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Abstract: Animal location technologies have evolved considerably in the last 60 years.
Nowadays, animal tracking solutions based on global positioning systems (GPS) are commercially
available. However, existing devices have several constraints, mostly related to wireless data
transmission and financial cost, which make impractical the monitorization of all the animals in a
herd. The main objective of this work is to develop a low-cost solution to enable the monitorization of
a whole herd. An IoT-based system, which requires some animals of the herd being fitted with GPS
collars connected to a Sigfox network and the rest with low-cost Bluetooth tags, has been developed.
Its performance has been tested in two commercial farms, raising sheep and beef cattle, through
the monitorization of 50 females in each case. Several collar/tag ratios, which define the cost per
animal of the solution, have been simulated. Results demonstrate that a low collar/tag ratio enable the
monitorization of a whole sheep herd. A larger ratio is needed for beef cows because of their grazing
behavior. Nevertheless, the optimal ratio depends on the purpose of location data. Large variability
has been observed for the number of hourly and daily messages from collars and tags. The system
effectiveness for the monitorization of all the animals in a herd has been certainly proved.

Keywords: precision livestock farming; global positioning system; bluetooth low energy; low-power
wide-area network; wireless sensor network

1. Introduction

Animal location and tracking have been topics of interest for both wildlife and livestock researchers
for a long time. Animal location recording allows researchers to evaluate some key aspects, such as
the movements of animals around the landscape [1], the spatial heterogeneity of field occupancy by
animals [2], the pasture utilization, the animal performance and behavior [3], or the social affiliations
within a herd [4,5].

Early methods for animal location relied on human observation of natural (color patterns) or
artificial features (colored collar or tag). Problems of these methods included observer fatigue and
associated error, physical limitations, external factors (weather and light), and the effect of observer
proximity on animal behavior [3]. Since the late 1950s, very high frequency (VHF) tracking technologies
have been commercially available to gather location data [6]. However, VHF-based tracking systems
also have several limitations, from, e.g., disturbing the animal to only being able to track during the
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day because of the difficulty of the terrain. Location fixes and accuracy depend on the position of
the researcher (ground or air), his discomfort and fatigue, his visibility, and the characteristics of the
terrain. Without a visual sighting, errors may exceed 500 m [6].

Commercial development of telemetry systems based on global positioning systems (GPS) began in
1991, offering researchers the opportunity to overcome most of the limitations listed above. GPS-based
systems have the potential to collect large amounts of high-quality location data 24 h per day and under
all weather conditions. The accuracy of GPS tracking systems is generally considered to range from
5–30 m [7,8], depending on vegetation cover, topography and even animal position [9]. Thus, a new
era of animal tracking began after the commercialization of GPS-based systems, and scientific literature
contains numerous examples of successful studies using GPS positioning [10–12].

The first GPS animal units were fitted with a 400 g lithium battery pack that was expected to
provide one year of operation at eight fix attempts per day, although field trials downgraded life
expectancies to provide 268 days of service at six fixes per day [13]. The total weight of these first
units was 1.8 kg, which limited their use to research studies on large mammals. Due to advances in
the miniaturization of sensor technologies and to the development of higher energy-dense batteries,
some devices enabling the tracking of smaller species, e.g., birds, are now available [14]. Nonetheless,
even with current devices, the size of the battery pack is critical in finding a threshold between the
temporal resolution and the operational life.

Another important drawback of most early GPS-based systems was that data were stored on
board until the unit could be remotely released by a radio-activated “break-away” mechanism or
recovered by the recapture of the animal. The development of mobile communications has enabled the
transfer and regular updating of location data by GSM/SMS or GSM/GPRS services [15]. GSM services
are widely available in Europe, but there are many vast areas throughout the world, mostly rural
areas, without them. Opportunistic sensor networks, based on peer-to-peer routing, have been used to
gather location data of several animals when GSM services were not available [16]. However, regular
updating of the information can be challenging in that case.

