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1. Welcome  

The Chair welcomed the participants to the 10th meeting. 

2. Presentation of legal requirements for health management of dairy cows 

Animal health law - Regulation (EU) 2016/429. 

Annex of Directive 98/58 concerning protection of animals at farm establishes that “any animal which 
appears to be ill or injured must be cared for appropriately without delay (…). The owner or keeper of 
the animals shall maintain a record of any medicinal treatment given and of the number of mortalities 
found to each inspection.” 

Article 3 and 4 of the European Convention for the protection of animals kept for farming purposes 
Recommendations concerning cattle establish signs to be looked at during inspections to detect 
health issues or behavioural changes (i.e., listlessness, loss of appetite, sudden fall in milk yield, 
cessation of rumination, lameness, etc.). 

These articles set up the obligation of the operator to take remedial actions if animals are apparently 
not in good health, or if they are showing obvious signs of adverse behavioural changes, and to consult 
a veterinarian, when necessary. 

Appendix B on cows and heifers set up some provisions relating to calving.  

Regulation (EU) 2017/625 on official controls (OCR). 

3. Presentation on “The solution for a sustainable dairy chain” (External expert Cowsignals®) 
 

Today, in The Netherlands, 50% of dairy cows suffer: 30% are wounded and 25% lame, in a year 50% 
have subclinical milk fever, 50% bloody soles (laminitis) and 30% mastitis.  

Cowsignals® proposes a simple tool for assessing animal welfare using six signs to spot following a 
look-think-act approach: feed, water, light, air, rest, and space (i.e., 1 feeding place per cow means no 
cows waiting, cows standing in cubicles means problems with resting areas). 

Current lifetime of most of cows in the Europe is 3.5 years and cows produce less than 2,5 lactations 
in average. This lifetime can be doubled (if first calving at 2 years, the average age could increase to 
4,5 years). If lifetime increases, the heifer replacement rate can be lower, decreasing the number of 
youngstock needed. Additionally, the feed efficiency increases until the 5th-7th lactation; the most 
efficient lactation is the 7th. Two more lactations are then possible.  Furthermore, all this would have 
a positive impact on GH gases. 

The cuddle box imagined by Cowsignals® was presented. Calf is directly fed with colostrum and water 
because the box is close to the mother. Prevalence of diarrhoea and pneumonia (i.e., currently 50% 
and 25% respectively in Belgium) can be improved by this method.  

To improve animal welfare, need to invest in training and housing. Farmers do not listen to advisers. 
Farmers listen to famers. This is the reason why Cowsignals® train farmers to train other farmers by 
becoming advisers. Cowsignals® has 500 advisers in 55 countries. From the 500 CowSignals® advisers, 
at least 70 are veterinarians (feed advisors mostly)..   

Animal welfare can be improved by: 
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- increasing resting time from seven to fifteen hours via: 
o Having one resting place per cow. 
o Increased dimensions of resting places. 
o Deep bedding.  

- One feeding place per cow.  

 According to Cowsignals®, lameness and wounds drop cow life for two years. Every lameness drop 
production for one year.  

It was confirmed by the subgroup that Denmark has in its legislation requirements for one resting 
place per cow. However, these requirements do not include the obligation of one feeding place per 
cow. 

4. Presentation on “Disease prevention and improvement of cattle welfare through regular 
veterinary advisory visits” (External experts FVE) 

Animal health visits 

Art. 25 of the Animal health law requires operators to ensure that establishments receive risk-based 
animal health visits (AHV) from a veterinarian for the purpose of disease prevention through: 

• Provision of advice to the operator concerned on biosecurity and other animal health matters. 
• Detection of, and information on, signs indicative of the occurrence of listed diseases or 

emerging diseases. 

Frequency of these visits shall be proportionate to the risks and depend on: 

• Type of establishment 
• Animal species and categories kept 
• Epidemiological situation 

The expected output of the visits are: 

• Improved animal welfare 
• Improved biosecurity 
• Improved productivity 
• More sustainable farming  
• Less need to use antimicrobials 
• Disease prevention 
• Early detection of disease 

Farmers who make use of Veterinary Herd Health Management (VHHM) and consult their veterinarian 
in decision-making frequently: 

• had the highest 305-day milk yield 
• had the higher yielding herds 
• had the higher total revenue 
• produced more milk/cow per year  
• average of SCC was lower  
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The FVE position paper “Prevention is better than cure: regular animal health visits make this 
happen”1 was presented. For successful visits: 

• farmer and veterinarian should have a one-to-one contract and schedule visits regularly 
• a farm specific health plan with a tangible output 
• Report summarising the output could be available on request to official veterinary services 
• A clinical service for the farmer without carrying out official controls 
• The visit should not be unnecessarily time consuming or paperwork heavy. 

