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Preface

The National Farm Animal Care Council (NFACC) Code development process was followed in the 
development of  this Code of  Practice. The Code of  Practice for the Care and Handling of  Bison 
replaces its predecessor developed in 2001 and published by the Canadian Agri-Food Research Council 
(CARC). 

The Codes of  Practice are nationally developed guidelines for the care and handling of  farm animals. 
They serve as our national understanding of  animal care requirements and recommended practices. 
Codes promote sound management and welfare practices for housing, care, transportation, and other 
animal husbandry practices. 

Codes of  Practice have been developed for virtually all farmed animal species in Canada. NFACC’s 
website provides access to all currently available Codes (www.nfacc.ca). 

The NFACC Code development process aims to: 

• link Codes with science 
• ensure transparency in the process 
• include broad representation from stakeholders 
• contribute to improvements in farm animal care 
• identify research priorities and encourage work in these priority areas 
• write clearly to ensure ease of  reading, understanding and implementation 
• provide a document that is useful for all stakeholders. 

The Codes of  Practice are the result of  a rigorous Code development process, taking into account the 
best science available for each species, compiled through an independent peer-reviewed process, along 
with stakeholder input. The Code development process also takes into account the practical requirements 
for each species necessary to promote consistent application across Canada and ensure uptake by 
stakeholders	resulting	in	beneficial	animal	outcomes.	Given	their	broad	use	by	numerous	parties	in	
Canada today, it is important for all to understand how they are intended to be interpreted. 

Requirements - These refer to either a regulatory requirement or an industry imposed expectation 
outlining acceptable and unacceptable practices and are fundamental obligations relating to the care 
of  animals. Requirements represent a consensus position that these measures, at minimum, are to be 
implemented by all persons responsible for farm animal care. When included as part of  an assessment 
program, those who fail to implement Requirements may be compelled by industry associations to 
undertake corrective measures or risk a loss of  market options. Requirements also may be enforceable 
under federal and provincial regulation. 

Recommended Practices - Code Recommended Practices may complement a Code’s Requirements, 
promote producer education, and can encourage adoption of  practices for continual improvement in 
animal welfare outcomes. Recommended Practices are those that are generally expected to enhance 
animal welfare outcomes, but failure to implement them does not imply that acceptable standards of  
animal care are not met. 

Broad representation and expertise on each Code Development Committee ensures collaborative Code 
development. Stakeholder commitment is key to ensure quality animal care standards are established and 
implemented.
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Preface (continued)

This Code represents a consensus amongst diverse stakeholder groups. Consensus results in a decision 
that everyone agrees advances animal welfare but does not imply unanimous endorsement of  every 
aspect of  the Code. Codes play a central role in Canada’s farm animal welfare system as part of  a process 
of  continual improvement. As a result, they need to be reviewed and updated regularly. Codes should be 
reviewed	at	least	every	five	years	following	publication	and	updated	at	least	every	ten	years.	

A	key	feature	of 	NFACC’s	Code	development	process	is	the	Scientific	Committee.	It	is	widely	accepted	
that animal welfare codes, guidelines, standards, or legislation should take advantage of  the best available 
research.	A	Scientific	Committee	review	of 	priority	animal	welfare	issues	for	the	species	being	addressed	
provided valuable information to the Code Development Committee in developing this Code of  Practice. 

The	Scientific	Committee	report	is	peer	reviewed	and	publicly	available,	enhancing	the	transparency	and	
credibility of  the Code. 

The Code of  Practice for the Care and Handling of  Bison: Review of  Scientific Research on Priority Issues developed by 
the	Bison	Code	of 	Practice	Scientific	Committee	is	available	on	NFACC’s	website	(www.nfacc.ca).
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Introduction

Bison are the largest indigenous, free-ranging ruminant in North America. The historic range of  bison 
included most of  western North America from Alaska to Northern Mexico. While tens of  millions of  
animals once roamed the plains, they were hunted to near extinction with approximately 1,000 animals 
remaining by the late 1800s (1). The species successfully returned from near extinction due to public 
support and the actions of  visionary conservationists, ranchers, and policy makers. Today, bison roam in 
the wild, within public parks and on private ranches throughout North America. In 2017, it is estimated 
that there are 380,000 bison living on 3,200 ranches in Canada and the United States. There are also about 
30,000 bison living in protected wild spaces. The North American bison recovery is truly a conservation 
success story (2).  

The farming of  bison is a relatively new agricultural practice. In Canada, commercial production 
became	increasingly	financially	viable	during	the	1980s.	While	bison	meat	initially	served	local	markets,	
production expanded to meet North American and European consumer demands. The commercial bison 
industry today is well organized, vibrant, and sustainable. 

Bison farming in 2017 continues the vision of  early ranchers who contributed to preserving the genetics 
and	diversity	of 	the	species.	Ranchers	identified	and	valued	bison	attributes	that	evolved	naturally	over	
centuries	in	response	to	the	North	American	climate	and	topography.	Early	ranchers	identified	economic	
benefits	that	these	attributes	brought	to	commercial	production.	Bison	producers	have	developed	the	
skills required to handle the unique personality and undomesticated spirit of  this species. Bison retain a 
wild nature; managers must respect that nature in currently evolving production systems.  

This Code of  Practice for the Care and Handling of  Bison was developed with respect for, and an understanding 
of,	the	wild	nature	of 	bison.	It	also	reflects	available	scientific	research,	both	bison-specific	and	research	
undertaken in other livestock and wild species. 

This Code focuses on the needs and preferences of  the animal, where they are known. Where possible, it 
is outcome-based, and is intended to achieve a workable balance between the best interests of  the bison, 
producers, and consumers. It articulates and encourages the basic principle that safeguarding the natural 
well-being	of 	bison	is	of 	utmost	importance.	The	Code	aims	to	promote	scientifically	valid	and	feasible	
approaches to meeting bison health and welfare needs throughout the production system. The Code 
supports a sustainable, and largely natural, bison industry.

This Code is not intended to describe all production and management practices relevant to each life stage 
of  farmed bison. Instead, principles applicable to all sectors of  the industry are presented along with 
some	sector-specific	considerations.

This	Code	reflects	current	bison	on-farm	management	practices.	It	identifies	welfare	hazards,	
opportunities, and methods to assure well-being. The bison Code includes important pre-transport 
considerations but does not address animal care during transport. Consult the current Recommended Code 
of  Practice for the Care and Handling of  Farm Animals: Transportation for information on animal care during 
transport.

Bison herds require sorting and handling. Anyone building new, or modifying or assuming the 
management of  existing bison facilities will need to be familiar with local, provincial, and federal 
requirements for construction, environmental management, and other areas beyond the scope of  this 
document. Individuals requiring further details should refer to local sources of  information such as 
universities, agricultural ministries, and industry resources (see Appendix H). 
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This Code represents the standards of  care that are required by the animal protection statutes of  most 
provinces and territories. Provincial and federal acts and regulations are also applicable to all livestock 
production (e.g., Health of  Animals Regulations).	It	is	of 	benefit	to	the	entire	Canadian	bison	industry	that	
the community of  bison producers assures bison husbandry is of  the highest standard possible. 

The Canadian Bison Association will continue to support research and technology transfers to enhance 
production,	management,	and	conservation	practices	that	benefit	both	bison	and	the	people	who	manage	
them. Continuous improvement in management practices that focus on the welfare needs of  the animal 
will ensure that bison continue to thrive on Canadian farms and further contribute to this conservation 
success story.   

This Code was built on the work of  the many individuals who developed the 2001 bison Code of  
Practice as well as researchers and producers who have freely shared their knowledge, experience, and 
information over the past 15 years. The Bison Code Development Committee would like to acknowledge 
the	late	Dr.	Bob	Hudson	for	his	work	benefiting	the	farmed	bison	industry.	Bob	was	an	enthusiastic,	
passionate,	and	cheerful	advocate	for	ranching	native	ungulates	and	contributed	significantly	to	the	2001	
Code.

Introduction (continued)
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Glossary

Abscess: collection of  pus in a cavity or capsule (3). 

Alleys/Races: narrow corridors within handling facilities intended to control and direct animal 
movement from one location to another (4).  

Analgesic: a drug that relieves pain in an animal that is not sedated. 

Anesthetic: a medication that causes a temporary loss of  feeling or sensation. There are two kinds of  
anesthetic: general and local. 

Antibody: a	specific	protein	that	is	produced	in	response	to	the	presence	of 	a	foreign	protein	(antigen),	
usually an infectious agent that has been introduced into the body.

Assembly yards: where animals are assembled for further distribution; usually not open to the public.

Auction markets: livestock buying and selling venues open to the public. 

Bison conformation: the shape of  a bison, particularly feet, legs and smoothness of  motion. 
Conformation is a strong predictor of  longevity in range livestock. 

Bison squeeze chute: a specially designed, reinforced steel cage with a head gate and crash gate used to 
safely restrain bison when necessary (e.g., during ear tagging, administering vaccines or deworming, and 
while receiving veterinary treatment). Also called bison squeeze or squeeze. 

Bloat: abnormal distension of  the rumen as a result of  accumulated gases that cannot escape (3).  

Body condition scoring (BCS): a	subjective,	5-point	scoring	system	used	to	reflect	the	amount	of 	fat	
cover on an animal. BCS is an important tool for monitoring feeding programs.

Branding: the act of  creating a permanent scar on the skin in the shape of  a number or symbol for the 
purposes	of 	identification.	 

Breeding heifer: a	young	female	bison	of 	sufficient	age	and	body	condition	as	to	likely	become	
pregnant if  exposed to fertile bulls.   

Bunk feeding: feeding	animals	concentrated	feeds	from	troughs	or	containers.	Typically	seen	in	finishing	
yards (i.e., penned areas where concentrate feeds or total mixed rations are fed).   

Bunting behaviour: butting or rubbing of  the head against another animal or object.  

Capture myopathy: a degenerative, often lethal muscle condition that can be brought on by extreme 
exertion and overheating. In bison, it is most commonly associated with poor handling where animals 
experience considerable stress and excitement (3).  

Castration: surgical procedure of  removing the testicles from a male animal.  

Catch pens: corrals or paddocks used to sort bison prior to handling or shipping.

Cattle guard: a	wide	steel	grid	laid	flat	over	a	hole	or	ditch	on	a	road	or	path	intended	to	prevent	the	
crossing	of 	livestock.	Bison	guards	need	to	accommodate	specific	bison	characteristics.	Also	called	Texas 
gate, cattle grid, stock guard, or guard (3).   

Centrefire cartridge: a	firearm	cartridge	in	which	the	primer	required	to	initiate	the	firing	process	is	
contained in the centre of  the base (3).   

Circle system designs: a handling infrastructure layout involving curved alleys intended to facilitate 
animal movement through passageways based on natural behavioural inclinations.

Colostrum: the	first	milk	given	by	a	dam	after	calving.	It	is	high	in	antibodies	that	protect	the	calf 	from	
infection.
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Glossary (continued)

Commingling of  bison: the mixing of  animals from different operations or herds (3). 

Compromised animal: an animal with a reduced capacity to withstand transportation but where 
transport with special provisions will not lead to suffering. Compromised animals may be transported 
directly to the nearest appropriate place to receive care or treatment or to be slaughtered or euthanized 
(see Appendix G). 

Convalescence: the recovery process associated with ill health or injury.

Corneal reflex: the	reflex	of 	blinking	the	eye	when	the	surface	of 	the	eyeball	(cornea)	is	touched.	The	
absence	of 	a	corneal	reflex	is	associated	with	insensibility	and	brain	death.		

Cross breeding: breeding with another species or variety to create a hybrid animal.  

Culled: bison that have been removed from a breeding herd. 

Dehorning: the act of  removing the horns of  an animal (i.e., partial or full) where vascularization and 
innervation is present. 

Dam: female parent

Downer: an animal that is unable to stand on its own due to injury or disease. Also called downed animal 
(3).  

Dystocia: abnormal	or	difficult	birth,	resulting	in	problems	delivering	a	calf 	(3).		 

Ectoparasites: parasites that live on the outside of  their hosts (3).  

Electric prod: hand-held tool with electrodes on the end designed to cause pain in animals through a 
relatively high-voltage, low-current electric shock. Livestock move away from the source of  pain. Also 
called hot shot (3) 

Electrolyte nutritional therapy: nutritional supplements fed to livestock prior to transport that are 
intended to reduce transport stress.

Emaciation: a state in which an animal is severely thin (usually associated with starvation or illness). 

Energy sparing cycle: behavioural and physiological adaptations observed in many wild ruminants 
of  temperate and arctic regions. An adaptive response to food scarcity that enhances survival in harsh 
environments. During these periods, feed intake, and consequently growth, is restricted. Also called 
seasonal variation or nutritional seasonality.

Esophageal feeder: a device that allows for the safe delivery of  milk directly into a newborn animal’s 
stomach (i.e., via the esophagus). Also called stomach tube or tube feeder.

Euthanasia: the humane killing of  an animal. 

Exsanguination: a secondary kill step intended to ensure that an animal dies promptly following 
humane stunning. A reference to allowing the majority of  an animal’s blood to leave the body through a 
deliberate wound; usually the severing of  the major blood vessels of  the neck. Also called bleeding out.

Extra-label: a non-approved use of  medication (e.g., using cattle vaccine on bison). A medication label 
can only contain information approved by government regulators and includes the approved species, the 
dosage, the conditions treated, and the drug withdrawal time in food animal species. A veterinarian can 
prescribe	specific	use	in	a	species,	dose,	or	condition	not	included	in	the	label	where	the	drug	has	a	high	
probability of  successful treatment. Drug manufacturers are not liable for extra-label use of  products.

Fecal testing: the analysis of  stool samples usually for the presence of  parasite eggs or other infectious 
causes of  intestinal diseases.  
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Glossary (continued)

Feed concentrates: feed source derived primarily from starch (grain) as opposed to cellulose (e.g., stems 
and leaves of  grasses) in free choice feeding. 

Fit animal: an animal that is considered capable of  enduring the stress of  a planned journey and that can 
be transported without suffering.

Flight zone: the distance between an animal and a perceived threat (such as a human) at which the 
animal will move away. In bison, this distance is much greater than in other livestock species.

Forage: edible cellulose-based plant material such as grass, hay, greenfeed, silage (i.e., fodder).  

Free choice: a feeding scenario in which livestock are provided constant access to feeds of  varying 
quality or nutritional content in order to allow animals to balance their diets as preferred (3). 

High energy feeding: a feeding regimen that relies on a nutritionally-balanced ration with a high 
proportion of  processed grains, premixes, and supplements and a low proportion of  forages such as hay 
or	silage.	Such	diets	are	typically	used	to	finish	animals	prior	to	slaughter.	 

Horn cap: the exterior cuticle or covering of  a bison horn. 

Humane: describing human behaviour, activities or character marked by feelings of  kinship, compassion, 
sympathy, or consideration for humans or animals. A human virtue in relation to human-animal 
interactions characterized by respect, kindness, attention to, and obligation for animal welfare. 

Husbandry: the care and management of  farmed animals (3).  

Innervated: an organ or body part supplied with nerves (3).  

Insensible: unconscious and unable to perceive pain.  

Interspecies dominance: social hierarchy across species such as cattle and bison.

Joules: a unit of  energy equal to the work done by a force of  one newton (i.e., a basic unit of  force) 
acting through a distance of  one metre (3).  

Maternal antibodies: antibodies passed from the mother to her offspring (i.e., after birth via the 
colostrum).  

Micronutrient: a component of  the diet (typically a chemical element) required in very small amounts 
for normal growth and development (3). 

Natural: a reference to wholeness or completeness of  an animal and the capacity to maintain itself  
independently in an environment suitable to the species (5). 

Non-ambulatory: being unable to stand or walk without assistance or a situation where an animal is not 
bearing any weight on one leg (3).

Non-breeding/Feeder animals: individual animals and groups selected for meat production as 
opposed to reproductive purposes.

Nose tongs: a temporary restraint device applied to the nose of  a bison during handling to limit head 
movement. Domestic cattle react negatively to the use of  nose tongs (6,7). 

Outcome-based: an approach to evaluating animal welfare based on the observable state of  the animal 
at a point in time. Evaluating animal welfare by focussing on body condition scoring, morbidity, and 
mortality rates: things that can be measured or scored fairly. Frequently contrasted with “engineering-
based” focus, in which welfare is assessed by evaluating the physical environment such as the 
construction	method	and	height	of 	a	fence	or	the	specific	width	of 	a	runway.  
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Palpating a cow: physically examining a cow for pregnancy by trans-rectal (i.e., through the rectum) 
evaluation of  the uterus. Pregnancy can also be determined by trans-rectal ultrasound devices. 

