Livestock producers know how to read body language

By Liz Foster

When it comes to safety, what is the difference between cows and cotton? The answer is cows have a mind of their own. Farming and ranching, just like everything else, has an inherent risk. That risk goes up when two separately minds are added to the equation. You can imagine the risk when the two minds in question don’t even speak the same language. Spoken words don’t decrease the risk but body language does. Knowing how livestock move and think reduces injuries on the ranch. Working with animals is fun until the horse falls down with the rider, the cow kicks, or the lamb steps on your foot. 

Ranchers in Arizona understand livestock. Livestock injuries in Arizona rank third behind machinery and hand tool injuries. Considering that two minds were involved says something about ranchers in Arizona. Livestock producers are prepared to work with cattle and understand that horses and cattle can see 340 degrees around them and that their blind spot is directly behind them. Because of this wide peripheral vision, they have poor eyesight in terms of depth perception. Shadows, bright colors, ruts and holes can cause them to be resistant to moving or possibly spook the animal. Fast movement can also spook livestock because the movement appears to be a blur to the animal.

A few things to keep in mind when working around animals or having friends from urban areas help on the farm or ranch is animals have a strong territorial instinct that is common, separation from other animals can cause unpredictable behavior, sudden or loud noises can frighten animals. Some additional safety tips to keep in mind are:

1. Don’t use load voices or noises and don’t wave arms.

2. Approach the animals slowly to avoid spooking the animal and from the side where the animal can see you.

3. Eliminate shadows in working areas.

4. Keep areas clean and dry to avoid slips and falls by both people and livestock.

5. Facilities should be designed to allow workers easy access to and exit from animals.

6. Wear proper clothing and protective wear- long sleeve shirts, jeans, rugged shoes with skid resistant soles, gloves, hat, and sunscreen.

Continually being aware and reminding ourselves, workers and visitors about livestock will help reduce risks of accidents on farms and ranches. Anticipating and knowing what the other mind is thinking will also reduce risks associated with livestock.
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