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Foreword 
 

‟Minimising medicine use in organic dairy herds through animal health and welfare planning‟, ANIPLAN, is a 
CORE-Organic project (Project no. 011716) which was initiated in June 2007. These proceedings represent 

our first results in terms of presented papers and discussions at our first project workshop, and they contain 

a review of Animal Health Planning.   
 

The content of the workshop proceedings reflect the aim and starting points of all work packages, both in 
terms of analyses prior to the workshop, and developments during the workshop emanating from group 

work.  In these proceedings, Christoph Winckler provides an overview of the use of animal based 

parameters based on the results of the WelfareQuality project. Christopher Atkinson and Madeleine Neale 
presented concepts, principles and the practicalities of Animal Health Planning and Animal Health Plans 

based on UK experiences. They raised an important point regarding the development of common principles 
across the participating countries i.e. there are two elements to the process: the „planning‟ is the process, 

and the „plan‟ provides documentation of the planning process. Pip Nicholas from The University of Wales, 

Aberystwyth produced a report reviewing the current use of animal health and welfare planning. The entire 
document is included in these workshop proceedings. This was supplemented through presentations from all 

countries regarding animal health and welfare planning processes and research. These are summarised 
together with the concepts developed through dialogue at the workshop in the paper by Nicholas, Vaarst 

and Roderick. Finally, the Danish Stable School principles were presented by Mette Vaarst followed by 
discussion on different approaches of communication in farmer groups and at the individual level between 

farmers and advisors.  

 
Our first project workshop took place in Hellevad Vandmølle, which proved to be a perfect venue for the 

discussions and to develop the work spirit in the project. Being the only group at this small resource centre 
enabled us to work from early morning till late evening. The host couple Elsebeth Junker and Bjarne Boesen 

are warmly and greatly thanked for the openness, the warm atmosphere and the wonderful organic, home-

made food – it was a great place to stay. 
 

During the workshop, we visited a farm, where we trained and tried out some of the animal based 
assessments on grazing Danish dairy cows. Farmers Peter Kaczmarek and Asmus Asmussen are warmly 

acknowledged for opening their farm to our international groups – thank you to Asmus for answering very 
many questions from us. The access to your farm helped us very much in the discussions about the practical 

aspects of animal welfare assessment. Thanks to organic advisor Kirstine Lauridsen for the farm contact.   

 
Our secretary Mette Holme from the Department of Animal Health, Welfare and Nutrition is sincerely 

acknowledged for keeping the level of chaos to an absolute minimum, regarding the logistics, book keeping, 
communication, and generally „everything related to this workshop‟. 

 

Tjele and Cornwall, February 2008 
 

Mette Vaarst & Stephen Roderick 
Editors 
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ANIPLAN – not just ’any plan’ 
Project presentation and report from the 1st workshop in the European CORE-Organic project 

’Minimising medicine use in organic dairy herds through animal health and welfare planning’ 
 

Mette Vaarst, Christine Leeb, Pip Nicholas, Stephen Roderick, Gidi Smolders, Michael Walkenhorst, Jan 
Brinkman, Solveig March, Elisabeth Stöger, Christoph Winckler, Elisabeth Gratzer, Vonne Lund, Britt I.F. 
Henriksen, Inger Hansen & Madeleine Neale 
 

Introduction 
Livestock farming is an important part of organic farming systems, and it is an explicit goal of organic 

farming to ensure high levels of animal health and welfare (AHW) through proactive and appropriate 
management of breeding, feeding, housing and species specific husbandry. A goal in organic livestock 

farming is to minimise the use of veterinary medicines to improve food quality and protect the environment, 
and to do this by improving livestock living conditions rather than using alternative medical treatments. Key 

values influencing organic livestock production are naturalness, harmony at all levels of production, use and 

recirculation of local resources and adoption of the precautionary principle.  The concepts of "positive health 
and welfare" are incorporated in EU Regulation 2092/91 on organic production. The farmer must ensure that 

farm animals can perform natural behaviours and live natural lives, but at the same time he/she must 
intervene when necessary and at first signs of disharmony in the herd.  

 

High levels of AHW are not guaranteed merely by farming to organic standards. This is a conclusion from 
two EU network projects, “Network for Animal Health and Welfare in Organic Agriculture (NAHWOA) and 

“Sustaining Animal Health and Welfare in Organic Farming” (SAFO). The principles and regulation of organic 
farming were shown not always to be well implemented in organic herds. This was associated with a lack of 

awareness and education among farmers and advisors, and in many cases concerns that regional and 
national conditions and traditions were compromising organic principles and regulations. Therefore, both 

networks recommended implementation of individual animal health plans to encourage organic farmers to 

work towards AHW promotion and disease prevention. The SAFO network also recommended a systematic 
evaluation of AHW in organic herds to ensure that not only minimum requirements are met but that positive 

health and welfare is practiced, thereby continuously increasing AHW levels in organic livestock systems.  
 

Welfare assessment has been used to evaluate AHW in organic dairy herds in the UK, Austria, Germany, 

Switzerland, Norway and Denmark, e.g., in research projects or through organic certification. One area often 
lacking in these assessment schemes is the use of animal based parameters to assess health and welfare. It 

is a basic premise in this paper that this requires greater emphasis. Recent knowledge developed through 
projects such as the EU-funded “Welfare Quality”is particularly relevant. Welfare assessment should include 

calves and young stock, and should also be better integrated with health planning. Animal health plans 

develop positive AHW through devising appropriate husbandry, if combined with continuous monitoring and 
assessment. They can also enable farmers to achieve disease reduction goals through the systematic setting 

of health targets and plans of how to reach these. In European countries, various animal health advisory 
service and animal health planning concepts have been developed, which can serve as a source of 

inspiration in the development of a set of principles for animal health and welfare planning.  
 

If animal health plans are to gain widespread use among organic farmers, communication with the farming 

community is crucial. A creative dialogue with the individual farmer is also necessary when identifying goals 
and planning means to reach these goals. Communication regarding the role and benefits of AHW 

assessment systems, such as benchmarking, may be the catalyst needed to aid farmers to accept and use 
health and welfare planning. Such communication can take place as part of health advisory systems or 

within farmer groups. Current research and development activities in Denmark, Norway, Switzerland and the 

Netherlands show the benefits of such a dialogue. 
 

Based on these various project experiences and results and research questions from different European 
countries, a research project entitled „Minimising medicine use in organic dairy herds through animal health 

and welfare planning‟ was initiated in mid-2007 with the aim as indicated in the title. This paper introduces 
the project. The first project meeting and workshop was held in Hellevad in Denmark on the 9th-12th October 

2007. A summary of the outputs from the workshop is provided here. The anticipated project activities are 

also outlined. The project will adopt the name ANIPLAN.  
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The project 
 

Objectives 
 

The main aim of the project is to investigate active and well planned animal health and welfare promotion 

and disease prevention as a means of minimising  medicine use in organic dairy herds.  
 

This aim will be met through the following intermediate objectives: 
1) Develop animal health and welfare planning principles for organic dairy farms under diverse 

conditions based on an evaluation of current experiences.  

2) Application of animal health and welfare assessment based on the WelfareQuality parameters in 
different types of organic dairy herds across Europe. This will result in an overview of the herds and 

allow for potential adaptations for the organic situation (e.g. pasture systems, longer cow/calf 
contact). For calves, a special system will be developed by the Norwegian partners, and combined 

and tested together with the WelfareQuality assessment system.    

3) Develop guidelines for communication about animal health and welfare promotion in different 
settings, for example, as part of existing animal health advisory services or farmer groups such as 

the Danish Stable School system and the Dutch network programme. 
 

Project structure 
 
The project is divided into the following five work packages, four of which comprise research activities with 

the other focused on coordination and knowledge transfer, through meetings, workshops and publications. 
WP1: Coordination and knowledge transfer 

WP2: Development of principles for animal health and welfare planning in organic dairy farms 
WP3: Application of animal based parameters for evaluation of animal health and welfare in dairy cattle and 

development of animal based parameters for calves, and the inclusion of these measures into animal health 

and welfare plans.  
WP4: Communication about animal health and welfare and disease prevention in advisory systems and 

farmer groups 
WP5: Analysing the effect of minimised use of medicine through animal health promotion 

 

The relationship between these work packages is summarised below. 

 
 
Expected focus and research activities within the five work packages 

WP1: Coordination and knowledge transfer. Four project workshops are planned, the outputs from which will 

be published as proceedings. National stakeholder meetings will also be organised in all participating 
countries, involving CORE project group members where appropriate. Administration of the project, the 

production of newsletters and the design and maintenance of the website are all managed in this work 
package. N.B. individual country members will also administer and report activities in line with national 

funding agreements.  

 

WP 1. Coordination and knowledge transfer 

WP 2.  Development of  

principles for animal 

health planning in 
organic dairy farms and 

assessing the use of 
health plans in the UK 

and Norway. 

