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Abstract

The stunning of ostriches (Struthio camelus) has traditionally been carried out with hand-held tongs whilst birds are held in a restraining
area by applying pressure normally from behind by gently pushing on the tail feathers. The area is often a V-shaped structure, high enough
that the stunning operator is not kicked. After stunning, the birds are rocked backwards and a rubberised leg clamp placed over the legs at
the tarso-metatarsal bone allowing the birds to be chain-shackled by the big toes. This stunning procedure has been replaced by a new
restraining and stunning mechanism which completely envelops the ostrich in a padded clamp holder. Double-padded sides restrain the bird’s
upper thighs and a rubberised foot clamp holds the feet so there is no physical damage to the bird. As the bird is electrically stunned with
electrodes placed both sides of the head, the entire stunning box rotates 180º so that toe clamps can be applied without any danger to the
stunning operators. Within 20 s of stunning, the birds are bled by means of a complete ventral cut to the neck and/or by thoracic sticking. 
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Introduction
Of the ratites, the ostrich (Struthio camelus) has been

farmed the longest, followed by the rhea (Rhea americana)

and emu (Dromaius novaehollandiae). As the ostrich

industry has changed from feather to skin and thence to

meat-production, the type of bird being farmed has also

changed. For the feather industry (which came to an end

with the advent of World War II), a smaller, tamer bird was

selected. Feather plucking was a labour-intensive activity

that required close human-bird interaction. However, both

the skin and meat industries required larger birds. In an

effort to meet these new requirements, Zimbabwe Blue

Necks (Blues: S. c. australis) and Kenyan Red Necks (Reds:

S. c. massaicus) have been brought into South Africa to

crossbreed with the South African Blacks (S. c. var domes-
ticus). The Blues and Reds are known to be more aggressive

and may undergo higher levels of anxiety when handled.

Cloete and Malecki (2011) noted that temperament is an

important attribute during the breeding and collection of

eggs, and males in particular can become very aggressive

towards the collector. These authors also noted that tempera-

ment is heritable, but very little scientific selection for this

trait has been conducted or documented. Information on

various aspects of ratite welfare is provided by Glatz et al
(2011). Two activities require close human-bird interactions:

(i) egg collection and care of hatchlings; and (ii) the loading,

transport, lairage and slaughter of the birds. Deeming (2011)

and Glatz (2011) address the first whilst Hoffman and

Lambrechts (2011) have discussed the latter.

Transport
In their review, Hoffman and Lambrechts (2011) described

the loading and transport of ostriches in detail. There are

good guidelines on these activities (eg loading densities,

design of facilities, etc, see SAOBC 2001, 2004; Anon 2011)

but very little research has been undertaken into transport and

lairage times and their effects on welfare and meat quality. 

Hoffman et al (2010) reported that 25% of 3,153 birds had

bruises associated with these activities. In Table 1, where

the distribution of bruises on carcases is noted, it is clear

that a high incidence of bruising occurs on the neck (53%),

with the front of the thighs being a second prominent area.

The bruising on the necks is caused by birds rubbing or

bumping their necks on the top rails of transport

trucks — an indication that truck design is inadequate or

incorrect (Hoffman et al 2010). The bruises on the thighs

are typical of birds bumping into objects, whilst widespread

and multiple bruising was probably caused by trampling of

birds lying down (Hoffman et al 2010). 

Measures used to minimise adverse welfare experiences

during transport include: keeping birds calm; keeping to

prescribed numbers of birds per truck partition; having

handlers travel with the birds on the trucks and employing

experienced drivers. The trucks, loading areas and pens are

constructed with rounded corners, with no protruding

elements and with non-slip flooring. Despite these

measures, Wotton and Hewitt (1999) reported that lacera-

tions and bruises on the necks and lower legs were common
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