The Internet of Things (IoT) is a paradigm shift in the enhancement of the connectivity of the
Internet. It provides the technical feasibility for a large number of sensors, actuators, and smart
devices to remain connected with it, which is key for the development of real-time or quasi-real-time
applications. The requirements of IoT applications have driven the emergence of low power wide
area (LPWA) networks. They provide long-range communication up to 10–40 km in rural areas and
1–5 km in urban areas. Thus, an entire city or several farms can be covered by a single base station [17].
In addition, LPWA networks are highly energy efficient and inexpensive, with a radio chipset cost less
than 2 € and an operating cost of 1 € per device [18]. Hereafter, it is expected that the 5th generation
(5G) of wireless mobile communications will provide the means to allow an all-connected world of
humans and devices, which would lead to a global LPWAN solution for IoT applications [17].

Precision livestock farming (PLF) aims to manage individual animals by continuous and real-time
monitoring of their health, welfare, production/reproduction, and/or environmental impact [19].
Despite the advances in GPS-based technologies for animal tracking in recent years, several constraints
limit their use as PLF tools in commercial farms, especially in the case of extensive production systems.
First, wireless data transmission is challenging in most rural areas. As described in the previous
paragraph, IoT solutions are an opportunity to overcome that problem, but there are still few IoT
developments devoted to animal tracking [20,21]. On the other hand, the financial cost of GPS
tracking systems (generally several hundreds of euros per unit) remains a problem for widespread
use of these technologies [22]. This is especially relevant in small ruminants, as their individual
cost is low when compared to the tracking device cost. At best, some animals within the herd are
monitored by GPS devices, which could be sufficient for some utilities, e.g., the monitorization of the
percentage of time devoted to rest, graze, and travel [23,24]. Nevertheless, most authors argue that
few animals are not representative of an entire herd [3,25,26]. Additionally, there are some utilities



Sensors 2019, 19, 2298 3 of 15

that would require knowing the location of all the animals in a herd, e.g., theft control, heat detection,
or calving monitoring.

The main objective of this paper is to develop a low-cost solution that enables the monitoring
of the location of all the animals in a herd and the continuous updating of location data, which is
needed for farmer decision support. The secondary objective is to test the real-world performance of
the solution in commercial farms with different production conditions.

The rest of the paper is organized as follows: Section 2 presents the hardware components
of the solution and describes the methodology of system validation. Section 3 presents the results
obtained regarding system functioning, configuration and validation in commercial farms. In Section 4,
the results are discussed, and new utilities of the solution are proposed. Conclusions and further
research needs are presented in Section 5.

2. Materials and Methods

2.1. System Components

For gathering, transmitting, and processing the location data of all animals in a herd, a cost-effective
solution has been developed. The system is based on the integration of two devices: GPS collars
connected to a LPWA network (Sigfox, Labège, France) and low-cost Bluetooth low energy (BLE) tags
connected to those collars. The system requires some animals in the herd being fitted with GPS collars
and the rest with BLE tags. The collar/tag ratio defines the cost per animal of the solution for tracking
the location of the entire herd. Every GPS collar gathers data about the location of the animal fitted
with such a device. At the same time, collars record the identification of the BLE tags situated around
them, enabling the user to know the approximate location of animals equipped with BLE tags. Data
about the collar location and identification of nearby tags are transmitted to a server using Sigfox,
where they are stored and analyzed.

The GPS collar has the following hardware elements: a long-range IoT communications module
based on Sigfox technology that allows the transmission of messages between the collar and the
server; a short-range communications module based on BLE technology that enables the reading of
the advertisement messages coming from the BLE tags (this module can record the identification of
the BLE tag and the received power); a GPS unit to gather location data; a microcontroller with the
low-level firmware running on it; a lithium battery pack; and an IP67 enclosure.

