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Petition to the European Parliament calling for a major improvement in the welfare of Europe’s dairy cows

On 24 April 2017 the European Parliament’s Petitions Committee will consider a petition by Compassion in World Farming and 17 other animal welfare organisations from across the EU.

The petition urges the Parliament to make sure that the welfare of the EU’s 23 million dairy cows is given much greater protection.

Dairy cows are some of the most neglected farm animals in Europe.  This is partly because there is no species-specific law to protect their welfare.  The EU has detailed Directives on the welfare of pigs, laying hens, chickens reared for meat and calves.  However, the Commission refuses to propose a Directive for dairy cows.

Zero-grazing: The EU dairy sector enjoys a wholesome image.  Consumers picture dairy cows grazing contently in green fields.  However, many cows are ‘zero-grazed’ – kept indoors all year round even during the grass-growing season. The animals never experience fresh air or the warmth of the sun.  And they are never able to carry out one of a cow’s most fundamental behaviours: they can never graze on grass.  The European Food Safety Authority (EFSA) has stressed that cows that are zero-grazed have an increased risk of suffering from lameness, mastitis and a range of other serious health problems.[endnoteRef:1]  [1:  Scientific Opinion of the Panel on Animal Health and Welfare on a request from European Commission on welfare of dairy cows. The EFSA Journal (2009) 1143, 1-38.] 


Very high milk yields: A beef cow will produce around 1,000 litres of milk for her calf during her 10 month lactation. In contrast EU dairy cows have been pushed through genetic selection to an average yield of around 6,000-8,000 litres per annum. High yielding cows produce 10,000 litres or more per annum.  The pressures on these cows are so great that many are utterly worn out after just three to four milk cycles and are prematurely culled. EFSA report has concluded that: “Long term genetic selection for high milk yield is the major factor causing poor welfare, in particular health problems, in dairy cows.” [endnoteRef:2] [2:  Ibid] 


Poor indoor conditions: Even cows that are grazed outdoors in the grass-growing season will be housed inside in winter.  Moreover, some cows are kept indoors all year round.  Dairy cows’ indoor conditions are often poor.  Many are kept in barren, overcrowded, often filthy conditions.  The floors are frequently hard and uncomfortable with no straw or other bedding.  This can lead to cows having sores and wounds. Many cows suffer from painful lameness.  Many are emaciated while others have huge udders that make walking difficult.

Tethering: In Germany, Austria and certain other Member States many cows are tethered i.e. they are tied up with a chain or strap around their neck that is fastened to a hook in the floor or a rail above them.  In some cases they are tethered like this 24 hours a day all year round.  The tethers are so short that all the cow can do is stand up, lie down and take a few steps backwards, forwards and sideways.  Tether systems conflict with the basic needs and the natural behaviour of cattle.

Lameness: EFSA stresses that foot and leg disorders are a major welfare problem for dairy cows.  EFSA states that the majority of estimates of lameness are within the range 20 to 25%.[endnoteRef:3] EFSA notes there has been no reduction in the prevalence of lameness in last 20 years and that most lame cows are in pain. [3:  Scientific report of EFSA prepared by the Animal Health and Animal Welfare Unit on the effects of farming systems on dairy cow welfare and disease. Annex to the EFSA Journal (2009) 1143, 1-284 http://www.efsa.europa.eu/en/efsajournal/doc/1143r.pdf] 


New report to Petitions Committee by Parliament’s DG for Internal Policies
The report states “dairy cow welfare during keeping conditions on farm may be considered to be the second greatest animal welfare problem in the EU”.
 
It states “Dairy cows producing large quantities of milk have high levels of leg disorders, mastitis and reproductive disorders. The proportion of cows affected by one or more of these disorders is high and the animals live with the poor welfare for a substantial part of their lives”.

The report, by Professor Donald Broom is at http://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/STUD/2017/583114/IPOL_STU(2017)583114_EN.pdf

Legislation
There is no species-specific Directive on dairy cows so we must rely on the General Farm Animals Directive (98/58) which applies to all farm animals. Article 3 requires Member States to ensure that farmers 
· “take all reasonable steps to ensure the welfare of animals under their care and 
· to ensure that those animals are not caused any unnecessary pain, suffering or injury”.

What action is the petition calling for?
We hope the Petitions Committee will keep the petition open.

We urge the Committee to request the Commission to provide detailed guidance to the Member States and the dairy sector as to what steps must be taken by dairy farmers to comply with Directive 98/58 and especially with Article 3 with particular reference to:
· Minimising lameness and mastitis
· Minimising injuries, lesions and swellings
· Achieving good body condition
· Cleanliness of cows and housing
· Design and dimensions of cubicles
· The need for cows to have access to pasture during the grass-growing season
· The health and welfare problems arising from breeding for high milk yields
· The need to bring tethering to an end.
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