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CATTLE 

Watering System  
Adult cattle drink on average 60 liters per day. This can be up to 180 liters per day for pregnant or lactating dairy 

cows. Also if it is hot outside, cattle drink more. Cattle are very picky.  They taste to see if the water is good before 

they drink it.  Cattle prefer drinking from a large container placed as close to the ground as possible. When drinking, 

cows suck up the water. 

Unweaned calves drink about 10 liters of milk per day spread over 5-7 feeds. A calf drinks up to about half a liter of 

milk per minute. After the colostrum period, unweaned calves on conventional dairy farms (physically separated 

from their mothers after just a few hours or days old but still dependent on milk) receive milk-replacement. Milk-

replacement contains energy, protein, vitamins, minerals and trace elements necessary for the proper development 

of the calf. For it to be taken up well, it is important that the milk is brought to the right temperature. Calves need a 

liquid diet of milk and do not develop a rumen until around the age of 2 months. 

Contaminated water  

Drivers are required to regularly check and clean-out the water supply system in their truck. Therefore it is very 

important that the water bowls are easily accessible for the driver. During livestock-transport checks, Eyes on 

Animals regularly sees water bowls that are either not clean or not accessible to be cleaned. The bowls are full of 

manure or straw. The cattle cannot drink because of this. The consequences are drastic,  especially during long 

distance journeys: cattle become dehydrated, stressed, weaken and even die. 

   
Water troughs filled with manure and straw 



     
Dirty drinking water trough, cattle will never drink from this                            Access doors are essential to permit cleaning of water troughs 

                                                                                                                                      

X Ensure that there are access doors so that water troughs can be easily accessed to be cleaned en route 

X Ensure that there are access doors so that the quality of the water (temperature, contamination) and the 

functioning of the system can be checked. 

Unsuitable watering systems adult cattle  

Cattle drink by sucking up water. It is important that the water bowl provides enough space for the head of the 

animal. Also, the water supply must be sufficient; a cow can drink up to 20 liters per minute. 

In practice Eyes on Animals too often sees water systems which are totally unsuitable for cattle. The bowls are too 

small, not easily accessible, they are easily clogged or contaminated and not enough water comes out. The most 

common water systems are discussed and assessed below: 

  

Drink nipples are totally inappropriate for cattle. They don't 

know the system and can't get enough water out of them. 



 

 

 

  

 

To partly solve this problem above, Pezzaioli has adjusted the 

design of their flaps so that they can be folded inwards, providing a 

bit more room for the head of the bovine to enter. 

Not suitable for cattle. You often see this flap-door  in dual-

purpose vehicles (trucks designed in the hope to be suitable for 

different species). The flap keeps dirt out and stops legs from 

getting stuck (when loading on multiple floors). This flap 

however renders it too difficult for cattle to get their heads far 

enough into the trough to drink properly. When the bovine 

pushes it, the flap blocks part of the animals´ head. This system 

is only suitable for use if the metal flap can be completely 

removed (automatically or manually)  during water breaks. 



   

 

  

  

The metal nipple system is made for pigs, not cattle. It's of no 

use for cattle of any age. They don't know how to use metal 

nipples and cannot get enough water from them. 

 

This waterbowl is nice and big but the metal knob is too short. Not 

enough water comes out. Also the bowl is not deep enough. 



  

  

  
 

 

This bowl is on the small side and juts out, risking injury. The 

cattle however can access it easily. The bowls must be cleaned 

every 4.5 hours. Good access to these water bowls is essential 

in order to keep them clean during the journey. 

This bowl is a bit on the small side because it has been placed 

inside a narrow trough. An adult cow cannot easily get to it as 

the room for the head is a bit tight. In addition, these bowls 

must be cleaned out at least every 4.5 hours. 

This is an excellent watersystem for cattle. It's big (high, deep and 

a bit bigger than other ones) and has a great water pressure (a 

lot of water comes out of it). The valve is easy for the cow to 

operate. 



