
 

Unreliable when done            

incorrectly, leads to scurs 

(partial horn growth) 

Requires expertise—pain      

control and technique 

Dehorning Spoon or Tube 

Advantages and Disadvantages: 

Not bloodless 

Useful for young calves 

Risk of infection because of 

open wounds 

Avoid use during fly season 

Unreliable when done            

incorrectly, leads to scurs 

Requires expertise– pain   

control, technique, control of 

bleeding 

Scoop, Gouge or               

Barnes-Type Dehorner 

Advantages and Disadvantages: 

Fast– takes a few seconds to 

perform 

Useful after the horn bud    

attaches to the skull  

Not bloodless 

Risk of infection because of 

open wounds 

I can remember the first                          

experiences I had of dehorning 

calves as a youngster.  Our         

veterinarian used a Barnes style 

dehorner on calves that were    

yearlings.  Most of the horns were  

3 inches long and the hole left in 

their skull went all the way into the 

sinus.  After the procedure was 

over the pen of calves was a bloody 

mess.  A few of the calves later had 

to be treated for sinus infections.  

And of course, it took awhile before 

the calves returned to normal be-

havior.   

THERE IS A BETTER WAY-     

LESS PAIN = LESS STRESS.      

Dehorn at the youngest age       

possible.  Use a local anesthetic 

(such as Lidocaine) to reduce pain.   

Anesthetics are recommended 

whether you use  dehorning paste, 

hot iron, or debudding and certainly 

if dehorning is done on older        

animals.  Analgesics such as 

Flunixine should be used when 

there is a lot of tissue damage.  

This occurs with animals older than 

8 weeks; because the horn bud is 

then attached to the skull.    

My preferred method of dehorning 

is using a small Portosol type      

dehorner before weaning.  I used a 

nerve block to reduce pain and clip 

the area to insure the iron stays hot 

during the process. 

Here is a summary of the dehorning  

techniques available today.   

Chemical Dehorning 

Advantages and Disadvantages: 

Performed at a young age with 

less stress than some other 

techniques 

Bloodless 

Use in any season 

Painful without anesthesia 

Avoid contact with eyes;        

operator should wear gloves 

Do not use in rainy weather  

Not permitted in some countries  

Horns or scurs follow improper 

technique 

Requires pain control 

Hot Iron Dehorning 

Advantages and Disadvantages: 

Bloodless 

Can be used at any time of the 

year 

Young calves up to 12 weeks of 

age 
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When bleeding is present, 

cauterize with a hot iron to 

stop the bleeding. 

Wounds usually heal well 

with no treatment. 

A fly repellant and a wound 

dressing are often              

recommended. 

For 10-14 days after           

dehorning, look for signs of 

infection and treat as   

needed.   

Get professional help for 

calves showing severe pain 

or infection. 

Disinfection of Equipment 

Diseases can be spread from 

animal to animal on dehorning 

equipment contaminated with 

blood.  Enzootic bovine         

leucosis virus, the wart virus 

Open the frontal sinus in older 

calves 

Avoid use during fly season 

Unreliable when done         

incorrectly, leads to scurs  

Requires expertise—

anesthesia, sedation,          

analgesia and technique  

Requires control of         

bleeding—pulling arteris or 

cautery 

AFTERCARE 

Dehorning and disbudding are 

surgical procedures.  Calves    

require observation and aftercare 

following the surgery. 

Observe closely for bleeding 

for 30-60 minutes after       

dehorning. 

 

and anaplasmosis are        

examples.  It is essential to 

disinfect the tube and Barnes-

type dehorners after each calf 

is dehorned.   

I recommend dehorning at an 

early age (in the first 4-6 

weeks) using a hot iron or   

dehorning tube after blocking 

the nerve with lidocaine.    

This can be done quickly on a    

routine basis at herd check.  

By using lidocaine to calves 

show minimum side effects 

and do not go off feed.        

Interested in improving your 

dehorning care?  Have one of 

our vets give you a free 

demonstration of the        

technique.       

   

        - Dr. Bill Koffman 

DEHORNING OF CALVES cont….. 

Secure Calf in head snare. Administer lidocaine to freeze area Shave area around bud  

Finished area  Dehorn with Portasol dehorner 

Important Notice:                            

If you are using                                  

dexamethasone the FDA has 

put new regulations regarding 

meat and milk withhold on this 

product.  If label directions are 

followed:                                      

24 hour milk withhold and        

4 day meat withhold 