WP3: Application and 

testing of animal based 

parameters for evaluation 
of animal  health and 

welfare and development  
 

WP4. Communication 

about animal health and 

welfare and disease 
prevention in advisory 

systems and farmer 
groups.    

WP 5. Analysing the effect of minimised use of medicine through animal health promotion 
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WP2: Development of principles for animal health and welfare planning in organic dairy farms. In the UK, 

animal health planning is being increasingly promoted and implemented in both the organic and 

conventional livestock sectors, and health planning is compulsory for organic certification. Very little is 
known as to how health and welfare plans actually work in practice, and therefore experiences have been 

collected and reported in a literature review (in these proceedings).  
 

As part of this work package, a Danish-based Ph.D studentship will explore: 

- the way animal health plans are used in advisory/veterinary service;  
- the way animal health plans are used by organic farmers during and after conversion to organic 

production; and 
- the way animal health plans are used in organic certification and inspection 

 

The work package will be led by the University of Wales and will form the basis for the development of 
activities in work packages 2, 3 and 4. Key principles will be developed during the process and these will 

form a common platform for all participating countries, and potentially across Europe.   
 

WP3: Development and testing of animal based parameters for evaluation of animal health and welfare. This 
work package will focus on existing identified animal-based health and welfare parameters, which will in turn 

be adapted to the various conditions in the participating countries. Animal health and welfare will be 

assessed using these parameters on farms in all the participating countries and will be linked to currently 
funded existing national projects where appropriate. A common methodology for this work will be 

developed. Training in order to ensure consistency and repeatability will be conducted. A calf welfare plan 
will be developed using animal based welfare assessments. The calf welfare work will be led by Norwegian 

participants and will also include training. to include training.  

 
WP4: Communication about animal health and welfare and disease prevention in advisory systems and 
farmer groups. In this work package, an evaluation of existing advisory systems and farmer groups will be 
conducted and will include evaluation of the potential development of these in situations where they do not 

currently exist. This will include an identification of the training needs of farmers, veterinarians and other 
animal health and welfare advisors. Based on this, communication principles for animal health and welfare 

promotion will be developed. Where appropriate, farmer groups based on the Danish Stable School 

principles for minimisation of medicine use through animal health and welfare promotion and disease 
prevention will be implemented. An evaluation of the effectiveness of communication with regard to the use 

of animal health and welfare plans will be included.   
 

WP5: Analysing the effect of minimising the use of medicine through animal health promotion. Minimising 

antibiotic/medicine use through health promotion means promoting health and welfare through hygiene, 
outdoor access, etc. and not merely focusing on disease. Animal health planning in terms of setting goals, 

implementation, monitoring and evaluation is expected to lead to a minimisation of medicine use. This work 
package will focus on evaluating medicine use and the health and welfare status in case study herds.  

 

Summary of the first workshop 
 

Overview of the workshop  
The primary aim of the first workshop was to develop firm working plans and to finding a common 

collaborative platform amongst the project participants. Presentations were aimed at creating a common 

understanding of the focus areas in the four research work packages and their relationship to each other 
and the main project objectives. These were supplemented with group work sessions and discussions. An 

invited speaker presented perspectives on animal health plans and animal health planning in the UK as part 
of Work Package 2. All participants presented details of national research and development projects relevant 

to the project aims and objectives and appropriate for linkages with the proposed project research activities. 

The workshop also involved a farm visit where some of the key principles and issues associated with animal-
based welfare assessments were demonstrated by participants who were currently involved in research 

projects utilising this approach.  

 
National projects and project activities supporting ANIPLAN 

The national project activities are listed in Table 1. 
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Country National projects and research activities related to the focus areas of ANIPLAN 

Denmark - Development of animal health advisory service. 1999-2002.  

- Phasing out of antibiotics in Danish organic dairy herds. 2004-2007.  
- ECOVIT. Sharing a Ph.D.student with ANIPLAN. 2007-2010. Http://www.ecovit.elr.dk  (in 

Danish) 

Germany -    Animal health situation in organic dairy farming - mastitis, lameness, metabolic disorders 
(02 OE 612). 2002-2004. www.bundesprogramm-

oekolandbau.de/index.php?id=186&fkz=02OE612&pos=276 
-   Animal health in the food chain management in organic dairy farming - an intervention 

study on lameness (03 OE 406). 2004-2007. www.bundesprogramm-
oekolandbau.de/index.php?id=186&fkz=03OE406&pos=281 

-   Animal health in the food chain management in organic dairy farming – a pilot-study on 

implementation of herd health plans (03 OE 406 +). 2006-2008. www.bundesprogramm-
oekolandbau.de/index.php?id=186&fkz=03OE406&pos=281 

-   Minimising medicine use in organic dairy herds through animal health and welfare planning 
(CoreOrganic 1903/07 OE 003). 2007-2010. www.bundesprogramm-

oekolandbau.de/index.php?id=186&fkz=07OE003&pos=271 

-   Health and performance of dairy cows in organic farming - an (intervention-) study on 
metabolic disorders and mastitis with regard to forage production, feeding management 

and husbandry practices (07 OE 013). 2007-2010. www.bundesprogramm-
oekolandbau.de/index.php?id=186&fkz=07OE013&pos=258 

Austria - WelfareQuality. Development of animal based parameters in Austria as well as other EU 

countries. 2004-2009. Http://www.welfarequality.net/everyone 
- Epidemiology of lameness in dairy cattle (also a part of WelfareQuality).  

- Implementation of health and welfare plans in organic pig farming. Federal Ministry of 
Agriculture. 2004-2009.   

https://forschung.boku.ac.at/fis/suche.projekte_uebersicht?sprache_in=en&projekt_id_in=

6669 
- CORE-Organic Pig: Prevention of selected diseases and parasites in sow herds by means of 

a HACCP based management and surveillance program. 2007-2010. 
Http://www.corepig.coreportal.org 

- Welfare assessment with focus on human-animal relationship. University of Veterinary 

Medicine in Vienna.  
- Ruminant Health in Organic Agriculture. 2005-2007; extended to 2008. 

Http://www.fibl.org/fibl/team/stoeger-elisabeth.php 

Switzerland -    ProQ. Regional research and development project involving more than 200 farms. 2003-

2010. 

 http://www.fibl.org/forschung/tiergesundheit/komplementaermedizin/pro-q.php. In 
English: http://www.fibl.org/english/research/animal-health/health.php 

Norway - Housing of calves in large groups. Norwegian Agricultural University. 2005-2008. (no 

homepage) 
- Loose housing systems for cattle. 2006-2010. Http://www.kubygg.no  

- Health in calves and young stock. 2004-2008. Http://storfehelse.tine.no 
- Stockmanship and the human-animal relationship: Its effect on the health and welfare of 

dairy calves and young stock. 2006-2008. (no homepage) 
- Organic Cow Comfort. 2003-2005. 

(http://ask.bibsys.no/ask/action/show?pid=p07000511&kid=forskpro) 

- Farm building in the Artic. 3 studies focused on welfare in cold housing. 2004-2005. 
Http://www.fylkesmannen.no/hoved.aspx?m=22544  

The 

Netherlands 

- Antibiotic free animal production. Includes in vitro testing of herbs. 2007 

http://www.biokennis.nl/ (choose “Kennisbank”) 
- Animal welfare of organic dairy cows. Developed in collaboration with dairy company that 

has implemented welfare protocol. 2008. 
http://www.verantwoordeveehouderij.nl/Producten/Netwerken2007/13/CowCoach.pdf.  

- Resistance of organic dairy cows. 2007. http://www.biokennis.nl/ 
- Minimizing antibiotics on 8 dairy farms. 2007. ASG-report 49. http://www.asg.wur.nl/UK/ 

- Vision of organic farms about animal health and welfare. ASG Report 55 2007. 

http://www.asg.wur.nl/UK/ 

http://www.ecovit.elr.dk/
http://www.bundesprogramm-oekolandbau.de/index.php?id=186&fkz=02OE612&pos=276
http://www.bundesprogramm-oekolandbau.de/index.php?id=186&fkz=02OE612&pos=276
http://www.bundesprogramm-oekolandbau.de/index.php?id=186&fkz=03OE406&pos=281
http://www.bundesprogramm-oekolandbau.de/index.php?id=186&fkz=03OE406&pos=281
http://www.bundesprogramm-oekolandbau.de/index.php?id=186&fkz=03OE406&pos=281
http://www.bundesprogramm-oekolandbau.de/index.php?id=186&fkz=03OE406&pos=281
http://www.bundesprogramm-oekolandbau.de/index.php?id=186&fkz=07OE003&pos=271
http://www.bundesprogramm-oekolandbau.de/index.php?id=186&fkz=07OE003&pos=271
http://www.bundesprogramm-oekolandbau.de/index.php?id=186&fkz=07OE013&pos=258
http://www.bundesprogramm-oekolandbau.de/index.php?id=186&fkz=07OE013&pos=258
http://www.welfarequality.net/everyone
https://forschung.boku.ac.at/fis/suche.projekte_uebersicht?sprache_in=en&projekt_id_in=6669
https://forschung.boku.ac.at/fis/suche.projekte_uebersicht?sprache_in=en&projekt_id_in=6669
http://www.corepig.coreportal.org/
http://www.fibl.org/fibl/team/stoeger-elisabeth.php
http://www.fibl.org/forschung/tiergesundheit/komplementaermedizin/pro-q.php
http://www.fibl.org/english/research/animal-health/health.php
http://www.kubygg.no/
http://storfehelse.tine.no/
http://ask.bibsys.no/ask/action/show?pid=p07000511&kid=forskpro
http://www.fylkesmannen.no/hoved.aspx?m=22544
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United 
Kingdom 

- Bristol Welfare Assurance Programme http://www.vetschool.bris.ac.uk/animalwelfare 
- Funded by Defra: 

- Incorporation of conventional animal welfare assessment techniques into organic 
certification and farming 

- Compendium of Animal Health and Welfare in Organic Farming (www.organicvet.co.uk) 

- Welfare benchmarking and herd health plans on organic dairy farms 
- The welfare of dairy cows on organic milk production systems  

Table 1. A list of previous and current research and development projects relevant to ANIPLAN.  