Parasite: an	organism	that	lives	in	or	on	another	organism	(i.e.,	its	host)	and	benefits	by	deriving	
nutrients at the host’s expense (3). 

Parasite load: an estimate of  the number and severity or harmfulness of  parasites that a host organism 
harbours (3).   

Parasitism (internal): a situation of  close, long term association between two organisms where one 
benefits	to	the	detriment	of 	the	other.	 

Passive immunity: the acquisition of  immunity from a donor animal (e.g., via a dam’s colostrum).

Pesticide: a chemical substance used to kill harmful insects, wild plants and other unwanted organisms in 
the environment.  

Portable panels: lightweight fencing, frequently made of  tubular metal, used to contain or direct bison 
during handling operations. 

Post-mortem: a medical examination of  a dead animal to determine cause of  death (3).  

Preconditioning: the practice of  introducing a calf  to vaccination, weaning, and a feed regimen prior to 
sale or to the next step in a producer’s feeding program.    

Production cycle: the	annual	cycle	of 	events	required	for	the	profitable	operation	of 	a	livestock	farm.	
The successful reproductive cycle in breeding herds and the growing-out period for slaughter bison.

Prolapse: a condition where organs (e.g., the uterus) drop down or slip out of  place. This includes 
organs protruding through the vagina or rectum (3). 

Rimfire cartridge: a	firearm	cartridge	in	which	the	primer	required	to	initiate	the	firing	process	is	
contained in a rim surrounding the base (3).   

Rumen function: the	breaking	down	of 	plant	fibres	into	smaller	digestible	elements	within	a	rumen	(i.e.,	
the largest portion of  a ruminant’s four-sectioned stomach). Proper rumen function is dependent on a 
healthy and active microbial population within the stomach (3).  

Ruminant: a hoofed mammal that regurgitates and re-chews food initially stored in its rumen (i.e., the 
largest portion of  a ruminant’s four-sectioned stomach).

Rumination: the act or process of  chewing cud (3).

Rutting period: the mating season of  ruminants.   

Staging bison: gathering bison for loading onto a vehicle.   

Stocking rate: the	number	of 	specific	types	and	classes	of 	bison	that	can	graze	a	unit	of 	land	for	a	
specific	time	period.	It	is	usually	classified	as	the	number	of 	animal	units	an	acre	of 	land	can	hold	for	one	
month (AUM/acre) (8).   

Stray voltage: the presence of  low levels of  electrical current in the metalwork of  farm buildings and 
equipment such as watering devices. Usually a result of  poor wiring or improper grounding of  the 
electrical system. Can result, for example, in bison receiving shocks when drinking. Also called tingle.   

Supplement: an	addition	to	a	livestock	ration	intended	to	make	up	for	any	nutritional	deficiencies	
associated with other/basic feedstuffs (3).   

Supplementary feeding areas: typically non-pasture, penned areas where bison are fed stored feeds in 
the weeks prior to slaughter or where bison are loosely held for ease of  overwinter feeding.  

Glossary (continued)
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Thermoregulation: the ability of  an animal to maintain its core body temperature independently of  its 
immediate surroundings (3).  

Tipping: the act of  removing the end of  an animal’s horn (no innervation or vascularization present, and 
no bleeding as a result) in order to reduce the severity of  goring or other injuries. 

Trace mineral: a mineral component of  the diet required in small amounts to support normal growth 
and development. 

Tub: a circular component of  a handling system where bison movement is transitioned from wide alleys 
into narrower, working alleys. 

Unfit animal: an	animal	that	cannot	be	transported	without	suffering.	Unfit	animals	may	only	be	
transported for veterinary diagnosis or care (see Appendix G).

Ungulate: a hoofed mammal.  

Vascularized: tissue or structure containing (blood) vessels (3). 

Wallowing: an active behaviour of  bison consisting of  rolling about or lying relaxed in water, mud, or 
sand (3). 

Weaning: the separating of  calves from their mothers and the removal of  milk as a food source.

Weaning (fence line): separation of  the cow and calf  to opposite sides of  a fence, thereby allowing 
visual and auditory contact. Not recommended for bison.

Weaning (two-stage): calves	initially	remain	with	their	dams,	but	wear	a	nose-flap	to	prevent	nursing	for	
5-7	days.	The	nose	flaps	are	then	removed	and	the	cow-calf 	pairs	are	separated.	Not	recommended	for	
bison. 

Yearling: a bison between one and two years of  age.

 

Glossary (continued)
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Animal Environment 1

Section 1 - Animal Environment

Desired Outcome: Bison are kept under conditions conducive to good nourishment, health, safety, and 
humane handling. 

 1.1 Grazing Environment.1

Recommended stocking rates vary with the area of  the country (see Appendix A). It is important that 
mineral	supplementation	be	balanced	with	any	deficiencies	in	the	region.	Monitoring	the	prevalence	
of  parasites in the herd through observation and regular fecal testing should provide signs of  parasitic 
load and be appropriately treated. Since most, if  not all, products used for the treatment of  parasites in 
bison are extra-label, producers should consult a veterinarian on the appropriate products, dosages, and 
withdrawal times.

1.2 Pasture Management   

Pasture	management	impacts	bison	health.	Pasture-based	finishing	may	be	more	amenable	to	bison	
well-being	than	confined	feeding	and	handling.	Hence,	grazing	planning	and	management	supports	
responsible animal care (9). Native rangeland and seeded pastures, including alfalfa, are suitable for bison. 
Pastures with a mix of  habitat types provide foraging that extends the grazing season.

REQUIREMENTS

Bison on pastures must be monitored to ensure sufficient quality and quantity of feed, 
minerals, and water (see Section 2 – Feed and Water).   

RECOMMENDED PRACTICES

a. provide bison on pasture or range with well-drained resting areas.

1.3 Supplementary Feeding Areas  

Supplementary	feeding	areas	are	often	used	to	hold	bison	temporarily	for	wintering,	calving,	or	finishing.	
Because	bison	tend	to	be	more	active	than	other	species,	feeder	pens	should	allow	for	sufficient	space.	
Larger, older animals will require more room.  

REQUIREMENTS  

Supplementary feeding areas must provide unrestricted access to clean, fresh drinking 
water.

Bison must be able to move freely around the feeding area and have adequate amounts of 
forage or feed continuously available to eliminate feed competition (10).

Feed and water must be distributed in such a way that bison can eat and drink without 
excessive competition.

A dry or elevated resting area must be available at all times. 

12
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RECOMMENDED PRACTICES 

a. calculate space allowances for bison in feed areas in relation to group size as well as animal age, sex, 
and weight 

b. avoid mixing species in feeding areas because of  interspecies dominance or aggressive interactions
c. ensure that feeder pens allow for a minimum of  23 square metres (250 square feet) per head 
d. provide a minimum bunk space of  1 metre (3 feet) per animal if  bunk feeding is being used. 

1.4 Fencing

Secure fencing is essential to containing bison. Bison are unlikely to challenge fencing if  they have 
sufficient	grass,	minerals,	water,	and	room	to	evade	more	dominant	animals.

No single fence design is suitable for all landscapes, site conditions, or containment requirements (11). 
Hence, fencing should be designed to meet or facilitate the unique needs of  individual operations (while 
accommodating provincial regulations regarding acceptable fencing provisions or practices). It is the 
responsibility of  those overseeing the care of  bison to ensure containment. 

Fencing should be built with the topography of  the land in mind. Upward slopes can enhance the 
effective height of  a fence. Fallen limbs, vegetation cover, or packed snow may compromise effective 
fence heights (11). 

REQUIREMENTS 

Perimeter fences must be well constructed and regularly maintained. 

RECOMMENDED PRACTICES 

a. provide 2 m (six-foot) perimeter fencing 
b. fence water courses, as bison are good swimmers. Water is an ineffective barrier to bison 

movement 
c. inspect all fences regularly (and repair if  necessary). Additional inspections may be necessary 

immediately after a wind storm, snow blizzard, heavy blowing snow, or after escaped animals have 
returned 

d. ensure that all perimeter gates have secure latches and locks if  necessary
e. consult industry and association publications about current best practices regarding fencing 

materials
f. use double-width cattle guards, or “Texas gates,” to contain bison. Allow room for packed snow in 

pits underneath (11). 

Section 1 - Animal Environment
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1.5 Environmental Management   

Bison have a natural ability to withstand most extreme weather conditions. Bison living outside of  their 
traditional habitats, however, may require additional provisions (e.g., in regions with mild, rainy, and 
muddy winters). It is always important to monitor animals and to respond when necessary.  

Bison are generally able to tolerate low temperatures better than high temperatures. Extreme heat is 
typically more stressful to bison in early summer before they have acclimated to increased temperatures.  

Handling bison on a hot day may lead to heat stress. 

REQUIREMENTS 

Producers must be prepared to assist animals not coping with their environment. 

RECOMMENDED PRACTICES  

a.	 avoid	handling	bison	in	temperatures	exceeding	30˚C	(86˚F)		
b. ensure that a plan is in place to assist animals not coping with their environment. 

1.6 Safety and Emergencies 

Emergencies may arise and compromise bison welfare. Preplanning will assist in both avoiding and 
responding to such events. 

REQUIREMENTS

Steps must be taken to prevent exposure of bison to toxic or potentially dangerous 
materials (e.g., chemical storage facilities). 

All fertilizers, pesticides, and herbicides must be applied so as to minimize risks to grazing 
animals. Follow label instructions regarding grazing restrictions. 

RECOMMENDED PRACTICES  

a.	 prepare	contingency	plans	for	risks	such	as	grass	fires,	severe	storms,	vandalism,	drought,	damaged	
fences, and water source failures 

b. remove mechanical hazards such as farm machinery and scrap metal from areas accessible to bison 
c. monitor pastures during the grazing period for poisonous plants. Producers should be 

knowledgeable of  poisonous species in their region 
d. exclude bison from dugouts and/or natural water bodies during periods when ice is not thick 

enough to be considered safe.

Section 1 - Animal Environment
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Section 2 - Feed and Water

Feed and Water 2

Desired Outcome: Bison experience freedom from hunger, thirst, and malnutrition. Bison have ready 
access to fresh water and a diet designed to maintain full health and promote a positive state of  well-
being.   

2.1 Nutrition and Feed Management

Well-fed bison will maintain body condition and optimize growth and reproduction. Knowledge of  
nutritional	needs	of 	bison	is	largely	extrapolated	from	beef 	cattle	and	verified	by	producer	experience.	
Good quality forage (hay or pasture) should form the bulk of  the diet for breeding bison. A herd of  
breeding	bison	can	flourish	on	pasture	and	overwinter	on	good	quality	forage	alone.	

A normal winter weight loss of  10–15% of  pre-winter body weight is expected in adult bison due to 
daylight related changes in the metabolic rate (12). In spring and summer, bison greatly increase foraging 
time and decrease resting time. Under sedentary winter conditions, bison decrease their voluntary feed 
intake (13,14,15). Bison should be managed nutritionally to maximize the natural annual energy sparing 
cycle of  this species (16,17).

When feeding free choice grain or pellets with good quality forage, bison will not eat grain to the 
exclusion of  roughage (18,19,20). 

Body condition scoring (BCS) is an important tool for determining if  an adult animal is too thin (BCS 
of  less than 2 out of  5), too fat (BCS greater than 4 out of  5), or in ideal condition (see Appendix 
C). Ideal body condition scores will vary depending upon season and class of  animal (see Table 2.1). 
Body condition scoring targets also allow producers to optimize the use of  feed resources and animal 
productivity. Within a group of  similar age and type, the differences in BCS between individuals should 
be minimal. 

Table 2.1: Seasonal body condition score targets for breeding herds1

Class August September January May
Breeding cows 3/5 3/5 3/5 2/5

Breeding Heifers >2 yr2 3/5 3/5 3/5 2/5
Bulls 3/5 2/5 2/5 2/5

Replacement Breeding Heifers <2 yr2 3/5 
Target 380 kg4

4/5 3/5 3/5

Yearlings 1–2 yr2 3/5 
Target 275 kg4

3/5 2/5 3/5

Older Cows >18 yr3 2.5/5 2/5 2/5 2/5
1Individual variation in body condition is expected in any population; the target scores are intended to 
reflect	the	group	average.

2As of  May.

3Older cows should be monitored closely and if  they drop to a BCS of  1.5 should be culled from the 
herd before they risk becoming compromised (see Section 6 – Transportation).

4(21).
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Section 2 - Feed and Water

Micronutrient	supplements	should	be	provided	where	there	are	specific	deficiencies	in	a	region’s	soil	
and	feed	quality.	Nutritional	mineral	deficiency	results	in	low	conception	rates,	weak	calves,	increased	
morbidity	and	mortality,	and	increased	parasite	load	(22).	Common	deficiencies	include	iodine,	copper,	
selenium and vitamin E. A balance of  calcium and phosphorous is also required in the diet. Trace 
mineral	can	be	provided	in	pressed	blocks	that	are	primarily	salt.	Free	flowing	(bagged)	trace	mineral-salt	
supplement is also available. 

Table 2.2: Indication of  trace mineral supplementation of  salt blocks by colour

Colour Trace Mineral Fortification
White Sodium Chloride (NaCl) or table salt
Red NaCl, iron and iodine
Blue NaCl, cobalt and iodine

Brown NaCl, cobalt, iodine, iron, zinc, copper, molybdenum, manganese
Black NaCl, cobalt, iodine, iron, zinc, copper, molybdenum, manganese, selenium

This	colour	scheme	is	an	industry	convention;	refer	to	the	manufacturers’	label	claim	on	the	specific	
blocks of  salt for actual content. Some brown product may also contain potassium and magnesium. 
The	blue	cobalt	block	was	created	for	the	deficiencies	found	in	northwest	British	Columbia	and	
northern Alberta (23).  

REQUIREMENTS 

Bison must have access to feed of adequate quality and quantity to:

• fulfil their nutritional needs at all times, and 
• maintain proper body condition (taking into account factors such as season, age,
   frame size, reproductive status, health status, level of production, competition, and 
   weather).

Prompt corrective action must be taken to improve the body condition score of individuals 
with a BCS of less than 2 out of 5.

Bison on pasture must have access to free choice fortified salt, choice trace mineral, and 
access to good quality pasture.

Bison diets must contain forage to ensure proper rumen function. 

RECOMMENDED PRACTICES

a. evaluate pasture conditions in accordance with seasonal and annual variations in pasture 
production   

b. store feed in an appropriate manner to prevent growth of  moulds and contamination from 
rodents, birds, and insects. Feed quality, particularly vitamin activity, will deteriorate during storage. 
Manufacturers’ expiration dates on feed supplements should be respected

c.	 become	familiar	with	potential	micronutrient	deficiencies	or	excesses	in	your	geographic	area	and	
use appropriately formulated supplements

d.	 provide	sufficient	feed	to	enable	adult	bison	to	gain	10–15%	body	weight	(1	BCS)	from	May	to	
December. Allow bison to lose that gain from December to May

e.	 provide	sufficient	feed	to	calves	of 	the	year	to	enable	them	to	continue	to	grow	and	maintain	body	
weight over the winter feeding period

f. monitor older cows, young cows, and heifers to ensure they are gaining anticipatory body weight 
in	the	autumn.	Replacement	heifers	born	late	in	the	previous	season	may	benefit	from	segregation	
and supplemental feeding in the fall (i.e., optimum metabolic period)   

g. remove twine and net wraps from baled forage prior to feeding (24). 
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Section 2 - Feed and Water

2.2 Water

Bison	need	access	to	water	of 	adequate	quality	and	quantity	to	fulfil	their	physiological	needs.	Water	
availability and water quality are extremely important for bison health and productivity. The average daily 
requirement for an animal weighing 500 kg (1100 lbs) is approximately 45 L (10 gal) per animal (6–12% 
of  body weight), varying with dry matter intake and environmental temperature (25). All animals shall 
either have access to a suitable water supply and be provided with an adequate supply of  fresh drinking 
water	each	day	or	be	able	to	satisfy	their	fluid	intake	needs	by	other	means.

Water sources can include wells, natural streams and ponds, or abundant clean, loose snow in extensive 
grazing systems. Care should be taken to provide water after fall frosts, unless snow is available, and 
where snow cover is inadequate. 

Where well water is the primary source, water sample analysis can identify minerals and metals that can 
interfere with the bioavailability of  trace minerals. 

Water quality (i.e., palatability) affects water consumption. Bison will limit their water intake if  the quality 
of  drinking water is compromised (e.g., polluted by algae, manure, or urine). 

