized using methods supported by the AVMA/
AABP guidelines. See FSIS 81 FR 46570 for 
specifi c information regarding requirements for 
the disposition of non-ambulatory disabled veal 
calves at https://www.fsis.usda.gov/wps/wcm/
connect/d14f378b-4ef6-479b-8088-678079e 
10a42/2014-0020.html?MOD=AJPERES.

HANDLING AND TRANSPORTING 
 YOUNG CALVES

Calves are more susceptible to stress, par-
ticularly during transportation, and extra 
attention to their well-being is important. All 
personnel handling or transporting calves 
should be trained on the farm’s protocols to 
maintain the health, safety, and welfare of 
calves. Personnel should also be aware of 
applicable local, state, and national guidelines 
for the transport of calves. Calves should be 
moved using the concept of fl ight zones when 
possible. Younger calves may not respond to 
eff orts to move them by using the concept of 
fl ight zones and, therefore, may need to be 
handled individually when loading, unloading 
and moving.
 All handling should be performed as calmly 
as possible to avoid unnecessarily exciting 
calves. All moving aids, including fl ags and 
paddles, should be used judiciously. Electric 
prods should never be used on calves less 
than three months old. Calves must never be 
handled solely by the ears or tail. Willful or 
purposeful abuse, neglect or other maltreat-
ment of calves is not acceptable. 
 Provide adequate space and head room for 
animals to be in a natural position and to be 
able to reposition themselves for balance and 

safety during transport. Calves should have 
enough space to lie down comfortably.
 Drivers should be willing to accommodate 
seasonal changes during an individual trip 
that may impact calf morbidity and mortality. 
Very young calves tolerate a narrower range 
of temperatures than older calves. Therefore, 
the eff ects of temperature and weather on 
their specifi c requirements should be miti-
gated by tactics such as targeting optimal 
timing of movement to account for ambient 
temperature and weather conditions, adjust-
ing ventilation on transport vehicles, providing 
enough bedding, or individual calf coverings 
in winter, i.e., “calf jackets”.

 TRANSPORTATION OF STOCKER AND 
 FEEDER CATTLE

All stocker and feeder cattle must have their 
processing, treatment and feeding records 
checked to ensure they meet assigned 
medication withdrawal times if destined 
for slaughter. 
 All cattle must be examined and fi t for trans-
port under the conditions the cattle are to be 
transported (see the section on transportation 
of compromised cattle). Arrangements for the 
unique needs of the cattle, such as protection 
from the weather, bedding, traveling at night 
during hot weather, and arrangements for 
offl  oading rest periods, must be made ahead 
of securing transportation.
 The trailer should be the appropriate size for 
the number of cattle scheduled to be hauled. 
Stocking density should be considered to 
minimize injury and bruising during transport. 
Provide adequate space and head room for 
animals to be in a natural position and to be 
able to reposition themselves for balance and 
safety during transport. Ensure there is no 
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gap between the ramp and the trailer that 
would allow injury to an animal.

 CATTLE DESTINED FOR AIR AND 
 OCEAN TRANSPORTATION

Before loading the cattle, a load plan should 
be formulated based on animal weight, frame 
size and type, transportation equipment 
being used, and duration of transportation. 
Feed and water availability must also be 
considered. Follow local and federal livestock 
transportation regulations regarding feed and 
water. Maintaining cattle’s general health and 
well-being should be the priority for feeding 
and watering protocols for air and ocean 
shipments. Additional information regarding 
animal transportation by sea and air can be 
found in Chapters 7.2 and 7.4 of the World 
Organisation for Animal Health (WOAH) 
Terrestrial Animal Health Code.
 It is suggested that fi rst-time shippers seek 
consultation and advice from people with 
experience in ocean and air transportation 
of cattle. 

AIR Load plans are generally consistent as 
the environment within the aircraft is relatively 
predictable. However, consideration must be 
given to environmental conditions and tem-
peratures while animals are being held on 
the tarmac.

OCEAN/WATER Load plans should be re-
viewed based on environmental conditions 
anticipated during each portion of the trans-
portation period and the location of animals 
during the trip (on the deck vs. in the hold). 
These considerations include temperature, 
humidity and wind speed on the docks and 
onboard the ship.

 TRANSPORTATION OF LACTATING 
 DAIRY CATTLE

No current evidence-based research deals 
explicitly with transporting lactating dairy cattle 
for non-market purposes, such as from one 
farm location to another. However, assuming 
that welfare decreases the longer an animal 
goes without milking, is reasonable. Further, 
there is an increased risk of mastitis. Lactating 
dairy cattle should be milked as reasonably 
close to shipment as possible, and the trans-
port time should consider milking time. 