BLE tags consist of a Bluetooth 4.2 communications module, a microcontroller, a coin battery
and an IP67 enclosure. The module is configured to send advertisement messages using channels 37,
38, and 39. The message sent by each BLE tag consists of an advertisement that includes the device
identification and a code referring to the device owner. Thus, two BLE tags could have the same
identification code if their owners were different.

The transmission of the information gathered by the solution to the cloud platform uses a MQTT
connectivity protocol. The cloud platform is based on FIWARE components. Metadata are managed
with Orion Context Broker through NGSI data models in order to ensure data interoperability. Farmers
get location data through a multiplatform app and may configure some alerts, e.g., “animal outside
the plot”.

Figure 1 summarizes the main elements of the system architecture.

2.2. Testbeds

Two commercial farms have been used as testbeds to validate the performance of the proposed
solution under different livestock production conditions.

Both testbeds are situated in Andalusia, Spain. Andalusia is a semi-arid Mediterranean region
where rain is scarce and irregularly distributed over the year. Average temperature is 18 ◦C and
annual precipitation ranges 400–600 mm. Herbs are the main forage resource, basically in fall and
spring when rainfall occurs [27]. Moreover, both farms are located in “dehesas”, which are defined as
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agrosilvopastoral systems, originated from the clearing of holm oak and cork woodlands, mostly used
for livestock farming [28].

Sensors 2019, 19, x FOR PEER REVIEW 4 of 15 

 

 
Figure 1. Architecture diagram of the proposed solution. 

2.2. Testbeds 

Two commercial farms have been used as testbeds to validate the performance of the proposed 
solution under different livestock production conditions. 

Both testbeds are situated in Andalusia, Spain. Andalusia is a semi-arid Mediterranean region 
where rain is scarce and irregularly distributed over the year. Average temperature is 18 °C and 
annual precipitation ranges 400–600 mm. Herbs are the main forage resource, basically in fall and 
spring when rainfall occurs [27]. Moreover, both farms are located in “dehesas”, which are defined 
as agrosilvopastoral systems, originated from the clearing of holm oak and cork woodlands, mostly 
used for livestock farming [28]. 

The first farm was situated in Northern Cordoba (38.49° N, 5.11° W). The validation study was 
carried out with a “Merina” sheep herd composed of 50 ewes. From July to October 2018, for 100 
consecutive days, 25 randomly selected ewes were fitted with GPS collars and another 25 with BLE 
tags. During the experiment, ewes grazed free-range across 70 hectares. The same experimental 
protocol was used in the second farm, located in Northern Huelva (37.96° N, 6.25° W), with a “Negra 
Andaluza” beef cattle herd. Twenty-five cows were fitted with GPS collars and another 25 with BLE 
tags. In this case, beef cows grazed free-range on 300 hectares from November 2018 to February 2019. 
Both “Merina” and “Negra Andaluza” are autochthonous breeds, highly adapted to the production 
conditions of “dehesa” farms. 

2.3. Data Analysis 

Different collar/tag ratios, from 1/25 to 25/25, have been simulated in order to study the changes 
in the following key performance indicators (KPIs) of the system: average number of BLE tag 
messages received per day, average number of BLE tags detected by all the GPS collars over a day, 
average time between two consecutive messages from the same BLE tag, average number of BLE tags 

Figure 1. Architecture diagram of the proposed solution.

The first farm was situated in Northern Cordoba (38.49◦ N, 5.11◦ W). The validation study
was carried out with a “Merina” sheep herd composed of 50 ewes. From July to October 2018,
for 100 consecutive days, 25 randomly selected ewes were fitted with GPS collars and another 25 with
BLE tags. During the experiment, ewes grazed free-range across 70 hectares. The same experimental
protocol was used in the second farm, located in Northern Huelva (37.96◦ N, 6.25◦ W), with a
“Negra Andaluza” beef cattle herd. Twenty-five cows were fitted with GPS collars and another 25
with BLE tags. In this case, beef cows grazed free-range on 300 hectares from November 2018 to
February 2019. Both “Merina” and “Negra Andaluza” are autochthonous breeds, highly adapted to
the production conditions of “dehesa” farms.