REQUIREMENTS

Bison must have access to an adequate and clean source of water at all times.

Producers must monitor water sources and snow conditions on an ongoing basis and be 
prepared to adjust their watering programs accordingly. 

Producers must have a backup water source available in the event of insufficient loose snow 
or an interruption in regular water supply. 

Snow must not be used as a sole winter water source unless it is of sufficient quantity and 
quality to meet the animals’ physiological requirements and the body condition score of 
individuals remains greater than 2.

RECOMMENDED PRACTICES

a. manage bison and water sources to prevent competition and excessive wet or muddy areas 
b. check and clean automated water sources regularly to ensure water systems are dispensing properly 
c. test water quality in the event of  problems such as poor performance, reluctance to drink, or 

reduced feed consumption
d. provide water in troughs or bowls wherever possible if  utilizing natural water sources to ensure 

cleanliness of  the water supply and safe animal access
e. provide an area of  open water and restrict bison from areas of  thin ice, as frozen-over natural 

water sources in winter are a physical hazard to bison 
f. watch for signs of  stray (tingle) voltage from mechanical winter water sources, such as reluctance 

to drink or reduced feed consumption, and take corrective action
g. evaluate well water for mineral content if  used as the exclusive water source for bison.  
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Section 3 - Animal Health

Animal Health3

Desired Outcome: Optimum health and welfare are maintained through a proactive approach to disease 
prevention, control measures, and the prompt treatment of  illness, injury, and disease.

3.1 Health Management 

While	bison	are	typically	robust	animals	with	strong	immune	systems,	they	may	be	afflicted	by	
major diseases. Bison health may also be compromised through stress. Stress may arise in relation to 
environment, management, handling, and other sources (26). Pain and discomfort caused by health issues 
impact an animal’s well-being (27).

Bison are susceptible to, and can become ill from, many diseases affecting bovine species. As a 
preventative step, and if  manageable, new arrivals may be segregated for a minimum of  two weeks. 
If  bison do become ill, it is important that producers employ the necessary means, including seeking 
professional help, to identify the disease and implement a treatment protocol to reduce pain and 
suffering. 

Bison may also be subjected, and even succumb, to internal parasites. Disease prevention is extremely 
important	for	bison,	since	treating	bison	once	they	are	sick	can	be	more	difficult	than	in	other	species.	
Producers need to be able to recognize and treat health issues promptly in order to optimize animal well-
being.  

Veterinarians can play a key role in helping producers meet these animal health obligations. At the same 
time, bison producers frequently operate in remote areas where available veterinary services are limited. 
Veterinarians rarely specialize in bison production and health. 

As a result, it is imperative that bison producers routinely monitor the health of  their animals and 
promptly	contact	qualified	veterinarians	when	needed.	It	is	possible	that	initial	consultations	may	require	
phone conversations with veterinarians from other regions, provinces, or countries. Relying on the help 
and knowledge of  other trained professionals or experienced bison producers may also be necessary. 
Note that most, if  not all, drugs used in bison production are extra-label and require a veterinary 
prescription for use (28). 

Adopting a proactive, anticipatory approach to animal health will ultimately serve the best interests of  the 
herd. 

REQUIREMENTS

Strategies for parasite control and disease prevention must be developed and implemented. 

A licensed practicing veterinarian must be consulted when needed. 

The welfare of bison must not suffer for lack of professional consultation regarding 
necessary actions pertaining to herd health, nutrition, handling, or facility design.

RECOMMENDED PRACTICES  

a. develop a biosecurity strategy to prevent disease transmission when introducing new animals into 
the herd.   

18
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Section 3 - Animal Health

3.2 Sick, Injured, and Compromised Bison

The humane treatment of  sick, injured, gored, and compromised animals is a priority. Of  special concern 
are downers (non-ambulatory animals) or severely debilitated animals. Prompt decision-making and 
action are vital to ensure the welfare of  these animals. 

More frequent monitoring of  bison may be necessary during calving and post-weaning periods, and when 
multiple stressors occur simultaneously (e.g., weaning, transportation, commingling).

Adequate monitoring ensures timely detection and treatment of  sick or injured bison. Treatment may 
vary from therapeutic interventions to convalescent care. Some examples of  convalescent care include, 
but are not limited to, segregation, easier access to feed and water, reduced competition, and increased 
monitoring.

Signs of  illness may be extremely subtle (e.g., high temperature). They may also include spending more 
time at water sources, drooping ears, mouth breathing, and spending time away from the herd (e.g., 
lagging behind) (29). 

Be aware that bison may hide their expression of  pain or suffering and that this may affect your 
assessment of  their condition in making timely decisions about treatment or euthanasia (30). 

Bison owners, veterinarians, and laboratories are required to immediately report an animal that is 
infected—or suspected of  being infected—with a reportable disease to a Canadian Food Inspection 
Agency (CFIA) District Veterinarian. Reportable diseases are listed in the Health of  Animals Act (available 
at: inspection.gc.ca/animals/terrestrial-animals/diseases/reportable/eng/1303768471142/1303768544412) 
and	are	of 	significant	importance	to	human	or	animal	health	or	to	the	Canadian	economy.

Notifiable	diseases	must	be	reported	to	provincial	authorities.

REQUIREMENTS

Bison health must be monitored on an ongoing basis to ensure prompt treatment or care.

A veterinarian must be consulted to address new, unknown, or suspicious illness or death 
losses.

A veterinarian must be consulted if the incidence of a known illness suddenly increases. 

Contagious animals must be segregated and cared for separately from the herd.

Care, convalescence, or treatment for sick, injured, or gored bison must be provided 
without delay.

Responses to therapy or care must be monitored. If initial treatment protocol fails, then 
treatment options are to be reassessed, veterinary advice is to be sought, or the animal is to 
be euthanized.

Records must be kept of treatments, medications, or vaccinations used on all animals.

Bison must be euthanized without delay when they (see Section 7 – On-Farm Euthanasia): 
• are unlikely to recover
• fail to respond to treatment and convalescent protocols 
• have chronic, severe, or debilitating pain and distress 
• have an acute, severe injury
• are experiencing un-correctable calving distress
• are unable to get to or consume feed and water (e.g., non-ambulatory)
• show rapid weight loss or emaciation. 

Note: Disposal of  the carcass must meet local requirements and regulations.
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Section 3 - Animal Health

RECOMMENDED PRACTICES

a. conduct post-mortems on bison to determine causes of  unexpected death. 

3.3 Health Conditions Related to Finishing 

Disease,	parasites,	and	injuries	are	the	leading	causes	of 	morbidity	and	mortality	in	the	finishing	industry.	
Supplementary feeding area (SFA) operators should implement appropriate monitoring and oversight to 
detect disease processes early.  

Some risk factors for disease susceptibility are:
• non-vaccinated bison
• recent weaning
• transportation and handling
• sudden or extreme changes in weather
• commingling of  bison from various sources
• sudden feed changes
• concurrent diseases such as parasitism. 

Early detection and prompt treatment of  disease can decrease chronicity and mortality (31).

REQUIREMENTS

The behaviour of bison must be monitored to facilitate the early detection of illness or 
animal incompatibility. 

A disease prevention and parasite control strategy must be implemented for new arrivals. 

A licensed practicing veterinarian must be consulted when needed.

The welfare of bison must not suffer for lack of professional consultation regarding 
necessary actions pertaining to herd health, nutrition, handling, or facility design.

RECOMMENDED PRACTICES 

a. develop and implement a biosecurity program, which may consist of:
• categorizing newly-arrived bison according to risk for respiratory disease and other illness, and 

applying appropriate receiving protocols (31)
• buying animals of  known sources and health status (31).

3.4 Nutritional Disorders Associated with High Energy Feeding

Bison, like other ruminants, naturally eat a forage-based diet. Grain diets provide extra energy and are 
used	when	finishing	bison.	Grain	should	be	introduced	gradually	to	prevent	ruminal	acidosis,	also	known	
as grain overload. Grain may also be used to bait bison into handling facilities or to deliver medications 
such as dewormers. 

REQUIREMENTS

Feeding programs must be designed, implemented, evaluated, and adjusted to facilitate 
rumination and to prevent the risk of nutrition-induced disorders. Consult your nutritionist 
or veterinarian when needed.  

Bison diets must contain forage to ensure proper rumen function.  

The transition from a high forage to a high energy ration must be done gradually. 
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RECOMMENDED PRACTICES

a. monitor feed stations to assess consumption and adjust feeding accordingly (31)
b. consider adjusting rations to prevent digestive disorders when switching the nutritional source of  

the feed (31).

Section 3 - Animal Health
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Herd Management4

Section 4 - Herd Management

Desired Outcome: To maximize bison well-being by incorporating their natural attributes into herd 
management strategies. 

Bison are indigenous to North America. They have evolved to survive in the Canadian climate and 
landscape. It is essential that attributes that have evolved over centuries be considered in bison 
management (e.g., calving ease, time of  calving, strong immune systems, and a dense hair coat that 
negates	the	need	for	artificial	shelters	in	many	management	systems)	(14,15,32,33).	Bison	have	wallowing	
habits. Wallows are important for grooming and parasite control. Wallowing and rubbing practices are 
likely related to shedding, male-to-male interactions (typically rutting behaviour), social behaviour for 
group cohesion, play, relief  from skin irritation due to biting insects, the reduction of  ectoparasites (ticks 
and lice), and thermoregulation (34,35,36). 

Proper herd management begins with a suitable environment, which is needed to achieve a practical 
balance between the interests of  bison, producers, and society. It is necessary that bison be provided with 
sufficient	space,	safety	(through	secure	fencing	and	suitable	handling	facilities),	and	access	to	sufficient	
feed, water, minerals, and care to support their health and well-being.   

It is imperative that everyone working with bison understand bison behaviour and the importance of  
social structure within a herd. Bison retain their wild nature. Hence, producers need to have access to 
handling facilities that ensure the safety of  all animals and handlers.

4.1 Management Responsibilities 

It is essential that managers outline who is responsible for bison care at every stage of  the production 
cycle. It is also necessary that everyone working with or managing bison understands and accepts their 
responsibilities for the welfare of  all animals under their supervision.   

REQUIREMENTS

Personnel must be familiar with normal bison behaviour and be able to recognize 
indicators of aggression and poor health and welfare so that problems may be identified 
and addressed as early as possible.

Personnel must be knowledgeable about the basic nutritional needs of bison under their 
care according to gender and age. 

People caring for bison must have the resources for, and knowledge of, the care and 
handling practices stipulated in this Code and must ensure that such care is provided. 

RECOMMENDED PRACTICES

a. monitor staff  so that they understand and follow the operational handling procedures, and take 
necessary corrective actions as needed.
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Section 4 - Herd Management

4.2 Introducing New Bison

Give careful consideration when introducing new animals into a herd. The way in which bison are 
introduced	to	a	new	ranch	or	pasture	may	influence	their	adjustment	process.	Social	dynamics	are	
important considerations when adding new animals to a herd (37). The goal is always to minimize 
disruption. Evidence of  stress may be indicated by poor performance. 

It	is	always	important	to	minimize	competition	or	fighting	in	order	to	reduce	injuries.	When	adding	bulls	
to	an	existing	herd,	consideration	should	be	given	to	adding	younger	bulls	to	avoid	excessive	fighting.	

Adding a cow to a herd can be problematic, especially in a small herd. Whenever possible, new female 
entrants should be introduced in multiples rather than individually. 

RECOMMENDED PRACTICES 

a. introduce animals of  comparable sizes into existing pens of  animals 
b.	 provide	newly	introduced	animals	with	space	to	escape	conflict	within	the	social	structure	
c. place younger animals in a pen with a few animals from the larger herd for one day prior to 

introducing/reintroducing them all as a group 
d. maintain new arrivals on a familiar feed regimen before slowly transitioning to different feed to 

reduce stress associated with a new feed source
e.	 monitor	animals	to	confirm	feed	consumption.	

4.3 Breeding

Bison cows are bred naturally. In their natural environment, bison breed when they are two years old and 
produce	their	first	calves	at	three.	To	prevent	calving	difficulties	(dystocia)	and	other	health	problems,	the	
timing	of 	the	first	breeding	should	take	into	consideration	the	overall	physical	development	of 	the	heifer.	
Cows and heifers should be managed so that they are in a suitable condition at the time of  breeding and 
calving. While conception rates are generally improved by good nutrition, cows are expected to lose 10–
15% of  their body weight during winter months (leaving cows calving in May relatively lean). Producers 
have	observed	that	overfeeding	cows	(using	concentrates)	may	contribute	to	calving	difficulties.	The	
optimal age of  breeding bulls is 2–8 years. In a multiple sire system, bulls should be accustomed to one 
another before joining the cows. Note that crossbreeding between cattle and bison is actively opposed by 
the bison industry. 

RECOMMENDED PRACTICES 

a. breeding of  bison heifers should occur at two years of  age (for calving at three) 
b. manage the cow herd so that the body condition score is 2–3 during calving season. 
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Section 4 - Herd Management

4.4 Calving 

Bison	cows	calve	in	April	to	late	June.	Bison	normally	calve	for	the	first	time	at	three	years	of 	age.	With	
proper nutrition, bison cows will calve annually and usually without assistance. 

Although there are reports of  cows being productive for over 20 years, the average productive life of  
most bison cows is probably less than 15 years. Under Canada’s climatic conditions, bison calve without 
the use of  shelters. Calving without shelters is consistent with the evolutionary history of  bison and is the 
preferred approach to minimize stress for cows while calving. 

While dystocia is very rare in bison, there are few practical options for intervention. Euthanasia is often 
the best option. It is imperative that those approaching a calving cow or newborn be fully aware of  the 
considerable dangers. Bison cows are very protective of  their calves and may not hesitate to attack any 
perceived threat.

Occasionally, orphan calves will occur in a herd as a result of  twinning, or they may be abandoned by 
their mothers. If  left alone, abandoned calves will likely die of  starvation. Strategies are available to 
increase the survival rate of  orphaned bison calves (see Appendix F).       

REQUIREMENTS

Producers must be able to recognize and deal with distressed cows or calves and, if there 
are no suitable intervention or treatment options, ensure that bison are euthanized to avoid 
further suffering. 

RECOMMENDED PRACTICES 

a. provide bison cows with access to clean, spacious pastures that will allow them to move away from 
the herd to calve when needed

b. provide bison cows with access to high/dry ground for the comfort of  the cow and calf  during 
wet weather

c.	 confirm	that	personnel	are	familiar	with	procedures	to	address	welfare	concerns	in	the	event	of 	
calving problems.

4.5 Weaning Bison 

Bison are herd animals that maintain a strong social structure. Weaning can be a very stressful time for 
both calves and cows. Traditional weaning involves removing all calves at one time, placing them in a pen 
out of  sight (and out of  hearing range) from the cows, and then allowing them to settle over a few days. 
This is a recommended process, as the apparent stress of  weaning eases after approximately three days. 
It	is	also	beneficial	to	introduce	older	bison	surrogates	to	maintain	a	level	of 	calmness	among	the	calves	
when weaning. 

REQUIREMENTS

Weaned calves must have access to fresh water, mineral, and feed. 

RECOMMENDED PRACTICES

a. wean calves at six months of  age or older
b. consider preconditioning calves prior to sale at an auction facility
c. avoid fence line and two-stage weaning, due to the nature of  bison. 
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4.6 Identification 

All	bison	are	to	be	identified	with	an	approved	bison	tag	when	they	leave	their	farm	of 	origin	(unless	they	
are being transported to a designated tagging site where they are tagged by the tagging site operator with 
the approved tags that have been issued to the owner of  the farm of  origin).  

REQUIREMENTS

All bison must be identified using an approved tag for bison as stipulated by applicable 
federal regulations. 

Tags or identification devices must be applied as recommended by the manufacturer.

Branding bison for herd identification purposes must not be practiced. 

RECOMMENDED PRACTICES

a. use visual herd management tags to facilitate individual bison management within a herd 
b.	 maintain	all	identification	equipment	in	working	order.

Section 4 - Herd Management
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Section 5 - Handling

Desired Outcome: For bison to experience minimal stress, discomfort, or injury during handling while 
necessary	husbandry	tasks	are	conducted	properly,	safely,	and	efficiently.

5.1 Moving and Handling Bison 

Bison can be handled safely without injuries or death loss. This can be achieved with functional facilities 
and experienced handlers. Continuous improvement can be measured using an audit (see Appendix E). 
Bison should always be handled with care in a patient and relaxed manner. There is less risk of  injury 
to both animals and humans when bison are handled calmly and quietly. Bison with a history of  gentle 
handling will also be easier to handle in the future (38,39). Experienced handlers who are aware of  bison 
behaviour	(including	herd	instinct,	flight	zone	responses,	natural	reactions	to	novel	experiences,	and	
susceptibility to fatal stress/capture myopathy) will be able to move bison more smoothly (see Appendix 
D). This will also decrease stress and promote bison welfare. 

