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PRODUCING CLEAN CATTLE
Under the Clean Livestock Policy, producers must take all
reasonable practical steps to ensure that their stock are acceptably
clean at slaughter.

The vast majority of the 1.6 million plus Irish cattle presented for
slaughter each year meet the Clean Livestock Policy standards.
However, problems with cattle cleanliness can arise on individual
farms. Very dirty cattle are rejected for slaughter. 

Faecal (dung) contamination of carcases poses a risk to consumer
health. Consequently, the production of acceptably clean cattle is a
commercial market requirement.

December to February is the most difficult period for supplying
clean cattle for slaughter.

Producing Clean Cattle

7616 Clean Cattle  19/01/2005  15:11  Page 1



2

This policy was introduced in 1998 under the Abattoirs Amendment
Act and is operated by the Department of Agriculture and Food.
There are five categories of cleanliness specified in the policy.
Category 1 animals are the cleanest. Category 5 animals are the
dirtiest. 

Cattle presented for slaughter are assessed by Department of
Agriculture and Food staff at the slaughter premises. Cattle scored
as Category 4 or 5 can be rejected for slaughter. 

Producers are advised to study the photographs and to familiarise
themselves with the standards required under the Clean Livestock
Policy.

THE CLEAN LIVESTOCK POLICYThe Clean Livestock Policy

CATEGORY 1

CATEGORY 2
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The Clean Livestock Policy regulations also apply to meat processors.
Abattoirs must implement specific handling and hygiene control
measures on the kill line, depending on the cleanliness of the animal at
slaughter.

CATEGORY 3

CATEGORY 4

CATEGORY 5

If facilities to clean rejected cattle (e.g. clipping service) are not
available at the abattoir these animals may have to be taken away. In
Northern Ireland and Britain cattle falling into categories 3, 4 and 5
come within the rejection range. 
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Teagasc, Grange Research Centre and the Agricultural Research Institute Northern Ireland
have conducted research into farm practices affecting cattle cleanliness. Their findings
pinpoint factors likely to trigger or reduce problems. These can be broadly summarised as
follows:

Housing factors

• Cattle in slatted pens with a high
proportion of solid floor (e.g. wide
concrete aprons at the back of the
pen) tended to be dirtier.

• Good ventilation helped keep cattle
clean.

• Bigger pens tended to produce
cleaner cattle than smaller pens
(even if cattle had the same lying
area allowance).

• Cattle tend to get very dirty during the 
first 4-8 weeks of housing and then to 
clean up, particularly when 
they start to shed the winter coat.

• Understocking has little impact on
cleanliness, but overstocked cattle
tended to be dirtier.

• Mixing different groups of cattle
(e.g. heifers and steers) may
increase dirt levels.

• Cattle finished off slats were slightly
dirtier than those finished off straw.
Straw-bedded sheds can, however, 
produce very dirty cattle if poorly 
managed. 

• Wet concentrate feeds (e.g. beet, molasses, brewers grains, potatoes) generally 
produced dirtier animals.

• Increasing concentrate levels on grass silage based diets generally increased dirtiness.
• Cattle on maize silage based diets were noticeably cleaner than cattle on grass silage

based diets.

RESEARCH ON CATTLE CLEANLINESSResearch on Cattle Cleanliness

Cattle tend to get very dirty during
the first 4-8 weeks of housing

Cattle finished on concentrates and
straw were cleaner than cattle finished
on grass silage plus concentrates

Diet
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• Cattle finished on concentrates
plus straw were considerably
cleaner than cattle finished on
grass silage plus concentrates.

• Lower dry matter silage may
increase dirtiness although this did
not happen consistently.

Husbandry practices

• Clipping of tails at housing 
had a beneficial effect.

• Shaving animals backs (e.g. 150mm strip along the spine from the tail
head to shoulders) had a positive effect.

• Moving dirty animals off slats and onto straw bedding for the final
two weeks of finishing did not substantially improve cleanliness –
relative to the animals left behind on slats. Moving dirty animals on
to straw bedding for a longer period (e.g. 4 weeks) would have a
beneficial effect, but is not practical or economic for many Irish
farms.

