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Humane destruction of sheep and cattle 
Where it is necessary to destroy an animal, it should be done promptly, safely and humanely. 

A person must ensure humane destruction methods result in rapid loss of consciousness followed by death 

while unconscious. 

A person must ensure a dying and suffering animal is humanely destroyed at the first reasonable opportunity 

by a competent person or under the direct supervision of a competent person. See over the page for more on 

destruction methods. 

Humane destruction methods 

 Humane destruction should be done with the 

minimum number of people present. 

 The animal should be handled carefully and 

appropriately restrained. 

 The animal should be brain-shot by rifle or 

captive bolt in the approved position.  

 The only approved target organ is the brain. 

 

Firearms 

Firearm use should be in the frontal or poll 

positions. Cattle can also be shot in the temporal 

position. 

A rifle should deliver at least the muzzle energy of: 

 a standard 0.22 long rifle cartridge for calves 

and sheep (at least 100 foot-pounds) 

 a standard 0.22 magnum cartridge for adult 

cattle (at least 300 foot-pounds) 

 a 0.30-calibre high-power cartridge for larger 

animals and bulls (at least 1000 foot-pounds). 
 

 

Recommended position and direction of fire 

 

The dots indicate the point of aim and the arrows indicate the direction of aim for the positions. 

The diagrams are representational and individual anatomical differences should be taken into account. 

Close range firearm use is recommended for the frontal or poll positions. 

A indicates the frontal method, B indicates the poll method and C indicates the temporal method. 

Positions A and B for firearms and captive bolt, position C for firearms only. 
 

  

sheep cattle 



 

 

Captive bolt devices 

Captive bolt device use should be in the frontal or 

poll positions, and accompanied by appropriate 

restraint. The captive bolt device should be pressed 

firmly on the head before being discharged. 

For penetrating captive bolt devices, the cartridge 

power and length of bolt should be appropriate to 

the species and class of animal. 

Non-penetrating captive bolt devices are not 

recommended. 

Captive bolt use should be followed by an effective 

procedure to cause death, such as bleeding-out. 

Steps to confirm an animal is dead 

Two or more signs should be observed to 

determine whether the animal has been effectively 

destroyed. Signs of death include: 

 loss of consciousness and deliberate 

movement 

 absence of rhythmic breathing movements 

 absence of corneal ‘blink’ reflex when eyeball 

is touched, or maximum enlargement of the 

pupil 

 absence of response to painful stimuli 

 absence of a heartbeat or pulse after three 

minutes. 

A person who destroys an animal must take 

reasonable steps to confirm that the animal is 

dead. 

Bleeding out 

Bleeding-out of unconscious cattle should be done 

using a suitable, sharp knife. The cut should 

preferably be made to the blood vessels at the top 

of the heart via the thoracic inlet. 

A person must only use bleeding-out by neck cut to 

destroy a sheep if there is no firearm or captive bolt 

available. 

Bleeding-out of sheep without pre-stunning should 

only be done when no other options are reasonably 

available, and using a suitable, sharp knife. The 

spinal cord should not be severed. 

Stunning by blunt trauma to the head 

This procedure should only be carried out if a 

captive bolt or firearm is not available and only on 

sheep under 10kg or cattle under 24 hours old. 

A single, sharp blow should be delivered to the 

centre of the forehead which renders the animal 

unconscious immediately. 

Stunning by blunt trauma should be followed by an 

effective procedure to cause death, such as 

bleeding-out. 

Using blunt trauma to kill a calf is a last resort. 

More information 

This information sheet is based on Animal Welfare 
Codes of Practice and applicable Standards and 
Guidelines. For up-to-date Codes of Practice, and 
Standards and Guidelines, visit: 

 agric.wa.gov.au/animalwelfare 

 animalwelfarestandards.net.au 

References 

Welfare scoring nutritionally deprived beef cattle, 

dairy cattle and their crosses, sheep and horses - 

NSW Department of Primary Industries, 2013 

(dpi.nsw.gov.au) 

 

 

 
 

https://www.agric.wa.gov.au/animalwelfare
http://www.animalwelfarestandards.net.au/
http://www.dpi.nsw.gov.au/