While it is important that handlers work without delay once animals are restrained during processing, it 
is equally important that bison not be hurried or pushed forward too quickly beforehand. Animals that 
become stressed during the lead-up to restraint are more likely to injure themselves or others and/or balk.     

Habituating bison to handling areas (40) by providing water in catch pens, for example, may help to 
reduce stress during round up. Driving out to herds and providing small amounts of  grain weekly will 
make bison quieter around vehicles and easier to bait into handling areas, if  necessary.

REQUIREMENTS

Animal handlers must be familiar with normal bison behaviour (through training, 
experience, or mentorship) and use quiet handling techniques.

Electric prods must only be used to assist the movement of bison when animal or human 
safety is at risk or as a last resort when all other humane alternatives (e.g., flags) have 
failed, and only when bison have a clear path to move.

Electric prods must not be routinely carried while handling bison.

Electric prods must not be used on sensitive areas such as the genitals, face, udder, or anal 
regions. 

Electric prods must not be used on calves less than 12 months of age. 

Willful mistreatment or intentional harm of bison must not occur. This includes, but is not 
limited to, beating an animal, slamming gates on animals, and dragging or pushing bison 
with machinery (unless to protect animal or human safety).

RECOMMENDED PRACTICES

a. avoid using an electric prod more than once on the same animal 
b. initiate attempts to move animals using handler body movements only, applying knowledge of  

flight	zones,	followed	by	the	use	of 	further	handling	aids	if 	needed	(see	Appendix	D)	(41)		
c.	 use	visual	handling	aids	such	as	waving	devices	like	fibreglass	rods	or	sticks	(with	flags	or	plastic	

bags attached) and panels to direct animal movement.

26
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5.2 Facility Design 

Handling can be stressful to bison (42). Bison will typically progress through a handling system smoothly 
and	efficiently	if 	there	are	no	perceived	threats.	The	goal	in	designing	a	good	flow-through,	passive	
system is to reduce as much stress and potential trauma as possible (42,43). It is best to use the minimum 
of  everything required to process bison—including people, movement, sound, and prods.  

A	well-designed	handling	facility	should	create	a	free-flow	environment	where	bison	have	a	natural	
tendency to move easily through alleys (43). Facility designers should incorporate bison preferences to 
move in the direction from which they have just come and to circle when looking for escape routes (38). 
Footing for bison is very important in handling facilities.  

REQUIREMENTS 

Designs that directly and routinely contribute to animal welfare issues such as injuries or 
excessive stress must be corrected.  

Facilities must incorporate emergency access points that allow handlers to provide prompt, 
humane, and effective treatment or release of distressed bison.

RECOMMENDED PRACTICES  

a.	 avoid	sharp	contrasts	in	natural	or	artificial	lighting	to	minimize	shadows	(44)	
b. monitor slips and falls and take action to improve footing traction and animal safety 
c. use rounded corners in pens and curved alleys/races to avoid sharp corners and square or dead 

ends where more vulnerable animals could become trapped and injured 
d.	 intersperse	circle	system	designs	with	intersections	and	gates	to	facilitate	natural	directional	flow	or	

movement
e. use sliding versus swinging gates where possible to reduce the likelihood of  trapping animals. 

Swinging gates are a hazard (42) 
f.	 ensure	that	there	is	a	sufficient	number	of 	gates	within	facilities	to	slow	the	animals	and	prevent	

bison from running through long alleys and colliding heavily with gates (38)
g. ensure that facilities enable handlers to operate gates without having to be among the bison.

5.3 Handling Facilities

It is essential that bison producers have access to adequate handling systems whenever they are required 
to	collect,	segregate,	test/treat,	load/unload,	or	confine	animals	(43).

Adequate facilities (combined with a good design) will reduce the chance of  injury to animals and 
producers and will allow animals to move through as easily as possible. This will reduce handling time 
and animal stress (43). 

REQUIREMENTS 

Designs that directly and routinely contribute to animal welfare issues, such as injuries or 
excessive stress, must be corrected.  

All facilities must be structurally safe for animals. 

Facilities must allow handlers to provide prompt, humane, and effective treatment to 
distressed bison.  

Handling facilities must be designed so that animals can be fed and watered if held for 
more than 24 hours. 

Section 5 - Handling
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Section 5 - Handling

RECOMMENDED PRACTICES

a. use materials in handling facilities that will minimize potential injuries to bison (45) 
b. turn all connecting pins used in portable panels to the side of  least pressure (46)  
c. move overhead ropes, electrical cables, or hydraulic cables so that bison cannot catch and drag 

forward (46).   

5.4 Restraining 

Bison	are	flight	animals	with	a	large	flight	zone.	They	are	extremely	fast,	agile,	and	have	dangerous	horns.	
They require specialized handling equipment to avoid injuries. It is essential that restraint and handling 
equipment be safe for bison and handlers. Bison can be harmed if  equipment is not properly designed or 
installed or if  proper handling techniques are not implemented. Commercial chute manufacturers have 
increasingly made necessary improvements to ensure that processing is as safe, effective, and injury-free 
as possible. With bison only being handled on average once yearly, training or habituating bison to the 
stress of  restraint is not a viable option. 

Bison	squeeze	chutes	have	specific	features	designed	to	accommodate	bison	conformation	and	
behaviour: a solid top with a crash gate positioned in front to stop an advancing bison before the neck 
restraint is applied. The crash gate is then opened allowing for access to the bison’s head. 

A bison squeeze has a straight and vertical neck restraint when closed. A curved restraint could block- 
off  (occlude) the carotid arteries and cause death to a bison if  it were to go down in the squeeze (38).  

A bison squeeze should be designed so that bison cannot get legs or horns caught in any openings. It 
should also feature neck access doors for injections, a bottom access door for semen collection and foot 
treatment, rear access doors for palpation of  cows, adjustable width sides to accommodate different sized 
animals, and a side animal exit (38).  

REQUIREMENTS

A squeeze with a head gate and crash gate capable of handling and safely restraining bison 
must be available.   

RECOMMENDED PRACTICES 

a. minimize the amount of  time that a bison is restrained in a squeeze 
b. rope bison around the horns if  required, as roping around the neck may cause choking  
c. drape a blindfold over the eyes to calm an animal if  necessary  
d. avoid the use of  nose tongs 
e. behave in a way that minimizes fear in closely held or restrained bison, as restraint is extremely 

stressful. 

5.5 Operations 

The	goal	in	using	efficient	flow-through,	passive	systems	is	to	be	patient	and	to	apply	knowledge	of 	bison	
behaviour in order to minimize animal stress throughout. 

The	following	practices	and	principles	will	aid	in	the	successful	operation	of 	low-stress,	flow-through	
facilities.
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Section 5 - Handling

REQUIREMENTS

A walk-through inspection of the handling system must be performed and any necessary 
repairs or corrective actions taken before processing.

Minor design faults must be identified and corrected. 

Obvious distractions must be removed. 

Fences, pens, alleys, walls, gates, and latches must be free of sharp edges and protrusions in 
order to prevent injury to personnel and animals (38).

RECOMMENDED PRACTICES 

a. identify and eliminate spaces under tub walls and between fences, panel sections and alleys where 
legs or horns may be caught (38)

b. assess whether the spaces between any open-rail gates might allow calves to push their heads 
through, and correct any hazards  

c. check gates to ensure that all are operating properly and that those in heavy use areas are covered
d. look for areas that may cause potential slipping problems and make provisions (especially if  ice is 

present)
e. consider whether any feed bunks along fences might allow or encourage bison to climb out.

5.6 Handling Considerations 

Before processing or weaning, it is customary to bring a herd into a smaller area. When doing so, it is 
essential	to	try	to	minimize	stress,	fighting,	and	the	risk	of 	injury.		

REQUIREMENTS

Everyone involved in the handling operation must be familiar with the facility being used 
and the handling procedure. 

As bison are brought into tighter confines, ample space must be provided for all animals to 
move freely and be able to avoid more aggressive pen mates. 

A sufficient number of pens and pen space must be provided to separate aggressive 
individuals from the group if necessary.

Bison must not be left in confined spaces any longer than it takes to complete the handling 
procedure.
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Section 5 - Handling

RECOMMENDED PRACTICES 

a. review handling practices with personnel on a yearly basis
b. ensure that handlers have handling plans, personnel, equipment, and supplies in place so that 

animals are not held any longer than necessary 
c. work bison in groups to minimize stress on individuals
d. instruct personnel to move slowly without making excessive noise (e.g., no yelling or slamming 

gates to frighten or move bison) (40)  
e. avoid handling very young calves during calving season 
f. reduce herds into smaller groups as soon as they enter the crowding alley to avoid aggression and 

injuries (43) 
g. avoid leaving individual animals alone for long periods, with the exception of  mature bulls (44) 
h.	 give	bison	sufficient	time	to	find	an	open	gate	before	they	are	pressured.	Do	not	apply	pressure	if 	

they are moving well 
i.	 ensure	that	flighty	animals	are	not	forced	in	any	way
j.	 ensure	that	handlers	develop	techniques	to	reduce	the	speed	of 	bison	as	they	flow	through	the	

facility
k. step back or retreat if  animals are moving too fast or become overly excited.  

5.7 Behavioural Signs of Stressed Bison

It is essential that handlers learn to recognize behavioural cues from bison that indicate they are 
becoming fearful, threatened, or aggressive.

Subtle behavioural cues include licking, blinking, huddling, milling (circular movement), and balking (44). 
As fear levels increase, these behaviours will increase, and new behaviours may emerge such as bulging 
eyes, running, pushing, goring, sitting, and lying down. Bison may also attempt to jump or climb out of  
facilities, possibly causing self-injury or injury to other bison (40). Some animals may be highly reactive 
when	handled	or	directed	in	any	way.	These	are	the	first	animals	that	start	panting.	Once	open	mouth	
panting is observed, corrective action should be promptly taken. 

Potential aggression may be indicated by head shaking towards a perceived threat and pawing the ground. 
The tail is also a good barometer of  aggression; as the stress level elevates the tail will rise too—along 
with the potential for aggressive behaviour. A combination of  aggressive signs usually precedes a charge 
(47).  

REQUIREMENTS

Animal handlers must be familiar with normal bison behaviour and be able to recognize 
signs of stress. 

If bison being handled or directed in any way routinely exhibit severe stress or experience 
falls or collisions, or suffer apparent injuries, adjustments must be made to prevent 
recurrences. 

Holding or working time must be minimized when dealing with animals that are highly 
reactive. 

RECOMMENDED PRACTICES

a. monitor bison being handled or directed in any way for signs (or sounds) of  panting. If  observed, 
efforts should be made to process panting animals as soon as possible. Otherwise they should be 
released. 
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5.8 Dehorning

Management practices, handling techniques, and commercial handling facilities and systems have all 
improved in recent years. As a result, it is generally recognized that dehorning non-breeding animals 
(feeders) is no longer necessary. Hence, dehorning is a declining practice. Under some management 
scenarios,	there	is	an	animal	welfare	benefit	to	dehorning	breeding	females	to	reduce	goring.	The	
individual	animal	welfare	costs	of 	dehorning	must	be	balanced	with	the	herd-level	animal	welfare	benefits	
of  the practice. 

Loss of  an external horn cuticle (horn cap) occasionally occurs during handling and does not require 
treatment.

 REQUIREMENTS

When partial or full dehorning results in bleeding, pain control must be used in 
consultation with a veterinarian.

Dehorning must only be performed by competent personnel using proper, well-maintained 
tools and accepted techniques.

Non-breeding bison must not be dehorned.

RECOMMENDED PRACTICES

a. note that dehorning replacement breeding females entering an existing dehorned herd is acceptable 
b. avoid dehorning males (except in the case of  retained orphan calves; see Appendix F)
c. dehorn during seasons where potential infection by insects is minimized (late fall-winter), and 

monitor dehorned animals for infection following the procedure
d. note that removal of  a horn (not cap) that is broken or damaged may avoid prolonged suffering or 

prevent further injury.  

5.9 Tipping 

Tipping	is	a	non-painful	and	bloodless	modification	of 	the	horns	to	create	bluntness.	Mature,	aggressive	
bison can injure others with their horns. In most cases, tipping the horns—as opposed to total removal—
may offset this problem. 

RECOMMENDED PRACTICES

a.	 tip	bison	horns	only	if 	necessary	and	on	bison	no	less	than	36	months	of 	age.	Horn	modification	
before that age is considered partial dehorning 

b. limit tipping to the removal of  dead horn tissue only and not the bone core inside of  the horn that 
remains vascularized and innervated (i.e., contains blood vessels and nerves) (48).

5.10 Branding

REQUIREMENTS

Bison must not be branded for herd identification purposes. 

If branding is required for export, it must be performed with proper equipment, restraint, 
and by personnel with training or a sufficient combination of knowledge and experience to 
minimize pain.

Section 5 - Handling
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5.11 Castration

Bison are rarely castrated (with the exception of  orphans or due to injury). Bison castration is a 
technically	more	difficult	procedure	than	castration	performed	on	beef 	calves.	Orphaned	bulls	(see	
Appendix F) raised by humans can become unusually dangerous during the breeding season. As such, it is 
recommended that they be castrated to reduce aggression. 

REQUIREMENTS

Bison must not be castrated unless performed by a licensed veterinarian using anaesthesia 
and analgesia. 

Section 5 - Handling
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Transportation6
Desired Outcome: To prepare bison so they experience minimal stress during the transportation 
process and arrive at their destination in good health and condition. 

Transporting bison is potentially the single most stressful event they will experience. As such, each person 
involved in various stages of  bison transportation in Canada has a role in ensuring that the transportation 
process (including loading, transport, and unloading) does not cause suffering, injury or death of  the 
animals. 

If  you are responsible for transporting, arranging, or causing bison to be transported, you must  
follow the most current national and provincial animal transport requirements (50,51). The federal 
requirements for animal transport are covered under the Health of  Animals Regulations, Part XII (51). They 
are enforced by the CFIA with the assistance of  other federal, provincial, and territorial authorities. Some 
provinces also have additional regulations related to animal transport. If  you do not comply with the 
regulations, you could be fined or prosecuted. If  your actions or neglect are considered animal abuse, you 
could also be charged and convicted under the Criminal Code of  Canada and/or provincial regulations.  

The scope of  this Code of  Practice for the Care and Handling of  Bison ends at the farm gate, but includes 
requirements and considerations that affect the transportation process. To avoid duplication, the 
Recommended Code of  Practice for the Care and Handling of  Farm Animals: Transportation (52), or the most 
current version of  that Code, should be used as a reference document for the actual transportation 
process. 

6.1 Pre-Transport Decision Making and Preparation

Advance planning is a key factor affecting the welfare of  animals during transport. Those responsible 
for arranging transportation need to know how long the bison will be expected to be in transit, including 
intermediate stops such as auction markets, and whether the transporter needs to provide additional 
services (e.g., feed, water, rest) during transit. 

It is the responsibility of  the party that is loading (or causing to be loaded) the bison to ensure that all 
animals are fit for the intended journey. Fit bison are those in good physical condition and health that 
are expected to reach their destination in the same condition. Non-fit animals are considered to be either 
“unfit” or “compromised” (see Appendix G). These terms are not interchangeable. 

Bison that are unfit may not be transported under any conditions, unless for veterinary diagnosis and 
treatment as long as special provisions1 for transport are met. Animals unlikely to recover are to be 
humanely euthanized on farm. Refer to Appendix G to determine if  an animal is unfit for transport. 

An animal is considered to be compromised if  it exhibits signs of  infirmity, illness, injury, or a condition 
that indicates it has a reduced capacity to withstand transport. Compromised animals may only be 
transported locally and directly with special provisions to the nearest appropriate place (does not include 
auction markets or assembly yards) where they can be humanely slaughtered (local slaughter) or treated 
(see Appendix G). 

 If  you are unsure about an animal’s fitness for transport, consult your veterinarian. 

1 Section 139 (2) in Part XII (Transport of Animals) of the Health of Animal Regulations stipulates four conditions that must be met when trans-
porting unfit animals for veterinary care (51). Refer to Appendix G: Transport Decision Tree

Section 6 - Transportation
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REQUIREMENTS

Unfit bison must not be transported unless for veterinary diagnosis or treatment and only if 
special provisions2, including the recommendation of a veterinarian, are met (see Appendix G 
for a list of conditions).