• Taking cattle ready for sale off pasture and housing in straw-bedded
units (e.g. overnight) in order to avoid heavy rainfall resulted in
cleaner cattle. 

• Frequent handling prior to slaughter tended to make cattle 
dirtier.

• Transport in very wet conditions substantially increased cattle 
dirtiness.

• There was considerable on-farm variation in the cleanliness of cattle.

Shaving a 100-150mm strip along
the spine from tail head to shoulders
can help reduce sweating.

Clipping of tails at housing had a
beneficial effect on cleanliness.
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PRE-SALE MANAGEMENT
Farmers should avoid mixing different groups or pens of animals,
particularly in the final finishing period. Mixing can lead to fighting,
mounting and excessive sweating resulting in dirtier cattle. Also,
minimise handling of stock prior to sale as dirt contamination tends
to increase each time cattle are handled. When stock are handled
minimise the time they are left in dirty holding yards or out in wet
conditions.

• In the U.K. dirty cattle on slats are often moved to a straw
bedded “market pen” for the final month before slaughter. This
gives animals a chance to clean up and dry up. Moving dirty cattle
to a straw-bedded area for the final fortnight did not substantially
improve cleanliness relative to their counterparts left on slats.

• If cattle are dirty it is advisable to remove wet concentrates or
laxative type feeds (e.g. roots) in the final finishing period. 
This practice should at least prevent cattle getting dirtier.

• Do not starve animals prior to sale as this may trigger E.coli
0157:H7 shedding. It is, however, advisable to restrict low dry
matter feeds and/or high energy feeds in the 48 hour period
before transport. Animals should be allowed ad-lib access to dry
long fibre feeds such as straw, hay or dry big bale silage. Do not
restrict water.

Pre-Sale Management

Moving cattle to a
strawbedded pen
for the final month
before slaughter
had a beneficial
effect on
cleanliness.
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CLIPPING DIRTY CATTLE
According to meat industry estimates, some 10 to 20% (depending
on weather conditions) of cattle presented for slaughter during the
highest risk period (December – February) were clipped at the
abattoir. The clipping of dirty cattle gives rise to a high risk of
personal injury and can also be very stressful for the animal.

The emphasis must be on producing acceptably clean animals
without clipping. On most farms, both from the point of view of
safety and access, handling facilities are not suitable for clipping
cattle. Where required clipping is best left to specialised operators
with the equipment required.  

Apart from the dangers involved, belly clipping at housing is unlikely
to provide a solution if cattle get very dirty subsequently. In fact, it is
more difficult to remove dirt from cattle that are belly clipped at
housing.

Clipping Dirty Cattle

The emphasis must be on producing
acceptably clean animals without
clipping.
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TRANSPORT
Cattle may also become contaminated during transport to the
factory. In Grange studies, transport in very wet conditions
substantially increased dirtiness. Hauliers and farmers who
transport stock must make every effort to ensure that cattle remain
clean during transport.   

• Animals should preferably be dry at loading.
• Do not leave animals in unbedded holding pens or yards

for prolonged periods prior to loading.
• Truck floors should be clean, dry and non-slip. Trailers

should be cleaned between loads. 
• Do not use sawdust or shavings for bedding the floor, as

they are more likely to stick to the animal’s coat and
cause problems during dressing procedures on the killing
line. Clean dry straw is the preferred bedding material.

• Finishing cattle (550-650kg) require 1.3 to 1.5 sq metres
(about 14-16 sq ft) floor space. Bigger cattle require
more space. Dividers or partitions should be used to
prevent injuries when trucks are understocked (Table 1).

• Good trailer ventilation is essential to reduce sweating.

Transport

Given our high and regular rainfall, covering of trucks must be given
serious consideration. However, unless covered trucks are adequately
ventilated sweating leading to wet coats can become a major problem.
Many aspects of animal transport including welfare, floor space
allowance, trailer design and roof covering of trailers are regulated by
the Protection of Animals During Transport Order 1995. Cattle
hauliers need to adopt a code of good practice to minimise the risks of
cattle getting unacceptably dirty during haulage.

