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Current legal framework

EU Legislation Italian Legislation Dispositions (Ref. Italian leg.) 

Council DIRECTIVE 98/58/EC 
of 20 July 1998
• Concerning the protection of 

animals kept for farming 
purposes.

Legislative Decree of 
March 26, 2001, No. 
146

Art. 2 (1) (a): owners or keepers take adequate measures to 
ensure the welfare of animals under their care and to ensure 
that those animals are not caused any unnecessary pain, 
suffering or injury;
Art. 4 (1) (a): official inspections must ensure that animals are 
bred or kept according to their species, degree of 
development, and physiological and ethological needs, in line 
with established experience and scientific knowledge, 
complying with the Annex provisions."

Council DIRECTIVE 2008/119/EC 
of 18 December 2008 
• Laying down minimum 

standards for the protection 
of calves.

Legislative Decree of 
July 7, 2011, No. 126

Art. 4 (1) (a): no calf older than 8 weeks shall be kept in an 
individual pen, unless a veterinarian has certified that its 
health condition or behavior requires isolation from the 
group for diagnostic or therapeutic purposes. 
Such pens must provide specific minimum dimensions and 
allow for visual and tactile contact between animals.



Common calves housing-Italian case 
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Stage / Type
Housing 
System

Flooring type
Calf 
enrichment

Feeding system

Pre-weaning/
Calf until 60 d

Individual 
housing 
(1 - 2 square meter 
/calf)

Fully littered 
Wooden slatted floors

Hay / straw / 
starter 
feeding

• Milk feeding (twice/day) with teat bottles, 
teat buckets, buckets.

• Automatic calf feeder.
• Hay/starter concentrate with buckets.
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Common calves housing-Italian case 

Stage / Type Housing System Flooring type Calf 
enrichment Feeding system

Post-weaning/
Calf from 60 d 

Group housing 
(small or large)

• Fully or partially littered 
pens

• Cubicle
• Fully slattered floor pens

• Hay / straw 
• Pen mates

Dairy calves:
• Weaning at ~70 days

Veal calves:
• Milk twice/day in open trough

Roughage/concentrate with 
buckets or open feeding trough 
(ad libitum)

Often > 3 square meters/calf
Veal: at least 1,8 square meter / calf > 220 kg b.w. 
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Item of inspection 68 SPACE AVAILABLE  - FREEDOM OF MOVEMENT –
Space available in the individual pen (calves up to 8 weeks of age)

126/2011 Art.3 comma 1 
lettera a) e comma 2 - 
126/2011 All. I Punti 1-7-8 - 
146/2001 All. Punto 7

It is considered insufficient: presence of one or more animals that cannot lie down, rest, stand up and take care of themselves without difficulty / presence of one or more calves constantly 
tied or free but captured during the feeding phases for more than 1 hour / use of harmful or unsuitable attacks / space available for each calf present below the legal limits

It is considered adequate: all animals can lie down, rest, stand up and look after themselves without difficulty / all calves are free, possibly captured (with suitable attachments) only during the 
feeding phases for less than 1 hour / the space available for each calf present is equal to or slightly higher (10%) than the legal limits 

It is considered optimal: in addition to the criteria for adequacy, a space available for each calf present above the limits (at least more than 10%) and all animals free and not captured during 
the feeding phases

Type of answer 2020 2021 2022 2023 2024
insufficient 0.2% 0.1% 0.1% 0.2% 0.0%
acceptable 60.4% 56.0% 52.4% 50.3% 50.5%
optimal 39.5% 43.9% 47.5% 49.5% 49.5%
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1 out of 2 farms still providing only minimum space

L. B. IZSLER

SPACE AVAILABLE – INDIVIDUAL PEN

insufficient acceptable optimal

1,211 Italian loose-housed dairy farms



Item of inspection 70 SPACE AVAILABLE  - FREEDOM OF MOVEMENT –
Space available for calves in group housing (older that 8 weeks)

126/2011 Art. 3 com.1 lettera a) e 
b) e comma 2 - 126/2011 All. I 
Punti 1-7-8 - 146/2001 All. Punto 7

It is considered insufficient: presence of one or more animals that cannot lie down, rest, stand up and care for themselves without difficulty / presence of one or more calves constantly tied 
or free but captured during the feeding phases for more than 1 hour / use of harmful or unsuitable attacks / presence of one or more calves over 8 weeks of age isolated in individual pens 
without suitable veterinary certification / space available for each calf present below the legal limits