Compromised animals may only be transported with special provisions3 (e.g., individual 
compartments) and directly to the nearest place, other than an assembly centre, where they 
can receive care or be humanely killed  (i.e., must not go through an auction market or an 
assembly yard). See Appendix G for a list of conditions and special provisions.

Bison must receive feed, water, and rest according to current regulations.

Bison that are in the last 10% of their gestation period or have given birth within the 
preceding 48 hours must not be transported.

Any loading and unloading equipment, chutes, ramps, or conveyances must be free of hazards 
in order to minimize the risk of injury.

A contingency plan must be in place that outlines measures to be taken in the event of 
unforeseen delays (e.g., weather, border crossing) or other circumstances that could result in 
animal suffering, injury, or death (48).

Weather forecasts must be considered when planning in order to avoid adverse weather 
conditions en route that may extend transportation time.

Prior to departure, animals must be penned in such a way as to reduce the likelihood of 
fighting (53).

All required documentation must be completed prior to loading to avoid unnecessary delays in 
departing after loading or at inspection stations, borders, or other checkpoints.

Locations receiving bison must be equipped with personnel familiar with handling bison and 
with facilities required to meet the animals’ needs upon arrival.

RECOMMENDED PRACTICES

a. refrain from transporting bison with calves less than 30 days of  age
b. consider the duration of  a journey when evaluating fitness for transport. When in doubt, assume

the longest possible trip
c. establish and ensure that all personnel are familiar with a system for early identification of  injured

animals prior to loading, and have an appropriate plan for handling injured animals
d. check vaccination and health status requirements for all destinations prior to the transport date,

particularly for transport to another country
e. vaccinate, in advance, bison being transported to other farms to prevent disease transmission
f. ensure the driver has all relevant contact information of  the shipper and receiver to immediately

report an emergency situation if  they are not accompanying the load
g. consider evening loading to avoid heat stress caused by congested traffic conditions and/or long

distance transport in extremely hot, humid temperatures
h. try to schedule loading and transport to avoid long delays in transit (e.g., borders) and so that the

bison can be unloaded promptly at destination
i. avoid changes in diet immediately before or during a trip. Producers may consider using electrolyte

nutritional therapy to help reduce dehydration and stress associated with long distance transport (54).
2 Section 139 (2) in Part XII (Transport of Animals) of the Health of Animals Regulations stipulates four conditions that must be met when transport-

ing unfit animals for veterinary care (51). Refer to Appendix G: Transport Decision Tree
3 Section 140 (1) in Part XII (Transport of Animals) of the Health of Animals Regulations stipulates four conditions that must be met when transport-

ing compromised animals (51). Refer to Appendix G: Transport Decision Tree

Section 6 - Transportation
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Section 6 - Transportation

6.2 Arranging Transport

It is essential that those involved in arranging transport for or loading (or causing to be loaded) bison 
(e.g., producers, transporters, processing facility staff) ensure that those transporting bison: (i) have 
experience transporting livestock; (ii) have well-maintained equipment that is appropriate for bison; and 
(iii) will provide a safe environment.

Animals are to be segregated by age, sex, size, horn status, and temperament. Bison in high stress and 
confined settings that live on the same farm, and even the same pasture, may injure one another. It is 
important, therefore, to ensure that the loading area and process promotes smooth flow of  bison onto or 
off  of  the vehicle.

REQUIREMENTS

Transporters must follow the most current federal and provincial animal transport 
regulatory requirements (50,51).

Mature bulls (typically over four years of age) must be transported in individual 
compartments.

Bison must be segregated if incompatible by nature, and with special attention to breeding 
season, sourcing, temperament, sex, weight, age, horned or health status (with the 
exception of female animals and their suckling offspring).

Bison must be transported by competent personnel (through livestock transport training, 
experience, or mentorship) using safe, well-maintained equipment.

The right of the transporter to refuse to load bison that they deem unfit for transport must 
be respected. The reason for refusal must be addressed.

Prior to loading a vehicle, an interior and exterior inspection must be performed to ensure 
that all internal gates are working properly, doors and latches are working and securely 
latched, that the trailer has secure footing, and that any corrective measures needed have 
been taken to ensure safe transportation.

Before bison are loaded, the producer must ensure that the end destination is aware of the 
estimated time of arrival and that there is a suitable area to unload and provide water (55).

RECOMMENDED PRACTICES

a. familiarize yourself  with the appropriate regulations and the current Recommended Code of  Practice
for the Care and Handling of  Farm Animals: Transportation (52) even if  you are not the one actually
transporting bison

b. prepare and clean or sanitize, as necessary, any trailer used to transport bison between farms to
help offset disease transmission. General biosecurity guidelines4 are available on the CFIA website

c. ensure that ventilation is adjustable from outside the vehicle in response to temperature changes
d. ensure that divider gates and latches can both be operated from outside the trailer.

4 Canadian Food Inspection Agency (CFIA). Canadian Beef Cattle On-Farm Biosecurity Standard. Available at: inspection.gc.ca/animals/terres-
trial-animals/biosecurity/standards-and-principles/beef-cattle/eng/1378825897354/1378825940112
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6.3 Loading and Receiving

When loading bison, shippers should defer to the expertise of  the transporter who has a general 
understanding of  allowable weight and loading densities on each part of  the trailer. Transporters are also 
aware of  variations in provincial/state requirements. Those loading should adjust densities to current 
weather conditions and weight restrictions.

General principles of  good bison handling apply to the loading and unloading of  bison (see Section 5 
– Handling). Their use will reduce stress and injury for both bison and handlers. When staging bison in
preparation for loading, the loading pen should accommodate the largest group of  bison entering the
trailer compartment at once, as bison generally move in a group.

REQUIREMENTS

All requirements in the Handling section of this Code must be applied (see Section 5).

Safe and secure footing must be provided to prevent bison from slipping and falling.

Bison must not be loaded or unloaded in a manner that is likely to cause injury or suffering.

Bison must be able to stand in a normal resting posture without coming into contact with 
the roof or upper deck of the vehicle.

Bison that arrive unable to rise or walk unassisted (downers/non-ambulatory) must be 
examined on arrival and their likelihood of recovery assessed.

Downed bison must not be dragged from the vehicle while conscious; they must be 
humanely euthanized on the vehicle prior to unloading (see Section 7 – On-Farm 
Euthanasia).

New arrivals must have access to feed and water, and their intake must be closely 
monitored. These sources should be easily identifiable, as many new arrivals may be 
familiar with natural sources only (see Section 2 – Feed and Water).

When loading bison into trailers, stocking densities must be in accordance with the weather 
conditions in order to avoid overheating.

Bison must be provided with enough floor space in a vehicle to maintain their balance and 
change position within the compartment.

Gaps must not exist between the ramp, its sides, and the vehicle.

Ramp slope must not exceed 25 degrees (51,56).
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RECOMMENDED PRACTICES

a. stage loading densities to match trailer compartment sizes. Bison usually move as a group, and
quickly. Plan ahead and organize trailer compartment groups prior to loading to ensure a smoother
loading process

b. note that appropriate loading densities will depend on a number of  factors including, but not
limited to, animal size and body condition, presence of  horns, winter coats, and weather conditions

c. partition bison into smaller areas to provide safety and stability for the bison and the vehicle when
the vehicle is not full

d. avoid distractions and any significant changes in floor height. A difference of  63 cm (or 25 inches)
in height between the loading surface and the vehicle floor is sufficient to cause bison to balk or
stop before climbing in and a ramp should be used

e. take corrective action if  bison fall during loading or unloading, as this indicates that either handling
methods or facilities need to be improved (57)

f. refrain from pressuring a bison that is reluctant to leave a trailer. Sometimes all that is needed is to
retreat and to allow the animal to leave on its own (58)

g. integrate new arrivals into a group with consideration given to age, sex, and size.



38
CODE OF PRACTICE FOR THE CARE AND HANDLING OF BISON - 2017

Desired Outcome: Bison are euthanized when necessary in a timely and effective manner.

Euthanasia is the humane termination of  an animal’s life. Bison may become injured and require 
euthanasia to promptly relieve their suffering. Euthanasia may also be necessary: (i) when a sick or injured 
animal is not responding favourably to treatment or has a poor prognosis; (ii) to ensure human safety; 
(iii) in the event of  an escaped animal; (iv) for on-farm slaughter; or (v) for regulatory requirements
associated with disease control. When euthanasia is necessary, it is essential that death be achieved quickly
and with minimal pain.

Having a euthanasia decision-making process in place and providing training in the techniques of  
humane termination can help ensure that euthanasia is carried out in a timely manner and with minimal 
stress—for both the animal and operator. Bison are to be rendered unconscious with minimal pain or 
distress prior to the cessation of  vital life functions. A properly placed gunshot can cause both immediate 
insensibility	and	humane	death	(59),	as	the	bullet	first	stuns	and	then	kills	the	animal	in	immediate	
succession	(60).	In	all	cases,	however,	operators	should	be	prepared	to	apply	a	second	gunshot	if 	the	first	
does not result in immediate unconsciousness and prompt death. This requires that all personnel involved 
in euthanasia be knowledgeable and competent in the techniques and equipment being used to ensure 
that	the	task	is	completed	as	efficiently	and	effectively	as	possible.

7.1 Euthanasia Decisions 

Being prepared for on-farm euthanasia includes (61): 

• competent personnel (through training, experience, or mentorship)
• access to proper, well maintained equipment
• clear decision points for euthanasia.

7.2 Decision-Making around Euthanasia

Allowing a sick or injured animal to linger unnecessarily is unacceptable. It is essential that each farm 
have provisions for immediate, humane euthanasia of  severely injured bison on-farm, by either a trained 
member of  the staff, a licensed processor, or a veterinarian called upon to carry out the procedure (10).

If  there is any doubt about how to proceed, a veterinarian should be called at an early stage to advise 
whether treatment is possible or whether humane euthanasia is required to prevent suffering (10).  

REQUIREMENTS

Bison must be euthanized without delay that:

• are unlikely to recover
• fail to respond to treatment and convalescent protocols
• have chronic, severe, or debilitating pain and distress
• have an acute, severe injury
• are experiencing un-correctable calving distress
• are unable to get to or consume feed and water (e.g., non-ambulatory)
• show rapid weight loss or emaciation.

Disposal of the carcass must meet local requirements and regulations.

On-Farm Euthanasia7
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7.3 Methods of On-Farm Euthanasia

The recommended method of  euthanasia for bison is gunshot.

Important—the following are some examples of  methods that are unacceptable because they cause 
suffering (61): 

• manually-applied blunt trauma to the head—does not consistently cause immediate loss of  
consciousness

• injection of  chemical agents not approved for euthanasia into conscious bison—does not cause 
immediate loss of  consciousness

•	 exsanguination	(bleeding	out)	without	proper	stunning	first—causes	pain	and	distress	prior	to	loss	
of  consciousness.

REQUIREMENTS

An acceptable method for euthanizing bison must be used (as per Table 7.1).

Euthanasia must be performed by competent personnel (through training, experience, or 
mentorship).

Equipment used for euthanasia must be appropriate for animal age and size.

Equipment used for euthanasia must be maintained according to manufacturers’ 
instructions to ensure proper functioning. 

Non-ambulatory bison must not be dragged or forced to move prior to euthanasia.

Table 7.1 – Acceptable euthanasia methods for bison (30,61,62,63)

Method Sutable For Procedure and Equipment
Gunshot Calves  

(under 181 kg 
[400 lbs])

Requires a minimum of  407 joules (300 ft-lb) muzzle energy (63). 

Examples	of 	appropriate	firearms	include:	centrefire	rifle	or	shotgun	
(20 gauge or greater, from no more than 10 m [32 ft]).

Note: A .22 calibre long rifle only produces 135 joules (117 ft-lb) 
of  muzzle energy and is not sufficient to humanely kill bison. 

Yearlings, Cows, 
and Mature Bulls

Requires a minimum of  1356 joules (1000 ft-lb) muzzle energy (63).

Examples	of 	appropriate	firearms	include:	centrefire	rifle.	Shotgun	
with slugs also acceptable for yearlings and cows, but not mature bulls. 

Note: A .22 calibre long rifle only produces 135 joules (117 ft-lb) 
of  muzzle energy and is not sufficient to humanely kill bison.

Most handguns produce muzzle energy levels less than 1350 
joules (1000 ft-lb) making them not sufficient to humanely kill 
bison. 

Approved  
Euthanasia 

Drugs

All Bison Must be administered by a veterinarian.

Restraint if  needed.

Safe disposal of  carcass when barbiturates are used.
Adapted from Code of  Practice for the Care and Handling of  Beef  Cattle (2013).  
Available at: www.nfacc.ca/codes-of-practice/beef-cattle
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Table 7.2 – Muzzle energy of  various cartridges

NOTE—When bison are being shot from a distance, it is essential that the drop in bullet energy (from 
the muzzle energy) be considered. A calibre of  higher power may be needed. It is also critical to give 
careful consideration to what is beyond the desired target (i.e., the bullet’s follow-through path).

Cartridge 
Type (rifle)

Cartridge Muzzle Energy  
(ft-lb)1

Category of  Animal This Cartridge 
Can Be Used On 

Rimfire .22	Long	Rifle 105 Unacceptable for all bison 
17 HMR 245 Unacceptable for all bison 

22 Win Mag 338 ONLY calves less than 400 lbs
Centrefire 223 Remington 1296 Yearlings, Cows, Mature bulls

7.62 x 39 mm 1527 Yearlings, Cows, Mature bulls
30-30 1903 Yearlings, Cows, Mature bulls

243 Winchester 1925 Yearlings, Cows, Mature bulls
270 2345 Yearlings, Cows, Mature bulls

260 Remington 2354 Yearlings, Cows, Mature bulls
308 Winchester 2719 Yearlings, Cows, Mature bulls
30-06	Springfield 2750 Yearlings, Cows, Mature bulls
7mm Rem Mag 3221 Yearlings, Cows, Mature bulls

300 WM 3548 Yearlings, Cows, Mature bulls
338 Lapua Mag 4938 Yearlings, Cows, Mature bulls

Shotgun2 20 Gauge, 2 ¾” ¾-oz slug 1587 Yearlings and Cows
12 Gauge, 2 ¾” 1-oz slug 2491 Yearlings and Cows

1Muzzle energy (ft-lb) = Mass (in grains) x velocity2 (in ft per second) / 450400

Energy (ft-lb) x 1.355817948= Energy (Joules) (64,65). 
2While shotgun slugs can be used effectively in close range situations and within controlled 
environments, their use is never recommended for euthanizing mature bulls or with any animal 
involving distances greater than 2 metres. 

Figures from www.shooterscalculator.com/bullet-kinetic-energy.php. 

7.4 Shot Placements

The desired entry point of  the bullet is centred approximately 2.5 cm (1 inch) higher than an imaginary 
line connecting the bottom of  the horns (see Figures 7.1 and 7.2) (66). The angle should be perpendicular 
to the skull. Bison that are alarmed or aggressive will often face the threat and stand with the head in a 
more elevated position (36). Do not attempt a forehead shot in this case, as the bullet will glance off  the 
bone.

While the trajectory pathway may vary depending on how the animal is holding its head when shot, plan 
for the bullet to reach the desired endpoint—the brainstem—no matter the entry point or pathway taken 
into the brain (67).   

There may be situations where a front shot is not possible. When a bison is standing in full body (side) 
profile	(Figure	7.3),	two	shots	are	presented.	When	using	a	shot	to	the	side	of 	the	head,	aim	for	the	
posterior base of  the horn. A heart shot can also be used. The heart lies very low in the chest cavity, right 
at the cape demarcation line and only about 10 cm (4 inches) above the ventral chest line. Aim just above 
the intersection of  the chest and the elbow (67). 

Section 7 - On-Farm Euthanasia
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Figure 7.1: Shot placement for euthanizing bison

    (Photo by Galbraith, 2010)

Figure 7.2: Shot placement for euthanizing bison

    (Photo by Galbraith, 2010)

Figure 7.3: Shot placement for euthanizing bison

Note: “A” is the preferred target area. 

Section 7 - On-Farm Euthanasia
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7.5 Confirmation of Insensibility and Death

An animal has not been successfully rendered insensible if  it shows any of  the following signs (30): 

• vocalizes
• attempts to rise or right itself
• lifts its head
• shows eye movements or blinks
• displays intentional movements.

Use caution when approaching a downed bison. It may be stunned by the shot, but could still regain 
its feet and charge very quickly. The shooter should approach from a safe angle fully prepared, or even 
expecting, to administer a second shot if  necessary.

