GUIDELINES FOR HANDLING HORSES AND CATTLE DURING EMERGENCIES

Guidelines for Horses During Emergencies

Adapted from the American Veterinary Medicine Association Disaster Preparedness and Response Guide

Free roaming horses will naturally group together and move as a group. Many horses will allow themselves to be caught, especially if they are encouraged with grain. Catching a horse can be done by first placing a rope loosely around its neck, and then fitting on a halter. If a large group of horses avoid capture, they should be rounded up in small groups and corralled into smaller confinements. If the horses cannot be rounded up and have not suffered any obvious injuries, they may be kept fenced in and fed without further human contact.

When moving horses into an unfamiliar environment, the handler should allow them time to investigate their new surroundings. Not all horses are familiar with being tied to a stationary object. If horses must be tied, use a quick release knot. Many horses have only been kept in wooden fenced paddocks. If wire fencing is all that is available, tie 2" x 24" cloth strips to the top wire every 6 to 10 feet.

Identification

Many horses are permanently identified with a tattoo on the inside of their upper lip, freeze brands under the mane, and brands on the outsides of their hind limbs. These are helpful in recording the identification on a horse. Other methods for identification that can be used include neck banding, microchip injection, painting or etching the hooves, and describing all whorls of the horses' coats. Photographs of the right and left sides of the body, medial and lateral aspects of the lower legs, and the face of a horse are helpful in matching owners' descriptions when trying to locate misplaced animals.

Behavior

Most horses are familiar with people and are used to being handled. Horses will seek to establish hierarchy when first grouped together. If this occurs under confined conditions, horses may become violent resulting in serious injuries to each other and to people handling them. Horses show signs of aggression toward people by pinning their ears back, extending their necks to bite, or turning their rear quarters toward an approaching person. Special care should be taken to avoid standing between mares and their foals, and when handling stallions (adult un-castrated males).

Ideally, horses should be kept in small herds at pasture or in individual stalls. If this is not possible, allow horses plenty of room to reduce aggression. Never place two or more stallions together. If at all possible, observe horses for the first few hours after placing together in a herd.

Methods of restraint

Horses can be dangerous.  Restraint and handling of horses should be done by people with equine experience.  Most horses will cooperate once they have a halter and lead rope on. If sedation is required for restraint, authorized personnel will perform the sedation. Injured horses should not be worked on until they are fully sedated. This usually takes 5 — 10 minutes after intravenous injection. Sedated horses may still kick if abrupt movements or sounds startle them.

Health concerns

Dietary changes predispose horses to colic, laminitis, and hyperlipemia. Mixing of horses from various sources predisposes them to contagious respiratory disease. Vaccinating all horses against Equine Herpes Virus, Equine Influenza, Eastern and Western Equine Encephalitis, Tetanus, and West Nile Virus, can minimize the spread of contagious disease. Any horse that will be spending more than a few days grazing on shared pasture should be dewormed with a paste dewormer.  A fly spray or insect repellant approved for use on horses should be applied to them to decrease the spread of vector-borne diseases.

Typical weights and heights

Horses are measured in "hands," one hand being equal to 4 inches. Horse's heights are measured at the highest point of the shoulder (withers). Typical weights and sizes of horses are:



Adult weight (#)
Newborn weight (#)
Approx. Height

Giant Breeds
1,500 – 2,000

150 - 200

17+ hands

Full Size
750 - 1,200

75 -100

15 -17 hands

Pony

500 - 750

50 – 75

< 15 hands

Miniature
200 - 400

20 - 40


< 40 inches

Typical feeding requirements of horses

Ideally, horses should be fed individually or in small groups. They should be fed twice a day at regular intervals. If horses are fed in groups, the most aggressive ones should be fed first. If that is not possible, observe horses at feeding time to ensure that all horses allow each other access to feed and water.