 

The common platform of ANIPLAN  
 
The common starting point of the participating institutions and researchers 
The ANIPLAN project aims at minimising medicine use in organic dairy farming through animal health and 

welfare promotion. This requires an on-farm approach, and a strong collaboration with end-users. In this 
regard, the following points characterises the participating institutions/individual researchers: 

- Strong on-farm research and development experience on private farms; 

- Epidemiological research based on farm-data, qualitative research approaches and systemic 
thinking; 

- A common understanding of the complexity of a farm, the need to focus at the individual farm level 
and an understanding of the diversity between farms;  

- An organic farming research focus and an understanding of the wide diversity in the understanding 
of the organic farming concept;. 

- Understanding of the importance of close contact with end-users and stakeholders (farmers, farmer 

groups and organisations).  
- Understanding that the basic research approach will action-research oriented.  

 
Recognising the challenge and advantage of diversity  

In this project, very different farming conditions are represented – e.g. from mono-cultural intensive and 

high yield production in Danish, Dutch, German and British farms to alpine farming in Austria and 
Switzerland, and mountain farming in Norway. This requires the development of concepts that enable some 

commonality with regard to the research approach and the organic principles whilst also recognising the 
requirement to adjust to national, regional and local conditions.  Each project participant will be responsible 

for creating the connection between national and regional organic dairy farming environments and the 

overall project aims and activities. This application across diverse conditions should be seen as 
advantageous with regard to the project outcome and lessons, since the commonly developed principles and 

outputs will be robustly tested across different conditions, with the necessary adaptations incorporated.  
 

Linking the work packages 
All research work packages are – as indicated in Figure 1 above – strongly interlinked. During the course of 

the first workshop it became apparent that work packages 2, 3 and 4 are also internally linked, since they 

need to develop through an iterative process, whereby the activities in each of the packages are adjusted to 
each other. This raises important and challenging issues regarding the collaboration between institutions, 

which all have their different strengths and responsibilities. This was a particularly strong focus of discussion 
at the workshop.   

 

Synergy and added value to national projects 
Much of the ANIPLAN project is based on the presumption and desire to link with national on-going 

activities, and is designed to transfer, jointly analyse and discuss the results in the context of the ANIPLAN 
objectives and those of individual projects. Adopting such an approach, whereby the methodology and 

interpretation are adaptable, provides a framework from which other research group and countries benefit 
from the joint analysis and adaptation to diverse conditions. It is the intention that national teams feed the 

acquired knowledge back to their national partners, and the European (and international) community benefit 

from the joint effort to develop practices which meet core areas of organic livestock production (animal 
health and welfare through a non-medical and positive health approach). 

 

http://www.vetschool.bris.ac.uk/animalwelfare
http://www.defra.gov.uk/science/project_data/DocumentLibrary/OF0314/OF0314_2128_FRP.doc
http://www.defra.gov.uk/science/project_data/DocumentLibrary/OF0314/OF0314_2128_FRP.doc
http://www.organicvet.co.uk/
http://www.defra.gov.uk/science/project_data/DocumentLibrary/OF0343/OF0343_3286_FRP.doc
http://randd.defra.gov.uk/Document.aspx?Document=AW1020_6045_FRP.doc
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The use of animal-based health and welfare parameters – what is it 
all about?  
Christoph Winckler 
 

Introduction 
 

Organic farming is characterized by several goals that are expressed in daily practices and in standards. 

Some of the important goals for organic production systems are naturalness, harmony on all levels of 

production, local recycling of resources, and the principle of precaution (Anonymous, 2002). For organic 
herds, good animal welfare is an explicit goal, and this includes that the overall goal for the organic farming 

systems regarding naturalness and harmony in the herd are met by giving the animals possibilities to 
perform natural behavior and achieve harmony within the group. Freedom for the animals to make as many 

choices as possible should be respected (Vaarst et al., 2004; Verhoog et al., 2002 & 2004). The production 

system is not sustainable if animals show evidence of pain, disease, or distress as a result of an inadequate 
system or disharmony between the animals and the system. Therefore it is of crucial importance to be able 

to assess and evaluate the animals‟ response to the system.  
 

This need is not only relevant for organic systems. Public concern about farm animal welfare has steadily 
grown during recent years. In this context, welfare assessment has many roles such as identifying current 

welfare problems, checking farm assurance and legislative requirements have been met, indicating risk 

factors leading to a welfare problem, testing the efficacy of interventions, formulating a product 
information/labelling system, or research tool for evaluating and comparing production systems, 

environments, management systems, animal genotype etc. (Whay, 2007). 
Improvements in animal welfare may be achieved through (1) assessment of animal welfare, (2) 

identification of risk factors potentially leading to welfare problems and (3), interventions in response to the 

risk factors. In order to see whether the improvements have worked, it is furthermore important to be able 
to measure or assess the improvements and see if it has worked. In this process the animal based 

parameters help us to identify the animal‟s response to the system, and therefore also the potential 
problems in this system.  

 
It is the aim of this presentation to give an overview over concepts of welfare assessments, and animal 

based parameters, and present the ideas in the project Welfare Quality in order to create a background for 

understanding and discussing the use of animal based parameters in the current ANIPLAN project.  
 

The rationale of on-farm welfare assessment 
 
Operational on-farm welfare assessment tools must involve measures that at the same time are  

1) valid and reliable,  
2) easily operated by trained people, and require limited time.  

 
Animal welfare refers to the state of an animal and it relates to the animal‟s feelings as well as to its bodily 

state (e.g. Broom, 1996, Duncan, 1996). Traditionally, farm animal welfare assessment has focused on the 

measurement of resources provided to the animal such as housing and design criteria (Bartussek, 2001, 
Bracke et al., 2002). The use of such indirect resource-based criteria (figure I) is attractive because their 

measurement is mostly quick, easy and reliable. Other husbandry aspects that affect animal welfare are 
management practices and the human-animal relationship; their measurement is often less easy. However, 

the provision of good management and environmental resources does not necessarily result in a high 

standard of welfare. As shown in figure I, direct animal-related parameters such as health or behaviour can 
be taken as indicators of the animals‟ feelings and as measures of the bodily state. Welfare assessment 

should therefore primarily be based on such animal-related parameters. It is however challenging, to select 
and develop reliable and at the same time feasible measures for on-farm assessment protocols; this will be 

further discussed below. In practice, resource or management-based parameters may also be included in 
on-farm assessment protocols when they are closely correlated to animal-related measures and because 

they can form the basis for the identification of causes of welfare problems. 
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Figure I: Influencing factors and animal-based parameters in relation to the animal’s welfare state 
 
 

Attempts to create an operational welfare assessment protocol primarily relying on animal-related 

parameters have mainly be made with regard to dairy cows (e.g. Capdeville & Veissier, 2001, Main et al., 
2003, Whay et al., 2003a, Whay et al., 2003b). However, considerable efforts are currently made in further 

developing valid, reliable and feasible systems for several cattle categories. 
 

 
Validity and reliability of selected animal-related parameters in cattle 
 

Types and features of indicators 
Animal-based measures for on-farm welfare assesment can be roughly divided in behaviour and pathological 

parameters; physiological indicators are mostly not available for feasibility reasons. In Box 1 below, a list is 

given over some concrete parameters, which can be relevant and are often used for animal welfare 
assessement.  
 

Pathological parameters 
Lameness 

    Injuries 

Disease incidence 
    Body condition 

    Cleanliness 
Ethological parameters 

 

    Behaviour around resting 
    Agonistic social behaviour 

    Abnormal behaviours 
    Animal-human relationship 

„Other parameters‟ 
    Positive indicators 

   Integrity of the animal  

 

Box 1. Examples of different types of animal based parameters each giving an aspect of the 

animal’s condition and state of well being.  