REQUIREMENTS

Shooters must be prepared to immediately deliver a second application should the first 
attempt fail to render the animal immediately insensible.

When safe to do so, shooters must touch the eyeball and note if the animal blinks (corneal 
reflex). An insensible animal will not blink. This confirms insensibility.

Shooters must confirm death by observing a lack of heartbeat and respiration for five 
minutes (68,69).

Shooters must confirm death before moving or leaving the animal.

Section 7 - On-Farm Euthanasia
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Stocking Rates for Pastures 

Appendix A

Pasture forage production depends on soil conditions and climate. Pasture production also depends 
on stand condition and plant species present. Average stocking rates are a good starting point, but you 
should determine a stocking rate for each pasture since pastures can vary greatly.

Stocking rates are expressed as the number of  Animal Unit Months (AUM) supplied by one acre of  
pasture	for	one	year.	An	animal	unit	(AU)	is	defined	as	one	mature	1000	lb	cow	with	or	without	a	calf.	
The animal unit is based on an average daily forage consumption of  26 lbs of  dry matter (forage dried 
until no moisture remains). Since the original animal unit concept was based on beef  cattle, we use animal 
unit equivalents to deal with other animal sizes and species.

Animal Unit Equivalents AU
Bison, mature cow—with or without calf 1.0

Bison, mature bull 1.5
Bison, two year old heifer 0.7

Bison, yearling 0.5

The next table gives recommended stocking rates in AUMs/acre for seeded tame pastures in four 
condition classes, based on annual precipitation. This table assumes average pasture inputs and a 
continuous grazing system. When determining stocking rates for pastures with effective rotational 
grazing systems and improved fertility in zones with over 350 mm (14 inches) of  annual precipitation, 
use the stocking rates from the next higher precipitation zone. These stocking rates are based on average 
conditions, and can be used as a starting point in determining stocking rates. Over time you can adjust the 
stocking rates for each of  your pastures.

Stocking Rates for Seeded Tame Pastures in Alberta  (in AUMs/acre)
Annual Precipitation Zones Pasture Condition Class

mm in. Excellent Good Fair Poor
250-350 10-14 0.75 0.50 0.40 0.25
350-450 14-18 1.25 0.80 0.60 0.40
450-550 18-22 2.00 1.40 1.10 0.70
550-650 22-26 3.30 2.20 1.60 1.10

Irrigation 7.50 5.00 3.75 2.50

A pasture in excellent condition should produce 75 to 100% of  the top yield for the area, with less 
than 5% of  the total production coming from weeds or undesirable species. At least 95% of  forage 
production should come from adapted grasses and legumes. A pasture in good condition will produce 
60 to 75% of  the top area yield, with 90% of  this production from adapted species. A pasture in fair 
condition will only produce 50 to 60% of  the top yields for the area, with 60% of  production coming 
from adapted forage species. A poor condition pasture will produce less than 50% of  the area’s top yield, 
and have less than 50% of  the production from adapted species.
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Appendix A

Example 1: Calculating the number of  pasture acres needed for your herd

Assume: 

• 18 to 22 inch annual precipitation zone
• Excellent pasture condition class (2.00 AUM/acre)
• Grazing season 165 days (5.5 months)
• 80 bison cow/calf  pairs (80 AU)

Required pasture

= AU x Months Grazing / AUM/acre
= 80 x 5.5 / 2.0
= 220 acres for the season

Example 2: Calculating Pasture Capacity

Assume: 

• Annual precipitation zone 18–22 inches
• 200 acre grass-legume pasture (excellent condition = 2.00 AUM/acre)
• Want 120 days of  grazing (4 months)

Pasture Capacity

= Acres x AUM/acre / months grazing
= 200 x 2.00 / 4
= 100 AU

100 AU equivalents are 100 bison cow/calf  pairs or 200 elk cow/calf  pairs.

Cathie Erichsen Arychuk, 
Bison Production Specialist, Alberta Agriculture

Adapted from The Tracker (June 2000) 4(6):72-73.
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Preventing Escaped Bison 

Appendix B

Bison, like other grazing species, may escape from their fenced enclosures. Prevention is the best way 
to protect bison from potential harm associated with escape. Producers should maintain an up-to-date 
contact list of  available neighbours, fellow bison operators, or professional capture groups who are 
knowledgeable about, and willing to assist in, the return of  escaped bison (70,71).

Preventing Escape

• bison are less likely to attempt escape when they have adequate feed and water
• keeping an elderly, non-pregnant/cull cow(s) with a (young) group can create a herd-like

atmosphere and minimize fence pacing
• gates must always be closed after entering a pen
• all perimeter gates should have good latches, and locks when necessary. Locks should be fastened

at all times when not in use
• external fences must be well constructed and maintained. Six-foot fencing is strongly

recommended
• a variety of  fencing styles and materials are suitable. Page wire fencing is recommended
• all fences should be inspected (and repaired if  necessary) immediately after a wind storm, snow

blizzard, heavy blowing snow, or after escaped animals have returned
• producers should keep adequate amounts of  feed available to coax escaped bison.

When Bison Escape

If 	bison	escape	into	high	traffic	areas,	emergency	services	and	nearby	neighbours	are	to	be	notified	as	
soon as possible. This is especially important at night. 

Producers should remain as calm as possible. Careful planning and rational decision making in response 
to current or changing circumstances is invaluable. 

It is important to remember that: 

• escaped bison may travel great distances
• bison	have	a	large	flight	zone	and	are	not	easily	or	effectively	chased
• recovering escaped bison often requires considerable planning, patience, and cooperation by many

knowledgeable rescuers
• if  hurried efforts are made to capture or return escaped bison, the animals may scatter and become

difficult	to	locate.	If 	bison	are	in	the	open	and	are	over-pursued,	capture	myopathy	may	result
• recapture may take many days and will usually require the assistance of  neighbours
• while recovery may only require that lead animal(s) be oriented in the proper direction—and then

be given time to return—it may be necessary to euthanize escaped bison
• grain should be used to bait bison in cases where bison are familiar with grain
• at a minimum, efforts should be made to bait bison into fenced areas.
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Body Condition Scoring 

Appendix C

Body condition scoring (BCS) is a method of  assessing the amount of  fat cover on an animal; the 5 point 
system for bison, explained below, uses primarily visual clues since hands-on examination is impractical. 
Most of  the information in this section is adapted from What’s the Score: Bison – Body Condition Scoring 
(BCS) Guide from Alberta Agriculture. BCS is an important management tool. It allows producers to 
monitor and evaluate their feeding program, and to make adjustments when needed.

The BCS system used below is a 5 point scale, where a score of  1 means that the animal is extremely thin 
or emaciated and a score of  5 means that the animal is very fat. 

Bison’s nutritional requirements and feed intake vary with day length/season, and a certain amount of  
weight loss is expected over the winter months. However, to accommodate this winter weight loss, bison 
are to be in good condition in the fall. Adult bison should not lose more than 1 to 1.5 body condition 
score during the winter feeding. The following table outlines target BCS for different classes of  animal at 
different times of  the year.

Table C.1 – Seasonal body condition score targets for breeding herds1

Class August September January May
Breeding Cows 3/5 3/5 3/5 2/5

Breeding Heifers >2 yr2 3/5 3/5 3/5 2/5
Bulls 3/5 2/5 2/5 2/5

Replacement Breeding 
Heifers <2yr2

3/5  
Target 380 kg4

4/5 3/5 3/5

Yearlings 1–2 yr2 3/5  
Target 275 kg4

3/5 2/5 3/5

Older Cows >18 yr3 2.5/5 2/5 2/5 2
1Individual variation in body condition is expected in any population, the target scores are intended to 
reflect	the	group	average.
2as of  May
3Older cows should be monitored closely and if  they drop to a BCS of  1.5 be culled from the herd 
before they risk becoming compromised (see Section 6 – Transportation) 
4(21). 

There are several features of  bison anatomy that make condition scoring bison different from scoring 
cattle. Special attention is given to the hip bones, rump, and hump.  

Body condition scoring should be performed using a consistent procedure, by an experienced person 
or one who has been mentored in the process. Evaluate the key landmarks of  the hump, ribs, spine, 
hip bones, rump, and tail head, and then take in the overall appearance of  the animal. Consider factors 
such as hair coat and the animal’s age, and then record the score on a 1 to 5 scale; half  points (2.5/5) 
or a range (2–3/5) may be used, especially if  the scoring is visual only. All animals should be evaluated 
and scored if  possible, or if  that is impractical, a large cross-section of  each class of  animal in the herd 
should be scored. Determine the average for each class and note any particularly thin or fat animals. 
Adjust feeding and management as necessary in order to meet BCS targets and take corrective action for 
individuals outside of  the target ranges. 
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Labelled illustration of  a bison1 (72) 

Labelled photograph of  a bison

(Photo by Frank McAllister, 2016)
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Body Condition Scoring (continued) 

Appendix C

It is important to understand how BCS relates to the bison’s underlying muscle and skeleton structure in 
order to use the system effectively. It is also important to note that a bison’s heavy winter hair coat can 
make	visual	BCS	evaluations	difficult.		

Taxidermied bison cross section

(Photo by Jayson Galbraith, 2016, of  “Ernie” owned by “Doc” Woerner)

Generic loin cross section and BCS2 (73) (left), and the pelvis and rump in relation to BCS3 (74) 
(right)  

5 3 1
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Body Condition Scoring (continued) 

Appendix C

BCS 14 (72) 

WHOLE BODY
• thin

RIBS
• prominent, many ribs visible in summer
• visible but less distinct in winter

SPINE
• backbone very sharp
• steep angle of  muscle

HIP BONE AND RUMP
• hip bone prominent, edges very sharp
• rump muscles caved in

TAIL HEAD
• devoid of  fat
• deep, sunken depressions on either side of  tail head
• no fat palpable if  bison in squeeze

HUMP
• sharp top line
•	narrow	with	flat	sides	when	viewed	from	front
• sharp contrast between hump and shoulder when viewed from side

Bison BCS 1. Side and rear view of  thin cows. Arrows indicate a lack of  appropriate tissue mass over 
the skeleton. The shedding of  the winter coat requires energy input associated with the growth of  the 
new haircoat. Late shedding may be associated with overwinter nutritional stress.

                                            

(Photos by Jayson Galbraith and Roy Lewis, 2015)
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BCS 2 

WHOLE BODY
• moderately thin

RIBS
• some ribs visible in summer and winter

SPINE
• backbone evident, but not sharp
• steep angle of  muscle

HIP BONE AND RUMP
• hip bone readily seen, edges sharp
• rump muscles cave in slightly

TAIL HEAD
• sunken depressions on both sides of  tail head
• small amount of  fat palpable if  bison in squeeze

HUMP
• hump is narrow, but not sharp
• sides	flat	when	viewed	from	front
• distinct contrast between hump and shoulder

Bison BCS 2. Side view of  mature bull. 

(Photo by Frank McAllister, 2016)
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BCS 3 

WHOLE BODY
• moderate

RIBS
• edges	round,	covered	in	flesh
• may be visible, but not sharp or distinct in summer
• not visible in winter

SPINE
• backbone visible, but not prominent
• angle of  muscle has moderate slope, similar to roof  of  tent

HIP BONE AND RUMP
• hip bone visible, but not sharp
• rump	muscles	flat	and	angular

TAIL HEAD
• slight hollowing on either side of  tail head
• some fat palpable if  bison in squeeze

HUMP
• well-developed but not bulging
• noticeable distinction between hump and shoulder

Bison BCS 3. Side and rear view, bull (left), cow (right). Ribs become obscured due to subcutaneous 
disposition of  fat. 

(Photos by Frank McAllister, 2016)
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BCS 4 

WHOLE BODY
• moderately fat

RIBS
• individual ribs generally not visible in summer
• not visible in winter

SPINE
• backbone not readily seen
• angle of  muscle has gentle slope

HIP BONE AND RUMP
• hip bone barely visible
• muscles full, but not bulging

TAIL HEAD
• slight depression in bulls
• no depression in cows

HUMP
• full hump when viewed from front, but not round and bulging
• little distinction between hump and shoulder when viewed from side

Bison BCS 4. Side view, no ribs visible. 

(Photo by Frank McAllister, 2016)
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BCS 5 

WHOLE BODY
• fat

RIBS
• covered in fat
• not visible in summer or winter

SPINE
• buried in fat
• backbone not visible
• angle	of 	muscle	has	little	slope,	flat

HIP BONE AND RUMP
• hip bone covered in fat, not visible
• rump rounded out, full

TAIL HEAD
• in bulls, no depression on either side of  tail head
• either side is bulging with fat in cows

HUMP
• thick, rounded top when viewed from front
• blends into the shoulder when viewed from side

Bison BCS 5. Side view. 

(Photo by Frank McAllister, 2016)
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For further information about Body Condition Scoring see What’s the Score? Body Condition Scoring for 
Livestock DVD and PDF materials (available from Alberta Agriculture at: www.agric.gov.ab.ca/app08/
ppsropintheweb?PubID=100031).

1 Adapted from What’s the Score: Bison – Body Condition Scoring (BCS) Guide. Alberta Agriculture. Available at: www1.agric.gov.
ab.ca/$department/deptdocs.nsf/all/agdex9622/$FILE/bcs-bison.pdf.  

2 Adapted from What’s the Score: Beef  Cow – Body Condition Scoring (BCS) Guide. Alberta Agriculture. Available at: www1.agric.gov.
ab.ca/$department/deptdocs.nsf/all/agdex9622/$FILE/bcs-beef-cow.pdf.

3 Adapted from Haigh J. & Grinde J. (2007) Reproductive management of  bison. In: Current Therapy in Large Animal Theriogenology. 
2nd ed. Eds. R. Youngquist & W. Threlfall. St. Louis: Saunders Elsevier, pp. 1005–1011.

4 Line drawings and written BCS descriptions for the remainder of  the section adapted from What’s the Score: Bison – Body Condition 
Scoring (BCS) Guide. Alberta Agriculture. Available at: www1.agric.gov.ab.ca/$department/deptdocs.nsf/all/agdex9622/$FILE/
bcs-bison.pdf.
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The	flight	zone	(Figure	D.1)	is	the	critical	distance	at	which	an	animal,	or	group	of 	animals,	will	attempt	
to	escape	the	approach	of 	another	animal,	human,	or	object	(40,44).	Understanding	the	flight	zone	will	
help to reduce bison stress and prevent accidents or injuries to animals and handlers. 

Since	bison	become	highly	stressed	and	flightier	when	isolated,	it	is	always	best	to	move	bison	in	groups	
(39).	The	flight	zone	of 	bison	tends	to	be	much	larger	than	cattle	(75).	As	a	result,	handlers	should	be	
able to move bison with comparatively less noise, speed, and body movement. 

When	a	handler	approaches	the	flight	zone	of 	a	group,	most	bison	will	usually	turn	and	prepare	to	move	
away. If  some begin to move, an innate follower response will often trigger the others to move as well. 
A group of  bison can be moved most effectively if  handlers apply minimum pressure (e.g., noise or 
movement)	from	along	the	edge	of 	the	flight	zone	(see	positions	1	and	2	in	Figure	D.1)	(37,43,76).	

Whenever possible, handlers should work bison from one side only and preferably from outside of  the 
pen. Handlers should not stand directly behind a group (i.e., in their blind spot).

Bison	reactions	to	the	penetration	of 	their	flight	zone	will	vary	depending	on	group	makeup,	size,	and	
location	(e.g.,	corral,	pen,	field).	Handlers	should	always	avoid	deep	penetration	of 	the	flight	zone	as	this	
may	cause	panic	and	trigger	escape	attempts	(40).	Panic	behaviour,	typified	by	excessive	and	disorientated	
running, will increase the risk of  animals colliding with fences and corrals and becoming injured. 

Bison handlers should always have an escape route available in case bison charge. 

Figure D.1: Bison flight zone

Adapted from Lanier J.L. & Grandin T. (1999) The Calming of  American Bison (Bison bison) During Routine Handling. 
Available at: www.grandin.com/references/bison.paper.html
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Bison Processing Welfare Audit

Flow-through	facility	designs	and	low-stress	handling	benefit	animals	and	handlers	alike.	It	is	desirable,	
therefore, for handlers to evaluate their handling techniques regularly and to make improvements as 
needed. The following measures may help to identify areas or practices where adjustments can be 
made to support continuous improvement. Note that bloodied or stressed animals should not be 
commonplace. Minor injuries (e.g., bloody noses, broken horns) or major injuries (e.g., broken necks, 
noses, leg injuries) should trigger a required review of  the facility design and handling practices (46). 
Increasing numbers of  injuries or incidents of  bison jumping on one another may indicate a need for 
changes in lighting, noise levels, equipment, handling methods, or environment. Adjustments may also be 
needed to minimize the stress associated with squeeze chute operations or with the need to work animals 
at their own speed.  

