
Catching Pens 
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• Catching Pen designs: 
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o Front fill 

o Elevated Catching Race (to be included mid-Jan 2006) 

• Productivity measures 

• OH&S 

 

Catching Pens 

Getting sheep into catching pens is one of the most difficult (and sometimes 
frustrating) jobs at shearing. Having a catching pen design that enables efficient 
delivery of sheep to the shearer is critical.  

The close proximity of the catching pens to the shearing board makes them extremely 
noisy and this makes sheep movement difficult. 

The major elements of design for catching pens are as follows: 

• They should be able to hold up to 20 sheep (15 is preferable), or 
approximately half the expected tally for the run. This allows for catching 
pens to be filled when there is minimum activity on the board; 

• Dimensions should be in the vicinity of 2.0 m (width) by 3.0 m (although in 
older sheds some compromise may be needed); 

• Lift (or slide)-swing gates are often preferred although standard Gudgeon 
gates also operate effectively if designed correctly. A simple measure for gate 
width is a man should be able to stand between and hold onto the end of the 
gate to control sheep from escaping back behind him; and 

• Forcing pens behind the catching pens should be of equal carrying capacity to 
the catching pens (or multiples thereof). 



 

Catching pen designs 

There are four main designs: backfill pens, parallel flow, front fill and elevated 
catching races as described below. 

1. Backfill Pens Catching Pens 

This traditional style of catching pen tends to be found in older sheds. Sheep move 
directly toward the shearing board thus it is often difficult to get sheep to “fill” the 
catching pen (as they are moving toward the noise and activity). 

The following example shearing board designs reprinted from Conroy and Hanrahan 
shows “back fill” catching pens in:  
a) “across the board” style; 
 

 
 
b) “centre board” style; 
 

 



2. Catching Pens Parallel Flow 
This is a refinement to the traditional back fill pens where sheep are moved in parallel 
to the shearing board in a series of filling pens and then moved into catching pens 
progressively by using large lift swing gates. Each pen is progressively filled. An 
example from Barber & Freeman is shown below. 

All gates are initially raised and opened. Sheep are brought form the holding pens and 
both the catching pens and filling pens are filled as full as possible. The furthermost 
gate is then closed to confine the sheep. Starting at the left hand end, the lift swing 
gate at the rear of each catching pen is closed in turn by swinging it over the backs of 
the woolly sheep, lowering it at an appropriate point, and using it then to move 
remaining sheep into the catching pen so that it is well filled with sheep. When the 
three catching pens have been filled, the sheep handler moves from right to left 
closing each of the lift swing gates along the wall of the shed in turn by rotating it 
over the backs of the sheep, lowering it at a convenient point, and sweeping remaining 
sheep into the filling pen to keep the pen as full as possible. 

 
 

 
 
 

3. Catching Pens – Front Fill 
 
A system which has found widespread acceptance places the filling pen for each stand 
beside the catching pen rather than behind. Sheep move into the catching pen by way 
of a gate near the front of the pen. Such pens are known as front fill catching pens, 
although a more accurate description would be side fill pens. As sheep are moving 
away from the shearing board when entering the pen they tend to fill better. However, 
there are two disadvantages of front fill pens.  



• They usually need a long or bent shearing board to enable the catching pen 
and the forcing pen to be “side by side”; and 

• As a result, they can be more difficult to build. 

Design and dimensions from Barber and Freeman from Conroy and Hanrahan are 
shown below. 

 
 
Source: Conroy & Hanrahan 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Source: Barber & Freeman 
 
 

 
 

 

Productivity 

Key issues in relation to Productivity and Occupational Health and Safety also need 
consideration. 

Catching Pens – Productivity Measures 

The greatest improvement in productivity can come from the ease (and thus time) or 
difficulty of filling the catching pens from the holding pens. Less time taken here 
allows for more time for the penner up attending to other duties. Some measurements 
that can be used are: 

• Man minutes per 20 sheep into catching pen/s; 

• Man minutes for 1st 20sheep into the catching pen/s, shed not working; 

• Man minutes for 1st 20sheep into the catching pen/s. shed working; 

• Man minutes for 20 sheep into a partially filled catching pen/s shed not 
working; 

• Man minutes for 20 sheep into a partially filled catching pen/s shed 
working; 

• Number of people required for the task; 

• Number of sheep dogs required for the task; and 

• Perceived exertion, rate the task as 1 - 10 



  1   =   minimum exertion/easiest penning up experienced ever. 

  10 =   maximum exertion/hardest penning up experienced ever. 

 

Catching Pens – OH&S 

Similar to the gains made from productivity, where the ease of filling the catching 
pens from the holding pens can be increased, far less physical exertion is spent by the 
penner up. The use of lift swing gates can also lead to less strain on the body, 
especially when trying to force sheep into pens. Well designed filling and catching 
pens with good sheep flow features and rates will reduce the amount physical exertion 
for the penner up.  

Other critical OH&S aspects of the catching pen and its entrance are: 

 No protruding objects that could inadvertently be walked into by shed staff; 

 No protruding bolts on gates or fences; and 

 Do not use woven wire mesh in the catching pens. 

 
An example of OH&S risks in relation to catching pens can be found below: (Source: 
© Victorian WorkCover Authority) 
 

 

 
 



 



 
 

Source: © Victorian WorkCover Authority 
 

The Victorian WorkCover Authority also provides the results of an analysis of the 
best type of catching pen floors (see next page): 

 



 
 

 

Source: © Victorian WorkCover Authority 
 