It is considered adequate: all animals can lie down, rest, stand up and look after themselves without difficulty / all calves are free, possibly captured (with suitable attachments) only during 
the feeding phases for less than 1 hour / presence of one or more calves over 8 weeks of age isolated in individual pens with appropriate veterinary certification / all bovine calves older than 8 
weeks of age are kept in group pens with space available for each calf present equal to or slightly higher (10%) than the legal limits

It is considered optimal: in addition to the criteria for adequacy, a space available for each calf present above the legal limits (at least more than 10%) and all animals free and not captured 
during the feeding phases
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Type of answer 2020 2021 2022 2023 2024
insufficient 0.8% 0.3% 0.4% 0.2% 0.1%
acceptable 53.6% 43.1% 40.0% 38.6% 38.3%
optimal 45.6% 56.6% 59.6% 61.2% 61.6%

SPACE AVAILABLE –  GROUP PEN

insufficient acceptable optimal

1,211 Italian loose-housed dairy farms

2 out of 5 farms still providing only minimum space
L. B. IZSLER



EFSA AHAW Panel 2023

Stage / 
Type

Housing 
System

Highly Relevant Welfare 
Consequences

Key Recommendations & Preventive Measures

Dairy & 
Veal

(pre-weaning or 
max 8 weeks for 

veal)

Individual 
Housing

o Inability to perform exploratory/foraging, 
sucking, and play behavior

o Gastroenteric & Respiratory disorders
o Restriction of movement

Isolation stress.
o Dairy only: Prolonged hunger.

Dairy & 
Veal

Group 
Pens 

(Small/
Large)

o Inability to perform exploratory/foraging 
& sucking behavior

o Gastroenteric & Respiratory disorders.
o Restriction of movement & Resting 

problems (cubicles/slatted floors)
o Small groups: Inability to perform play 

behavior. 
o Large groups: Group stress. 
o Veal only: Inability to chew and ruminate; 

Metabolic disorders (anemia)

https://www.efsa.europa.eu/sites/default/files/2023-03/2023-infographic-calves.pdf



Complex scenario

Innate 
Unsatisfied 

Suckling 
Instinct

Emergence of 
Stereotypies & 
Cross-Suckling

Health Problems & 
Poor Welfare 

(Injuries, Infectious 
diseases)

Antimicrobial 
treatment 

(AMU and AMR)

Low welfare

Low growth 
performance

© Compiani, DVM

Skepticism and 
concerns among 
farmers & vets 
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From Innate Behaviour to Management Challenges 
in modern Calf Rearing

Health as a 
Prerequisite 

Ensure timely administration of high-quality colostrum.

Improve hygienic conditions (calving pen, calves pens, milk prep & distr) !!

Implement strict biosecurity protocols –> Control pathogens like Salmonella 
spp., E. coli, Coccidia, etc., exacerbated by stress and poor management.

Milk 
Management

Provide milk in multiple daily meals via a teat.

Ensure adequate daily milk volume (~20% of b.w.) to prevent hunger.

Allow longer sucking times during each meal.

Use slow-flow teats to mimic natural suckling.

Enrichment Occupational or nutritional → Offer long roughage, Provide ad-libitum quality 
roughage (hay) from an early age.

This promotes rumen development and occupies the calf, reducing non-
nutritive sucking.



Final Remarks

At the moment, most farms provide only the minimum requirements (in compliance with current legislation)

Positive experience from the Italian “Vitelli Cage-Free” Project (funded by Lombardy Region, Italy)

• Calves in pairs → higher weight gains

• No differences in infectious disease prevalence between calves in individual pens 

vs pairs 

• Low additional implementation costs (staff, inspections & equipment)

Proper training is crucial

• Training needed for farm staff, veterinarians, and consultants

• Farmers need guidance and support to adapt during the transition from traditional rearing practices

• Prevent issues and adverse effects, such as cross-suckling, to avoid reinforcing skepticism 

and resistance to the new practice

© Soc. Agr. Barbiselle

© Soc. Agr.  Dosso
Pallavicino



Thank you for your kind attention!

Italian Reference Centre 

for Animal Welfare
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