Animal Welfare Institute
Fact Sheet: The Welfare of Dairy Cattle
INTRODUCTION
The U.S. Department of Agriculture (USDA) counted
over 9.1 million cows used for dairy production in
2010.1 In comparison, over 12 million cows were used
in dairy production in 1970.2 Far fewer animals are
now producing twice as much milk as they did just 35
years ago.3,4 Most dairy cattle today are confined in
animal feeding operations,5 where natural behaviors
are stifled and the animals often suffer from health
problems like lameness and mastitis.
Higher welfare dairy farming does exist however. For
example, the Animal Welfare Approved (AWA)
program is the most stringent third-party welfare food
certification program in the U.S., maintaining speciesspecific standards with which participating farmers
must comply.6,7 All around good animal welfare takes
into account: 1) animal functioning (good health,
productivity) 2) animal feeling (absence of pain, fear,
stress) and 3) animal living according to natural
behaviors.8 Conventional industrial farming prioritizes
the “animal functioning” component by emphasizing
that productivity directly corresponds to economics,
and thereby creating animal welfare deficits in terms
of animal feeling and the ability of animals to live
according to natural behaviors. This fact sheet
compares practices in intensive industrial dairy
farming to higher-welfare alternatives as they relate
to specific welfare impacts for dairy cattle.
HIGH MILK PRODUCTI ON
As soon as a dairy cow becomes mature, from about
15 months-2 years of age, producers put the animal
through 2-3 cycles in a row of gestation (pregnancy),
parturition (giving birth) and lactation (producing
milk), followed by a short 3-4 month period before the
cow becomes pregnant again.9 Although they have a
natural life expectancy of over 20 years,10 dairy cows

are sent to slaughter around 5 years of age and
replaced with young heifers after these cycles, mostly
due to poor health or production.*
A significant decrease in longevity isn’t the only
consequence of milk production per animal more than
doubling in the last 40 years; an increase in the overall
incidence of health problems and decline in
reproduction have also plagued dairy cows in recent
years.11 Modern dairy cows even look different today
than they did prior to industrial farming, appearing
much heavier, with huge, sagging udders that weigh
on the cow’s frame and alter her gait. Due to genetic
selection and breeding, today’s dairy cow can produce
up to 12 times the amount of milk she would naturally
produce to feed a calf.12 This is especially alarming
considering that cows are more susceptible to stress
and disease when the majority of their metabolic
energy must be used for milk production.13 Increasing
milk yield has been identified as a risk factor for acute
mastitis, ovarian cysts, anestrus among older cows,
and milk fever among younger cows.14
BOVINE GROWTH HORMONE
Recombinant bovine somatotropin (known as rbST,
bST, or rbGH) is a synthetic version of a naturally
occurring hormone that is administered to dairy cattle
via injection to increase milk yields. Controversy
surrounding the practice has led both the EU and
Canada to reject its use on the basis of animal welfare
concerns. Even so, a total of more than 30 million
cows in the U.S. had been treated with rbST as of a
*

In a 2007 survey of the 17 major dairy producing states,
reasons for culling included (given in % of cows culled):
udder or mastitis problem (23%), lameness or injury (16%),
reproductive problems (26.3%), and poor production not in
relation to the previously mentioned problems (16.1%). See
U.S. Department of Agriculture, Dairy 2007 (Part I), op cit.
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2009 report.15 The use of rbST in lactating dairy cows
results in a 50 percent increased risk of lameness,
likely due to the subsequent increased milk
production that forces changes in the animals’
nutritional management.16 Research also suggests that
rbST correlates with a 25 percent increase in the
frequency of clinical mastitis during the treatment
period.17 Lameness and mastitis aside, rbST still poses
significant threats to animal welfare, contributing to a
reduced lifespan of treated cattle through an
increased risk of both culling and non-pregnancy.18
MASTITIS
High milk production, the use of milking machines,
and confinement housing support the microbial
growth that make cows more likely to contract
mastitis, a painful swelling of the cow’s mammary
glands that occurs when pathogens enter and infect
the udder.19,20 In 2006 producers reported that 23
percent of their cows needed to be permanently
removed from the herd (slaughtered) due to clinical
mastitis.21 The disease is one of the most common
facing lactating dairy cows,22 and is more likely to
occur within intensive systems.23 While many studies
have strongly related the incidence of mastitis to both
housing and management factors,24,25 the role such
factors play depends upon the type of bacteria
responsible for the infection.26
Welfare alternative
Alternative farming systems like those in the Animal
Welfare Approved, Certified Humane, American
Humane Certified and USDA Organic programs raise
dairy cattle in ways that alleviate some of the welfare
problems associated with modern intensive milk
production. Under the high standards of the AWA
program, dairy cow breeds must be chosen so that
welfare is not negatively affected and is suitable for
pasture-based conditions.27 Although Holsteins
comprise over 90 percent of dairy cows in the U.S.,28
other breeds may be better suited to higher-welfare
farming since they are smaller, may be more sound,

