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Father and son continue to operate 
101-year-old dairy farm

CENTURY 
OF EVOLUTION
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Animal welfare and lameness are sig-
nificant industry concerns cited by
dairy producers.

Those are some of the findings from the Na-
tional Dairy Study 2015 (NDS2015), led by
population medicine professor David Kelton
from the Ontario Veterinary College (OVC).
An ongoing study conducted through the
NDS2015 shows there is still much to be done
to improve lameness in dairy cattle.

Lameness impacts animal well-being and
is a significant economic issue in the Cana-
dian dairy industry. Increased rates of pre-
mature culling, decreased milk production
and increased treatment costs associated
with lameness place the average cost at over
$300 per case. Combine this with the esti-
mated 30 per cent of Canadian dairy cows
that have some degree of lameness, and the
costs can add up very quickly.

“There’s a lot of emphasis on the impor-
tance of lameness in the dairy industry, but
we’re still underestimating it,” says Dr. Stepha-
nie Croyle, PhD student in the department of
population medicine at the OVC.

By comparing producers’ responses to the
NDS2015 Phase I survey with lameness data
collected on-farm, Croyle found dairy farmers
are underestimating lameness. Data showed
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on average, for every three lame cows, only
one is detected. Other studies in the United
Kingdom (2002) and United States (2010)
showed farmers similarly underestimate lame-
ness in their herds.

Croyle began her study by asking producers
to estimate the prevalence of lameness on their
farms. This was done through the nationally
distributed Phase 1 survey of the NDS2015,
which is Canada’s first nationwide benchmark
study of the dairy industry.

Fourteen assessors, consisting of veterinary
and undergraduate students and veterinary
technicians, were trained to score lameness in
freestall and tiestall environments. These asses-
sors then visited 374 dairy farms across Canada
to gather data on lameness within milking cow
herds in each province.

Cows housed in freestall environments
were randomly sampled and assessed while
leaving the milking parlour. The assessment
utilized tools from the five-point locomo-
tion scoring system where a slight limp to a
severe limp was considered lame.

Tie-stalled cows were assessed using a stall
lameness detection method developed by Dr.
Katharine Leach, research collaborator at the
University of Bristol. The Leach method con-
siders a cow to be lame if she displays two or
more of the following behaviours within a
90-second time period:
• Edge – hind heels hanging off the end
of the mat;
• Rest – the cow completely raises her foot
and places it in its previous position with-
out stepping;

• Shift – a series of movements from left to
right and vice-versa without stepping;
• Uneven steps – when the cow’s hind end
is pushed left and right, the steps made
with the hind legs differ in size or speed in
each direction.

Croyle says there are multiple factors that
may contribute to producers underestimating
lameness in their cows. For example, some
farmers may not realize they can detect lame-
ness in tiestalls, and some farmers may not be
trained to detect mild lameness.
The training method for the assessors,

sample selection technique and lameness
detection methods used in this study were
based on those that will be used in the animal
care assessment portion of Dairy Farmers of
Canada’s proAction Initiative, which aims to
provide evidence that Canadian dairy farmers
meet or exceed the standards set out in the
Dairy Code of Practice and will be imple-
mented in 2017. Croyle says this study has
significant predictive value for future results
from the animal care assessment program.

A food animal veterinarian herself,
Croyle emphasizes the need to disseminate
information about lameness detection to
producers to help reduce lameness across
Canada. She said producers can’t reduce
lameness if they don’t see it in the first place.

“This study allows us to assess where we
are now in order to continually improve
animal care,” Croyle says.

To watch a video explaining the process
of tiestall scoring, visit www.national-
dairystudy.ca/videos.On average in freestall farms, 27.5

per cent of cows were considered
lame, while 32.1 per cent of tiestall
cows were considered lame. Freestall
farmers estimated their herd level
lameness to be 11.3 per cent, ranging
from five to 51 per cent (SE= 0.57),
therefore underestimating lameness by
16 per cent (SE= 1.22). In comparison,
tiestall farmers estimated their herd level
lameness to be 9.2 per cent, ranging
from five to 100 per cent (SE= 0.79),
therefore underestimating lameness by
23 per cent (SE= 1.51). For example,
11.6 per cent of freestall farmers have
less than 10 per cent lame cows, while
9.6 per cent of tiestall farms have less
than 10 per cent lame cows.
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