Under resting conditions and when ambient temperatures are above 40o F, horses should consume about 2% of their body weight per day in dry matter. About 75% of this should be derived from forages (hay) and 25% from grain. 12% protein horse pellets and sweet feed are the preferred grains. Total feed intake depends on body size. For example, a 1,000 lb horse will require 7.5 lb (approximately 1 /5 of a rectangular bale) of hay and 2.5 lb of grain at each feeding. This amount should be fed in the morning and in the evening. In addition, horses require about 2% of their body weight in fresh water per day, and 1 -2 oz of loose salt. All of the feeding requirements should be doubled for lactating mares and increased if ambient temperatures fall below 40° F.

To estimate the amount of feed required for a horse herd, calculate the biomass of the horses by estimating the approximate weight of all the horses and adding the weights together. Multiply this figure by the feed requirements listed above to calculate the amount of hay, grain, water, and salt needed for the herd.

Sheltering and housing

Ideally, horses should be kept in small herds at pasture or in individual stalls. The amount of bedding required depends on the type of flooring. Porous flooring with plenty of lime mixed into it requires the least additional bedding. Concrete flooring requires the most. The approximate amount of bedding that will be required is one bale of straw per 12 x 12 ft stall.

Straw is the preferred bedding under emergency conditions, as it is likely to be available, is space efficient, and is most degradable. Alternatively, 2 bales per stall of conifer wood shavings or shredded newspapers can be used. Black walnut and exotic wood shavings cannot be used.

Fencing materials that are free of projections should surround paddocks for horses. Barbed wire is not suitable for fencing horses. Electric wire fencing can be used, but it must be made visible to horses by 2" x 24" strips of cloth every 6 to 10 feet.

Sanitation

Horses will produce about 0.5% of their body weight of manure per day. Manure should be removed from stalls at least once a day. Manure from horses on pasture should be collected once per week if possible. Manure should be stacked in neat piles, with minimal surface area, to promote composting and reduce fly hatching. To further reduce fly burdens, the manure pile can be sprayed every 3 days with fly spray.

Horses void about 0.5% of their body weight as urine each day. Urine is a major attractant to stable flies. Completely remove the stall bedding at least every third day to reduce fly problems. The total amount of manure and bedding that will accumulate can be calculated from the number of horses, the average amount of manure produced, plus the number of straw bales used. Manure piles should be located at least 200 yards from the stabling facilities.

Zoonoses 

Zoonoses are diseases which can be transmitted from animals to people and from people to animals.  Salmonella is endemic in many horse populations. Stressed horses, such as those surviving a major disaster, are most likely to suffer from clinical salmonellosis and develop fulminant diarrhea. Horses that develop diarrhea may have a guarded to poor prognosis and are a potential source of infection to other horses and personnel. For these reasons, serious consideration should be given to euthanasia, especially if the horse can only be maintained by compromising the level of care to other horses.

Euthanasia and disposal

Disposal must be considered prior to euthanasia. If at all possible, it is easiest to walk the horse to the site where the carcass will be buried, rather than transport dead horses to a disposal site. Euthanasia will be done under supervision of qualified personnel. Records will be kept of all dead horses.

Guidelines for Cattle During Emergencies

Cattle are grazers and browsers by nature and are easily adaptable to new environments. They are gregarious animals that follow herd instincts, but may be excited and frightened by new persons, predators, and dogs in their midst. Because of their gregarious nature, individual cows become anxious in situations that lead to their isolation from the herd. They have keen eyesight and hearing and can detect something unusual at distances of several hundred yards.

Behavior during the disaster event

Cattle normally will move away from fire and flood, but in an excited state they may actually move into such a disaster. Herding and driving cattle during a disaster is made more difficult because herding instinct is overridden by survival reaction. Injuries, especially to the younger animals, are much more probable during a disaster.