and have better udder conformity. The use of growth
hormones or other substances promoting weight gain
and high milk production are prohibited under the
National Organic Program29 and all animal welfare
certification programs.30,31,32 Furthermore, all welfare
certification programs specify that measures must be
taken to minimize the risk/incidence of mastitis.33,34,35
INDOOR CONFINEMENT
Concentrated animal feeding operations confine dairy
cows indoors for most of their lives, inciting a host of
welfare problems. Although roughly half of lactating
cows from the 17 major dairy-producing states in the
U.S. have access to pasture during the summer, less
than 10 percent of dairies are raising their animals
primarily on pasture.36 A startling 13 percent of dairies
– accounting for almost 900,000 animals – don’t allow
animals any outdoor access even in the summer.37 The
rest of the dairy population is housed in tie-stalls
(stanchions), free stalls, straw yards, and drylots.38
Dairy cows have limited space and restricted
movement in all of these confinement systems,
although there are differences among the types. In
tie-stall systems, cows are tethered by the neck to a
stall where they must stand in place and only have the
ability to lie down and get back up, although even this
action can be difficult in such systems. Not only does
this prohibit cows from engaging in normal exercise
and behavior, but they are unable to groom and their
social needs as herd animals are frustrated.39 As an
alternative to the problems of tie-stalls (extremely
restricted movement, decreased lying time, and
increased lameness), properly designed free stalls with
suitable bedding can increase the amount of lying
time for cows.40 Greater cud chewing and decreased
lameness are associated with greater lying time, which
achieves overall superior cow comfort.41
LAMENESS
Conditions in confinement housing are so unnatural
and poorly designed that cows are more susceptible
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to lameness, consistently ranked as one of the most
serious welfare problems for cattle.42 Part of the
problem is foot trauma, often associated with the
design of indoor housing facilities that leave cows
standing on concrete flooring and spending less time
lying down, subsequently adding to hoof stress.43 A
survey of dairies in the U.S., published in 2007,
showed that of cows needing to be culled from the
herd, 16 percent were culled due to lameness.44 Even
though concrete flooring is associated with increased
lameness, injuries, and decreased expression of
estrus, approximately half of operations within the 17
major dairy-producing states house lactating cows on
concrete flooring, representing 55 percent of all dairy
cows in the U.S.45
UNNATURAL DIET
Despite being yet another contributor to the high
incidence of lameness, cows are generally fed
concentrate, or grain-based feed, in confinement
systems rather than the forage they would get from
pasture.46 Cows have evolved to eat forage, and grainbased diets are simply not as digestible, causing
stomach ulcers and other painful health problems.
High producing dairy herds, consuming high-energy
diets (more specifically, high starch/low fiber diets)
are continually confronted with subclinical acidosis
and laminitis.47,48
Welfare alternative
High-welfare, pasture based farms like those certified
by the Animal Welfare Approved program allow cattle
continuous year-round access to pasture. Other
certification programs such as USDA Organic,49
Certified Humane,50 and American Humane Certified51
specify that year-round outdoor access must be
provided for dairy cows, though definitions of “yearround outdoor access” differ amongst programs.
Access to pasture is an important component of a
cow’s life, since cattle are naturally grazing animals
who spend 8-10 hours a day grazing when given the
opportunity.52 In pasture-based systems cattle get

