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• The United Kingdom is covered by a vast 

network of public rights of way and 

footpaths.  

• 25 000 kilometres of roads 

• Over 241 600 kilometres of off-road rights 

of way, country footpaths, bridleways and 

byways.  

• 77 per cent of UK adults, say they walk for 

pleasure at least once a month.  

• walking is three times more popular than 

swimming, the second most participated 

activity, 

• 891 million day trips a year include a walk. 



• Of the 1787 land based sector injuries 

reported to the Health and Safety 

Executive in the ten years to 2009, 307 

were livestock related injuries and nearly 

half were members of the public injured by 

livestock.  

 

• However the actual number of injuries 

caused by livestock is likely to be 

considerably higher as the reporting rate 

of incidents is less than 5%.  

 

• It is estimated that over 4 000 members of 

the public are injured by livestock while 

walking in the countryside each year. 



• In the last ten years, injuries included 81 

fatalities caused by livestock.  Fourteen of 

these have been members of the public 

killed by cattle.  

• There were thirteen fatalities caused by 

livestock in 2012, including two members 

of the public killed by cattle while walking 

in the countryside. 
HSE Report Fatal Injuries in Farm, Forestry and Horticulture 2009/10 

Personal Correspondence AJ Marshall Agricultural Consultants  

Farmers Weekly Complacent Livestock Handlers Risk Death 13 July 2012 

 

 



The modern bovine (Bos taurus) is a 

descendent of Bos primigenius, and is 

farmed in the UK for milk and beef. 

Although domesticated for centuries, 

there are many circumstances and 

situations where even the most placid 

of domesticated cattle may act in a 

threatening and dangerous manner 



Cattle are large animals and can pose a risk to 

safety through their physical size and ability to 

move quickly. The likely bodyweights of some 

species of  cattle : 

 

• Beef cows – 750kg 

• Beef Bull – 1200kg 

• Calves (aged 5-7 months) – 200kg 

• Young calves – 80kg 

• Rams – 120kg 

 



Factors associated with potential 

aggressive behaviour  

•  Beef cattle 

• Suckler cows 

• Continental breeds 

• Commercial cows ie less handled 



Beef cattle 

• Require infrequent handling,  

• Breeding for placid temperament 

is less important (than for dairy 

cattle) 

• Most beef farmers have 

management and handling systems 

(cattle crushes and races) that 

allow handling of more difficult and 

temperamental stock, therefore 

allowing them to keep and work 

safely with this type of animal. 

 

 

 

 



Sucker cattle 

•The function of the suckler 

cow is to produce and rear a 

calf for beef.  

•To achieve this must possess 

good mothering 

characteristics.  

•These include producing 

sufficient milk for the growing 

calf and an instinct that 

protects the calf from all 

outside threats.  

 

 

 

 

http://www.ukagriculture.com/farming_pictures/hires_mm_image.cfm?strHRimage=_may_2003_0046.jpg


Sucker cattle 

•These threats include: 

• Other calves that 

may suckle her milk 

• Other cows that may 

try to adopt her calf 

• Predators that may 

try to harm or kill her 

calf 

 

 

 

 



Continental Breeds 

• Most of the continental beef 

breeds are noted for the 

increased risk of poor 

temperament compared to Native 

British Breeds. 

• Continental cattle  

• Greater mature weights than 

traditional British breeds  

• Cattle have been specifically bred 

for their weight gain, carcase 

confirmation  

• Their ability to act as a good 

suckler cow.  

 

 

 



Commercial Breeds 

• Unlike show cattle, it is only 

necessary to handle commercial 

suckler cattle for specific 

management tasks such as 

worming, vaccination and 

weaning. 

• Unlike the frequent close 

contact that a dairy cow receives 

or the close attention to handling 

of pedigree show cattle, there is 

no reason for a commercial 

suckler cow to be as docile 

 

 

 



Factors that can provoke dangerous 

behaviour in all cattle 

 Ill health  

When cattle are sick, it may 

be normal behaviour for them 

to act in a temperamental 

and aggressive manner 

 

 

 

 



Factors that can provoke dangerous 

behaviour in all cattle 

 When suckling offspring  

With calves at foot of any age, it is in the nature of a suckler 

cow to protect their calf where a threat is perceived 

 

 

 

 



Factors that can provoke dangerous 

behaviour in all cattle 

 A new environment   

When cattle are moved 

or exposed to a new 

environment, it is not 

unusual for them to act in 

a manner that is 

threatening or 

confrontational 

 

 

 

 



Factors that can provoke dangerous 

behaviour in all cattle 

 
Proximity to dogs  

The canine species is a natural 

opportunistic predator of cattle. It is 

an important survival mechanism for 

cattle to protect themselves from  

threats. In some circumstances this 

may mean the cattle taking evasive 

action (and the reason why some 

dogs may be used to herd cows). In 

other circumstances, where evasive 

action is not possible, such as when 

they have calves at foot, cows may 

exhibit direct aggression towards the 

dog. 

