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Euthanasia of livestock   
 
Category:   P2- animal unconscious without recovery 
Instructor to student ratio: 1:3 
 
Objective 
 
To kill an animal humanely. 
 
Alternatives to animal use  
 

Use of video presentations. 
 
Drugs, chemicals and biological agents 
 

Barbiturate overdose with or without muscle relaxants to be used under veterinary supervision only. 
 
Details of Procedure  
 

Refer to the Australian Model Code of Practice for the Welfare of Animals: Cattle or Primefact 310 Humane destruction of stock, 
2e. 
Reference information and diagrams may be accessed in the AVMA Guidelines for the Euthanasia of Animals: 2020 Edition, pp 
115-120 
 
The animal may need to be restrained to allow quick, easy and safe administration of the lethal injection or gunshot wound. 
 
The preferred methods are: 

1. Overdose of anaesthetic under veterinary supervision. 
2. Euthanasia using a firearm or captive-bolt by the frontal method. 

a. the animals must be well restrained, 
b. operators must know the correct anatomical landmarks and how to confidently handle and operate the captive 

bolt. 
c. captive bolts must be well maintained so that the velocity of the bolt is not slowed by corrosion or carbon build-

up in the barrel. 
d. the correct strength blanks must be used appropriate to the size of the animal (the blanks for each model of 

captive bolt are colour-coded according to the amount of propellant in them. The manufacturers’ 
recommendations on the colour-code for the size of the animal must be followed.) 

e. the blanks must have been stored properly so the propellant doesn’t deteriorate. 
 
Anatomical landmarks for the use of firearm or captive-bolt 
Most critical is the placement of a well-directed shot appropriate for the species and its size if follow-up methods are to be 
avoided. The most consistently effective killing shots are those directed at the brainstem which in most species lies between the 
ears. This applies to frontal shots, poll shots and behind the ear shots – they should be directed at the brainstem. 
 
In cattle, sheep, goats and pigs the brainstem consistently lies between the ears, or more specifically, between the ear canals 
which are usually at the base of the ears. This appears to be true regardless of age, size or shape of the head and hugely 
simplifies describing to farmers where to shoot and in which direction. For veterinarians, targets are easy to remember 
regardless of species encountered. 
 
An animal stunned with a captive-bolt pistol must be pithed or bled out by severing the major vessels of the neck as soon as it 
collapses to the ground. To avoid injury due to the animal’s involuntary leg movements, the operator should stand behind the 
neck. 
 
Confirming death 

https://www.dpi.nsw.gov.au/animals-and-livestock/animal-welfare/general/general-welfare-of-livestock/humane-destruction-stock
https://www.dpi.nsw.gov.au/animals-and-livestock/animal-welfare/general/general-welfare-of-livestock/humane-destruction-stock
https://www.avma.org/sites/default/files/2020-01/2020-Euthanasia-Final-1-17-20.pdf
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The aim is to create brainstem death where reflexes with pathways through the brainstem are shutdown. The brainstem is the 
base of the brain connecting the spinal cord with the cerebrum, cerebellum and midbrain. Animals with brainstem death lack eye 
reflexes, tongue, jaw and ear muscle tone, and don’t breathe. 
 
Observation of the sequence of collapse, rigidity, relaxation, kicking is usually a sure sign of a successful kill. Five areas to 
check after 3 minutes are: 
1. absent corneal reflex 
2. fixed, fully dilated pupil 
3. relaxed jaw 
4. flaccid tongue 
5. no rhythmic breathing 
 
Use of shotguns is not recommended for destruction of cattle. 

 
 
Animal wellbeing 

 
Not Applicable 
 
Animal reuse and repeated use  
 
Not applicable 
 
Animal care  
 
Care should be taken to minimise distress of the animal e.g. by use of low stress handling techniques and familiarity with the 
species’ normal behaviour 
. 
Pain relief 
 
Not required. 
 
Qualification and experience 
 
Use of firearms must comply with State legislation. 

 
Demonstrator:  Practical experience in the various methods to be employed. Training in the safe use of firearms (if appropriate). 

Ability to recognise successful completion of the procedure. 
Students:  Understanding of the anatomy of the animal to ensure that the injection or gunshot wound is appropriately 

delivered. Training in the use of firearms, if appropriate. 


