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ANIMAL WELFARE VERSUS PROFIT 

 

 Dr. Rick Grant, President of Miner Research Farm and past University of Nebraska Dairy Nutritionist offered some 

interesting insights to the question, “To optimize well-being does the farmer need to sacrifice some income”?  Animal welfare 

is defined by three components: Is the animal functioning well, is it feeling well, and can it practice natural behaviors?  

 

 Historically we’ve focused mostly on the first aspect: feed intake and milk production for example.  More recently the 

focus includes natural behaviors, with both the dairy industry and consumers paying more attention.  Farm profitability is 

driven by greater milk production (and milk components and quality) together with controlling costs such as feed, labor, and 

facilities.  The fundamental question is whether or not a farm can simultaneously optimize income and welfare. Is the efficient 

use of labor, feed, and housing necessarily at odds with a cow’s ability to produce well, feel well, and act naturally? 

 

 Recent research has identified the factors most highly associated with both welfare and productivity: adequate feed 

and water, clean and comfortable stalls, competition for resources that is not excessive, access to exercise, and the human-cow 

relationship. Nothing in this list is surprising since we know that about 70 percent of the cow’s day is spent eating and resting. 

Physical fitness is important for the cow, just as it is for humans, and most especially at calving. And though we rarely focus 

on it, positive physical and vocal interactions between the stockperson and the cow can enhance milk production by 3 to 10 

percent. 

 

 Good cow welfare rests on her ability to meet her time budget requirements. Adequate time each day within the pen 

to rest, eat, and drink results in greater milk yield and less lameness.  Ensuring feed availability boosts milk production by 4 

to 8 lbs. per day. Recent research at the Miner Institute shows for the first time that overcrowding not only impacts natural 

resting and ruminating behavior, but it also depresses rumen pH. The dairy cow must have a well-functioning rumen to stand 

any chance of experiencing good overall welfare.  I strongly contend that optimal welfare versus farm income does not need to 

be a choice. The bottom line is that there are important economic consequences to how we manage our dairy cattle and the 

level of well-being supported on any dairy farm. 



 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 Over a century ago, W. D. Hoard wrote: “The rule to be observed in this stable at all times, toward the cattle…

is that of patience and kindness. A man's usefulness in a herd ceases at once when he loses his temper and bestows 

rough usage. Men must be patient. Cattle are not reasoning beings…rough treatment lessens the flow (of milk). That 

injures me as well as the cow. Always keep these ideas in mind in dealing with my cattle."  As the research continues to 

accumulate, we see how right he was! Optimal cow welfare and farm profitability are not an either/or choice. In fact, 

herds that ensure good cow welfare almost always enjoy greater farm profitability.  So, the question before the dairy 

farmer is not to choose between welfare and income, but rather to choose the management strategies and housing de-

signs that ensure welfare and boost farm income. 

 

 My father, Randolph Hay, summed up the same management care for the animals when he said, “You have to 

be smarter than the cow.”  I think the same research and procedures apply to swine, sheep, poultry, goats, etc.  They 

also apply to small low tech production units as well as large complex production units.  

 

 For more information e-mail Paul C Hay at phay1@unl.edu, call 402-223-1384, or visit the News Column Uni-

versity of Nebraska Extension local Website: gage.unl.edu, Twitter:@Cloverhay  
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