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Cattle
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What does a flourishing life mean for cattle?

A flourishing life for cattle encompasses pleasurable experiences, as well as avoidance of prolonged pain and other harms. Cattle in wild settings spending 90–95% of their time grazing, ruminating, and resting (Kilgour, 2012). Given a choice, dairy cows prefer to spend time at pasture, especially at night, but will opt for housing in certain climatic conditions (Charlton, Rutter, East, & Sinclair, 2011; Falk, Weary, Winckler, & von Keyserlingk, 2012). Cattle lead complex social lives, with cows forming long-lasting relationships with daughters and other cows (Reinhardt, Reinhardt, & Reinhardt, 1986). Cattle have been shown to enjoy social interactions (Laister et al., 2011), including between cow and calf (von Keyserlingk & Weary, 2007), but both males and females fight occasionally (Hall, 1989). Calves enjoy playing as they get older, and even adults play occasionally, such as at first access to pasture after winter housing. Cattle choose to eat a range of plants when available (Rutter,  2010). Dairy cattle in particular interact with humans frequently, and positive relationships between people and cows have been shown to be pleasurable for cows (Proctor & Carder, 2015). 




For all stages cattle should have:

stable social group, play opportunities, sufficient enjoyable food, cognitive enrichment, rewarded opportunities to root  and perform exploratory behaviour, thermal/physical comfort, being healthy, good human-animal relationships, choice/control over environment/life.

Avoidance of prolonged pain, frustration, physical restriction, boredom

Slaughter: no transport, or where necessary, gentle handling during loading/unloading and limited transport time minimising fear, stress, and distress

Lairage environment to minimise stress
Effective pre-slaughter stunning
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What are the key challenges in enabling such a life in the context of farming?

Cattle were domesticated around 10,000 years ago from aurochs in the fertile crescent, resulting in the European ‘taurine’ type of animal, and again from a different type of auroch resulting in zebu type cattle also seen today (Pitt et al., 2019). Domesticated cattle probably came to the UK around 6,000 years ago (Cummings & Morris, 2018), when wild aurochs were also present. At that time, they were used by Neolithic farmers for dairying as well as for meat, having been bred for prolonged lactations and year-round breeding (Gron, Montgomery, & Rowley-Conwy, 2015). 

In the UK there are almost 10 million cattle, of which around 1.9 million are adult beef animals, and the remainder are cattle below two years of age (Defra, 2019a). 2 million beef cattle are slaughtered each year for meat (National Association, 2016). Dairy cattle and beef cattle breeds are now highly specialized with distinctive body shapes having been bred either to produce milk on a light body frame or for rapid growth of large muscles. 

This means that male dairy calves are of little value for meat production, and some are killed rather than reared for meat. Dairy farmers try to manage this problem by crossing a proportion of their dairy cows with a beef bull; and, as most dairy animals end up in the food hain, around 50% of all beef produced in the UK comes from the dairy sector. The UK is 75% self-sufficient in beef (National Beef Association, 2020). In the UK, slightly more liquid milk is produced than consumed, but only around 60% of the cheese consumed is made from UK milk (AHDB, 202a; AHDB, 2020b). 


How far do different systems in use in the UK enable a flourishing life?

Almost all milk comes from Red Tractor farm assured cows, and about 2.4% of all milk is organic. Around 79% of all beef farms are farm assured (NFU, 2013) with all proportion being organic. Pasture for Life is a scheme that accredits farms that only feed ruminants grass and other forage. 


	Cattle farmed for milk
	Red Tractor
	RSPCA
	Organic
	Pasture for Life
	Free Range Dairy

	Access to pasture required in grazing season
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	Calves not separated from cows
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	Castration banned
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	Disbudding banned
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	Welfare outcomes monitored
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	Pre-slaughter stun required
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	Minimum weaning age 12 weeks
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	Killing male calves prohibited
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	Cattle farmed for beef
	Red Tractor
	Quality Meat Scotland
	Farm Assured Welsh Livestock
	Northern Ireland Beef Farm Quality Assurance Scheme
	RSPCA Assured
	Organic
	Pasture for Life

	Access to pasture required in grazing season
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	Disbudding banned
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	Welfare outcomes monitored
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	Pre-slaughter stun required
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Born into a comfortable environment that promotes maternal care and good health, as well as opportunities for pleasure 
No castration, disbudding


Growing in stable social groups in a stimulating environment that provides choice of pleasurable opportunities, especially space to play


Animals retained for breeding usually have the opportunity to mate
 Ensure other opportunities for pleasure are available for both males and females 


Pregnant/lactating female: opportunity to build nest, unrestricted nursing, maintain social ties with other cows, protection from harsh weather


Weaned physiologically and socially when sufficiently mature at least 8 months
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What are the key challenges in enabling  



such a life in the context of farming?
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!e Chillingham Ca"le in 
Northumberland are an ancient closed 
herd that, over centuries, has seen 
minimal human in#rference



Hols#in-Friesian dairy cow (Andrew Payne/Alamy Stock Photo) Limousin bull (Farlap/Alamy Stock Photo)



Current UK Farming Prac!ce: Ca"le
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Current UK Farming Prac!ce: Ca"le



For all s!ges  
ca"le should have: 



s!ble social group,  
play opportuni#es,  



su$cient enjoyable food,  
cogni#ve enrichment,  



rewarded opportuni% to perform 
exploratory behaviour,  



thermal/physical comfort,  
being healthy,  



good human-animal rela#onships, 
choice/con&ol over environment/life.                     



Avoidance of  
prolonged pain,  



!us"a#on,  
physical res"ic#on,  



boredom



Ca"le feeding in a mixed sward (Simon Bra"/Alamy Stock Photo)  



Slaughter: no transport, or where necessary,  



gentle handling during loading/unloading and 



limited transport time minimising fear, stress, 



and distress



Lairage environment to minimise stress 



Effective pre-slaughter stunning



Animals retained for  



breeding usually have the 



opportunity to mate



Ensure other opportunities 



for pleasure are available 



for both males and females



Pregnant/lactating female: 



unrestricted  nursing, 



maintain social ties with  



other cows,  



protection from  



harsh weather



Born into a comfortable  



environment that promotes 



maternal care and 



good health, as well as 



opportunities for pleasure 



No castration, disbudding



Weaned  



physiologically and  



socially when  
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at least 8 months



Growing in stable social 



groups in a stimulating 



environment that provides 



choice of pleasurable 



opportunities, especially 



space to play



Current UK Farming Prac!ce: Pigs