 
All the parameters chosen should give the best possible estimate of the welfare state within the herd, and 

therefore certain key characteristics need to be fulfilled. Below in Box 2, three relevant requirements are 
listed. Besides the overall validity of the measures, i.e. what information they provide about the animal‟s 

welfare state, the robustness of the measures with regard to e.g. inter-observer reliability or feasibility will 
be shortly discussed in the following sections. 
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 Validity:  

„What does this parameter tell us about the animal„s welfare state?‟ 

 Reliability 

e.g. inter-observer reliability: do different observers see the same thing? 
 Feasibility 

The practical aspects of doing the recordings, e.g. how easy is it to record, how long time does it 

take, which equipment is needed? 

 

Box 2. A list of factors that one needs to consider when planning animal welfare assessment 

including animal based parameters. To make a good basis for taking decisions about 
improvements in the herd, the parameters should be strong both in validity, reliability and 

feasibility. 
 

Animal behaviour disturbances 

Disturbances of the behaviour around resting may be associated with insufficient recuperation, frustration, 

reduced rumination, increased risk for lameness and alterations or injuries regarding hair, skin and joints. 
The assessment of time budgets such as total duration of lying is not suitable for short-term monitoring 

systems. However, parameters related to lying down or rising (time needed, frequencies of abnormal, 
altered or impaired movements) and lying and standing in the cubicles can be quantitatively or qualitatively 

recorded also during shorter periods using continuous behaviour sampling and/or scan sampling (e.g. Cow 

Comfort Index; Cook et al., 2004). 
 

In horned cows, the frequency of agonistic social behaviour elements is positively correlated with the 
occurrence of skin injuries (Menke et al., 1999) and it is likely that also in dehorned cows aggressive 

interactions result in less obvious lesions such as hematomas. Although already suggested for (Whay et al., 

2003a) or applied in on-farm welfare assessment protocols (Capdeville & Veissier, 2001), relatively little is 
known about the minimum duration or the time frame of observations in order to get a representative 

picture of a given farm. Pilot studies in dairy herds have shown that agonistic interactions can be reliably 
recorded during the first hours after feeding showing the highest inter-day repeatability for this period of the 

day. However, short-term recordings of social behaviour should be restricted to interactions involving 
physical contact (Winckler et al., 2002).  

 
Abnormal behaviours can be distinguished in redirected behaviours and stereotypies. In cattle, mainly 

abnormal oral behaviours such as tongue playing/tongue rolling, sucking at objects or cross-sucking have 
been described (Scientific Veterinary Committee, 1995). These behaviours occur to a different extent in 

calves, heifers, dairy cows and fattening cattle. Due to the low incidence, continuous behaviour sampling has 
to be applied for recording, which reduces feasibility. However due to the fact that the behaviours are linked 

with oral behaviour and the motivation to feed or suck, it may be possible to check these behaviours during 

specific periods for example after feeding.  
 

Lameness indicates a painful state and discomfort and is regarded as one of the most serious welfare 
problems in cattle. It is listed under behaviour related parameters and can be linked to disturbances in the 

cows‟ laying down behaviour, but is also clearly linked to animal diseases in terms of claw diseases, and as 
such, the condition leads to severely changed behaviour in the cow. Whereas the examination of the claws 

provides detailed information on pathological findings, this procedure is not applicable for routine on-farm 

assessments. There is a variety of feasible lameness scoring systems which basically rely on gait recording. 
In general, each animal is assigned a score on a 4 (Breuer et al., 2000) to 9 point scale (Manson & Leaver, 

1988) according to gait-related behaviour patterns such as short-striding, difficulty to put weight on limb or 
difficulty in turning when walking on a hard floor. Locomotion scoring systems revealed significant 

correlations with claw lesion scores (Winckler & Willen, 2001) or other behavioural measures such as speed, 

tracking and head position (O‟Callaghan et al., 2002). Training and practical experience is important to reach 
satisfactory inter-observer repeatability (Engel et al., 2003, March et al., in press). 

 
Animal health and disease  

Other diseases such as mastitis or metabolic disorders are undoubtedly welfare relevant, and will require 

sophisticated diagnostic effort or long-term data recordings in order to estimate their exact prevalence. Farm 
records often suffer from insufficient book keeping, mistakes in data collection and transfer or lack of 

treatment of sick animals. Therefore reliable informations seem to be difficult to obtain in many cases. 
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Nevertheless, since disease parameters are so important the possibility to use (standardized) farm records 

should be ensured. 

 
In (dairy) cattle, both undernutrition and overnutrition can be regarded as a (potential) welfare problem, 

since cows which are overconditioned at drying off are more likely to develop cystic ovarian disease and 
lameness. Severe body condition loss from the dry to near calving period increased the occurrence of 

retained placenta. In addition, too thin animals may be regarded as welfare relevant per se, since they have 

obviously not been able to meet their physiological demands and may suffer from prolonged hunger. Body 
condition scoring (BCS) can be performed using a variety of scales and systems. Inter- and intra-observer 

reliability has been evaluated for a number of systems (e.g. Ferguson et al., 1994).  
 

Soiled skin and hair may induce itching, reduce skin function with regard to thermoregulatory properties and 

anti-germal defence and may cause inflammations of the skin. Relationships with mastitis incidence have 
also been postulated (Valde et al., 1997). Faye & Barnouin (1985) developed a cleanliness index for dairy 

cattle using a five-point scale in five body areas. Since only from severe soiling (thick >1cm and cohesive 
soiling) negative effects are to be expected, recording may focus on these two scores. 

 
Skin lesions, injuries and swellings reflect the impact of the surrounding environment on the animal‟s body 

(Ekesbo, 1984). Alterations result for example from contact with hard floors, pressure against feed racks or 

hits against cubicle partitions. The main body areas at risk are the carpal, fetlock, hock and stifle joint, 
neck/withers, shoulderblade, dewlap, hip and ischial tuberosity. Likewise, infestation with ectoparasites leads 

to pruritus, pain and reduced welfare depending on the causative organism. Existing scoring systems refer to 
the different body areas, severity (hairless spots, scabs, wounds) and size of the lesions and swellings, 

respectively (e.g. Wechsler et al., 2000).  

 
Surgical treatments such as dehorning, tail docking or castration are welfare relevant for various reasons. 

They cause pain during and after the procedures, may result in reduced function (e.g. increased fly numbers 
in tail-docked cattle; Eicher et al., 2002) and impair the animal‟s integrity in general. The percentage of 

affected animals, time and type of procedure can be used as parameters. 
 

Animal-human relationship 

The animal‟s relationship to humans has been shown to have a significant impact on animal health, 
production and welfare. Approach and avoidance reactions can be used to assess the animal-human 

relationship in loose housed dairy cows (e.g. Waiblinger et al., 2003). The avoidance distance towards an 
unknown person in the home environment (e.g. barn/pen) correlated significantly with the milker‟s 

behaviour (Waiblinger et al., 2002). However, the reliable assessment of avoidance distance requires a 

relatively large sample size and thus appears to be less feasible. In tied dairy cattle, measures of animal-
human relationship have only been developed in experimental research but their is no experience with on-

farm recordings. 
 

Potentials for qualitative and positive animal welfare assessment 

Whereas most approaches to welfare assessment are based on indicators of reduced welfare, it seems to be 
promising to put more emphasis on indicators of good welfare in future. Environmental control and positive 

social relations may be considered as main components of good welfare. It has often been suggested to use 
social and non-social play as an indicator of a good welfare state since young animals in particular are only 

motivated to play if their primary needs are satisfied (Lawrence, 1987). In calves, play is mainly expressed 
as locomotor and social activities as well as activities directed towards the environment. However, playing is 

only rarely observed in adult animals and therefore probably restricted to an indicator in calves. In adult 

cattle, affiliative behaviour such as social licking appears to be a promising indicator of long-term positive 
affective states. Beneficial effects may be expected in terms of reinforcing and stabilising social relationships 

and because of the rewarding function at least for the receiver (Sato, 1984, Sato et al., 1991). 
In addition to quantitative parameters, the qualitative assessment of cattle behaviour for animal welfare 

assessment purposes has been discussed in recent years (Wemelsfelder et al., 2001). This approach 

focusses on the judgement of „body language‟ and might be helpful to detect states such as „apathy‟ or 
positive affective states which are commonly considered as welfare relevant.  

 

Towards feasible assessment systems: The EU project Welfare Quality 
 

The decision which parameters and measures are finally included in on-farm welfare assessment protocols 
depends on various factors such as the purpose, the time available for data recording and the skills and 
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knowledge of the assessors. Up to now, only few monitoring schemes for dairy cattle have been suggested 

and applied in the on-farm context (e.g. Capdeville & Veissier, 2001, Whay et al., 2003); there are no 

systems available for other cattle categories such as dairy or veal calves, dairy heifers or beef cattle. 
 
 

Areas of 

concern 

Criteria referring to ‘what 

characterises good animal welfare?’ 