 

X Ensure that the water bowl is big enough. The head of the bovine, large and small, must fit in easily. 

X The water bowl must be easy and logical to use 

X The water bowl must be positioned so that the cow can drink from it in a natural position. 

Unsuitable watering systems for unweaned calves  

During the transport of calves water is offered through metal drink nipples. Because calves don't understand how to 

drink from these nipples, nor do they have the physiology to be able to press a nipple but are instead made to 

suckle, young calves actually cannot drink at all during transport. These metal nipples are just a pretty accessory but 

do not eurve their purpose. Young calves need to be offered feed via a teat or a bucket. Above all, young calves need 

milk and not water or electrolyte solution. 

That calves cannot drink during long distance transport is against the law. Moreover, the fact that calves are going 

for hours and hours without milk is a major drain on the health and welfare of the calf. Young calves under 2-months  

are, in fact, already weak because their immune system is not fully developed, they encounter transport stress, are 

suddenly in a new environment and are exposed to germs from other calves. Many young calves therefore arrive in 

poor condition at their final destination and need antibiotics to get back in form after long transport journeys. 

In order to provide calves with nutrients, it's best to use a teat and offer them warm milk. However, because young 

calves have a tremendous need to suck, they will be at risk of drinking too much. This has a negative effect on their 

digestion. To prevent calves from drinking too much and to ensure that each calf gets sufficient and warm milk, it is 

necessary to manually feed each individual calf. Fully automatic is, in fact, not (yet) possible. In the Netherlands, the 

export of unweaned calves over long distances is, for this reason, prohibited. Every eight hours they must be 

unloaded and individually given something to drink. 

  

This is a nice tongue valve water bowl. However the entrance 

to the bowl is a bit narrow. 

Drink nipples are unsuitable for calves. They don't 

know the system and cannot use them. 

 



 

 

X Drink nipples are not suitable for calves and are thus against the law. 

X Drinking systems for calves are only suitable if they can guarantee that each calf is drinking enough  and not 

drinking too much as well. 

X Drinking systems are only suitable if they can provide warm milk. 

X Conclusion is that the calves must be manually fed by bottle or bucket with teat with warm milk. This can 

only be done outside of the truck. Therefore, calves cannot be transported for longer than 8 hours at a time. 

Noisy watering systems  

Calf transports usually use drink nipples. Drink nipples are not suitable for calves, see the chapter 'Unsuitable 

watering systems for unweaned calvesέ above. Apart from this, Eyes on Animals noticed that when pressed the 

nipples regularly makes a hissing sound, which scares off the calves. Also sometimes the water sprays out in all 

directions. 

X Watering systems should be virtually silent otherwise it scares the calves. 

Water quality in hot weather  

During inspections in the summer Eyes on Animals often observes  that the water in the water bowls or coming from 

the nipples is extremely warm or smelly. If the water is hot and smelly the animals will not drink it and can become 

ill. 

X Design the water tank and pipes in such a way that the water stays cool and clean. Even under extreme 

conditions such as a long wait in full sun. Also, the water must easily be able to be refreshed. 

 

Water quality in cold weather  

That water freezes in winter, is no surprise. Eyes on Animals regularly sees animal transports where the drinking 

systems do not work because the water is frozen. 

X Trucks with pipes which are not resistant to extreme cold cannot be used if the temperature during the trip 

falls below 0 ° C. 

 

Eyes on Animals has never seen this teat system in practice. At 

first, it seems potentially promising, but the chances are that the 

milk yield cannot be individually adjusted, resulting in some calves 

drinking far too much and others nothing. Unweaned calves must 

be fed manually so one can be sure each one drank the right 

amount and at the right temperature.  



 
This cattle truck was stuck in snow for 2.5 days, and the water was frozen. 

X Design the water tank and pipes in such a way that the water does not freeze. Even under extreme 

conditions such as a long wait and at temperatures well below zero the water should keep flowing. 