2.3. Data Analysis

Different collar/tag ratios, from 1/25 to 25/25, have been simulated in order to study the changes in
the following key performance indicators (KPIs) of the system: average number of BLE tag messages
received per day, average number of BLE tags detected by all the GPS collars over a day, average time
between two consecutive messages from the same BLE tag, average number of BLE tags included
in each message sent by GPS collars, and the percentage of collar messages received without BLE
tag information.
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The average values of KPIs over the experiment have been calculated for each collar/tag ratio
by randomly selecting the correspondent number of collars. The random selection process has been
repeated 5000 times, following the recommendations of [29]. Both average and standard deviation
have been calculated for each KPI. The same procedure has been used to study the evolution of KPIs
over the experiment and within an average day.

For the graphics included in the present paper, a trend line was calculated and drawn to make
charts more easily understandable. Generalized additive models [30] were used with a basis of 10 for
daily charts and 15 for hourly ones.

R Project [31] has been used for data handling, calculations, and graphics.

3. Results

3.1. System Functioning

The system functioning can be described as follows: (1) the GPS unit is in an idle state (low power
consumption) most of the time; (2) the GPS unit is activated and gathers location data every several
minutes (depending on the configuration); (3) simultaneously, the BLE communications module,
which has been set up to maximize the reading range (>75 m depending on habitat characteristics),
scans the surrounding tags during several seconds (depending on the configuration); (4) the collar
composes the information coming from the GPS unit and the BLE module to be sent through the Sigfox
communications module; and (5) the messages sent by GPS collars are received by the server of the
cloud solution, where they are extracted and analyzed. First, the encoded data from the collars are
decoded to recompose the collar location data and the identification-power pairs of the tags. Once this
information has been extracted, it is analyzed and stored in databases.

As mentioned in Section 2.1, GPS collars use Sigfox technology to send the data to the server.
Sigfox is a LPWA network operator that uses binary phase-shift keying (BSPK) modulation in an
ultra-narrow band (100 Hz) and unlicensed ISM bands, e.g., 868 MHz in Europe, 915 MHz in North
America, and 433 MHz in Asia [17]. The use of Sigfox involves two challenges for the proposed
solution. The first one is that the maximum size of each message is 12 bytes. The second one is the
duty cycle of the transmission technology. In the case of the ISM band used by Sigfox, the limitation is
a maximum use of 1% each hour, which translates into a maximum number of messages of 140 per day
(every 10 min). Furthermore, the maximum number of messages is also related to energy consumption.

Figure 2 summarizes the communication protocol of the proposed solution. The diagram shows
two BLE tags, a GPS collar and the cloud solution. The BLE tags located in the animals send the
advertisement messages asynchronously and at regular intervals of several seconds (Tadv). The GPS
collars, placed in other animals, are normally in an idle state, but they are activated asynchronously at
regular intervals of several minutes (Tmes). During this operating window, the advertisement messages
sent by the BLE tags are received by the collars. To ensure the reception of the advertisement messages,
the operation window must last several times Tadv. Once the advertisement messages have been
received by the BLE module in the collar, they are encoded to ensure their transmission through the
Sigfox network. Each message sent by the collar includes GPS location data and identifier-power
pairs corresponding to the BLE tags that have been detected. Given the limitation in the size of Sigfox
messages, a maximum of eight identifier-power pairs of BLE tags can be sent in each message.
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3.2. System Configuration

Power consumption is a key feature of the proposed system, as it is designed to be used mostly
on commercial farms, where animal tracking systems need to provide location data for a long time.

Regarding the BLE tags, there is a trade-off between power consumption and network performance.
When the BLE tags broadcast advertisement messages with high power, the coverage is wider, but the
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operational life is shorter. The same happens with the interval between messages and with the number
of repetitions per message. The power consumption of BLE tags in an idle state is 2.0 µA, being 7.5 mA
during transmission state, which have been configured to maximize coverage. Considering the battery
size that can be used in the ear tag and the need for a long operational life, the BLE tags have been
configured with a message interval of one second. This configuration provides an average operational
life of 280 days (unpublished data).

