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Welfare in extensive environments

• Unpredictability of food/water availability

• Variability in food and water quality

• Difficulty in monitoring individual animals, providing 

individualised care

• Untreated/undiagnosed injury or disease

• Provision of shade/shelter/dry lying areas
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Welfare in extensive environments

• Unpredictability of food/water availability

• Variability in food and water quality

• Difficulty in monitoring individual animals, providing 

individualised care

• Untreated/undiagnosed injury or disease

• Provision of shade/shelter/dry lying areas

• Prioritise health issues (Rioja-Lang et al., 2020)

• Risk management at flock level

– Managing the ‘average’ animal

– Interventions to minimise risk 



77

Risk Management

• Perceptions of risk might differ from actual risk

– May be related to production or other costs rather than 

welfare costs

• Often lack data to assess year on year impacts of 

risk management

– Continue with specific practices anyway

• Are risk management practices impacting on 

welfare?

– Painful management procedures

– Identified as important and prevalent welfare issues in 

extensive sheep farming (Rioja-Lang et al., 2020; Phythian et 

al., 2011; Phillips et al., 2009)
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Welfare balance (Pete Goddard)

• What is the benefit?

• What is the cost?

• Does the benefit 

outweigh the cost?

• Who benefits?

– The animal

– Other animals

– The farmer/consumer
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Painful procedures in sheep farming

• Ear notching, tagging – identification/management

• Tail docking – risks of flystrike

• Castration – risks of unplanned matings, ‘difficult’ 

male behaviour, carcase quality 

• [Mulesing – risks of flystrike]
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Ear tagging

• Benefits: 

– Improved management (sheep and farmer benefit)

– Opportunity for better welfare management (PLF 

approaches)

– Allow individualised care/monitoring

• Costs:

– Pain associated with placing tags

– Infections, torn ears, multiple tags

• Balance

– In favour of tags

– Improved tagging practices and tag design 
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Tail docking

• Risk management: Tail docking reduces the risk of 

faecal soiling (‘dags’) and this reduces the risk of 

flystrike 
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Tail docking: Evidence

• Risk management: Tail docking reduces the risk of 
faecal soiling (‘dags’) and this reduces the risk of 
flystrike 

• Remarkably little evidence to support these claims:
– French et al. (1994): overall 6% higher flystrike in undocked 

(2/7 farms no significant difference); higher dag score in 
undocked (pooled farm data)

– Webb-Ware et al. (2000): no overall effect on flystrike (2/3 
farms no difference)

– Scobie et al. (1999): no effect of tail length on dag score

– Fisher et al. (2004): no effect of tail length on dag score or 
flystrike (summarised older papers) 

– Soriano et al. (2020): no effect of docked vs undocked on dag
score

– Sutherland & Tucker (2011); Orihuela & Ungerfeld (2019) 
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Tail docking - Costs

• Associated with behaviours indicative of pain 
(stamping, head turning, abnormal standing/lying, 
restlessness, ear posture: Kent et al., 1998; Graham et al., 

2002; Guesgen et al., 2016), 

• Evidence of long term hyperalgesia and neuroma 
formation (Larrondo et al., 2019)

• Evidence of long term effects on ewe behaviour 
and pain sensitivity of tail docking (Clark et al., 2014)

• Short tail docking associated with increased 
bacterial arthritis (Lloyd et al., 2016)

• Short tail docking associated with increased rectal 
prolapse (Thomas et al., 2003)
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Tail docking

• Benefits of tail docking to the lamb are not strongly 

supported by evidence

• Flystrike can be reduced by management (Gasgoigne

et al., 2021)

• Costs to the lamb of tail docking are considerable, 

especially when tails are docked very short

• Benefits to the farmer of short tails – ease of 

management (shearing easier), carcase weight

– 65% of farmers said they would continue to tail dock 

even without flystrike

• Balance of evidence does not support tail docking



1515

Castration

• Risk Management: 

– Reduces the risks of unplanned mating (pregnant ewe 

lambs in abattoir)

– Reduces the risk of ram lambs engaging in damaging 

fighting and aggression

– Impacts on carcase quality (toughness) and sensory 

characteristics

– Reduces the risks of not being able to sell post-pubertal 

ram lambs
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Castration - Evidence

• Completely suppresses sexual behaviour

– Welfare costs to pregnant ewe lambs at abattoir 
unknown?

• No significant change in aggressive behaviour in a 
food competition test (Maslowska et al., unpublished)

• Increased fearfulness compared to entire males 
(Vandenheede et al., 1996)

• Ram lambs have faster and more efficient growth, 
greater lean tissue, better carcase characteristics 
but tougher meat after puberty (Sales et al., 2014)

• Little evidence that consumers can detect sensory 
(taste) differences 
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Castration - costs

• Associated with significant pain responses 

(abnormal standing/lying, restlessness, rolling, 

elevated cortisol, QBA: e.g. Molony et al., 2002; Maslowska et 

al., 2020) 

• Discomfort, swelling and infection at site of lesions 

for up to 28 days

• Altered EEG parameters compared to controls 
(Harris et al., 2020)

• Increased lamb losses (Fairnie & Cox, 1967) 
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Alternative risk management

• In lowland farms ram lambs can be managed apart 

from ewe lambs  

• Fast growing breeds reach slaughter weight before 

puberty – growth benefits of not castrating

• Increasingly not castrated – but more intensive 

management

– Earlier weaning (avoid mating other ewes)

– More indoor management

– Finishing off grass to reach slaughter weights quickly 
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Alternative risk management

• Upland/hill management:

• Unfenced hill pastures – lamb later (to avoid worst 

effects of winter weather)

• Slower growing, more robust breeds

• Poorer quality grazing (but more diverse)

• Significant numbers of ram lambs may not reach 

slaughter weight before puberty

• How to manage these risks? 
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Castration 

Behavioural 
freedoms

Painful 
procedures
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Castration 

Behavioural 
freedoms: 

Management of ram 
lambs to minimise costs 
of more intensive 
management – relatively 
under researched area

Painful procedures
Options to provide less 
painful methods (e.g. 
immunocastration); 
analgesic protocols 
(licensing issues)
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Conclusions

• Extensive management can provide opportunities 
for choice, agency, affiliative social interactions, 
and positive welfare

• Animals need to be robust, resilient, adaptable and 
self-sufficent

• Farmers may have fewer choices in managing risks 
(not all are welfare risks)

• Painful management procedures are often costs of 
risk management

• Minimising these costs can improve benefits of 
extensive management 
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