Following is a Bison Welfare Audit (77) that can be used to measure several areas of  working bison in the 
corral (37). 



CODE OF PRACTICE FOR THE CARE AND HANDLING OF BISON - 2017

61

Bison Processing Welfare Audit (continued)

Appendix E



CODE OF PRACTICE FOR THE CARE AND HANDLING OF BISON - 2017

62

Bison Processing Welfare Audit (continued)

Appendix E
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Orphaned Calves

Appendix F

Introduction 

Calves born as twins, or from cows that were assisted or disturbed during delivery, may be abandoned. 
If 	left	alone,	abandoned	calves	will	likely	die	of 	starvation.	If 	artificially	raised,	they	will	likely	require	
considerable time and resources and their behaviour long-term may be unpredictable. While manageable 
solutions may be found, the best place for a bison calf  is always with its mother (78).  

Producers who opt to raise orphan calves should comply with the following: 

Colostrum Management 

Colostrum is essential to the health and survival of  newborn bison. Calves are born with no maternal 
antibodies	and	must	rely	on	intake	of 	colostrum	to	receive	passive	immunity	(79).	The	timing	of 	first	
colostrum is particularly important since calves’ ability to absorb colostrum is substantially reduced 4 to 
12 hours after birth (79). Producers should assume that all abandoned or mis-mothered calves have not 
suckled colostrum. 

Note: 

a. it is essential that each newborn calf  receives quality commercial bovine colostrum within the
first	4	to	12	hours	and	should	continue	receiving	colostrum	for	the	first	24	hours

b. producers can purchase dry colostrum that they will initially have to provide many times per
day (78)

c. it is recommended that, as an average, approximately 4 litres of  colostrum be administered by
bottle	with	nipple	or	bucket	over	the	first	24	hours	(1	litre	for	four	feeds)

d. small	bison	calves	(e.g.,	under	fifty	pounds)	may	be	too	small	to	accommodate	an	esophageal
feeder. In these cases, it is best to be patient and to encourage the calf  to take a bottle

e. subsequently, each calf  should receive approximately 4–6 litres of  milk daily spread over
at	least	three	feedings	per	day	through	the	first	5	weeks	(i.e.,	until	they	are	eating	adequate
quantities of  suitable solid feed)

f. sheep milk replacer can be utilized and mixed according to manufacturers’ instructions
g. in addition to regular feeding with milk or milk replacers, calves should have access to palatable

feed, grass, hay or natural forage, and clean water after 8 days of  age
h. producers should follow proper sanitation procedures for milk feeding equipment and utensils
i. feeders and water containers should be kept clean. Stale feed or milk should always be removed
j. hand reared orphaned males should be dehorned.

Surrogates, Inspection, and Weaning  

Goats are suitable surrogate mothers but these should be free of  diseases such as Johnes' Disease 
and others to which bison may be susceptible. Calves should be inspected at each feeding for signs of  
constipation, diarrhoea, and coughing as well as noting general attitude and appetite. 

Weaning should be accomplished gradually by either diluting the milk with water or reducing the milk 
volume over a period of  at least 5 days (10). 

Bison should not be raised as pets. Producers opting to rear orphans should refrain from playing with 
calves. Bunting behaviour should be discouraged at all costs. Adult bison that have played with humans as 
calves may become dangerous. 

Orphaned bison must not be used for breeding under any circumstances. Castration and dehorning is 
strongly recommended for orphans. Orphans may be able to be reintroduced into a feeding program. 
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Appendix G

Transport Decision Tree

TRANSPORT
• Those that will arrive at their final

destination in good condition
• According to the Health of

Animals Regulations Part XII and
CFIA policies

• Consult also Code of  Practice for the
Care and Handling of  Farm Animals:
Transportation.

*Special Provisions for
Compromised Animals

Compromised animals, if  loaded, 
must be transported directly to the 
nearest appropriate place, other than 
an assembly centre, where they can 
receive care, treatment, be slaughtered 
or euthanized - but only with the 
following special provisions (51): 
• The animal is isolated
• The animal is individually loaded

and unloaded without having to
negotiate any ramps inside the
conveyance, and

• Measures are taken that are
necessary to prevent the animal’s
suffering, injury, or death during
loading, confinement, transport,
and unloading

Optional Provisions:
• Extra bedding
• Loading in a rear compartment
• Penning with a familiar

companion animal
• Other measures as appropriate,

e.g., veterinary assessment prior
to loading when unsure of  the
animal’s capacity to withstand
transportation.

Examples:

• Bloated (with no signs of
discomfort or weakness and not
already down)

• Blindness in both eyes
• Open wound (severe open

wound would render the animal
unfit)

• Not fully healed after a
procedure, such as dehorning or
castration

• Minor rectal or minor vaginal
prolapse

• Abscess
• Unhealed or acutely injured

penis
• Unhealed broken tail or jaw
• Amputation or deformity (only

if  fully-healed and not painful.
Horn cap injuries excluded).

• Fractured facial bones.

DO NOT  
TRANSPORT

Other than for veterinary 
diagnosis or care ² 

Examples:

• Unable to stand without
assistance, or to move without
being dragged or carried (non-
ambulatory)

• Severe lameness* (lame in one
or more limbs to the extent
that it exhibits signs of  pain or
suffering and halted movements
or a reluctance to walk, or is
lame to the extent that it cannot
walk on all of  its legs)

• Fractured limb or pelvis or
a fracture that impedes its
mobility or causes it to exhibit
signs of  pain or suffering

• Is in the last 10% of  its
gestation period

• Has given birth in the preceding
48 hours

• Uterine prolapse
• Severe cancer eye
• Arthritis in multiple joints
• Pneumonia (unresponsive with

fever, e.g., Mycoplasma)
• Exhibits signs of  a generalized

nervous system disorder (e.g.,
rabies – must be reported to
CFIA)

• Extremely thin
• Signs of  dehydration
• Signs of  fever
• Is in shock or dying.

* See current Health of  Animals
Regulations (51)

Do not continue to 
transport an animal that 
becomes compromised 

or unfit beyond the 
nearest appropriate place 

where it can receive 
care, be euthanized or 

slaughtered.

UNFIT  
ANIMALS¹ 

COMPROMISED 
ANIMALS¹ 

TRANSPORT WITH 
SPECIAL PROVISIONS*

(Health of Animals Regulations 
Part XII) 

FIT  
ANIMALS

Adapted from Code of Practice for the Care and Handling of Beef Cattle (2013). Available at: www.nfacc.ca/codes-of-practice/beef-cattle.
1  Section 136 (1) in Part XII (Transport of Animals) of the Health of Animals Regulations defines “compromised”, and “unfit” and includes a list of conditions beyond those listed in 

this appendix that would render an animal compromised or unfit for transport (51). 
2   Section 139 (2) in Part XII (Transport of Animals) of the Health of Animals Regulations mandates that unfit animal can only be transported directly to a place (other than a 

slaughter establishment or assembly centre) for veterinary care if (51): it is individually loaded and unloaded without having to negotiate any ramps inside the conveyance; 
it is isolated during confinement and transport; measures are taken to prevent the animal’s unnecessary suffering, injury or death during loading, confinement, transport and 
unloading; and, a veterinarian recommends that the animal be transported to receive veterinary care.



CODE OF PRACTICE FOR THE CARE AND HANDLING OF BISON - 2017

65

Appendix G

Transport Decision Tree (continued)
There are three categories for defining fitness for transport: (a) fit, (b) unfiit, and (c) compromised.

a. A fit animal is one that is able to withstand the stress of  the intended journey and can be
transported without experiencing suffering.

b. An unfit animal is one that cannot be transported without suffering. This includes non-
ambulatory animals or animals likely to become non-ambulatory. An animal is unfit if  it has any
condition associated with pain that will be aggravated by transport or will cause it to endure suffering
during the transportation process.

Some examples of  unfit animals may include those that:

• are non-ambulatory
• have broken limbs or pelvis
• are lame in one or more limbs to the extent that they exhibit:

- signs of  pain or suffering;
- halted movements; or
- a reluctance to walk

• have a uterine prolapse
• are unable to remain standing without assistance.

On the recommendation of  a veterinarian, an unfit animal may be transported for veterinary care.

For animals that cannot be transported in their current state, you must either delay the transport  
until the animal is fit for the trip, provide appropriate health intervention, or humanely euthanize.

For those animals that become compromised or unfit during transport, they must be transported 
directly to the nearest suitable place (e.g., veterinary clinic, farm, or slaughter establishment) other than 
an assembly centre, where they can receive care or be humanely euthanized.

c. A compromised animal is an animal with reduced capacity to withstand the stress of
transportation. Compromised animals may only be transported with special provisions that help
to prevent injury or suffering. Specifically, a compromised animal can only be transported if  (51):

• It is isolated;
• It is individually loaded and unloaded without having to negotiate any ramps inside the

conveyance;
• Measures are taken that are necessary to prevent the animal’s suffering, injury or death during

loading, confinement, transport and unloading; and
• It is transported locally and directly to the nearest suitable place (other than an assembly centre)

where it can receive care and attention or be promptly humanely slaughtered or euthanized.

To prevent suffering, other special provisions—such as additional bedding and/or loading the 
animal last and unloading the animal first—may be required, depending on the condition of  the 
compromised animal.

Always ask a veterinarian if  you are unsure about the appropriate special provisions when moving a 
compromised animal.

Determining if  an animal is fit for transport is the responsibility of  the producer.

Transporters have the right and legal requirement to refuse to load an animal that they recognize as unfit.

Adapted from Code of Practice for the Care and Handling of Sheep (2013). Available at: www.nfacc.ca/codes-of-practice/sheep.
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Appendix H

Resources for Further Information
More information on bison production and welfare is available through federal and provincial ministries 
of  agriculture, national or provincial bison organizations, universities and colleges, animal welfare 
organizations, and veterinary organizations.

Producer Organizations

• Canadian Bison Association - (306) 522-4762 www.canadianbison.ca
• BC Bison Association - (250) 315-8010
• Bison Producers of  Alberta - (780) 955-1995 www.bisoncentre.com
• Saskatchewan Bison Association - (305) 585-6403
• Manitoba Bison Association - (780) 790-1541
• Ontario Bison Association - (519) 229-6316
• Quebec Bison Association - (450) 679-0540 ext. 4867 www.bisonquebec.com

Farm Animal Councils

• Farm and Food Care Canada - www.farmfoodcare.org
• Alberta Farm Animal Care - (403) 652-5111 www.afac.ab.ca
• Farm and Food Care Ontario - (519) 837-1326 www.farmfoodcareon.org
• Farm and Food Care Saskatchewan - (306) 477-3663 www.farmfoodcaresk.org

Government

• Agriculture and Agri-Food Canada - www.agr.gc.ca
• Canadian Food Inspection Agency - www.inspection.ca
• Veterinary Drugs Directorate (Health Canada) - www.hc-sc.gc.ca/ahc-asc/branch-dirgen/hpfb-

dgpsa/vdd-dmv/index-eng.php
• Alberta Agriculture and Forestry - www.agric.gov.ab.ca
• British Columbia Ministry of Agriculture - www.gov.bc.ca/agri
• Manitoba Agriculture, Food and Rural Initiatives - www.gov.mb.ca/agriculture
• New Brunswick Ministry of Agriculture, Aquaculture and Fisheries - www2.gnb.ca/content/gnb/

en/departments/10.html 
• Newfoundland and Labrador Department of Agrifoods - www.gov.nl.ca/ffa
• Nova Scotia Department of Agriculture and Marketing - www.gov.ns.ca/agri
• Ontario Ministry of Agriculture and Food - www.omafra.gov.on.ca
• Prince Edward Island Ministry of Agriculture and Forestry - www.princeedwardisland.ca/en/topic/

agriculture 
• Québec Agriculture, Pécheries et Alimentation - www.mapaq.gouv.qc.ca
• Saskatchewan Ministry of Agriculture - www.saskatchewan.ca/government/government-structure/

ministries/agriculture
Agricultural Colleges and Universities

• Dalhousie University - Faculty of  Agriculture - Bible Hill - NS www.dal.ca/faculty/agriculture.html
• Lakeland College - Vermilion, AB - www.lakelandcollege.ca
• Laval University - Faculté des sciences de l’agriculture et de l’alimentation - Québec, QC - www.fsaa.

ulaval.ca
• McGill University - Faculty of  Agricultural and Environmental Sciences - Montreal, QC -

www.mcgill.ca/macdonald
• Olds College - Olds, AB - www.oldscollege.ca
• Ontario Agricultural College, University of  Guelph - Guelph, ON - www.uoguelph.ca/oac
• University of  Alberta - Faculty of  Agricultural, Life and Environmental Sciences - Edmonton, AB -

www.ales.ualberta.ca
• University of  British Columbia - Faculty of  Land and Food Systems - Vancouver, BC - www.

landfood.ubc.ca
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• University of  Manitoba - Faculty of  Agricultural and Food Sciences - Winnipeg, MB - www.
umanitoba.ca/afs/

• University of  Saskatchewan Agriculture and Bioresources College, University of  Saskatchewan -
Saskatoon, SK - www.agbio.usask.ca

Colleges of  Veterinary Medicine

• Atlantic Veterinary College, University of Prince Edward Island – Charlottetown, PEI - 
www.upei.ca/avc 

• Faculté de médecine vétérinaire, Université de Montréal, Montreal, QC - 
www.medvet.umontreal.ca

• Faculty of Veterinary Medicine, University of Calgary - Calgary, AB - www.vet.ucalgary.ca
• Ontario Veterinary College, University of Guelph - Guelph, ON - www.ovc.uoguelph.ca
• Western College of Veterinary Medicine, University of Saskatchewan - Saskatoon, SK -

www.wcvm.usask.ca

Animal Welfare Organizations

• Canadian Federation of Humane Societies - (613) 224-8072 www.humanecanada.ca
• Alberta Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Animals - (780) 447-3600 www.albertaspca.org
• British Columbia Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Animals - (604) 681-7271 www.spca.bc.ca
• New Brunswick Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Animals - (506) 458-8208 www.spca-nb.ca
• Nova Scotia Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Animals - (902) 835-4798 www.spcans.ca
• Ontario Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Animals - (905) 898-7122 www.ontariospca.ca
• Animal Protection Services of Saskatchewan - (306) 382-0002 www.animalprotectionservices.ca

Veterinary Associations

• Canadian Veterinary Medical Association - (613) 236-1162 www.canadianveterinarians.net
• Canadian Association of Bovine Veterinarians - (306) 956-3543 www.cabv.ca
• l’Association des Médecins Vétérinaires Praticiens du Québec - (418) 651-0477 www.amvpq.org
• Ontario Association of Bovine Practitioners - www.oabp.ca
• Western Canadian Association of Bovine Practitioners - (866) 269-8387 www.wcabp.com

Other

• Canadian Animal Health Coalition - (519) 829-2242 www.animalhealth.ca
• World Organization for Animal Health (OIE) - www.oie.int
• Canadian	Cattle	Identification	Agency	(CCIA)	-	(877)	909-2333	www.canadaid.com
• Canadian Livestock Transport - (519) 829-2242 www.livestocktransport.ca

Works Consulted

The following resources were consulted during the development of  this Code. They may also be of  
interest to those seeking additional information:    

American Humane Association. American Humane Certified Animal Welfare Standards Checklist Bison. 
Available at: www.humaneheartland.org/index.php?option=com_content&view=article&id=3&Itemid=1
06&jsmallfib=1&dir=JSROOT/Animal+Welfare+Audit+Tools. 

Animal Welfare Approved. Animal Welfare Approved Standards for Bison and Calves. Available at: 
animalwelfareapproved.org/wp-content/uploads/2015/08/Bison-2015-v1.pdf. 

Humane Farm Animal Care (2014) Humane farm animal care standards for production of  bison. Herndon, VA: 
Humane Farm Animal Care. Available at: certifiedhumane.org/wp-content/uploads/2014/01/Std14.
Bison_.1MB.pdf.
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Global Animal Partnership. Draft 5-Step Animal Welfare Rating Pilot for Bison. Available at: gapstaging.blob.
core.windows.net/standards/5%E2%80%90Step%C2%AE%20Animal%20Welfare%20Rating%20
Pilot%20Standards%20for%20Bison%20v1.0.pdf. 

