Question: We castrate our calves at two weeks of age with rubber bands. We’ve heard that cutting bull calves results in a higher risk of tetanus. Which method and at what age do you recommend castration?

Answer:  Your question illustrates a point that I would like to make at the outset, which applies to most surgical as well as therapeutic and diagnostic procedures in medical practice. Oftentimes there is not a “right” or a “wrong” method in achieving the desired outcome but rather there are pros and cons with each. The choice depends on a variety of factors including skill of the operator, working facilities, signalment of the patient (age, sex, breed, etc.), cost, and environmental conditions. While no method of castration is without risk, I would strongly emphasize that the risk of post surgical complication, castration failure, and stress are directly correlated with increasing age of the bull calf. Simply stated, the younger the better. Many veterinarians recommend castration on day one assuming the calf is up and nursing aggressively. The advantage here is that the calves aren’t worked or sorted, little restraint is needed, and stress is minimized. Generally I would suggest that risks associated with castration remain very low if done before one month of age. Depending on your management program, if early castratioin is not possible, I would recommend that bull calves be castrated within days of the last calf being born or by June first, whichever comes first. If calves are not polled, I would dehorn at the time of castration.


I might mention that before castration begins, always check the scrotum and palpate both testicles. Occassionally one or both testicles have not descended from the abdomen into the scrotum. Delay castration until both testicles are accessible because removal of one will always result in a bull, not a steer. Consult with your veterinarian in the rare case that this occurs.


There are three basic methods of castration. The surgical method involves an incision into the scrotum and the removal of each testicle with slow, gentle traction. The spermatic cord is stretched maximally until it breaks and then recoils back into the scrotum. There are a few variations on technique but this method can be learned quickly with appropiate instruction. Risks include bleeding, and potential infection of the incision site, both very low if done at an early age in a clean environment. Fly season should be avoided or a control program for flies should be in place. Because both testicles are removed and visualized, there is no risk of incomplete castration. Elastration is the second method available whereby a rubber band is applied around the scrotum above the two testicles. Always check after application to ensure that both testicles are below the rubber band. This method prevents blood flow like a tourniquet, so that in two to four weeks the scrotum and its contents slough and fall off. Instrumentation is available to use this method in young calves as well as weaning age calves. Advantages include no bleeding or risk of infection at the time of castration and surgical skills are not required. One disadvantage to this method is incomplete castration. We continue to find bulls consigned to our stocker and feeder sales, or purchased at other sales, with no scrotum and one testicle trapped high in the flank. This is a result of failure to entrap both testicles below the rubber band. Some producers are confident that one testicle can be pulled back through the elastic band after proper application. Another disadvantage is scirrhous cord, a complication where the scrotum becomes very swollen and infected, corrected only by a difficult surgical procedure called scrotal ablation. While any wound can be a site for clostridium tetani organisms to proliferate, elastration provides favorable conditions including localized dead tissue, lack of oxygen, and a break in skin that progresses over several weeks. The use of elastrator bands is one of the few procedures in cattle where protection against tetanus should be considered. Tetanus antitoxin is often recommened for  young calves and proper vaccination with tetanus toxoid, usually two doses, two to four weeks apart, prior to banding, is recommended for bull calves older than three months of age. The third castration method involves the crushing of each spermatic cord with a large instrument called a burdizzo. This technique results in destruction of blood flow to each testicle, but not the scrotum, so that over time the testicles atrophy and become non funtional. Advantages again are no bleeding and no open wound to attract infection or flies. Dusadvantages include swelling and discomfort for the calf and the highest risk of failure resulting in incomplete castration. I have also experienced a few cases of scirrhous cord following the use of a burdizzo in older bull calves.

Having used all methods of castration under a variety of circumstances, there is little doubt in my mind that surgical castration is the method of choice. Cutting bull calves at an early age is a virtual guarantee of success and in my experience, consistently has the lowest risk of complication. This preference is shared by the majority of beef veterinarians with whom I have consulted and several midwestern state pre-conditioning programs require that castration be done “with a knife”.