Too-low water pressure  

It is a common problem that water systems have too low a water pressure. Especially on the top floor, the water 

pressure is often insufficient. Cattle can drink up to 20 liters per minute.i So there should be plenty of water coming 

from the valve or the lever.  

X Ensure there is sufficient water pressure by testing out the levers, knobs and valves. 

Insufficient number of water bowls  

Cattle have a strong hierarchy. This means that dominant animals can block cattle that are lower in rank from the 

water bowls. To ensure that all animals can drink, it is important that there be enough water bowls. At least two per 

compartment and placed on both sides of the truck. Pay particular attention to ensure that the cattle next to the 

partitions can easily get to the water too. Provide a minimum of two water tanks on both sides of the compartment. 

X Ensure that the cattle that are on the side of the partition can access the water bowls. For example, by 

attaching foldable water bowls to the partitions 

X Provide a minimum of two water bowls on both sides of the compartment. 

 

  
Foldable water bowls on the partitions 

Manual water supplies  

After 14 hours of transport the cattle should rest for one hour and receive water on board. To ensure that all animals 

receive adequate and clean drinking water, manual water supplies are indispensable . With automated systems, 

there is a great risk that only dominant animals get to drink . Also, manual water supplies must be available in case 

the automatic water systems break down, do not provide sufficient water, are unsuitable or whenever animals 



require additional water, such as in extreme heat. A manual water-bowl that is flexible and fits through the vents can 

be very useful. A ladder is indispensable in order to give the animals on the second floor water. 

During transport checks  Eyes on Animals often sees that manual water supplies are not present, with stress, 

dehydration and sometimes even death as a result. We sometimes also see drivers watering cattle with small 

buckets, but this an impossible task. Buckets fall over easily and only one cow (often the most dominant) can drink 

out of it at a time. 

  

 

 

Manual water systems are of essential importance for long transport journeys of cattle 

X Ensure that every truck is equipped with at least 2 long plastic or rubber water troughs and six flexible ones 

that fit through the vents. Ensure that there is a ladder so that water can be given manually also to the 

animals on the second level 

X Ensure that there are access doors in each compartment so that manual water troughs can be placed in each 

compartment. 

This water trough is flexible and can be fitted through the vents and 

hooked on from the outside of the truck. This one is a little bit small 

but  is a good addition to the bigger water troughs. Vital that there 

be many of these flexible troughs placed all along the side of the 

truck. One is not enough! 

This is a nice manual water trough. More than one cow can drink 

out of it at a time. Social facilitation prevents fighting during the 

water break. 

It takes too much effort to water dozens of cattle in an hour with 

just a bucket of water. Especially as the dominant cattle will push 

the lower ranked ones away. 



Partitions  
Partitions prevent animals from falling against each other when the driver brakes. Partitions can also be used to help 

separate aggressive or dominant animals from picking on others. If partitions are not built solid all the way to the 

floor or are not built high enough this can cause serious injuries. Animals can get stuck under them, or they can jump 

over the partition and get stuck. Unfortunately Eyes on Animals sees many partitions that are not solid to the ground 

or are not high enough, or have wire cable or chains on them. This is particularly often the case with trucks that have 

been built for several animal species such as cattle and pigs (known as dual-purpose vehicles). Because these trucks 

are used with multiple levels, the size of the partitions is set. For pigs on three levels, the partitions are alright, but 

for cattle on two levels, a huge gap of space is left beneath the partitions. Real Cattle Cruisers, however, are specially 

designed just for adult cattle and the partitions are solid and high enough for cattle. However, there are also Cattle 

cruiser look-alikes on the market, but which are inadequate for cattle. Also, cables and chains hanging from 

partitions can be dangerous as they risk animals getting their legs caught in them. 

 

   

 

This wire cable is dangerous. Cattle can get a leg caught 

behind it and fall over. 

If there is a space under the partition, animals can get 

stuck and become injured. They also can no longer get 

to the water bowls or feed, and will be trampled to 

death. 

This open gap on the side of the partition creates a large 

risk: cattle can put their legs through it, fall over and 

seriously hurt themselves. 
