Codes of  Practice for the care and handling of  farm animals. Available at: www.nfacc.ca/codes-of-
practice.

The Bison Producers’ Handbook (2010) National Bison Association and Canadian Bison Association, eds. 
Westminster, Colorado: National Bison Association.
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Participants
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Code Development Committee Members
Role Representative Organization
Producer Mark Silzer (Chair) Canadian Bison Association 

Frank McAllister Canadian Bison Association 
Sharif Fahmy MBA, SCMP Canadian Bison Association 
Todd Dowd Canadian Bison Association 

Transporter Requested	but	not	filled
Veterinarian Roy Lewis DVM Canadian Veterinary Medical 

Association
Animal Welfare Organization Kaley Pugh MSc Canadian Federation of  Humane 

Societies 
Animal Welfare Regulatory 
Enforcement Body

Terry Whiting DVM Manitoba Agriculture 

Retail and Food Service 
Organization

Requested	but	not	filled

Processor Requested	but	not	filled
Federal Government - 
Canadian Food Inspection 
Agency

Sarah Johannson MSc Canadian Food Inspection Agency 

Researcher/Academic John Church PhD, PAg Thompson Rivers University
Technical Expertise Jayson Galbraith PhD, PAg Alberta Agriculture and Forestry

Terry Kremeniuk BSc, PAg,
MBA

Canadian Bison Association

Industry	Liaison	(Ex-Officio) Terry Kremeniuk BSC,       
PAg, MBA                                PAg, MBA                        

Canadian Bison Association

Scientific Committee Members
Organization Representative
Thompson Rivers University John Church PhD, PAg
University of  Calgary Rob McCorkell DVM, PhD 
Alberta Agriculture and Forestry Jayson Galbraith PhD, PAg 

Participants	are	defined	as	per	NFACC’s	Guiding	Principles	for	Codes	of 	Practice.

The Code Development Committee would like to thank Dr. Jeffrey Spooner who served as Code 
Development	Manager	and	Peer	Review	Coordinator;	the	members	of 	the	Scientific	Committee;	Dr.	
Fiona Rioja-Lang for her work as Research Writer; and the anonymous peer reviewers of  the Bison 
Scientific	Committee	Report.	

The Committee appreciates the valuable input from the public comment period and all those who 
provided comments and advice throughout the process.

                   

Fiona Lang (Research Writer), PhD 
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Summary of Code Requirements

Appendix J

The following is a list of  the Requirements within the Code of  Practice for the Care and Handling of  Bison. 
Refer to the cited Code section for further context about the Requirements.

SECTION 1  Animal Environment 

1.2  Pasture Management   

• Bison	on	pastures	must	be	monitored	to	ensure	sufficient	quality	and	quantity	of 	feed,	minerals,
and water (see Section 2 – Feed and Water).

1.3  Supplementary Feeding Areas  

• Supplementary feeding areas must provide unrestricted access to clean, fresh drinking water.
• Bison must be able to move freely around the feeding area and have adequate amounts of  forage

or feed continuously available to eliminate feed competition (10).
• Feed and water must be distributed in such a way that bison can eat and drink without excessive

competition.
• A dry or elevated resting area must be available at all times.

1.4  Fencing

• Perimeter fences must be well constructed and regularly maintained.

1.5  Environmental Management

• Producers must be prepared to assist animals not coping with their environment.

1.6  Safety and Emergencies 

• Steps must be taken to prevent exposure of  bison to toxic or potentially dangerous materials (e.g.,
chemical storage facilities).

• All fertilizers, pesticides, and herbicides must be applied so as to minimize risks to grazing animals.
Follow label instructions regarding grazing restrictions.

SECTION 2  Feed and Water

2.1  Nutrition and Feed Management

• Bison must have access to feed of  adequate quality and quantity to:
 - fulfil	their	nutritional	needs	at	all	times,	and
 - maintain proper body condition (taking into account factors such as season, age, frame size,

reproductive status, health status, level of  production, competition, and weather).
• Prompt corrective action must be taken to improve the body condition score of  individuals with a

BCS of  less than 2 out of  5.
• Bison	on	pasture	must	have	access	to	free	choice	fortified	salt,	choice	trace	mineral,	and	access	to

good quality pasture.
• Bison diets must contain forage to ensure proper rumen function.
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Summary of Code Requirements (continued)

Appendix J

2.2  Water

• Bison must have access to an adequate and clean source of  water at all times.
• Producers must monitor water sources and snow conditions on an ongoing basis and be prepared 

to adjust their watering programs accordingly. 
• Producers	must	have	a	backup	water	source	available	in	the	event	of 	insufficient	loose	snow	or	an	

interruption in regular water supply. 
• Snow	must	not	be	used	as	a	sole	winter	water	source	unless	it	is	of 	sufficient	quantity	and	quality	

to meet the animals’ physiological requirements and the body condition score of  individuals 
remains greater than 2.

SECTION 3  Animal Health

3.1  Health Management 

• Strategies for parasite control and disease prevention must be developed and implemented. 
• A licensed practicing veterinarian must be consulted when needed. 
• The welfare of  bison must not suffer for lack of  professional consultation regarding necessary 

actions pertaining to herd health, nutrition, handling, or facility design.

3.2  Sick, Injured, and Compromised Bison

• Bison health must be monitored on an ongoing basis to ensure prompt treatment or care.
• A veterinarian must be consulted to address new, unknown, or suspicious illness or death losses.
• A veterinarian must be consulted if  the incidence of  a known illness suddenly increases. 
• Contagious animals must be segregated and cared for separately from the herd.
• Care, convalescence, or treatment for sick, injured, or gored bison must be provided without delay.
• Responses to therapy or care must be monitored. If  initial treatment protocol fails, then treatment 

options are to be reassessed, veterinary advice is to be sought, or the animal is to be euthanized.
• Records must be kept of  treatments, medications, or vaccinations used on all animals.

3.3  Health Conditions Related to Finishing 

• The behaviour of  bison must be monitored to facilitate the early detection of  illness or animal 
incompatibility. 

• A disease prevention and parasite control strategy must be implemented for new arrivals. 
• A licensed practicing veterinarian must be consulted when needed.
• The welfare of  bison must not suffer for lack of  professional consultation regarding necessary 

actions pertaining to herd health, nutrition, handling, or facility design.

3.4  Nutritional Disorders Associated with High Energy Feeding

• Feeding programs must be designed, implemented, evaluated, and adjusted to facilitate rumination 
and to prevent the risk of  nutrition-induced disorders. Consult your nutritionist or veterinarian 
when needed.  

• Bison diets must contain forage to ensure proper rumen function.  
• The transition from a high forage to a high energy ration must be done gradually. 
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Summary of Code Requirements (continued)

Appendix J

SECTION 4  Herd Management 

4.1  Management Responsibilities 

• Personnel must be familiar with normal bison behaviour and be able to recognize indicators of
aggression	and	poor	health	and	welfare	so	that	problems	may	be	identified	and	addressed	as	early
as possible.

• Personnel must be knowledgeable about the basic nutritional needs of  bison under their care
according to gender and age.

• People caring for bison must have the resources for, and knowledge of, the care and handling
practices stipulated in this Code and must ensure that such care is provided.

4.4  Calving

• Producers must be able to recognize and deal with distressed cows or calves and, if  there are
no suitable intervention or treatment options, ensure that bison are euthanized to avoid further
suffering.

4.5  Weaning Bison 

• Weaned calves must have access to fresh water, mineral supplement, and feed.

4.6  Identification 

• All	bison	must	be	identified	using	an	approved	tag	for	bison	as	stipulated	by	applicable	federal
regulations.

• Tags	or	identification	devices	must	be	applied	as	recommended	by	the	manufacturer.
• Branding	bison	for	herd	identification	purposes	must	not	be	practiced.

SECTION 5  Handling

5.1  Moving and Handling Bison 

• Animal handlers must be familiar with normal bison behaviour (through training, experience, or
mentorship) and use quiet handling techniques.

• Electric prods must only be used to assist the movement of  bison when animal or human safety is
at	risk	or	as	a	last	resort	when	all	other	humane	alternatives	(e.g.,	flags)	have	failed,	and	only	when
bison have a clear path to move.

• Electric prods must not be routinely carried while handling bison.
• Electric prods must not be used on sensitive areas such as the genitals, face, udder, or anal regions.
• Electric prods must not be used on calves less than 12 months of  age.
• Willful mistreatment or intentional harm of  bison must not occur. This includes, but is not limited

to, beating an animal, slamming gates on animals, and dragging or pushing bison with machinery
(unless to protect animal or human safety).

5.2  Facility Design 

• Designs that directly and routinely contribute to animal welfare issues such as injuries or excessive
stress must be corrected.

• Facilities must incorporate emergency access points that allow handlers to provide prompt,
humane, and effective treatment or release of  distressed bison.
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Summary of Code Requirements (continued)
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5.3  Handling Facilities

• Designs that directly and routinely contribute to animal welfare issues, such as injuries or excessive
stress, must be corrected.

• All facilities must be structurally safe for animals.
• Facilities must allow handlers to provide prompt, humane, and effective treatment to distressed

bison.
• Handling facilities must be designed so that animals can be fed and watered if  held for more than

24 hours.

5.4  Restraining

• A squeeze with a head gate and crash gate capable of  handling and safely restraining bison must be
available.

5.5  Operations

• A walk-through inspection of  the handling system must be performed and any necessary repairs or
corrective actions taken before processing.

• Minor	design	faults	must	be	identified	and	corrected.
• Obvious distractions must be removed.
• Fences, pens, alleys, walls, gates, and latches must be free of  sharp edges and protrusions in order

to prevent injury to personnel and animals (38).

5.6  Handling Considerations

• Everyone involved in the handling operation must be familiar with the facility being used and the
handling procedure.

• As	bison	are	brought	into	tighter	confines,	ample	space	must	be	provided	for	all	animals	to	move
freely and be able to avoid more aggressive pen mates.

• A	sufficient	number	of 	pens	and	pen	space	must	be	provided	to	separate	aggressive	individuals
from the group if  necessary.

• Bison	must	not	be	left	in	confined	spaces	any	longer	than	it	takes	to	complete	the	handling
procedure.

5.7  Behavioural Signs of  Stressed Bison

• Animal handlers must be familiar with normal bison behaviour and be able to recognize signs of
stress.

• If  bison being handled or directed in any way routinely exhibit severe stress or experience falls or
collisions, or suffer apparent injuries, adjustments must be made to prevent recurrences.

• Holding or working time must be minimized when dealing with animals that are highly reactive.

5.8  Dehorning

• When partial or full dehorning results in bleeding, pain control must be used in consultation with a
veterinarian.

• Dehorning must only be performed by competent personnel using proper, well-maintained tools
and accepted techniques.

• Non-breeding bison must not be dehorned.
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5.10  Branding

• Bison must not be branded for herd identification purposes
• If  branding is required for export, it must be performed with proper equipment, restraint, and by

personnel with training or a sufficient combination of  knowledge and experience to minimize pain

5.11  Castration

• Bison must not be castrated unless performed by a licensed veterinarian using anaesthesia and
analgesia.

SECTION 6  Transportation
6.1  Pre-Transport Decision Making and Preparation

• Unfit bison must not be transported unless for veterinary diagnosis or treatment and only if  special
provisions1, including the recommendation of  a veterinarian, are met (see Appendix G for a list of
conditions).

• Compromised animals may only be transported with special provisions2 (e.g., individual
compartments) and directly to  the nearest place, other than an assembly centre, where they can
receive care or be humanely killed (i.e., must not go through an auction market or an assembly
yard). See Appendix G for a list of  conditions and special provisions.

• Bison must receive feed, water, and rest according to current regulations.
• Bison that are in the last 10% of  their gestation period or have given birth within the preceding 48

hours must not be transported.
• Any loading and unloading equipment, chutes, ramps, or conveyances must be free of  hazards in

order to minimize the risk of  injury.
• A contingency plan must be in place that outlines measures to be taken in the event of  unforeseen

delays (e.g., weather, border crossing) or other circumstances that could result in animal suffering,
injury, or death (48).

• Weather forecasts must be considered when planning in order to avoid adverse weather conditions
en route that may extend transportation time.

• Prior to departure, animals must be penned in such a way as to reduce the likelihood of  fighting
(53).

• All required documentation must be completed prior to loading to avoid unnecessary delays in
departing after loading or at inspection stations, borders, or other checkpoints.

• Locations receiving bison must be equipped with personnel familiar with handling bison and with
facilities required to meet the animals’ needs upon arrival.

1 Section 139 (2) in Part XII (Transport of Animals) of the Health of Animals Regulations stipulates four conditions that must be met when trans-
porting unfit animals for veterinary care (51). Refer to Appendix G: Transport Decision Tree

2 Section 140 (1) in Part XII (Transport of Animals) of the Health of Animals Regulations stipulates four conditions that must be met when trans-
porting compromised animals (51). Refer to Appendix G: Transport Decision Tree

Summary of Code Requirements (continued)
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6.2  Arranging Transport

• Transporters must follow the most current federal and provincial animal transport regulatory
requirements (50,51).

• Mature bulls (typically over four years of  age) must be transported in individual compartments.
• Bison must be segregated if  incompatible by nature, and with special attention to breeding season,

sourcing, temperament, sex, weight, age, horned or health status (with the exception of  female
animals and their suckling offspring).

• Bison must be transported by competent personnel (through livestock transport training,
experience, or mentorship) using safe, well-maintained equipment.

• The right of  the transporter to refuse to load bison that they deem unfit for transport must be
respected. The reason for refusal must be addressed.

• Prior to loading a vehicle, an interior and exterior inspection must be performed to ensure that all
internal gates are working properly, doors and latches are working and securely latched, that the
trailer has secure footing, and that any corrective measures needed have been taken to ensure safe
transportation.

• Before bison are loaded, the producer must ensure that the end destination is aware of  the
estimated time of  arrival and that there is a suitable area to unload and provide water (55).

6.3  Loading and Receiving

• All requirements in the Handling section of  this Code must be applied (see Section 5).
• Safe and secure footing must be provided to prevent bison from slipping and falling.
• Bison must not be loaded or unloaded in a manner that is likely to cause injury or suffering.
• Bison must be able to stand in a normal resting posture without coming into contact with the roof

or upper deck of  the vehicle.
• Bison that arrive unable to rise or walk unassisted (downers/non-ambulatory) must be examined

on arrival and their likelihood of  recovery assessed.
• Downed bison must not be dragged from the vehicle while conscious; they must be humanely

euthanized on the vehicle prior to unloading (see Section 7 – On-Farm Euthanasia).
• New arrivals must have access to feed and water, and their intake must be closely monitored. These

sources should be easily identifiable, as many new arrivals may be familiar with natural sources only
(see Section 2 – Feed and Water).

• When loading bison into trailers, stocking densities must be in accordance with the weather
conditions in order to avoid overheating.

• Bison must be provided with enough floor space in a vehicle to maintain their balance and change
position within the compartment.

• Gaps must not exist between the ramp, its sides, and the vehicle.
• Ramp slope must not exceed 25 degrees (51,56).
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SECTION 7  On-Farm Euthanasia 

7.2  Decision-Making around Euthanasia

• Bison must be euthanized without delay that:
 - are unlikely to recover 
 - fail to respond to treatment and convalescent protocols
 - have chronic, severe, or debilitating pain and distress
 - have an acute, severe injury
 - are experiencing un-correctable calving distress
 - are unable to get to or consume feed and water (e.g., non-ambulatory)
 - show rapid weight loss or emaciation.

• Disposal of  the carcass must meet local requirements and regulations.

7.3  Methods of  On-Farm Euthanasia

• An acceptable method for euthanizing bison must be used (as per Table 7.1).
• Euthanasia must be performed by competent personnel (through training, experience, or

mentorship).
• Equipment used for euthanasia must be appropriate for animal age and size.
• Equipment used for euthanasia must be maintained according to manufacturers’ instructions to

ensure proper functioning.
• Non-ambulatory bison must not be dragged or forced to move prior to euthanasia.

7.5  Confirmation of  Insensibility and Death

• Shooters	must	be	prepared	to	immediately	deliver	a	second	application	should	the	first	attempt	fail
to render the animal immediately insensible.

• When	safe	to	do	so,	shooters	must	touch	the	eyeball	and	note	if 	the	animal	blinks	(corneal	reflex).
An	insensible	animal	will	not	blink.	This	confirms	insensibility.

• Shooters	must	confirm	death	by	observing	a	lack	of 	heartbeat	and	respiration	for	five	minutes
(68,69).

• Shooters	must	confirm	death	before	moving	or	leaving	the	animal.
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