Behavior during the immediate aftermath

Most cattle, if given hay, water, and a space to stand or lie down, will acclimate well in their new surroundings. The more antisocial animals, especially bulls, may not become content as quickly and may attempt to escape. There is also a problem with establishment of social dominance within a group if new numbers are added. This is particularly true with bulls, and though cows usually settle down soon, the bulls may continue the struggle for dominance for a protracted period.

Bulls are dangerous. They should be penned separately and handled only by people with experience. 

Capture, containment and restraint

Dairy cattle are used to caretakers, are socialized to human beings, and are easily penned. Beef cattle commonly are fed hay and grain in or around a barn or corral, which can aid in penning. If a preexisting structure is not in place, a temporary corral can be built with portable gate panels. Avoid barbed wire and woven wire fencing because of the danger of injury to excited animals and animals unfamiliar with fences. Portable corrals may be used to make runways and chutes for restraint.  To load cattle into a trailer, portable gate panels can be made progressively smaller from the corral into a narrow alley, which ends at the truck.  Avoid creating tight turns and have a way of blocking the entrance of the alleyway so that animals cannot back up into the corral rather than go forward to the truck.

The most common and available method of restraint is the lariat and halter. This restraint is dependent on having something to which the animal can be secured. For particularly fractious animals, application of a nose lead in combination with a rope halter provides additional distractions and approved restraint. 

The most desirable restraint device is the portable cattle chute with a head restraint. Diagnosis and treatment are much easier and safer with this equipment. Tranquilization or sedation of injured animals may be necessary. Tranquilization will be done under supervision of qualified personnel.

If evacuation from the home premise is necessary, bumper-pull or fifth wheel type stock trailers, 12' x 16' or larger and without compartments, should be used. The low bed with a low center of gravity allows easier loading and unloading and is more stable in winds and water.

Animal identification methods

Permanent identification of dairy cattle is usually numerical by means of an ear tag, ear tattoo, brand, microchip, or numbered neck chain. Animals may be temporarily identified through use of livestock marking crayons.  

Typical weights

Dairy cattle – Holsteins are the largest and most common of the 5 major breeds of dairy cattle. Holsteins are black and white and cows weigh an average of 1,500 lbs., mature bulls can tip the scales at more than a ton. Jersey dairy cattle are the smallest, with mature cows weighing approximately 1,000 lb. and bulls near 1,500 lb. Weigh tapes for measuring heart girth provide a fairly accurate estimate of weight in dairy cattle.

Beef cattle – There are wide variations among and within beef breeds. Weights can range from an 850 lb. British crossbred female to 2,500 lb. Charolais male. A weight tape for beef cattle, which measures heart girth, is fairly accurate.

Nutritional requirements

Cattle are grazing animals and can be maintained adequately on a variety of grasses on pasture. Care should be taken in selecting the site to pen cattle, because ornamental plants, which may be appealing to hungry ruminants, can be extremely toxic if consumed by cattle. 

Beef cattle and yearling cattle require only grass hay and water for survival. Calves less than 3 months old require milk or milk replacer along with grass hay.  

Lactating dairy cattle have different needs.  Some important feeding recommendations for lactating dairy cows during an emergency situation are discussed here.  The first priority is to provide feed to keep the cows healthy; providing feeds which support milk production is secondary.  Hay is the best feed choice to keep the cows healthy.  Provide all the hay the cows will consume.  An individual mature dairy cow will consume about 30-40 pounds of hay.  Younger dairy cattle (heifers) will consume about 15-20 pounds per day per animal.  Hay quality is not highly important, although the hay should be clean and not moldy.  Small square bales or large round or square bales may be used and can be placed on the ground if feed bunks or bale feeders are not available.  Spread the hay around the paddock so that all cows have access to the hay.  Hay silage can be fed if dry hay is not available.  Corn silage should not be the first choice since it contains grain, which can make cows sick if they consume too much.  

Water is very important and must be provided.  A dairy cow will need about 25-30 gallons of water per day.  Some type of large water trough will be needed for the cows to drink from.  

