
Long live the 
cows! 

What? How? Why? 

Charlotte Hallén Sandgren

NÖK
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Dead dairy cows
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Svenska Husdjur december 2009 
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Longevity cows - Associations

Culling
rate

Dead or
Euthanized

Culling due to 
foot or legs

Herd size Decrease Increase n s

SHF n s Increase Increase

Milk yield Increase Decrease Increase

Loose housing Increase n s Increase

Organic prod. Decrease Decrease Decrease
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Mörk, M 2010
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Mortality calves- Associations

Stillborn
frequency

Mortality
1-180 d

Mortality young 
stock

Herd size Increase Increase n s

SHF Increase n s n s

Milk yield Decrease Decrease Decrease

Loose housing Increase Increase n s

Organic prod. Decrease n s Increase

NÖK 2010-07-27

Mörk, M 2010
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“Conclusions”

• Many cows and calves are lost in large herds -
decreased supervision?

• Loose housing systems are detrimental to 
claw health and thereby longevity.

• Herds with higher milk yield have lower levels 
of cow and calve losses but decreased 
longevity - worse claw health? 

• SHF is a more fragile breed compared to SRB.

• Organic farming increase longevity and 
robustness - due to pasture? More physiological 
diets? Lower production? Claws are much 
healthier!
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A Swedish cow experiences 2.3 
calvings

• SRB 2.3
SHF 2.2
SJB 2.3

• Finland approx. same level

• Norway and Denmark 2 (or less?)

• Longevity does not increase! 

• Is high exchange rate of cows a necessity in 
Nordic milk production?!

• Are we ready for the next step?

NÖK 2010-07-27

Good illumination



What does old cows mean
for production economy
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1. Longevity starts at birth! Take care of the calves!

2. A controlled and calm transition period is crucial!

3. Take care of weak and sick cows immediately!

4. High cow comfort a must and pasture!

5. Healthy claws!

NÖK 2010-07-27

Increased Longevity - How?

Corner stones



1. Longevity starts at birth! 
Many calves die during the first day 
of living!

• Separate calving area at least 16m2

• Dry, nonslippery and clean with fresh bedding

• Free access to food and water

• ”Lockable”  stanchions

• Supervision! 

Good illumination

Easy entrance and exit
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Risk factors for calf mortality

• Colostrum

• Late forage and concentrate

• First calver as mother 

• Cow and calf together > 24 h

• Group calving

• Hygiene – climate!

• Large calve groups

• Stockman



• Calving difficulties

• Decreased immunity

• Retained placenta/metritis

• Paresis

• Fatty liver

• Displaced abomasum

• Ketosis

• Mastit etc.

One disease increase the risk for a second…

2. A controlled and calm 
transition period
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Measures from 3 weeks before and 
after calving

1. At least 70 cm bunk space to each cow. 

2. Offer many comfortable cubicles

2. Move cows ≤ 1 once a week! Always more than one at a time!

4. Fat cows : Correct in low lactation!

5. Let cows calve alone! Test a waiting room model!

6. Supervise/Supervise/Supervise/Measure
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3. Identify and take care of weak 
and sick cows immediately!

• Lame cows and rising problems < 5 %

• Low body condition< 5 %

• Large injuries < 4 %

• Love and care group!

NÖK 2010-07-27
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Ask the cow – Cow signals!
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Lying down is top ranked by the cow! 

 Important processes while lying down                                     
Rumination, milk production and relief of claws

 Lying down is in most cases the most important 
behavioral need

 Cubicle design

 Stocking rate - at least one cubicle  per cow 

Lying time 12,5-14 h 
for health, milk yield and low gait scores

4. High cow comfort a must 



Small mistakes –
Detrimental effects!
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Thomsen, P T. 2007



Social interactions can be 
positive – and negative…

Social functions? Stocking rate? 
Low ranked individuals?



Digital dermatitis Sole ulcer, abcesses, 
bleedings

NÖK 2010-07-27

5. Healthy claws 



Lameness a real ”killer”

• Trimming every 4th– 5th month

• Identify lame cows – direct measures

• Rumination - Fibre

• Dry non slippery flooring
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A VISION?

 All animals leaves the herd as healthy!
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WHY?

- Economy

- Climate

- Ethics?

-Do we really want older cows?

-Is it a realistic goal?
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