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Short communication 

DISCARDED ENGINE OIL AS TATTOOING INK FOR CATTLE 

Tattooing is the common artificial means 
for identification of farm animals especially 
young ones. In farm animals tattooing is done 
on the inner side of ear lobe using a tattooing 
set consisting of a tattooing machine, tattoo 
marks and tattoo ink to be smeared on 
tattoo marks (Banerjee, 1997). Tattoo ink is 
usually made of some inert pigments, which 
is infiltrated into the subcutaneous space, so 
that it is retained in this less vascular space, 
forming permanent identification mark. 
Tattooing is done during younger ages and 
the marks are retained even to the adulthood 
with larger size and better clarity, even though 
readability is less in animals with dark 
pigmented skin (Thomas and Sastry, 1991). 

Fading of tattoo marks with time due to 
inferior quality of inks available in the 
market creates problem nowadays, in using 
tattooing for identification on farm animals. 
This prompted to think of alternatives for 
tattoo ink, which serves to deposit inert 
pigments. Discarded engine oil (DEO) 
being known to have large amount of 
inorganic carbon particles, formed by 
burning hydrocarbon fuels and accumulated 
through its prolonged usage inside the engine, 
a trial was carried out to investigate the 
possibility of using DEO for tattooing in 
animals. 

The study was carved out at Livestock 
Research Station of Kerala Agricultural 
University located at Thiruvazhamkunnu, in 
Palakkad District of Kerala. Seven calves 
were selected for the trial and tattooing was 
done during the first week of their life using 
DEO as the tattoo ink. Viscid engine oil with-
out any gross contamination discarded from 

tractor was collected for the purpose. For 
better comparison, three of these calves were 
tattooed on the other ear also on the same 
day using tattoo ink already in use at the farm. 
Tattooed area was observed for any adverse 
reaction for a period of 10 days. The tat-
tooed numbers were checked for legibility 
every month for a period of one year and 
compared with the numbers tattooed using 
the purchased tattoo ink in the three trial 
animals and others tattooed earlier. 

No adverse reactions, either immediate 
or delayed, were observed in the animals 
studied. In all the calves, numbers tattooed 
using DEO were legible even after one year 
of age, while numbers tattooed using 
purchased ink started fading in most of the 
calves from second month itself. In the three 
calves tattooed with both ink and DEO, there 
was more clarity of DEO marks than others 
especially beyond two months, ruling out the 
possibility of individual variation. 

Carbon particles suspended in thick oily 
base of DEO, will not get absorbed avoiding 
spreading of the numbers and leaves a 
better and permanent impression, while 
conventional tattoo inks prepared in water 
base and containing vegetable pigments 
suffers gradual fading. Besides this DEO is 
cheap and easily available. Freshly discarded 
engine oil is sterile since it was being heated 
over a long period. This ensures long shelf 
life and safety out of infectious agents. 
Carbon is a styptic and its presence in a thick 
suspension minimises the possibility of bleed-
ing out of piercing of tattoo pins. However, 
more studies are needed to improve the 
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effectiveness of DEO for tattooing in 
animals with pigmented skin. 

Summary 

Use of discarded engine oil as an alterna-
tive to conventional tattoo ink in calves is 
described. 
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