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Calf, heifer advisory
tool improves welfare 
SOMETIMES, I think people in an 

advisory role or even on the dairy 
do not like to deal with calves and 

heifers because they are such a complex 
and multifactorial area.

Hence, a tool to face this issue could 
be very useful and welcomed. Based on 
a previous assessment of calf and heifer 
management practices on Quebec dairy 
farms (Vasseur et al., 2010a), an advisory 
tool was developed to assess and 
address 10 critical areas of animal welfare 
(Vasseur et al., 2010b). 

This was not only to identify practices 
that posed a risk to animal welfare but 
also to help producers adopt better 
practices. Both the feasibility of using the 
tool on farms and the likelihood that it 
would be implemented by producers and 
advisers was considered. 

The feasibility of implementing this 
tool was identifi ed as being related to 
two key factors: (1) a maximum time of 
three hours on a dairy was determined 
to be considered acceptable, at least for 
fi nancial reasons, by both producers and 
advisers and increased the likelihood that 
they would use the tool and (2) the tool 
should result in management changes 
where necessary.

A total of 28 dairy farms within 100 
km of Laval University in Quebec City, 
Que., volunteered and were chosen as 
being representative of farm sizes in 
Quebec (Table 1). While herd size would 
be smaller than the average 160 cows in 
the U.S., the milk production average was 
similar to the U.S. Typically, when there 
are several employees, the producer does 
not take care of the calves but assigns 
that to someone else. 

Table 1 indicates that possibly 
only when there were three or more 
employees did the producer give 
responsibility to one of the employees 
(40% of dairies had someone other than 
the producer take care of the calves/
heifers, and 46% of dairies had three or 

more employees).
The critical areas identifi ed from the 

previous study (Vasseur et al., 2010a) 
whereby producers used management 
practices that could adversely affect 
calf/heifer welfare and that could be 
improved were: calving management, 
care to newborn calves and use of painful 
procedures, colostrum management, 
cow/calf separation, calf feeding, 
weaning, calf housing, heifer feeding, 
heifer housing and general monitoring. 

There are 10 tables and two fi gures 
in the Vasseur et al. (2010b) paper, so 
only part of that can be captured in this 
column, and then somewhat arbitrarily. 
Targets for each of these 10 areas were 
developed based on available scientifi c 
information. 

An example was the importance of 
when the fi rst meal of colostrum occurs, 
how much is provided and what the 
immunoglobulin G content is. Thus, the 
target was defi ned as: The fi rst feeding of 
colostrum should be within the fi rst four 
hours after birth. 

After targets were defi ned, then 
indicators were developed on a scale 
of how well the target was achieved. 
Answers to questions could be 
“qualitative normal” such as yes or no 
to whether a colostrometer was used, or 
the answer could be “qualitative ordinal” 
such as when colostrum was provided.

The process involves a visit to the dairy 
using a questionnaire and appropriately 
scoring the 10 critical areas. Answers to 
the interview questions and observations 
made in these critical areas were then 
scored, and the extent to which targets 
had been reached were assessed. It is 
possible that not all elements in the 
questionnaire may be present to observe, 
such as if no calvings had occurred that 
day.

A focus group of six experts 
(agronomist, dairy producer, veterinarian, 
technical adviser and two researchers) in 
several fi elds related to dairy production 
was assembled. They judged the design 
and conceptual validation of the tool 
and then examined and discussed the 

questions, indicators and critical areas 
until the group reached a consensus. 
Next, they discussed recommendations 
that would be provided to producers. 
Finally, these experts were asked to 
independently weigh targets within each 
critical area and provide a maximum 
score so that the sum of all scores added 
up to 100.

Volunteer producers were trained to 
fi ll records and perform the required 
tests, and standard operating procedures 
were provided. Tests included: fi lling 
in complete records of newborn 
management, taking blood samples for 
immunoglobulin levels and keeping 
health and mortality records. 

On-farm visits of no more than three 
hours included: an interview with the 
producer on management (30 minutes), 
a tour of facilities (15 minutes), an 
evaluation of barn conditions (one 
hour), scoring (fi ve minutes), checking 
colostrum samples with the producer 
(15 minutes) and debriefi ng with the 
producer (30 minutes). 

