
Assessing dairy cow welfare
Dr. Muireann Conneely

Robin Crossley, Natasha Browne, Katie Sugrue, Emer Kennedy, Eddie Bokkers, Chris Hudson



Study
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Why investigate welfare?

 Pasture-based system – assume good welfare?
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What is welfare status of Irish cows?

Need to know, so we know where to improve

Strategies to improve  - future research



Why good welfare important?

 Ethical  Cow productivity  Image?
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Study

Aim:

 Assess welfare of cows on Irish dairy 

farms

oHoused vs grazing periods?
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 Visited 82 dairy farms 
o Grazing visit (April – September)

o Housing visit (October – February)

 Conducted on-farm welfare 

assessment
• Measured welfare indicators
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Study



What is good welfare?
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How assess welfare?
 2 ways:

oAnimal-based indicators

oResource-based 



Welfare indicators measured

Mobility

Nasal 
Discharge

Ocular 
Discharge

Body 
Condition

Tail Injury

Skin Damage

Avoidance 
Behaviour
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Score 0

Score 3Score 2

Score 1

Mobility

Not lame

Lame



Results - Lameness

o9 and 10% 

clinically lame
• Low compared to intensive 

systems (~30%)

• But is 1 in 10 lame cows ok??

• Range 1% - 31%
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Body Condition Score
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Very thin Very fat

Grazing target:

2.75 – 3.25

Housing target:

3 – 3.5

87% 77%

In general, cows obtaining 

adequate nutrition



Ocular discharge
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Score 0 Score 1 Score 2 Score 3

~ 1%

In general, ocular health is good



Nasal discharge
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Score 0 Score 1 Score 2 Score 3

7%

5%

• ≥ Welfare Quality “warning 

threshold”

• Compromised health

Warning: 5%



Tail Injury
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Lacerations Breaks Docks

2-3% 7.5%9%

• Reduction in tail injuries 

needed



Skin Damage
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26%

66%

32% • Improvement required



Avoidance behaviour
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82%

42%

• Less contact with humans –

less comfortable around them

• Improvement required?



Conclusion
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 Irish farms perform favourably in:

• Meeting body condition targets

• Ocular health

• Lameness

 Improvements are needed in:

• Skin damage during housing

• Reduction in tail injuries

• Nasal health

• Avoidance behaviour?

• Lameness



Thank you!
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