Measures 

Good feeding Absence of prolonged hunger BCS 

Absence of prolonged thirst Water supply 

Good housing Comfort around resting Cleanliness, time needed to lie down… 

Ease of movement Tethering 

Good health Absence of injuries Lameness, integument alterations 

Absence of diseases Clinical examination, herd records 

Absence of pain induced by management 
procedures 

Dehorning, tail docking 

Appropriate 
behaviour 

Expression of social behaviours Frequency of agonistic behaviours 

Expression of other behaviours Qualitative behaviour assessment 

Good human-animal relationship Avoidance distance barn/feed rack  

Absence of general fear ? 

Table 1. In the European project Welfare Quality, measures for good animal welfare are chosen 

partly on basis of considerations of how they refer to the criteria and characteristics of good 

animal welfare, e.g. the five freedoms. 
 

It is one of the goals of the EU project Welfare Quality (www.welfarequality.net) to develop feasible 

monitoring systems to assess the welfare of cattle, pigs and chickens. 12 areas of concern such as „absence 
of injuries‟ or „expression of social behaviours‟ have been identified, that should be covered in the 

assessment of welfare. At present, numerous potential measures are being evaluated or newly developed 
with regard to validity, reliability and feasibility. A full monitoring scheme is expected to be tested in practice 

on commercial farms (dairy, veal, beef cattle) in several EU countries in 2007. The main objectives of the 

final monitoring system are to give advice back to the farmer and/or the veterinarian and to inform 
consumers about the welfare status of the animals from which they buy products. This project also 

addresses in a comprehensive way the integration of information by means of a multicriteria evaluation of 
animal welfare. 

 

Conclusions and future perspectives: on-farm welfare assessment in relation to 
herd health and welfare planning  
 
On-farm welfare assessment is a necessary tool in order to identify challenges for the animal health and 

welfare in the organic dairy herd. It will give guidelines to relevant improvements and make it possible to 

evaluate the improvements later in order to estimate whether they have been successful. Welfare 
assessment systems therefore play a relevant and indispensable part of herd health and welfare plans in the 

future. 
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Animal Health Planning and Animal Health Plans - Concepts, 
principles and practicalities 
Chris Atkinson & Madeleine Neale 
 
 

Introduction: What is an animal health plan, and why have one? 
 
In the United Kingdom it is mandatory for organic livestock farms to have an animal health plan as a 

document providing evidence of active management of disease and building positive health (Anon 2006). 
Many organisations, both organic and non organic, (e.g. BCVA, Defra Compendium of UK Organic Standards, 

Soil Association, RSPCA Freedom Food, NDFAS, FAWL) develop, describe and use animal health planning as 

a part of their strategy (see Box 1). Currently, it is the presence of a regularly updated health plan document 
that serves as evidence that this is in place.  

 
The benefits of health plans, including animal welfare improvement, financial gain and increased farm 

efficacy have all been highlighted in various publications (Sibley 2000, Gray & Hovi 2001, Dobbs 2005, 
Lovatt 2004). It has frequently been suggested that, through good stockmanship and appropriate use of 

veterinary medicinal products, health planning can improve the smooth running of a farm.  

 
An animal health plan should be an active tool for animal health and welfare planning. However, as organic 

certification and several farm assurance schemes require a health plan there is a danger that they become 
seen as something to be policed when in fact they should being used as a forum for advice. In order to fulfil 

this challenge a health plan must therefore be farm specific and relate to farm specific issues.  

 

The stock-keeper should draw up a written health and welfare plan with the herd‟s veterinary surgeon and, 

where necessary, other technical advisors which should be reviewed and updated each year………  
Paragraph 7 Codes of Recommendations for the welfare of livestock: Cattle(Anon 2003) 
 

• 10.3.1 - You must develop and agree with us a plan that addresses how you will meet the 
standards in each of the following areas………… 

• 10.3.2 - You must review your livestock management plan regularly and keep it up to date. 
• 10.3.3 - As part of your LMP you must draw up a health plan to show how you will build health and 

reduce disease. This must suit your own farm ……….. 

Soil Association, Organic Standards (Anon 2007) 
 

The Farm Animal Welfare Council (FAWC) recommend that herd/flock health planning on organic farms 
should include a disease risk assessment for all classes of animals depending on the past history of the farm 

as well as disease incidence on neighbouring farms. These plans should be equivalent to the herd/flock 

health and welfare plans widely advocated in conventional livestock farming and should include an agreed 
programme to achieve full compliance with the target animal health and welfare standards.  

FAWC 2005 
Box 1. UK Welfare codes, UK Soil Association organic standards and FAWC recommendations 

 

The animal health plan as individual farm management tool 
 

An animal health plan needs to be a useful management tool that can identify and control the particular 
health problems of the individual farm, thus improving and maintaining animal welfare. This should be based 

on farm specific experiences and problems, as all farms are likely to be different. Based on literature on the 

implementation of the organic standards, consensus seems to exist that the organic standards form a very 
good background for giving the organic animals high standards of good health and welfare, but clearly the 

standards cannot guarantee or cover all issues and conditions on a farm (Main et al., 2003, Roderick et al., 
2000, Sundrum and Lund 2003). An animal health and welfare plan can aid in this respect.   

 

Key features of animal health plans  
 

If animal health plans are to be of value to a farmer, then the following key features are proposed as 
essential elements: 

• Specific to individual farm 
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• Practical and easy to use 

• Modern day farming has given rise to a lot of paperwork.  

• The health plan should be simple and practical 
• Large and complex documents are unlikely to be used. 

• Regularly reviewed and updated 
• Should highlight problem areas 

• Specific farm issues are likely to change over time.  

• Current procedures should be changed in accordance with changing issues 
• Usual practices can be questioned and evaluated 

• Formulated with agreed advice 
• It is very difficult to review health management issues in isolation 

• Competent, external advice is, therefore, important 

• Health plans remain responsibility of farmer 
• Farmers must agree to the content for it to be a meaningful document 

• Reflect good farm management 
  

Key stages of health planning  
  
Health planning is the process in which a health plan is formulated, and it can be described as having four 

different stages:  
• Protocols (current treatment and prevention policy) 

• Records (typically disease incidence or number of treatments) 

• Review (target and intervention levels) 
• Action: the plan that is made based on the review.  

 

Assessing animal health plans 
 

Within a certification system a health plan should be assessed in terms of; 
 its presence on a farm  

 its adequacy in relation to the farm for which it is designed  

 its adequacy in relation to organic standards  

 its implementation on the farm.  

 

Organic certification officers currently examine new animal health plans, and inspectors check the presence 
of plans on the farm. However, the implementation and adequacy of a health plan on an individual farm 

must be included, ideally without additional work burden. In order to facilitate this process, a health plan 

chart has been formulated, which is designed to allow the certification and inspection process to work 
together to enable presence, implementation and adequacy all to be annually checked without additional 

work load (Box 2 below). It is proposed that this will be completed by certification officers and sent to the 
inspector prior to inspection. The inspector will then edit/delete/add relevant details during inspection, and 

send it back to certification officer for recording. Any derogations/informed changes would be added through 

out the year.  
 

The proposed health plan chart is easy to overview, allows the content to be discussed with the farmer and 
encourages regular health plan updating.  
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Box 2. A section of the animal health plan chart, which is used in the certification and 

inspection of the organic farm.  

 

Summary: Animal health and welfare plans AND planning 
 
In summary, an animal health plan aims at contributing to improvements on the farm and in the herd 

through active prevention and monitoring of health and welfare, and to find farm specific solutions to farm 

specific problem. However, at present the situation (as described variously by Burke 2005, Huxley 2005, Bell 
et al., 2006) appears to be the following: 

• Most farms have plans but often not valued  
• Records are available but often poor accuracy 

• Reviewing of plan or records is very limited 

• Farmers not aware of problems  
• There is a definite need for good advice 

 
In order for an animal health plan to be effective it must become a dynamic document to be used as a tool 

in the management of the farm. As simply a static archived document, developed for a farm assurance 
scheme, the health plan has limited use. Ideally, a health plan should involve the use of protocols and 

records, along with regular review and necessary actions. After action has been taken, follow-up should be 

conducted in order to determine whether the action is sufficient and seen to improve the farm situation. This 
should become a constant circle resulting in improving health and welfare. Whilst health plan development 

can benefit from competent external advice it is paramount that the farmer takes ownership of this process. 
To be meaningful, it is important that the farmer takes responsibility for the health plan and that there is full 

agreement with the content. As the animal, the farmer, the vet/advisor and the consumer all require higher 

welfare, the health plan should be benefiting all of these stakeholders. If it does not, then it is ineffective.  
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Animal Health and Welfare Planning - Identifying key principles and 
approaches 
Pip Nicholas, Steve Roderick & Mette Vaarst  
 
 

Background  
 
During the presentations and discussions at the 1st ANIPLAN workshop it became apparent that there are 

many different approaches to disease prevention and treatment planning. These exist in a variety of 
structured forms, and also involve different approaches to the dialogue between farmer and advisor. The 

distinction between „an animal health plan‟ and „animal health planning‟ has also become evident (see 

Atkinson & Neale, 2008 in these proceedings). Whereas a plan refers to documentation, planning is 
understood as a process which actively involves the farmer, is based on an assessment and evaluation of a 

real situation and includes an explicit formulation of the farmer‟s goals regarding animal health and welfare.  
 