As stated, the GPS collars have two operating modes, corresponding to an idle state and an active
state. During the idle state, power consumption is less than 20 µA. The power consumption during
the active state is due to different components. The GPS unit uses a hot-start mechanism to optimize
the consumption, which exceeds 30 mA during satellite search. On the other hand, in order to send
Sigfox messages to the server, the system needs 30 mA. Finally, for receiving advertisement messages
from the BLE tags, the BLE module have a consumption of 15 mA. Considering all these elements,
the collars have been configured to have a temporal resolution of 30 min. The battery life with this
configuration exceeds 365 days (unpublished data).

3.3. System Validation in Commercial Farms

During the experiment, a total of 70,275 collar messages were gathered from the sheep farm,
as well as 78,791 collar messages from the beef cattle farm. This means 28.29 messages per collar per
day in the sheep farm and 31.52 messages per collar per day in the beef cattle farm over a total of
48 attempts. As explained before, each of these messages contains data about the location of the collar
and the identification of the tags close to it. Altogether, 208,337 tag messages (83.33 reads per tag per
day) were gathered from the sheep farm and 93,645 tag messages (37.46 reads per tag per day) from
the beef cattle farm.

The KPIs of the system, defined in Section 2.3, are shown in Table 1 as a function of the collar/tag
ratio in the herd.

Table 1. Performance of BLE tag messages reception depending on the number of GPS collars.

Animal
Type

No. GPS
Collars

No. BLE
Tags

Average ± std.
No. Tags Read

per Day

Average ± std.
Minutes between

Tag Readings

Average ± std.
No. Tags Read
per Message

Average ± std. %
Messages without

Tag Reading

Sheep 1 25 16 ± 2 477 ± 140 4 ± 1 7 ± 5
Sheep 2 25 20 ± 2 232 ± 53 4 ± 1 7 ± 4
Sheep 3 25 22 ± 1 153 ± 30 4 ± 0 7 ± 3
Sheep 4 25 23 ± 1 114 ± 19 4 ± 0 7 ± 3
Sheep 5 25 23 ± 1 91 ± 13 4 ± 0 7 ± 2
Sheep 10 25 25 ± 0 45 ± 4 4 ± 0 7 ± 1
Sheep 15 25 25 ± 0 30 ± 2 4 ± 0 7 ± 1
Sheep 20 25 25 ± 0 22 ± 1 4 ± 0 7 ± 0
Sheep 25 25 25 ± 0 18 ± 0 4 ± 0 7 ± 0

Beef cattle 1 25 9 ± 3 620 ± 276 2 ± 0 17 ± 23
Beef cattle 2 25 12 ± 2 415 ± 99 2 ± 0 16 ± 15
Beef cattle 3 25 14 ± 1 300 ± 55 2 ± 0 16 ± 12
Beef cattle 4 25 16 ± 1 234 ± 37 2 ± 0 16 ± 10
Beef cattle 5 25 17 ± 1 192 ± 27 2 ± 0 16 ± 9
Beef cattle 10 25 21 ± 1 101 ± 9 2 ± 0 16 ± 5
Beef cattle 15 25 23 ± 1 68 ± 4 2 ± 0 16 ± 4
Beef cattle 20 25 24 ± 0 51 ± 2 2 ± 0 16 ± 2
Beef cattle 25 25 25 ± 0 41 ± 0 2 ± 0 15 ± 0

In order to choose a collar/tag ratio, different criteria can be considered, e.g., the number of collars
needed to track the location of all tags at least once every day, or the number of collars that is necessary
to read tags with a temporal resolution equivalent to that of GPS data.