 

 

 

 



Factors that can provoke dangerous 

behaviour in all cattle 

 
When in a herd  

When confronted by a threatening 

situation, if isolated, individual 

animals usually take actions to 

avoid human contact and make all 

attempts to avoid confrontation. 

However, when a herd is faced with 

a threatening confrontation, the 

perceived safety of the group often 

means the animals may attack the 

threat. 

 

 

 

 



Other Factors  

 
Presence of a bull 

Often has a calming 

influence 

Signage legally required 

Dairy bulls are not allowed in 

fields with public footpaths 

 

 

 

 

http://www.raymac.co.uk/erol/bw-01-bull-in-field-sign-from-raymac-signs-uk-1513-0.html


Other factors 
Presence of dogs 

• Dogs are an opportunistic 

predator of cattle.  

• When confronted by a dog 

the survival mechanism of 

cattle is “fight or flight”.  

• In situations where they are 

not suckling young, then the 

typical reaction of a cow is 

flight and to move away from 

the dog.  

 

 

 

• However when young 

calves are at foot, then the 

typical reaction is “fight” 

and to attack the dog, 

protecting their offspring.  

• When a herd is involved, 

then the “fight” reaction 

may be taken on by more 

than one of the herd 



Other factors 

 
Walking in an open part of a field  

  

• Cattle have a wide field of 

vision and are able to spot 

predators and potential 

threats over a wide angle. 

 

• Any danger, such as a dog 

entering the field, will be 

seen as a potential threat.  

 

 

 



Other factors 

 
Cow calf maternal bond 

 

•The calf has a number of innate 

mechanisms that ensure that it 

maximises this association. These 

include vocalisation, so it can locate its 

mother, and the butting reflex, where the 

calf head butts the udder to stimulate 

milk flow when suckling, and the 

suckling process itself.  

 

•The cow also possesses a number of 

characteristics to ensure a strong 

maternal bond exists. These include 

identifying her calf through smell, sight 

and vocalisation. 

 

 

 

 



Other factors 

 
Public access 

Care with fields where cows 

and calves 

No legal requirement for 

signage but recommended 

Key risk times are spring 

months (April onwards) 

 

 

 

 

http://www.raymac.co.uk/erol/cw-07-cattle-sign-from-raymac-signs-uk-1675-0.html


 

 

 



 



Know the law! 

 Animals Act 1971 

 

• The act imposes a strict liability for damage 

caused by an animal that belongs to a 

dangerous species 

  

• The effect of section 2(2) is that 

domesticated livestock species can be 

classified as dangerous if the keeper has 

knowledge of a dangerous characteristic. 

.  
 

 

 

 



Know the law! 

 
 

Common Law Negligence 

 

• Since the seventeenth century there has 

been a common law duty to take 

reasonable care to prevent your animals 

from causing injury. This is in addition to 

any statutory obligation, such as under the 

Animals Act 1971. 

.  
 

 

 

 



Know the law! 

 
 

s59 Wildlife and Countryside Act 1981 
  

• Under the Act, an occupier of a field 

crossed by a right of way may not allow a 

bull to be at large. Exceptions are granted 

for bulls under the age of ten months and 

for bulls of breeds not recognised as dairy 

breeds which are kept with cows or heifers.  
 

 

 

 



Know the law! 

 
Occupiers Liability Act 1957 
 

• Where a claimant is injured by the defendant’s animal 

while on the defendants land as a lawful visitor, then 

the obligations of the occupier are governed by the 

Occupiers Liability Act 1957.  

 

• The likely situations for application of the Act are 

injuries caused by non-dangerous species, such as 

livestock, where the occupier ought to have 

reasonable care for the safety of his lawful visitors 

and a foreseeable risk of harm, against which no 

preventative steps are taken.  
 

 

 

 



Know the law! 

 
 

Highways Act 1980 

 

• It a criminal offence to allow horses, cattle, 

sheep, goats or swine to stray on the 

highway, however this criminal liability is 

unlikely to give rise to a civil liability claim. 

 

• s155 Penalties in connection with straying 

animals,  
 

 

 

 



Providing everyone is aware of the risks, 

and take appropriate precautions then 

livestock, man and dogs can live 

harmoniously! 
 

 

 