In order to develop a single yet adaptable approach to health planning that can be tested under diverse 
conditions, there is a necessity to identify key principles. This report describes workshop discussions and the 

consensus reached with regard to the identification of such principles.  

 

Workshop Approach 
 

A half workshop day was dedicated to group discussions on the development of principles for animal health 
and welfare planning across countries. This was undertaken in a semi-structured manner following the 

format described in Figure 1 below. The groups were formed so as many nationalities as possible were 
presented in each group. A general discussion between all participants was conducted in order to form 

consensus on these principles. 
 

Task 

Brain storming session 
Topic: Animal health and welfare planning 

Structured Discussion 

 What do you see as the role of health and welfare planning?  

 From what we heard this morning, what are the key themes 

running through existing health and welfare plans?  

 What extra, if anything, is required in an organic animal 
health and welfare plan?  

Key principles 

 Each participant to define 2 key principles that they think 
should be in an AH&W plan 

 Write on card and place on pin board 

Key principles discussion 

 Critically discuss principles proposed 

 Consolidate any principles that are the same (re-write on new 

card if necessary) 

 Identify any conflicts or contradictions between principles 

Plenary 

 Working groups to present their principles to plenary group 
for discussion 

 Group to reach consensus on the key principles to take 

forward (maximum of 10 principles) 
Figure 1. Plan for discussion groups on identifying key principles for animal health and welfare 

planning.  

 

Results 
 
There was strong consensus in the plenary session before the group work that animal health and welfare 

planning is a process which should be continuous and based on data and observation in the herd, and the 
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effect of every improvement should be evaluated, as illustrated in Figure 2. This enabled a strong focus on 

the animal health and welfare planning process rather than what an animal health and welfare plan should 

contain. 
 

 
 

 

 
 

 
 

 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 

 
Figure 2. Representation of animal health and welfare planning as a continuous process based 

on assessment (A), planning (HP) and evaluation (E).   
 

Key principles of health and welfare planning 

Eight key principles of animal health and welfare planning were identified and are described in Figure 3.  
 

 
-  A health planning process should aim at continuous development  and improvement, and should 

incorporate health promotion and disease handling, based on a strategy including 

o current status + risks (animal based + resource based parameters)  
o evaluation  

o action 
o review 

- Farm specific  

- Farmer ownership  
- External person(s) should be involved  

- External knowledge  
- Organic principles framework (systems approach)  

- Written 

- Acknowledge good aspects  
 

Figure 3 Eight principles of the animal health planning process that the AniPlan project will be 
based on, compiled as an output from group discussion and elaborated upon below.  

 

The role of animal health and welfare plans  
Animal health and welfare planning should be a continuous process aiming for constant improvement. 

Animal health and welfare plans should raise the awareness of farmers and stimulate them to continuous 
development and improvements in farm animal health and welfare. They should also act as tools for 

farmers, so that the ideas and targets of the farmer are made explicit and the organic production methods 

are integrated in the daily practice of the farm. Animal health plans exist in various forms but can often be 
ineffective at delivering effective health planning.  

 
The process of planning involves knowledge, documentation, setting targets and follow-up 

The most important characteristics of animal health and welfare planning is to see it as a process where the 
areas in focus are carefully monitored (so that the changes can be well-documented when following up) and 

the farmer‟s plans for improvements are based on farm-specific knowledge. Record keeping and monitoring 

and surveillance should therefore be important elements of the plan. When setting targets, a way of 
measuring whether these targets are reached or not should also be identified. There should be a review 

process, and in situations where targets are not met, new plans should be made and implemented in the 
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process. The plan and review process should be sufficiently flexible and adaptable to changing conditions, 

opinions and perceptions.  

 
Farm specific and based on knowledge about the herd in focus 

The process of animal health and welfare planning is based on assessment, planning and evaluation.  The 
assessment and evaluation comprise farm specific and real data as well as systematic observations in the 

herd. Plans should always be based on actual knowledge of the current health status of the herd and use 

estimates of disease status and welfare, including epidemiological monitoring and welfare outputs. The plans 
should also be farm specific in the sense that the wishes, needs and priorities should be guided by the 

farmer and responsible persons on that farm. Note that based on information from the participating 
countries in this project, we conclude that there are huge differences in the type and quality of the records 
between countries.  
 
The farmer must have ownership over the plan and planning   

The farmer‟s perception/opinion/knowledge of the current problems in the herd has to guide the process, 
because if the farmer does not see a problem, then the health planning process is unlikely to be 

implemented effectively. Farmer discussion groups, Stable Schools or similar might be a means of assisting 
the farmer to identify health problems.  

 

An external person must be involved 
Although the farmer has to be the driving force in the process, external advice (e.g. veterinarian, advisor or 

other farmers) offers an objective view which may improve the process, particularly with regard to 
identification of problems and solutions as well as providing inspiration.   

 

Organic elements  
Making a plan based on specific farm knowledge and specific recommendations for improvements is relevant 

for health planning in both organic and non-organic herds.  However, given the explicit goals for organic 
herds of good animal health and welfare, based on disease prevention and health promotion, there may be a 

need for a different emphasis to organic health plans.  
 

From the onset, organic principles and legislation provide an initial framework for guidance. It may be 

argued that thresholds for evaluating health and welfare status should be higher in organic farming systems, 
particularly with regard to welfare targets as high welfare is a stated aspiration and consumers expect high 

standards of welfare. An organic plan needs to have a very definite preventive and health promoting focus, 
as well as a focus on naturalness in terms of allowing maximum natural behaviour and species-specific 

conditions, including feeding and other management elements. It was emphasised in the discussion that the 

holistic whole-farm view should be included in the health planning process so as to account for the 
integrated nature of organic animal production, the inter-relationship between various farm elements and 

the multiple objectives of organic farming.  
 

Acknowledge good aspects 

It was agreed that the success cases and positive developments in a herd or a farm should also be 
systematically evaluated. This will be something to learn from, and an appropriate „closure of a case‟ which 

the farmer and perhaps others have been working on for a longer period. These good stories are believed to 
be motivating for everybody, and focus, therefore will not only be on problem areas.  

 

Future perspectives 
 

Consensus on basic principles for an animal health and welfare plan was reached between participants from 
seven different European countries, and these principles will be included in the research initiatives in the 

participating countries during the course of the project. The approach to the implementation of these 
principles in practice is an objective of the project and the success in achieving this will be evaluated as an 

output. These will use empirical data and qualitative approaches. The final principles emerging from this 

process of discussion, testing and evaluating will be formulated as recommendations for the development of 
animal health planning in the future.  
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Communication in animal health and welfare planning. 
Mette Vaarst, Michael Walkenhorst and Gidi Smolders 

 
Introduction 
 

The project „Minimising medicine use in organic dairy herds through animal health and welfare promotion‟ is 

focused on animal welfare assessment and its role in the active use of animal health plans in order to 
improve animal health and welfare on organic farms. To be active, a health plan requires dialogue between 

the farmer and those who are able to view the farm from the outside e.g. vets and advisors. The importance 
of this communication is the focus of this paper.  

 

Across Europe we see highly diverse farming systems and similarly diversity in advisory systems and their 
approaches to communicating with farmers. One of the objectives of the AniPlan project is to develop 

approaches to health planning that are robust yet sufficiently adaptable to be applied across these various 
conditions. This will involve utilising knowledge of current approaches to communication between farmer and 

advisor, but also the opportunity for new  ways of communication that contribute to the process of animal 
health and welfare promotion. Relevance to the farmer is paramount.  

 

In this paper, three current approaches are summarised, focusing on the dialogue between farmer and 
„external persons‟. These are the Danish Stable Schools, the Dutch farmer study groups (where farmers 

participate in doing animal welfare assessment in a fellow-farmer‟s herd) and the Swiss pro-Q project, where 
there is a very active dialogue between advisors and farmers in a continuous feed-back system. Further to 

these descriptions, the paper summarises the results of discussions between participants at the first AniPlan 

workshop in Hellevad, Denmark on the subject of communication in the animal health planning process.  
 

The Danish Stable Schools 
 

The concept of Stable Schools 

The Farmer Stable School concept developed when a large group of Danish organic dairy farmers faced a 
situation of having a common goal to phase out antibiotics from their herds. This was a complex goal which 

could be reached in several ways, but with very little experience of how best to achieve this through 
participatory means in a Danish context. In order to establish a good common learning environment the 

concept of Farmer Field Schools (FFS) was adjusted to Danish organic farmer conditions. Farmer Field 

Schools (FFS) is a concept for farmers‟ learning and empowerment through knowledge and experience 
exchange. The concept was developed and used in Indonesia as a sustainable way of learning and 

developing farming for small-scale rice farmers. This learning approach, which is based on innovative, 
participatory and interactive learning, has been adopted in many „developing country‟ situations (Gallagher, 

1999).  
 

