
323

© 2017 Universities Federation for Animal Welfare
The Old School, Brewhouse Hill, Wheathampstead,
Hertfordshire AL4 8AN, UK
www.ufaw.org.uk

Animal Welfare 2017, 26: 323-334
ISSN 0962-7286

doi: 10.7120/09627286.26.3.323

Study investigating the attitudes and opinions of cattle farmers and 
veterinarians in the UK on the use of non-steroidal anti-inflammatory

drugs (NSAIDs) for post-disbudding analgesia of calves

SYN Hambleton†‡ and TJ Gibson*‡

† Aran Vet Clinic, Llangefni, Gwynedd LL77 7XA, UK
‡ Department of Pathobiology and Population Science, Animal Welfare Science and Ethics group, The Royal Veterinary College,
Hawkshead Lane, Hatfield, Herts AL9 7TA, UK
* Contact for correspondence and requests for reprints: tgibson@rvc.ac.uk

Abstract

The study examined cattle farmers’ and veterinarians’ opinions of pain-induced distress associated with disbudding and attitudes
towards non-steroidal anti-inflammatory drugs (NSAIDs). An emphasis was placed on investigating pain perception, veterinary-client
communication and factors influencing analgesic use. Data were collected from an online questionnaire, links to which were published
in professional periodicals, promoted by industry organisations and distributed on private practice mailing lists. A total of 110 veteri-
narians and 116 farmers who regularly disbud calves completed the questionnaires. Of the respondents, 56% of veterinarians and
14% of farmers routinely use NSAIDs for disbudding. Respondents perceived disbudding to be severely painful without medication
and 82% of veterinarians and 43% of farmers perceived post-procedural pain to persist beyond 24 h. There was a significant differ-
ence between female and male veterinarians’ pain scores for disbudding without medication. Veterinarians underestimate the influ-
ences of welfare and analgesic duration and effectiveness on farmers’ decisions and overrated cost impact. The study highlights that
improvements in veterinarian-farmer communication regarding calf disbudding analgesia are required; both in terms of refining veteri-
narians’ understanding of farmers’ priorities and guiding clients on methods to improve calf welfare.
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Introduction
Disbudding and dehorning are routine husbandry practices
(Stafford & Mellor 2005) used to reduce the likelihood of
injury to personnel and other cattle (Bos taurus) (Misch et al
2007). Horn injuries can cause significant pain and distress,
as well as damaging the carcase and hide, resulting in
financial penalties (Stewart et al 2009). Dehorning involves
the amputation of the horn, while disbudding is the destruc-
tion of horn germinal tissue in young calves to prevent horn
growth. The Department of Environment, Food and Rural
Affairs (DEFRA 2003) recommends that calves are
disbudded prior to two months of age, ideally as soon as the
horn bud is palpable, which varies between breeds (Stafford
& Mellor 2005). Under the United Kingdom’s (UK)
Protection of Animals (Anaesthetics) Act 1954/1964, all
methods of disbudding and dehorning require a cornual
nerve local anaesthetic (LA) blockade. The only exception
being chemical cauterisation in calves less than one week old
(DEFRA 2003). Thermal cauterisation with LA blockade is
the recommended method for disbudding in the UK. 
A number of studies have investigated physiological and
behavioural indicators of the pain-induced distress associ-

ated with disbudding of calves (McMeekan et al 1998; Graf
& Senn 1999; Grondahl-Nielsen et al 1999; Earley &
Crowe 2002; Sutherland et al 2002; Gibson et al 2007;
Stewart et al 2008; Heinrich et al 2010; Coetzee et al 2012;
Stilwell et al 2012; Allen et al 2013). These studies
similarly concluded that disbudding is a painful procedure
which, without pain-relief, causes pain and suffering. It has
been suggested that post-disbudding pain persists for up to
24 h (Faulkner & Weary 2000) and potentially 44 h
(Heinrich et al 2010). It is generally considered that the LA
used for disbudding and dehorning are effective at
providing nerve blockage for up to 2 h (Heinrich et al 2009;
Stafford & Mellor 2011). However, that can result in a
period post-procedure where the LA blockage has worn off,
with the animal experiencing pain and distress, particularly
from the inflammatory response in the wound.
Non-steroidal anti-inflammatory drugs (NSAIDs) are
routinely used in companion animal (Dohoo & Dohoo
1996a,b; Capner et al 1999; Lascelles et al 1999) and equine
practice (Waran et al 2010), however their usage is
sometimes overlooked in farm animals (Barrett 2004; Whay
& Huxley 2005) and they are not routinely used for disbud-

Universities Federation for Animal Welfare Science in the Service of Animal Welfare




