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Farm managers underestimate lameness prevalence in Czech dairy herds
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Abstract

Lameness is one of the most serious health and welfare problems faced by dairy cattle. The aim of this study was to assess how aware
Czech farm managers were of this problem. The project was carried out on 14 Czech dairy farms. The proportion of lame cows observed
(ie prevalence of moderate and severe lameness) on a farm varied between 9 and 64% while the farm managers’ estimation ranged
between 0 and 20%, showing that lameness prevalence was under-perceived by the Czech farm managers. There were no correlations
between the farm managers’ estimations and the observed total or severe lameness on each farm. Also, the observed prevalence of
lameness did not differ between farms with managers who considered lameness to be a major problem in their herds and managers
who did not, although their estimations did differ. The large variation in observed lameness prevalence between farms indicates that there
is a large potential for reduction, which must start with increasing the farm managers’ awareness of dairy cow lameness. 
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Introduction
Lameness is one of the most serious health problems faced

by dairy cows. Notwithstanding the negative impact on cow

welfare due to pain (Whay et al 1998), lower body

condition score (Ozsvari et al 2007), shorter grazing time

(Walker 2008b) and restlessness while being milked

(Hassall et al 1993), lameness also causes economic losses

for farmers directly, through the need for increased veteri-

nary treatment (Zeddies et al 1997; Ozsvari et al 2007),

reduced milk production (eg Warnick et al 2001; Green et al
2002; Juarez et al 2003), reduced oestrus intensity (Walker

2008a,b), longer calving interval (eg Collick et al 1989;

Kilic et al 2007) and premature culling (eg Booth et al
2004; Sogstad 2006; Bicalho 2007). 

Despite the fact that lameness is a serious ethical and

economic problem, there are several reports that farmers

under-perceive the lameness prevalence on their farms

(Whay et al 2003). In the Czech Republic, the situation is

specific, in that farms are owned mostly by corporations or

co-operatives and the farm managers are not owners of the

farm. Moreover, approximately 40% of farms have more

than 200 lactating cows.

The aim of this study was to assess how farm managers’

attention to lameness relates to the actual lameness preva-

lence on their individual farms. 

Materials and methods

Data collection 
Cow lameness was recorded on 14 Czech dairy farms in

2007 within the European Welfare Quality® project on

welfare assessment. Seventeen farms, reflecting the

frequency distribution of dairy farm sizes throughout the

Czech Republic, were invited to participate in this project,

three farms declined. Herd size ranged between 100 and 640

(mean 280 [± 177], median 250) and consisted of predomi-

nantly Holstein Friesian cows. All farms had a loose-

housing system. Cows on all farms were regularly

claw-trimmed at least once a year (three farms once a year,

eight farms twice a year, two farms three times per year and

one farm manager did not answer this question). 

Each farm was visited once. Lameness was evaluated

visually by a trained observer while the cows were encour-

aged to walk in the barn. Cows to be examined were

randomly selected in the barn, prior to them walking, and

the sample size was between 40 and 80 cows per herd,

depending on the number of cows in a herd. Sample size

was selected according to the methodology of Welfare

Quality® (confidence interval 90%, absolute precision

10%: Cochran 1977; Welfare Quality® 2009). There were

three levels on the scale: 0 (not lame); 1 (moderately lame);

or 2 (severely lame) (Welfare Quality® 2009; see Table 1). 
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