
Canadian Code of Practice for 
the Care and Handling of Bison

International Bison Conference
July 6, 2017

Big Sky, MT

Jayson Galbraith, PhD, P.Ag.

Bison/Elk Specialist

Alberta Agriculture and Forestry





What does all this mean to these guys?



7 Chapters in the Code, Plus Appendices

Chapters:
1. Animal Environment
2. Feed and Water
3. Animal Health
4. Herd Management
5. Handling
6. Transportation
7. On-Farm Euthanasia

Appendices:
A. Stocking Rates for Pasture
B. Preventing Escaped Bison
C. Body Condition Scoring
D. Bison Flight Zone
E. Bison Processing Welfare Audit
F. Orphaned Calves
G. Transport Decision Tree
H. Further Resources
I. Participants



Meet ‘CUB’

• The Bison Code is:
• Practical

• Has an impact the welfare of bison



Section 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. 

… 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. […] 

… 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



Section 4.4 - Calving
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 be euthanized to avoid 

further suffering. 

RECOMMENDED PRACTICES 

• provide bison cows with access to clean, spacious pastures that will allow them to move 

away from the herd to calve when needed.    

• provide bison cows with access to high/dry ground for the comfort of the cow and calf 

during wet weather

• personnel are familiar with procedures to address welfare concerns in the event of calving 

problems.



Chapter 1: Animal Environment



Section 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.  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. 

REQUIREMENTS 

• Perimeter fences must be well constructed and regularly maintained. 









Section 4.5- Weaning Bison



Section 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
• wean calves older than 6 months of age
• avoid “fence-line” weaning 



Section 4.6 – Identification

All bison are to be identified with an approved bison tag when they leave their farm of origin or 

are being transported to a designated tagging facility.  

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

• use visual herd management tags to facilitate individual bison management within a herd 

• maintain all identification equipment in working order.





Chapter 5: Handling

• In the Handling chapter

• “For bison to experience 
minimal stress, discomfort or 
injury during handling while 
necessary husbandry tasks 
are conducted…”



Section 5.2- Facility Design

Handling can be stressful to bison. 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. 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 […]  



Section 5.2- Facility Design

REQUIREMENTS 
• Designs that directly and routinely contribute 

to animal welfare issues such as injuries or 
excessive stress must be corrected. 

RECOMMENDED PRACTICES  
• avoid sharp contrasts in natural or artificial 

lighting to minimize shadows 
• monitor slips and falls and take action to 

improve footing traction and animal safety 
• use rounded corners in pens and curved 

alleys/races to avoid sharp corners, square or 
dead ends… 







Handling Devices 



Tipped - De-Horned - Horned



Priority Welfare Issues (PWI):

• How does seasonality affect the nutritional requirements of bison (i.e., specifically heifers)?

• including minerals

• Appropriate euthanasia/slaughter on farm (including field harvest)

• Understanding bison behaviour, specifically males, females, young. Body language

• Including requirements for wallowing and rubbing

• Including requirements (for needing / not needing) bedding, shade, wind protection

• Pain

• Recognizing and identifying pain (including dehorning)

• When to intervene?

• What is a painful process for bison?

• Dystocia

• Semen collection: is there pain associated with different methods?



Management practices- dehorning and tipping

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. 

REQUIREMENTS

• When dehorning […], 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.



Chapter 3: Animal Health

• 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.

REQUIREMENTS 

• […]

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



Chapter 2: Feed and Water 
Nutrition and Feed Management 2.1 

…Recommended practice
• Become familiar with potential 

micronutrient deficiencies or excesses in 
your geographic area and use 
appropriately formulated supplements

• Remove twine or netting from baled 
forage

• Adult bison should be fed to gain 10-15% 
BW from May – Dec and lose that gain 
Dec-May



Chapter 6: Transportation

• Desired Outcome: To prepare bison so they 
experience minimal stress during the 
transportation process and to arrive at their 
destination in good health and condition. 



Transport Decision Tree

Table adapted from: Code of Practice for the Care and 
Handling of Beef Cattle (2013). Available at: 
http://www.nfacc.ca/codes-of-practice/beef-cattle

http://www.nfacc.ca/codes-of-practice/beef-cattle


Transportation 

• Pre-Transport Decision Making 
and Preparation
• Grouping

• Determination of fit or unfit 
animal

• Arranging transport

• Loading and Receiving





Future research- Examples from the scientific report

• Bison specific research into nutritional requirements, including vitamin and minerals, 

for various stages of growth.

• Feeding of bison heifers and cows for optimal production

• There are currently no bison specific published scientific papers regarding bison 

euthanasia techniques (although there are several sets of guidelines from various 

professional bodies). 

• A better understanding of basic bison behavior and body language would lead to lower 

stress during handling, improved round up methods, improved stock-worker safety, and 

could be used to improve handling facilities.
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http://www.nfacc.ca/codes-of-practice/bison



Thank-you