In the Danish project, ideas were built from experiential learning and action research. In Denmark, the so-

called „Farmer Experience Exchange Groups‟ have been used for decades. These are often groups of 10-15 
farmers from similar farms (e.g. dairy farms with a certain housing system and/or breed), which meet on 

regular basis on each others private farms. The group would normally be run by an agricultural advisor, who 
acts as a form of coordinator and professional expert in the field. Often, an external specialist expert (e.g. in 

farm economy, buildings, feeding etc.) will be invited and give a lesson on a certain topic. This approach is 

very different from the FFS in that it involves one or more „experts‟, and because it focuses on a topic rather 
than the specific farm and identification of potential areas for improvement.  

 
The results from the Danish experience of Stable Schools show that crucial changes took place during the 

project period and these successes can be partly attributed to the farmers‟ ownership over the common goal 
and the advice from the group based on the articulated goals for each participating farm. The farmers‟ 

change process towards a common goal may be viewed as an equal common learning process.  

 
The Stable School meetings and the role of the facilitator 
 

All meetings took place on a farm, and all 5-6 farms involved in a group were visited in turn. Meetings were 
organised by the facilitator and host farmer approximately 2 weeks before a meeting took place and the 

agenda for the proposed meeting was discussed at this time. This agenda was then circulated to other 
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participating farmers. One success story and two perceived problem areas were identified by the host farmer 

as a focus for the meeting. Key data from the herd (from the Danish central cattle data base) were also sent 

to participants as preparatory material and in order to provide an insight to the herd in focus. Group 
meetings typically involved ½-1 hours farm walk with free discussions followed by an indoor „round-table‟ 

session of 1½-2 hours. Crucial to the process was that the facilitator does not offer advice. Apart from 
facilitating the discussion and the process in the group, the facilitator minutes the mutual advice and 

conclusions from the farmer participants.  

 

A common goal as a crucial basis for common learning 
 
We suggest that the many changes which took place in the participating herds during the project may have 

been consequential of the consistent, continuous and common learning processes and exchange of 

experience and knowledge between farmers, based on the identification and ownership of a common goal in 
combination with individual farm-based analyses and goals (see Box 1). This process demands more than 

listening and thinking, and the aim to reach the common goals stimulates changed practices. This is perhaps 
the main difference between Farmer Stable Schools and the well-established concept of Danish Farmer 

Experience Exchange Groups. At all meetings, cases of success at the host farm were presented to the 

farmer group and this always gave a good, positive and encouraging perspective at the meetings. The focus 
on both success cases and problem areas encouraged all participants and gave farmers innovative ideas that 

could be applied to their own farm.  

 

 
 Mutual respect  

 Mutual trust and openness based on insight into each others‟ farm situations   
 Common goal 

 All solutions should fit to the goals and framework of each herd   
 Equality in the group  

 Democratic responsibility for a process 

 Common learning  
 Common building up and exchange of knowledge and experience, including success cases 

 Ownership: sets the agenda and point to OWN perceived challenges 
 Ownership: Make the conclusions and commitment  

 
Box 1. Key values and features of the Stable Schools, which were identified through interviews 

with farmers and were considered crucial for the successful dialogue in the groups.  
 

The collaboration and dialogue in the Dutch Farmer Study Groups 
 

In the Dutch network programme since 2004, each year about 50 farmers groups are active in increasing 

the innovative capability to solve specific business problems (Wielinga et al, 2006)1. These networks are 
based on farmers initiative (of at least 3 farmers) to improve the medium or long term sustainable farming 

practice with tangible results within one year and with knowledge as an essential ingredient. In these 
networks the facilitator is not a professional facilitator but more an expert on the subject with affinity with 

networking and with facilitating groups.   

 
Caring dairy checklist 

One of the network groups focussed on caring dairy and developed a checklist for animal welfare. The 
checklist has a „kitchen table‟ component, a stable component whereby the farm and cows are assessed, a 

summarizing part and a part covering points to improve.  
- In the kitchen table part, existing figures for the farm are summarized and commented upon. 

Disease incidences, culling reasons, percentage of stillborn calves, milk yield, fat and protein content 

and fat:protein ratio, somatic cell counts, fertility indicators, longevity and life production and 

                                                
1 Wielinga, HE, Geerling-Eiff, FA, Hoogerwerf, EC, Hubeek, FB, Wijk, van – Jannsen, E. en Zaalmink, BW. 
(2006). Facilitating networks for sustainable animal husbandry. 7th European IFSA Symposium , 

Wageningen, May 2006. 
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contact with animals of other farms are included. The items are discussed and compared with the 

goals of the visited farm.  

- The stable part of the checklist assesses animal welfare based on performance parameters (BCC, 
locomotion, skin damages, cleanliness of the cows, ease of laying down and getting up in the 

cubicles, slipperiness of the walking area, ) and based on design parameters (dead ends, 
overcrowding, obstacles, ventilation). Special attention is paid to the group of dry cows. Also quality 

(moulds, ground, mow burn) and availability of feed, hygiene and neatness of the housing, the yard 

and the silage clamps are assessed.  
- In the summary of the assessment protocol, for each part the total number of points and the scored 

points are collated along with an overall total score.  
- The assessment ends with the identification of three points to improve on the farm.  

 

Assessing each others farms 
The caring dairy group consists of 11 dairy farmers and one facilitator. The dairy farmers assess in groups of 

three farmers the farm of a colleague. The composition of the assessing group constantly changes so that 
finally all farmers assessed at least three other farms and all farms are assessed by different groups. 

Everyone involved is convinced that even the most critical remarks and the weak points of the farm detected 
in the assessment are used for the best of the animals, the farm and the farmer. During the process, the 

host farmer opens up the farm completely and the assessors adopt an open mind to the good and the weak 

points of the farm. The group is considered reliable and members have an implicit trust in each other. 
Farmers are trained in two training sessions by an expert and accompanied by the expert at the first 

assessment with the group on a farm of a colleague. 
 

The host farmer organises the assessment on his/her farm, which involves coordinating a date for the 

assessment, providing the assessors with data for the kitchen table part and acting as host in providing 
coffee and lunch. The host farmer identifies specific goals, provides data clarification if needed, provides 

farm clothing and boots and guides the assessors on the farm tour and herd assessment. The host does not 
interfere during the assessment in the stable unless asked. At the end, the host farmer takes part in the 

discussion about the improvement points, comments on these and gives an indication if and when suggested 
improvements may be realized. 

 

The assessors are provided with the data and compare these with the farm specific goals and judge them 
with their expert opinion. They can ask the host farmer for clarification if needed. In the stable environment, 

they only judge what is seen without interpretation or value. During assessment training separating 
judgement from value can be difficult. The assessors attempt to reach consensus on the assessed 

parameters and discuss differences. Scores are calculated and for the total assessment it is possible to 

identify the strong and the weak points of the farm. Together with the host farmer, the assessors discuss 
and prioritise the points they think requires improvement and listen to the responses of the host farmer. To 

keep balance, particularly at the start of the assessment process, it is advised that strong and positive points 
are also emphasised.  

 

The facilitator in the caring dairy group organises the process and the groups, co-ordinates the provision of 
data, organises the training session and a session for evaluation of the results and the experiences at the 

assessments. If necessary, the facilitator requests a specialist to join the evaluation in order to provide 
explanation, background or additional specific information on a relevant topic. The facilitator joins meetings 

with facilitators of other network groups and learns also from those experiences.   
 

 

The collaboration and dialogue in the advisory process of the pro-Q project 
 

The Swiss pro-Q-project was created in 2003 in cooperation with one large Swiss national retailer (COOP) as 
main sponsor. The project will last until at least 2009. The aim of the project is to minimize the therapeutic 

and prophylactic antibiotic treatment of mastitis (during lactation and for drying off), to improve udder 

health and longevity of dairy cows via prophylactic measures and improvement of management and the use 
of non-antibiotic therapy.  

 
In a first step data of potential mastitis causing factors were collected on each individual farm, including: 

general conditions, housing, feeding, human-animal interaction, milking technology and milking hygiene. 

Beside this an intensive diagnosis of the mastitis status of the herd based on quarter milk samples and milk 
recording data was conducted. During a period of at least 2 years participating farms were intensively 
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advised by the project team and, if there was an interest, also by their own veterinarians. Therapies were 

primarily based on homeopathic remedies. The development of mastitis causing factors and the mastitis 

status of the farms were followed up at regular intervals (at least yearly).  
 

Each farm is allocated its own main responsible advisor from the pro-Q-team. This enables the development 
a trustful personal relationship between advisor and farmer. Farmers receive a monthly analysis of the actual 

milk recording including a retrospective analysis over the previous twelve months. Furthermore, results of 

quarter milk samples are transmitted via an animal-based protocol including milk recording data, results of 
earlier quarter milk samples and treatment data of the individual cow for one year back. All results are 

normally send via e-mail accompanied with a comment from the advisor. Further questions are answered via 
direct contact between farmer and advisor by phone call or e-mail. 