Approximate Liveweight (kg) Area per Animal (sq. metres(m2))
50 0.3 – 0.4
110 0.4 – 0.7
200 0.7 – 0.95
325 0.95 – 1.3
550 1.3 – 1.6
Over 700 Greater than 1.6

Table 1 : Floor area required during transport
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While the vast majority of cattle produced annually meet Clean
Livestock Policy standards, a number of factors contribute to
dirtiness.

•Typical Irish winter finishing diets (e.g. grass silage plus 
concentrates) are less than 30% dry matter.

• Slatted housing is the norm in Ireland with over 63,000 units in 
operation. Thus, for the majority of producers, straw bedding is 
not an option.

•High humidity and high rainfall leads to damper sheds, wetter coats
and more problems during transport. It is important that 
producers monitor cattle cleanliness during the finishing period. 

The guidelines given below incorporate research findings from 
Teagasc Grange, the Agricultural Research Institute Northern 
Ireland, the Scottish Agricultural College and the UK Ministry of 
Agriculture and Food (MAFF).

Silage

Very wet, very acidic or high
protein silage may affect
cleanliness. Avoid applying
nitrogen within 8 weeks of
harvesting to avoid high
nitrate or protein levels. Wilt
if possible. Check silage dry
matter, protein and pH. Feed
the driest best quality silage 
to finishing cattle. 

Concentrates:

Build up feeding levels gradually. Do not make sudden changes in
concentrate feeding level or type, especially in the final phase of
finishing.

GUIDELINES FOR PRODUCERSGuidelines for Producers

D I E T

Feed the driest best quality silage
to finishing cattle. 
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Wet Concentrates:

Feeding roots, molasses, brewers' grain, etc. to finishing cattle can
cause major cleanliness problems. Restrict or eliminate these
products if they are causing cattle to scour and get dirty. Roots
should be cleaned or washed where necessary.

Straw:

Small quantities of straw in the diet (up to 1.0 kg per day) can be
beneficial, particularly if feeding a low dry matter, highly digestible
diet (e.g. roots) or very acidic diets. Straw availability is a problem
for most farms.

Diet Formulation:

Avoid excessive mineral (particularly magnesium and sodium) intake. It can
cause scouring or excessive urination. Balance the diet properly for energy,
protein and minerals.

Stocking Rate:

Understocking slatted
pens does not have a
major effect on
cleanliness. Overstocking
pens can increase
dirtiness. See guidelines in
Appendix 2.

Slatted Pens:

Check solid concrete areas
particularly at the rear of the pen. If very dirty clean them regularly. As a
safety measure remove cattle before cleaning. If building a slatted shed
minimise the solid pen area and slope it towards the slats. 

H O U S I N G

Purchase slats that maximise the ratio of void 
(gap) area to solid area. 
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Straw Bedding:

Do not overstock (see Appendix 2). Use enough straw and bed regularly.
Straw requirements depend on stocking rate, animal size, shed design (e.g.
removal of seepage) and where relevant, REPS plan specifications.
Requirements could range from 25 to 50kg per animal finishing per week. Make
sure straw for bedding is kept dry. 

Sawdust can become embedded in very dirty cattle coats and  present problems on
the killing line subsequently.

Water Facilities:

Fix any leaks in cattle sheds.

Ventilation:

Check ventilation is adequate. Poor ventilation leads to damp sheds and wet coats.
Your Teagasc Adviser can assist you in establishing ventilation requirements.

Finishing Period:

Most problems arise with housed cattle sold from December to February. Short
finishing periods increase the dirtiness problems, as cattle tend to be at their dirtiest
for the first two months of finishing. Cattle sold in late spring (late March/April) tend
to clean up as the winter coat sheds.

Purchase slats that maximise the ratio of void (gap) area to solid area. 
Empty tanks before slurry rises to slat level. Clean slatted floors thoroughly
either before or after the housing period. Slats may need to be cleaned
during the finishing period if dung is not moving freely through the gaps.

Minimise the time cattle are
left in holding yards or out in
wet conditions prior to sale.
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HUSBANDRY PRACTICES

Health:

Dose animals at risk to fluke or stomach worms. Treat mineral
deficiencies (e.g. copper) and other health problems (e.g.
coccidiosis) promptly.