Milk production in dairy cattle will increase or decrease according to nutrient intake. Grass hay can be fed to dairy cattle for several days and they will suffer only temporary milk production loss when put back on their full production level ration. By reducing the caloric intake, a cow will reduce its milk production. Decrease in milk production may not be rapid enough to prevent mastitis. If the disaster causes electric power outages or cattle are moved to a location without milking facilities, milking even a small number of cows becomes an unrewarding and difficult task.  However, having portable milkers and generators or pre-determined evacuation sites with milking equipment available is an important planning consideration for dairy producers and emergency managers.

Providing safe drinking water for animals

Because contaminated water may contain pathogenic organisms, treat it with chlorine to make it safer. Ideally, the water should be tested, but during a disaster this may not be possible.  Treating water with sodium hypochlorite (household bleach) will be beneficial.  The following treatments should be followed when treating water:


16 drops of bleach for 1 gallon of water


1 Tablespoon of bleach for 15 gallons of water


½ cup of bleach for 120 gallons of water

When treating water, use unscented bleach.  Allow the water to stand for 30 minutes after treatment to allow the bleach to mix thoroughly with the water. 

Health concerns

Emergency conditions that lead to the commingling of animals from various operations increase the risk of infectious disease. This can be caused by a multitude of enteric and respiratory pathogens. In light of the difficulty imposed by attempting individual treatment, mass medication may be considered for treatment and control of infection. Large ruminants are frequently affected with bloat, diarrhea, and pneumonia during prolonged unusual events.

Prevention of most bloat and diarrhea can be accomplished through nutritional management. Pneumonia can be partially prevented through vaccination against respiratory pathogens and providing rest and fresh air during the disaster. Even the best managed cattle will contract some stress-related pneumonia and a treatment center should be set up for care of sick cattle.

Severe traumatic injuries will require individual examination and treatment. Lacerations and fractured bones may be detected in cattle during the aftermath of a disaster. The lacerations can be treated but fractures are difficult to manage in cattle and euthanasia may be required. Qualified personnel will conduct drug administration and pain management.

Housing and sanitation

Dairy cattle should be kept clean, dry and comfortable. If the disaster occurs during the hot and humid season, shade must be provided if it does not exist in the area of confinement. Avoid total enclosure, but shelter animals with shade cloth or plastic tarp from the extremes of heat or cold stress. Cattle should be moved with care if the ambient temperature exceeds 30° C (86° F) in order to avoid heat stress. The comfortable range in temperature for dairy cattle is between 41° and 78° F. Beef cattle requiring medical care might be housed in a confined area to expedite treatment, but healthy cattle do better in pastures or paddocks, and they tend to settle down quicker when put in an environment similar to where they had been maintained prior to the disaster. In addition, the open air will help disperse respiratory pathogens.

Provision for manure removal is important. Cattle excrete about 5% of their body weight in manure and urine daily. Straw should be used for bedding, when required, because it will be easier to obtain and dispose of during times of disaster.

Zoonoses concerns

Zoonoses are diseases which can be transmitted from animals to people and from people to animals.  The greatest risks are from enteric pathogens such as salmonella, cryptosporidia, campylobacter, and giardia. Adult cattle maintained in questionable sanitary conditions can transfer these diseases without becoming clinically ill. Calves and yearlings will usually become sick and require treatment. Contaminated water can be a source of pathogens for the cattle, therefore caretakers should use caution when handling cattle with diarrhea and never consume water from an unapproved source.

Euthanasia and disposal

Disposal must be considered prior to euthanasia. If at all possible, it is easiest to herd the animals to the site where the carcass will be buried, rather than transport dead animals to a disposal site. The recommended method of euthanasia will be pre-determined depending on the circumstances. Euthanasia will be performed under the supervision of qualified personnel. Records will be kept of all dead animals. Disposal of dead cattle can create a problem due to the potential health hazard and great volume of carcasses. Methods such as deep burial or burning can be done if local air and water quality regulations permit.