For both herds, the number of tags read at least once every day increased when the collar/tag ratio
was higher. In the sheep farm, 10 GPS collars were enough to detect all the 25 tags on a daily basis.
For cows, 25 collars were needed to reach this figure.
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Regarding the average time between consecutive readings of the same BLE tag by any GPS collar,
this value decreased rapidly as the number of collars increased. In the sheep farm, 15 collars gave an
average time between tag readings of 30 min, which is equivalent to the potential temporal resolution
of the messages from GPS collars. As 28.29 messages per collar per day where gathered in the sheep
farm, the real average temporal resolution was 50.90 min. In the beef cattle farm, the minimum average
time between tag readings was obtained with 25 collars. This value (41 min) was very similar to the
real average temporal resolution of GPS collars in this farm (45.69 min).

The average number of BLE tags included in each collar message every day is independent of the
collar/tag ratio, both for sheep and beef cattle. Nevertheless, this value is higher for sheep, meaning
that an ewe has more chances to have other animals at a relatively short distance than a cow.

On the other hand, the proportion of collar messages without BLE tag readings did not change
significantly for the different collar/tag ratios (p > 0.05). This indicator is lower for sheep, which can be
interpreted as ewes being less likely to be separated from the rest of the herd than cows.

Since the sampling scheme of the simulation process was done without replacement, the values
for the case of 25 GPS collars correspond to the population mean and, therefore, the resulting standard
deviation is zero.

The charts included in Figure 4 represent the evolution of the number of messages coming from
the GPS collars and the BLE tags over the 100-day duration of the experiment for different collar/tag
ratios. They have been generated through the random iterative process explained in Section 2.3.
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A large variation in the number of messages from GPS collars received per day during the duration
of the experiment was observed in both farms. In the sheep farm, this indicator was 23.2 messages per
day before September 1st and almost 34.2 messages per day after that date. In the beef cattle farm,
the average number of messages per day was 35.2 for the whole period, except for late November
and early December, when it was 20.0. The potential number of daily messages was 48, as GPS
was activated every 30 min. Animals moved freely around the available grazing area, and the GPS
fix-success rate (proportion of scheduled attempts that resulted in a successful location acquisition)
as well as the Sigfox fix-success rate (proportion of scheduled messages sent by the Sigfox network),
were potentially different in every square meter of the farms. In this case, most of the missing messages
were due to the lack of Sigfox coverage, as the GPS fix-success rate was 99.88% in the sheep farm and
97.59% in the beef cattle farm.

The average number of daily messages received from collars remain the same despite the number
of collars, which is due to the homogeneity of message-sending rates among devices. Nonetheless,
the total number of messages from the BLE tags increased as the number of animals fitted with
collars was higher, although the average number of tag messages per collar was the same if the entire
experiment is considered. The evolution over the experiment of the number of tag messages per collar
and the percentage of collar messages with and without tag information is shown in Figure 5.
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Figure 5. Evolution of the number of tag messages per GPS collar and the percentage of collar messages
with (blue line) and without (orange line) over the experiment (25 collars and 25 tags): (a,c) sheep farm;
and (b,d) beef cattle farm.

The number of tag messages per collar was constant in the beef cattle farm, but a decrease in this
indicator was observed in the sheep farm. This effect was due to the displacement of the sheep herd to
a different area of the farm, where they grazed in a more dispersed pattern.

Figure 6 shows the evolution of the number of collar and tag messages within a day.
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Figure 6. Evolution of the number of messages received hourly from GPS collars (orange lines) and
BLE tags (blue lines) over the day: (a) messages from the sheep farm with five collars and 25 tags;
(b) messages from the beef cattle farm with five collars and 25 tags; (c) messages from the sheep
farm with 15 collars and 25 tags; (d) messages from the beef cattle farm with 15 collars and 25 tags;
(e) messages from the beef cattle farm with 25 collars and 25 tags; and (f) messages from the beef cattle
farm with 15 collars and 25 tags.