more exercise, which correlates with better gait,
increased hoof health, and decreased lameness.53
Provision of pasture access has also been associated
with a decreased incidence of teat injuries, fewer
abnormal behaviors, longer bouts of resting, and
lower culling rates.54,55,56 In one study, confined cows
had 1.8 times more clinical mastitis and 8 times the
rate of culling for mastitis than cows on pasture.57
The most comprehensive model developed to date for
scientifically calculating dairy cattle welfare scores
(COWEL) identifies pasture based housing systems as
providing the highest welfare benefits and lowest risk
when compared to straw yards, cubicle housing, and
tie-stalls.58 Animal Welfare Approved standards
specify that the goal with pasture access is to “satisfy
the herd’s food seeking behaviors” and instinct to
explore. The pasture area must be large enough to
maintain both the health of the animals and the
range, which could become polluted or denuded if
space is inadequate.59 Shelter must be provided to
dairy cattle in inclement weather, and AWA standards
specify sufficient space requirements for cattle to
maintain natural behaviors and have loafing areas
indoors. For instance, cattle between 440–770 pounds
are required to have 43 square feet of indoor, bedded
lying space.60
PAINFUL PRACTICES: TAIL DOCKING
Tail docking is a painful and unnecessary
“management practice” utilized by some dairy farmers
in the U.S. The procedure consists of cutting off up to
two-thirds of the cow’s tail, typically by placing a tight
rubber ring around it to restrict blood flow until the
tissue becomes necrotic and falls off 3-7 weeks later.61
The practice was originally thought to prevent the
transmission of leptospirosis from dirty tails coming
into contact with workers, but studies have disproven
any correlation.62 Other common beliefs about the
benefits of tail docking dairy cattle include: improved
comfort for milking personnel, enhanced udder
cleanliness, reduced incidence of mastitis, and
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improved milk quality and hygiene. Research has not
shown significant differences between cow and udder
cleanliness or Somatic Cell Counts (SCC) of docked
versus intact heifers however.63 Furthermore, tail
docking has been shown to have no significant impact
on the prevalence of contagious, environmental, or
minor pathogens, and no differences in udder or leg
hygiene or milk quality have been found.64 Given the
fact that a majority of modern milking parlors prevent
contact with cow’s tails, the argument that tail
docking improves milker comfort is also no longer
valid.65
In the USDA’s 2007 survey, almost half of all dairy
farms had one or more tail-docked cows.66 The
practice was more common on farms in Eastern
regions of the U.S. versus Western regions (48.5
percent of Eastern operations did NOT have cows with
docked tails, versus 81.3 percent of Western
operations).67 Although studies have determined the
practice causes pain during and after the procedure,
over 90 percent of dairy producers failed to use any
type of anesthetics or analgesics to mitigate the
pain.68 Other harmful effects of tail docking include
cattle suffering fly bites without the ability to swat
them away with their tails, and the formation of
painful neuromas at the tail stump.69 The AVMA states
that not only are there no apparent animal health,
welfare, or human health justifications to support the
practice, but tail docking of dairy cattle is actually
detrimental to both cattle welfare and comfort and
should be discouraged.70
PAINFUL PRACTICES: CASTRATION
Castration is another “management procedure” that is
performed on the bull calves born on many dairy
farms.71 The most common methods of castration
include surgical removal of the testicles, crushing the
spermatic cords through the Burdizzo method, and
the most utilized method – constricting blood supply
to the testes through the use of rubber rings or latex
bands.72,73 Despite evidence that the procedure causes

pain, only 3 percent of operations surveyed in the
USDA’s 2007 dairy survey utilized any pain mitigation
strategies (analgesics or anesthetics) for the animals.74
PAINFUL PRACTICES: DEHORNING
Dehorning is another painful management procedure
done to prevent injury to humans and other cattle
from horns and reduce the amount of space required
by each animal.75 The industry recommends
disbudding, or removing the horn bud on a calf before
it becomes a hard horn, over dehorning (of an older
animal).76 Methods of disbudding include hot iron
cauterization, scooping out the bud, and applying
caustic paste. Over 60 percent of dairy operations
surveyed by the USDA used the hot iron method, but
only about 17 percent used any pain management,
despite concrete evidence that anesthetics and
analgesics would alleviate the animals’ pain.77,78
Welfare alternative
Tail docking is not allowed under Animal Welfare
Approved,79 Certified Humane,80 or American Humane
Certified81 standards for dairy cattle welfare, and even
the National Milk Producers Federation82 discourages
the practice. The Animal Welfare Approved program
recommends farmers choose polled cattle (breeds
without horns) for their dairies in order to avoid the
painful
practice
of
disbudding/dehorning
83
completely. While both Certified Humane84 and
American Humane Certified85 recommend against
dehorning cattle unless absolutely necessary and
performed by a veterinarian under anesthesia, the
Animal Welfare Approved86 program prohibits the
practice altogether. All welfare certification programs
recommend best practices for disbudding in order to
reduce pain and stress to the animals; however the
Animal Welfare Approved standards are highest,
requiring that disbudding occur before 2 months of
age with appropriate anesthesia and sedation.87
Castration is permitted under all programs, but the
methods used and age of the animal are restricted
(generally calves must be less than 7 days old for the
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rubber ring method and under 2 months of age for
both the Burdizzo and surgical methods). While
castration after 2 months is allowed when performed
with local anesthesia under Certified Humane88 and
American Humane Certified89 standards, Animal
Welfare Approved strictly prohibits castration after
this late stage.90 Currently, the National Organic
Program has no specific standards regarding best
practices for painful mutilations in dairy cattle such as
tail docking, dehorning/disbudding and castration.†,91
CONCLUSION
The welfare of dairy cows varies greatly between the
conventional industry practices of concentrated
animal feeding operations that make up the vast
majority of dairies, and higher welfare farms that can
be certified by standardized programs such as Animal
Welfare Approved. Other third-party certification
labels such as USDA Organic, American Humane
Certified, and Certified Humane have different levels
of standards that fall somewhere between
conventional industry practices and AWA in regards to
the level of welfare animals experience. Overall,
serious welfare problems exist for the vast majority of
cattle on dairies due to inadequate industry animal
care standards, but high welfare farms prove that
better welfare is possible. Informed consumers can
choose not to purchase dairy products that come at
the cost of inhumanely raised animals.
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