Results from the farm visits averaged 
just more than three hours (Table 2), with 
the debriefi ng taking twice the 30-minute 
target. That is not surprising to me for 
when producers meet someone who 
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1. Main characteristics of 
28 dairy herds participating 
in study

Characteristics Sample
Breed, %
Holstein 79
Ayrshire 21
Size, %
Small, up to 100 head 43
Large, more than 100 head 57
Milk production, lb./cow/year 20,901 ± 2,354
Full-time employees, %
1 11
2 43
3 35
More than 3 11
Person in charge of calves/heifers, %
Producer 60
Other 40
Age of person in charge of 
  calves and heifers, years 42 ± 12
Agricultural education of person in charge of 

calves/heifers, %
None 40
High school 36
College or higher 24



Reprint2   Feedstuffs, November 8, 2010

is really interested in their calf/heifer 
operation and knowledgeable in this 
area, the visit may take twice as long as 
anticipated. 

(Recently what I thought would be 
a one-hour visit with a dairy producer 
about the calf operation took 2.5 hours, 
and we never got out of the offi ce. I used 
pictures and graphs on my computer to 
illustrate what I was discussing and in 
answer to questions.)

These steps can take longer with larger 
operations. Also, the owner/manager of 
the dairy may tell you what he/she thinks 
is being done or wants to be done, but it 
is not always so. Thus, it helps to include 
the calf manager or key calf person in the 
process and hope that they will be frank 
in answering what it is they really do.

A repeatability measure (Kappa value 
greater than 0.6 for high concordance 
between two observers and less than 
0.4 for low concordance) described 
qualitative environmental measures 
for the calving pen, calf housing and 
heifer housing and was the highest at 
1.0 for “grain feeder accessibility,” while 
the lowest value of 0.309 was for litter 
quantity, both in heifer housing. Of 22 
measures rated, 14 were greater than 0.6 
and only two were less than 0.4.

Producers all agreed that this tool was 
easily usable at the farm level and would 
help improve practices by providing 
new ideas and materials to reach good 
management targets. The majority of 
producers (68%) favored using this tool 
for an animal welfare accreditation, but 
43% opposed this because accreditation 
involves too much record-keeping and 
because they already have too much 
record-keeping for the compulsory 

Canadian Quality Milk on-farm food safety 
program. 

Detailed producer evaluations of 
all aspects of this tool are included in 
the paper (Vasseur et al., 2010b). The 
need for additional record-keeping to 
achieve goals was acknowledged rather 
begrudgingly, but that is the best way to 
know if progress is being made.

The authors provided a web site where 
this whole process can be accessed and 
used at www.fao.org/ag/againfo/themes/
animal-welfare/aw-docum/training-
material/detail/en/item/44370/icode.

Here is what is included in the 
comprehensive fi le: 

• A management survey (27 pages) with 
81 questions and partial scoring of the 10 
critical areas; 

• On-farm measurements (26 pages) 
with 120 questions and partial scoring of 
the 10 critical areas; 

• A presentation of the evaluation of 
the 10 critical areas (nine pages); 

• Appendix 1 has extensive pictures 
as a scoring guide for cleanliness and 
bedding as well as types of housing (27 
pages); 

• Appendix 2 has minimal housing 
dimensions (three pages); 

• Appendix 3 has instructions and 
pictures for colostrum collection, freezing 
and thawing (two pages); 

• Appendix 4 has score explanations 
(13 pages), and 

• Additional scientifi c references in the 
10 critical areas (six pages).

The Bottom Line
A fairly quantitative advisory tool 
has been developed to assist in the 
improvement of management practices 
that affect calf and heifer welfare on dairy 
farms. These practices would also help 
improve growth and development just as 
cow comfort improves milk production.
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2. Mean duration of each segment or step of farm visit
Step, minutes No. of herds Mean Std. dev.
Evaluation of management practices 28 29 12
Tour of facilities with producer 28 19 8
Evaluation of conditions in the barn 28 30 11
Scoring 27 25 6
Test colostrum 23 43 26
Debriefing with producer 26 50 16
Total visit 25 187 54