As mentioned before, the number of tag messages was directly related to the number of collars.
In the sheep farm, the number of tag messages was similar to the number of collar messages with five
collars. In the case of beef cattle, a greater number of collars was needed for that. A large difference
between the number of tag messages received during daylight and at night was observed in the sheep
farm. At night, ewes were closer to each other, and the number of tag messages included in each collar
message was higher. Therefore, the differences between day and night increased when the number
of collars was higher. In the beef cattle farm, the number of messages was quite stable over the day.
A peak was observed in the morning, when cows left their rest areas and met each other at the feeding
and watering areas.

Figure 7 represents the evolution of the proportion of collar messages with and without tag data
over the day:
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In the sheep farm, not only the number of tags included in each collar message was higher during
the night, but also the proportion of collar messages without tag data was lower. Few differences over
the day were observed in the case of the beef cattle farm.

4. Discussion

The system described in the present paper has been designed to be a low-cost and practical
solution for commercial farms.

The cost of the GPS collar, which is in the range of 100–150 € per device, is lower than that of
similar solutions [32–34] and the cost of the BLE tag is at least ten times lower than the cost of the collar.
Thus, depending on the collar/tag ratio, the cost per animal can be very low compared to existing
solutions. For example, in the case of 10 collars every 25 tags, which was found to be an adequate
ratio to have daily data of all sheep in the herd, the cost per animal is 36–54 €. This figure translates
into 18–21 € per sheep per year considering a device lifespan of five years, service cost included
(battery change and connectivity).

On the other hand, the weight of the GPS-based system (265 g) can be considered low for more
than 365 days of operational life, which is longer than that of other low-cost system described in
scientific literature [33,35]. In [36] a lighter GPS device to be placed on an ear tag is described, but it
has an operational life of a few weeks. In the case of BLE tags, total weight is only 25 g for an
average operational life of 280 days. Another important feature for commercial applications is device
robustness. The collars were all retrieved with no damage and could be redeployed in other farms.
In this regard, several existing solutions place the GPS antenna on the top of the collar [37,38] or into
a shoulder-mounted harness [22], because an antenna is most accurate and most efficient when it is
pointed towards the sky with nothing obscuring its view [39]. This was considered inadequate for the
present solution in terms of robustness and manufacturing cost.

As BLE tags do not provide GPS coordinates, the accuracy of location data gathered from tags
is lower than that of collars. Information about the power of the advertisement message is used to
compute a radius around the collar position inside which the tag is located. It can be sufficient for
most applications in commercial farms and even for some research studies.

The GPS/Sigfox devices used in this work recorded a location fix for 60% (sheep farm) and 66%
(beef cattle farm) of all attempts. These results are in the range of those reported by [33] on wild otters
using a low-cost GPS/GPRS telemetry system, or by [40] on bison and caribou. Using a store-on-board
GPS collar, [38] reported a GPS fix-success rate of 99%, but the terrain was flat and there was no
dense tree canopy. Several authors have reported that habitat characteristics, such as topography
and tree canopy, may significantly reduce location acquisition [41,42]. Nonetheless, GPS error is
a systematic error, which can be computed with many methods or mitigated by some augmented
methods, such as ground enhancement signal networks or satellite enhancement networks [43]. In this
experiment, although “dehesas” can have a dense tree canopy, most missing location fixes were not due
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to GPS failures, but to the lack of Sigfox coverage. Despite this, it is important to highlight that signal
penetration is better for Sigfox than GSM [44]. On the other hand, regardless of the differences in Sigfox
coverage between farms, a tendency has been observed for cow collars to gather more location fixes
than sheep collars (unpublished data). It is probably due to the higher position of the GPS antenna
when placed on the neck of a cow.

