A new model for corporate-driven animal
welfare assessments: benchmarking
cow comfort as a service for dairy farmers
Marina von Keyserlingk, Ed Galo,
Stephanie Gable and Daniel Weary
Corporations can play an important role in on-farm animal welfare assessments. To date
most programs have focused on evaluating whether or not individual farms meet specific
standards. We describe a novel approach to corporate involvement in on-farm animal welfare assessment, that provides farmers comparative data as a vehicle for engagement on
issues of dairy cow management.
Approach: Novus International, Inc., in collaboration with the University of British Columbia, launched the
C.O.W.S benchmarking project in 2010. C.O.W.S. provides producers (150 and counting) individualized reports
on animal-based measures (including gait score, hock and knee injuries, and lying time and number of lying
bouts) and facility-based measures (including aspects of free stall design, feeder design and management as
well as other management practices including stocking density and bedding practices). The reports allow producers to compare their performance with others in their region and are the basis for a discussion with a Novus
employee and others involved in the management of that farm (e.g. nutritionist and herd veterinarian).
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Producer reports



Specifically designed for:
Example Dairy

Sustainability

In this report, you will be able
to compare the data from your
farm to the regional benchmarks.
The report shows the summary
of the benchmarking information
from participating herds in Texas
and New Mexico, and how your
herd compares to the others in
the region.
Please use the C.O.W.S.
handbook for instructions on
how to interpret your report.
The handbook also provides
information on factors known
to affect cow comfort and
lameness that may help improve
the conditions on your farm and
enhance the performance of
your herd.

C.O.W.S. Benchmarking
Background of Benchmarking Segment
Region: California
Timing: March 1 – May 31, 2010
Farms compared: 43 free stall dairy herds in the Central Valley of California
Measurements evaluated: lying time, prevalence of lameness, prevalence of hock
injuries, housing environment – freestall dimensions, bedding quality, stocking
rates, etc.

“We recognize that cow comfort is important to maintaining high production. We
also don’t want to see cows that we’ve
worked hard to raise leave prematurely
because of factors we could have prevented. That’s why we’re looking to identify weaknesses in our housing and our
management that we can correct.”
-Dairy Farmer

“I think we all tend to be a bit biased
towards our own facilities and management. We assume this is as good as it
gets, or this is all I’m capable of. But the
C.O.W.S. program provides us with an
independent unbiased perspective that’s
important to help us identify areas of
improvement that we might not recognize on our own.”
-Dairy Farmer

“The way UBC has gone about evaluating lameness through the two dairy
farms that I had participate in the
C.O.W.S. program from Novus was
eye-opening for both me and my clients. The science-based evaluation of
lameness they have developed has
shown that what we once accepted as
normal shouldn’t be viewed as normal.”
-Nutritionist

“Cow comfort is crucial both from the
perspective of dairy profitability and
animal welfare, which is becoming an increasingly important issue for producers
and the industry. Our clinic had five
farms participate in the C.O.W.S. program, ranging in size from 200 cows to
800 cows. All of the operations had a
very positive experience.”
-Veterinarian
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Thank you for participating
in the C.O.W.S. (Comfort ·
Oxidative Balance · Well-Being
· Sustainability) benchmarking
project. The data collected on
your farm were combined with
data from 34 other farms we
visited and were used to develop
the benchmarking information for
your region.

Anytown, USA

Benefits of the program in the words of the participants

Comments from your dairy:
Increased time spent standing on
concrete is a risk factor for
lameness. The more time cows
spend lying down in the stall, the
less likely that they are standing
on concrete. All cows should
have the opportunity to lie down
for10-12 hours per day.
Lying time: Summary of all
herds
• On average, cows were lying
down for approximately 10
hours per day.
• Herd average lying times
ranged from 9 to 12 hours per
day.
• Individual cows’ lying times
across these herds ranged from
4 to 18 hours per day.

Farms

Producers valued the detailed
reports on their own farms, allowing them to make betterinformed decisions and develop
tailored strategies for improving
the care and management of
cows on their farm. For Novus,
the C.O.W.S. program provides
an opportunity for one-on-one
engagement with producers and
a halo effect from association
with a valued service.