 

The core activity involves 4-6 regular farm visits per year by the advisor, accompanied by the veterinary 
practitioner if required. During each farm visit a walkabout through the main living areas of the dairy cows 

(laying, walking, feeding, and milking area) is made and each individual cow is assessed with regard to body 
condition score, claw trimming status, cleanliness and technopathies. The findings are discussed in relation 

to the results of actual milk recording. Furthermore, therapeutic recommendations for individual cows are 
given.  

 

Group discussion report: Adjusting the approaches to fit with farming and 
country conditions 
 

Three related themes were chosen for group discussion. These were:  
1) In which situations and how are person-to-person advisory service / animal health and welfare 

planning best made?  
2) In which situations and how are farmer group advisory service / animal health and welfare planning 

best made?  

3) How to ensure farmer ownership? 
 

A main points raised in the discussion groups are summarised below.  
 

Person-to-person animal health and welfare planning 
In this group, the basic principles of dialogue were raised and discussed, as well as the practicalities of what 

the advisory dialogue should contain. Points raised in relation to the basic dialogue principles were: 

- The dialogue should depend on the challenges at the individual farm; 
- There should be sufficient flexibility: 

o Meetings and a framework should be arranged in accordance with specific needs and 
relevance, 

o The dialogue should be focused both on action („tell me what you want from me‟ / „tell me 

what to do‟) and reaction („answer my questions‟);   
- Advisors should be well prepared and create their own good possibilities for a good advisory 

situation; 
- Respect is crucial both ways. Both dialogue partners should be ready to learn from each other; 

- Advisors should take responsibility for their part in the process i.e. 

o Keep promises; and 
o React quickly to farmers requests. 

 
Points raised in relation to the practicalities of the advisory process were:  

- Focus on the milking situation in dairy herds, as many of the challenges and daily contact occur 
there. It is a good idea, if possible, for an advisor to be present during milking; 

- Include the barn (cattle housing), the fields and the feeding resources; 

- Look at individual animals and spend time with animals; 
- In „the kitchen‟: 

o Go through documentation; and 
o Write down all agreements and all decisions.  
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Farmer group animal health and welfare planning 

- The most crucial element is that subjects are identified by farmers. 

- A very powerful and fruitful approach is when farmers are closely involved in each others‟ farms, 
e.g. assessing each others situation.  

- Benchmarking can be a good driving force for the discussions and the improvements. Farmers can 
see that they have good and bad elements in their herds.  

- Which farmers should be included in farmer groups? There was consensus that only farmers who 

really explicitly wanted collaboration should go into this kind of process. Reluctance would result in 
resistance and lack of motivation and commitment.  

- There should be a common interest among farmers in the farmer group.  
- In the groups, discussions with experts can have benefit for everybody.  

- In the group, all farms should be well introduced so that the other farmers understand the specific 

challenges of a particular farm, and the facilitator or discussion leader should ensure that sufficient 
information is gathered before a meeting takes place at a farm. 

- All problem solving should be based on a continuous review of the situation. 
- Certain elements, such as the feeding routines and mastitis situation, should always be included in 

the discussion when focusing on minimising medicine use / improving animal welfare, at least at the 
first farmer meeting at a farm.  

 

How to ensure farmer ownership 
- A framework cannot completely ensure the feeling of ownership, but this can encourage it – it is at 

all times up to the persons involved to ensure ownership. 
- Set ground rules, and agree to them with all involved committing to these equally.  

- For everybody involved in visiting a farm: LISTEN. The farmer should explain problems. Never 

dictate.  
- Small detail can be important:  

o The advisor should always ask where to sit, instead of running the risk of taking the farmer‟s 
place,  

o ask the farmer where they prefer to start (outdoor or indoor?),  
o explain all the steps in the process and gather all viewpoints, 

o if using assessment, make sure that the host farmer understands all of the parameters and 

judgements.  
- Motivation is important; often it is very good to underline the positive elements on the farm and 

what the farmer feels proud of rather than focusing on the problems and the mistakes.  
- Focus on the advantages and benefits of all the improvements and efforts.  

- The host farmer, advisor and fellow-farmers should be very conscious that the host farmer is the 

driving force for all improvements on the host farm.  
- As advisor or facilitator should be aware of farmer silence and other signs that the farmer is not 

engaged in, or has to leave, the process.  
- An advisory service that is paid for, will probably result in greater commitment and motivation by the 

farmer.  

- In a farmer group everybody should be involved and give their opinions, and the group size should 
be adjusted accordingly.  

 

Future perspectives 
 

The authors have drawn summary points that are not necessarily those made during discussion, although 
some of these reflect remarks made as a response to the group discussions. 

 
- Farmer ownership is important in dialogue, no matter whether it is in farmer groups or in a person-

to-person advisory situation. 
- In the discussion, terms were often used indicating that farmers could be „non-cooperative‟. This 

may raise the following questions relevant to the issues about ownership: 

o If the process of e.g. animal health and welfare planning is really owned by the farmer this 
lack of co-operation should not be evident? If the farmer is resistant to the dialogue, it could 

very well be an indication of lacking feeling of ownership, and the question should then be 
put: „What do you want from this process?‟  

o A common learning is stimulating for everybody. In a person-to-person dialogue, the advisor 

or the so-called expert is often not expected to learn but only to „deliver knowledge and 
advice‟. This can mean that the farmer is expected to change opinions and routines and 
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learn, without the other person in the dialogue going through this process. This may not be 

a relevant and fair approach. There could be situations where the advisor/expert learns as 

much as the farmer? Should these situations be promoted?  
o All farmers are experts: experts in running a farm and adjusting general advice to their own 

farm conditions.  
- The dialogue should always take the starting point of the challenge areas on each specific farm, 

irrespective of the type of dialogue.  

- Benchmarking can be stimulating for the discussion, but it should not move focus from the specific 
farm (including improvements on this farm) to comparisons between farms that are very different 

and maybe also be based on very different sets of thinking.  
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Minimising medicine use in organic dairy herds through animal health 
and welfare planning 
 

‟Minimising medicine use in organic dairy herds through animal health and welfare planning‟, ANIPLAN, is a CORE-
Organic project which was initiated in June 2007. The main aim of the project is to investigate active and well 

planned animal health and welfare promotion and disease prevention as a means of minimising medicine use in 

organic dairy herds. This aim will be met through the development of animal health and welfare planning principles 
for organic dairy farms under diverse conditions based on an evaluation of current experiences. This also includes 

application of animal health and welfare assessment across Europe. In order to bring this into practice the project 
also aims at developing guidelines for communication about animal health and welfare promotion in different 

settings, for example, as part of existing animal health advisory services or farmer groups such as the Danish 
Stable School system and the Dutch network programme. The project is divided into the following five work 

packages, four of which comprise research activities with the other focused on coordination and knowledge 

transfer, through meetings, workshops and publications. These proceedings represent our first results in terms of 
presented papers and discussions at our first project workshop in Hellevad Vandmølle as well as a review of Animal 

Health Planning in UK.  
 

The content of the workshop proceedings reflect the aim and starting points of all work packages, both in terms of 

analyses prior to the workshop, and developments during the workshop emanating from group work. Besides a 
general introduction to the project and the ideas of the project, Christoph Winckler provides an overview of the use 

of animal based parameters based on the results of the WelfareQuality project. Christopher Atkinson and 
Madeleine Neale presented concepts, principles and the practicalities of Animal Health Planning and Animal Health 

Plans based on UK experiences. Pip Nicholas from The University of Wales, Aberystwyth produced a report 
reviewing the current use of animal health and welfare planning. The entire document is included in these 

workshop proceedings. This was supplemented through presentations from all countries regarding animal health 

and welfare planning processes and research. These are summarised together with the concepts developed 
through dialogue at the workshop in the paper by Nicholas, Vaarst and Roderick. Finally, the Danish Stable School 

principles were presented by Mette Vaarst followed by discussion on different approaches of communication in 
farmer groups and at the individual level between farmers and advisors.  

 

One important outcome from this workshop is a set of preliminary principles for a good health planning process. 
We concluded through group discussions followed by a plenary session that a health planning process should aim 

at continuous development and improvement, and should incorporate health promotion and disease handling, 
based on a strategy where the current situation is evaluated and form basis for action, which is then reviewed in a 

new evaluation. It is important that any health plan is farm specific and based on farmer ownership, although an 

external person(s) should be involved, as well as external knowledge. The organic principles should form the 
framework for any action (meaning that a systems approach is needed), and the plan should be written. The good 

and positive aspects on each farm – things that other farmers potentially can learn from. The work and studies in 
dairy farms within the project will be based on these principles and comprise evaluation and review using animal 

based parameters as well as finding ways of communication with farmers about animal health and welfare.   
 

Contact person: Mette Vaarst; Mette.Vaarst@agrsci.dk  
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