Some authors have previously used short-range communications for tracking animals. Most of
the reviewed solutions used passive radio frequency identification (RFID) tags together with antennas
placed in strategic points of the building where the animals are housed. Different solutions have
been developed and tested, e.g., for laboratory animals [45] or for zoos [46]. The major problem of
RFID-based systems is that reading distance is less than a couple of meters, which limits its use to
intensive environments. A solution based on active RFID has been tested to track the movements of
wild animals (rats) [47], but its need for a network of data loggers distributed throughout the area to
be monitored is a major drawback for commercial applications. Bluetooth has also been tested for
cattle tracking [48]. Again, the solution described by these researchers is not practical for extensive
production systems, since a large number of Bluetooth readers would be needed. The use of animals
fitted with collars as network nodes to build mobile ad hoc networks is not new [16]. The ZebraNet
project [49] was an early application of opportunistic sensor networks for wildlife monitoring. Wild
zebras were fitted with special GPS collars, which sent all its data to encountered neighbors until their
own data eventually reached the base station. In the case of the ZebraNet project, the base station
consisted of a mobile vehicle for the researchers, which periodically moved around in the savanna
and collected the data from the zebras encountered. This solution is quite sophisticated but has two
major drawbacks for commercial farm applications. First, the cost is high, as each animal needs to be
fitted with a GPS collar. Second, data update needs the vehicle to be moved around. The integration of
LPWA networks (LoRa) and opportunistic networks (Bluetooth) has been recently proposed by [50] to
overcome the second problem. The solution is similar to that described in the present paper, although
these researchers did not test nor validated the system in real-world conditions.

The performance of tag message reception is highly affected by the type of animal due to the
differential behavior of sheep and cattle. The gregarious nature of sheep, exhibiting close spatial
contact within the flock, has been extensively described in the scientific literature [51]. Beef cows are
also gregarious animals, but the distance among animals on the pasture is normally larger than in the
case of sheep. Using GPS collars, [35] found that sheep on the same pasture spent 75% of daytime
within 51 m from each other, while cattle were within 111 m. These results are coherent with the
findings of the present paper, as sheep would be placed inside the theoretical reading range most of
the time, but not cows. Consequently, more tag messages would be captured per collar in a flock of
sheep than in a cattle herd, as observed. However, the distance among animals on the grazing area
does not only depend on the type of animal. Other factors, such as the habitat characteristics, the
grass availability, the season or the time of the day, can affect animal behavior [52] and, subsequently,
the performance of the proposed solution. Some authors even found behavioral differences in the
average distance among sheep in a herd during the day and at night depending on the breed [53].

Thus, there are many factors to be considered in order to choose an optimal collar/tag ratio,
which defines the cost per animal of the tracking solution. However, the most important criterion
to make that decision is the use of location data. There are several utilities that would require only
a location fix per animal per day, or even every few days, e.g., theft or death detection. This data
can be obtained with a very low collar/tag ratio, especially in a sheep herd. Farmer management can
also be useful to reduce collar/tag ratio. For instance, if animals are housed at night, a few collars
could gather messages from lots of BLE tags. It is important to note that, according to the results of
this work, the marginal cost of reading one more tag, in terms of additional collars, is high. This is
probably because of the limited number of BLE tags used in the experiment. It could happen that these
figures were much lower in a more realistic scenario of dozens of collars together with hundreds of
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tags, considering that a single collar has been able to read 64% of the tags in the sheep herd and 36% of
the tags in the beef cattle herd.

Potentially, the proposed solution could be used beyond location monitoring. As it is based on
animal proximity to each other, data gathered by the system could be used to study animal affiliations
within a herd [54]. This information can be valuable to optimize the collar/tag ratio, e.g., by identifying
group leaders and fitting them with the GPS collars. On the other hand, changes in the social structure
can be indicators of heat [55], calving [56] and other reproductive and health events of interest
for farmers.

5. Conclusions

The solution presented in this paper, based on the integration of LPWA (Sigfox) and short-range
(BLE) sensor networks, has been demonstrated to be effective in monitoring the location of each animal
in a herd at a much lower cost than existing solutions. The collar/tag ratio, which defines the cost per
animal of the solution, should be adapted to each case, mostly depending on the utilities associated to
animal location data. Further research is needed to develop new utilities for the data gathered by the
proposed solution.
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