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Usage of mechanical brushes by lactating dairy cows
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All farm animals, especially horses, pigs and
cattle, perform grooming as part of their natural
behaviour. The primary function of grooming is
body care, including cleaning and sanitation.
Grooming behaviour is thought to help animals
remove mud, feces, urine, insects and parasites
and, thus reduce their risk of disease.

Self-grooming by cattle often involves licking
with the tongue, scratching with their hind feet,
scratching with their horns (if present) and
swatting with the tail in an effort to clean all
areas of their bodies they can reach. To reach
inaccessible parts, such as the head, neck,
back and hindquarters, cattle will often scratch
themselves on inanimate objects. In extensive
production systems, cattle will often make use
of environmental items to scratch on, such as
branches, bushes, trees, fences and posts,
particularly for areas of the body inaccessible to
the mouth, tongue and feet.

In the mid 1980’s, automated mechanical
brushes for dairy cows were introduced into
freestall barns with the idea that they would
facilitate grooming behaviour. These brushes
are equipped with a mechanical switch that can
be activated by the cow and allow for repeated
brushing activity. Such a mechanical brush
makes it easier for cows to satisfy their natural
grooming behaviour. There is little previous
research investigating grooming behaviour in
dairy cattle housed in a free stall barn with or
without the provision of mechanical grooming
devices. Therefore, the objective of this
experiment was to investigate how the provision

of a mechanical brush affects the grooming
behaviour of group-housed dairy cattle.

Figure 1. A cow using a mechanical brush.

In this study 72 freestall-housed lactating
dairy cows, divided into 6 equal groups, were
each exposed to a control period (1 wk) and an
experimental period (2 wks) where the cows
were provided a mechanical brush (Luna cow
brush, Lely Industries, NV; Figure 1). We
analyzed and compared the duration and
frequency of scratching on pen objects (wall and
water trough) or on the mechanical brush by
cows in the control and experimental
treatments. Furthermore, we compared the
relative frequency of scratching by the cows on
various parts of their body (head, neck, back,
tail and thigh) between the control and
experimental treatments.
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Within 24 h of installation of the mechanical
brush, 57% of the cows utilized the brush.
Within 7 d 93% of the cows used the brush, and
by the end of the experimental period, all but
one of the cows had used the brush. The
average length of time it took cows to
commence using the brush after first exposure
to it was 1.9 d, with a range of 0 to 14 d.

During the control period the cows primarily
scratched themselves on the pen wall and the
water trough. When the mechanical brush was
added to the pen, the cows not only dramatically
increased their total time spent scratching by 6x,
but also increased their frequency of scratching
events (i.e. number of times/d they scratched
themselves) more than three fold. The huge
increase in total scratching time was
characterized by a decrease in time spent
scratching on the wall and water trough,
combined with a large amount of time
scratching on the brush. Scratching on the
brush represented 91% of the total scratching
time. Although the increase in frequency of
scratching visits was partially influenced by a
decrease in scratching events on the wall, it was
largely driven by a relatively large number of
visits to the mechanical brush.
When cows were provided with the
mechanical brush, they also changed the
frequency at which they scratched the various
parts of their body (Figure 2). In particular, they
decreased the frequency of scratching their
heads, increased the frequency of scratching on
their necks, backs and tails, and tended to
decrease the frequency of scratching their
thighs. These changes can be explained by the
increase in scratching using the brush and
decrease in scratching on other pen objects.

These results indicate that the mechanical
brush allows for more scratching of hard to
reach places on the cows’ body (i.e. neck, back
and tail), which the cow has difficulty accessing
by either her tongue, feet or tail or by rubbing on
pen objects. Although we did not record cow
cleanliness, farm staff did note that the cows
appeared to be much cleaner when they had
access to the brush. Further research in this
area is needed as improved cleanliness may
help decrease diseases.

A) Without access to a mechanical brush

B) With access to a mechanical brush

Figure 2. Relative grooming frequency at the head,
neck, back, tail, and thigh of cows housed in pens
without and with access to a mechanical brush.

In conclusion, the results of this study show that
the use of a mechanical brush makes it easier for
cows to groom themselves, particularly in places
that are hard to reach by the cow. This may help
satisfy this natural behaviour and improve cow
cleanliness.
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