The top three frequent welfare problems for dairy cattle include lameness, mastitis, and reproductive 
problems.  

Visits must be carried relatively frequently. Ideally every 1-2 months for dairy cows, and 4 times a year 
for calves (including those for slaughter). 

The aims of these visits are: 

• for the field work  
o Pain recognition and management 
o Implement on-farm mobility scoring 
o Implement lameness prevention programmes 

• At national and supranational level 
o Lameness reduction targets 
o Statutory maximum lameness rate, above which veterinary intervention is needed 
o EU legislation on Dairy Cow Welfare 

According to the 2nd FVE survey on animal health visits in 2022, some MS do not have animal health 
visits at all. Belgium and the Netherlands have the best scoring based on the FVE position paper 
criteria.  Switzerland includes animal welfare in the official controls in addition to animal health. In 
most other cases, animal welfare visits are performed by private practitioners but are not mandatory 
in all countries. 

The example of Slovenia 

The example of Slovenia was presented. In this MS, all farms have a contract with a veterinarian and 
animal health visits are conducted once a year by licensed private veterinarians authorised by the 
authorities.  

During the visits a questionnaire is fulfilled by the veterinarian in collaboration with the farmer. This 
questionnaire includes some animal welfare indicators (i.e., calves tied/free, presence of dehorned or 
genetically hornless cattle, lesions, transport, stunning and slaughtering if emergency slaughter, etc.). 
The purpose of the visit is to assist the authorities and advise the farm. 

Preliminary results of 2022 reveals that in Slovenia 81.18% of farms had tie-stall systems, and 14.89% 
of farms tied calves younger than 6 months (which is against the current legislation). Data collected 
during the visits is sent to the national database but is not used by farms.  

Conclusions: 

• The majority of FVE member countries already have animal health visits, but many are 
restricted to specific animals or aspects. 

 
1 https://fve.org/cms/wp-content/uploads/061-AHL-visits_adopted.pdf  

https://fve.org/cms/wp-content/uploads/061-AHL-visits_adopted.pdf
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• 70% of countries which performed cattle health visits already cover welfare aspects.  
• In Slovenia, the data collected through AHV provides a comprehensive view of animal welfare. 
• Including mandatory veterinary animal welfare visits in the proposed regulation for kept 

animals with a risk-based frequency harbours the great potential to improve animal 
welfare. 

 
5. Discussion 

Animal health and animal welfare are considered interlinked. 

On the most important health problems linked with animal welfare, distal lesions were considered by 
presenters as good indicators, because they talk about different situations, including feeding, etc. 
Mutilations like dehorning and castration, when performed without proper anaesthesia and analgesia 
by non-veterinarians, are also relevant indicators.  

It was highlighted that the situation showed during the presentation regarding the implementation of 
animal health visits does not reflect the today situation in Poland. The presenter agreed to look at 
additional information to confirm the situation. 

It was stressed that using positive indicators (linked with consequences of good welfare) in addition 
to negative indicators (linked with consequences of poor welfare), could be useful for assessing animal 
welfare.  

It was explained that in The Netherlands the animal health visits centre on health and not a lot on 
animal welfare. The base frequency of these visits in the Netherlands is once a year and can increase 
to four times per year in case of high risk.    

There were discrepancies between presenters on the approach to follow for improving animal welfare 
in farms. One presenter considered that penalties are needed to see the situation improving, while 
other presenter was of the opinion that farms must be treated positively, by educating and showing 
them the best management practices. Training is needed to ensure practical knowledge particularly 
on lameness, wounds, and disease prevention for farm staff, and on social skills to better interact with 
farmers for veterinarians.  

On the question on possible requirements to be included in the EU law, mandatory veterinary animal 
welfare visits with a risk-based frequency, the obligation of intervening when above a certain 
threshold for certain indicators (i.e., lameness) or having national reduction targets were considered 
possible candidates for legal requirements. 
 
6. Calendar for the next meetings  

7 February 2023, 9:30 – 16:30 
Wrap-up meeting (physical) 