Housing Routine:

Trim tails at housing, this will stop dirt being flicked over the coat.
Shaving a 100-150mm (4-6”) strip along the spine from tail head to
shoulders can help reduce
sweating. This in turn can help
keep cattle cleaner.

Feeding Routines:

Stick to a regular feeding routine.
Introduce high-energy feeds
gradually. Avoid abrupt changes 
in diet or management.

Pre-sale Management:

Avoid mixing different groups of cattle close to
sale. Avoid unnecessary handling of stock
immediately prior to sale. Where straw is
readily available move very dirty animals on to
straw bedding for the final weeks of finishing.
Remove wet concentrates (e.g. roots) if they
are making the cattle dung very loose. Do not
starve animals immediately (final 24 hours)
before sale. Remove low dry matter feeds
and concentrates and allow animals ad
libitum access to straw, hay or high dry 
matter silage for the final 48 hours before sale. 
Do not restrict water.

Cattle at Grass:

Where possible, move cattle indoors onto straw bedding overnight
if heavy rain is forecast for the night before slaughter

Husbandry Practices

Example of tail after clipping.
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Beyond the Farm Gate

Producing clean cattle is just one element of an overall strategy to
ensure clean beef. It is by no means a foolproof food safety
measure. 

• Hauliers must implement a code of practice that ensures that
animals do not become excessively dirty during transport. 

• Meat processors must ensure that strict food safety measures and
hygiene standards operate in meat plants. 

• Meat retailers (supermarkets, butchers and caterers) must ensure
that meat is stored and handled to the highest standards. 

• Consumers and caterers should ensure that meat is sufficiently
cooked to kill any dangerous organisms.

Transport:

Clean trailers between loads. Use dividers/partitions to confine
cattle when trailers are not full. Do not use sawdust to bed truck
floors. Dry straw is the best option. Avoid loading cattle when they
are wet. Do not leave cattle out in the rain or in dirty wet yards for
prolonged periods before loading.

Wet Cattle:

Dirty cattle (Category 4 or 5) can be rejected for slaughter. Very
wet cattle can be rejected even if they are not excessively dirty. Do
not wash cattle immediately prior to sale. Never power hose dirty
animals.
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Animal Lying Area Lying Area Straw Feed Space

Liveweigh – Slats Lying Area Plus Loafing/ Restricted Ad-Lib

(kg) m2 Feeding Area Feeding Area Feeding

400-500 1.9-2.0 2.6-2.8 1.2 600mm 300mm

500-600 2.0-2.2 2.8-3.2 1.2 600mm 300mm

600-700 2.2-2.4 3.2-3.5 1.2 600mm 300mm

700+ 2.4+ 3.5+ 1.2 600-700mm 300-350mm

Guideline lying area and feed space allowances for housed beef cattle

APPENDIX 2Appendix 2

E.coli O157:H7, A Shared Responsibility”.
• E.coli O157:H7 has emerged as a serious global public health

concern.. Some studies indicate that less than 10 organisms can
trigger an infection.

• Most cases of E.coli O157:H7 result in severe cramps followed by
bloody diarrhoea. These symptoms may persist for several days to
a few weeks. In up to 30% of cases serious life threatening
complications can occur and 3-5% of patients may die.

• The very young, the very old and the immune suppressed are
most vulnerable.

• Cattle (faeces) can be a source of E.coli O157:H7. Other animals
may also carry it.

• The level of E.coli O157:H7 infection is increasing in Ireland. The
number of reported cases has increased from 8 in 1996 to 76 in
1998. The 1998 incidence of 2.1 cases per 100,000 people is high
in comparison with other countries.

• E.coli O157:H7 has no unusual resistance to heat and thorough
cooking of foods (70ºC for 2 minutes or equivalent) will kill the
organism.

• Dirty cattle hides increase the risk of carcase faecal
contamination. 

• Producers should observe good personal hygiene (wash hands
before eating after handling stock).

In their report, the Food Safety Authority of Ireland emphasise
that all sectors of the food chain must play their part in
preventing E.coli 0157:H7 infection.

APPENDIX 1Appendix 1
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APPENDIX 3Appendix 3

CATEGORY 4
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CATEGORY 5
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