 TRANSPORTATION OF CULL/MARKET BEEF 
 AND DAIRY CATTLE DESTINED FOR 
 MARKET OR IMMEDIATE SLAUGHTER

Veterinarians should help clients develop and 
implement plans to manage beef and dairy 
cull/market cow issues, including fi tness-for-
transport, treatment for conditions if warranted,
or euthanasia of animals unfi t for transport, 
slaughter and human consumption. Veterinar-
ians should develop a written plan with their 
clients to be used for ambulatory cow culling 
decisions and assist clients with proper 
training of employees. In general, the follow-
ing considerations should be made when 
transporting cull or market animals destined 
for market or slaughter.
 Minimize the number of times cattle need to 
be handled from loading to arrival at the sale 
barn or processing plant to reduce stress and 
the risk of bruising.
 Milk all dairy cows still lactating just before 
transporting to a terminal or non-terminal 
market. Do not load/transport animals with 
distended udders, which causes pain and 
ambulatory issues. Milk is considered a car-
cass contaminant in packing and processing, 
and is a food safety concern. 

TRANSPORTATION AND FITNESS-TO-TRAVEL 
RECOMMENDATIONS FOR CATTLE
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 Care should be exercised during loading, 
unloading and handling injured ambulatory 
cattle to prevent further injury. 

HANDLING OF NON-AMBULATORY 
CATTLE/CALVES

Non-ambulatory cattle/calves are unfi t for 
transport and should not leave the farm of 
origin. Either treat and allow suffi  cient time 
for recovery, or euthanize. Do not use electric 
prods on non-ambulatory or injured cattle.
 Cattle producers should seek veterinary 
consultation to determine if cattle/calves will 
likely respond to treatment or should be 
euthanized. If treatment is an option, the 
veterinarian and/or producer should provide 
the appropriate treatment including a speci-
fi ed time to reassess the animal for response 
to treatment or euthanasia. If euthanasia is 
the best option, proceed using AABP- or 
AVMA-recommended euthanasia methods. 

 HEALTH CERTIFICATES/CERTIFICATES OF  
 VETERINARY INSPECTION

The certifi cate of veterinary inspection (CVI) 
may be required for transporting cattle. It 
assures that transported animals are offi  cially 
identifi ed for marketing and regulatory pur-
poses and that the veterinarian signing the 
CVI deems the inspected animal free from 
signs of infectious, contagious and communi-
cable diseases during inspection. A CVI does 
not guarantee that cattle are disease-free, 
as cattle with no clinical signs of illness may 
still carry diseases. Veterinarians are encour-
aged to help clients determine the best strat-
egy to prevent disease introduction into 
clients’ herds, including having cattle tested 
before shipment and recording the results 
on the CVI. 

TRANSPORTATION AND FITNESS-TO-TRAVEL 
RECOMMENDATIONS FOR CATTLE

 Ensure that the stocking density is adequate 
for the age and class of animal being trans-
ported. Exact measurements and stocking 
density are areas of active research though, 
minimum guidelines are off ered by FASS and 
BQA. Do not transport ambulatory animals 
with conditions that will not pass pre-slaughter 
inspection at a packing or processing plant. 
These include, but are not limited to:

■ Cancer eye with systemic involvement 
■ Blindness in both eyes
■ Fever greater than 105 °F
■ Drug residues
■ Fractures or lameness (4 or 5 on a 

5-point scale)
■ Unreduced prolapses
■ Cows that are calving or have a high 

likelihood of calving during transport
■ Suspected central nervous system 

symptoms
■ Visible open wounds
■ Moribund cows

 TRANSPORTATION OF SPECIAL NEEDS/  
 COMPROMISED CATTLE AND CALVES

Identify “special needs/compromised” cattle/
calves with mobility issues, low body condition 
scores (BCS ≤ 2 on either beef or dairy scale), 
or suspected or confi rmed disease issues.
 Special needs/compromised animals with 
conditions that increase the likelihood of 
becoming non-ambulatory during transport 
should be either left at the farm or transported 
in a separately portioned compartment without 
other animal contact.
 Injured ambulatory cattle should only be 
transported to a veterinary facility or for emer-
gency slaughter at a terminal market. If in-
jured ambulatory cattle must be transported, 
they should not be commingled with others. 
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 Under U.S. regulations, the accredited 
veterinarian plays a key role in livestock trace-
ability through the CVI and linked permanent 
identifi cation. In other countries, this role is 
fulfi lled by either government-employed veteri-
narians or deputized private practitioners. 

However, permanent identifi cation, documen-
tation, and/or disease testing are still essen-
tial. Veterinarians should familiarize themselves 
with all applicable regulations for livestock 
transportation within the jurisdiction(s) where 
those animals will be transported.
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