Mobility is key to dairy herd success
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Mobility is critical to a dairy cows’ success, yet lameness remains a major problem in most herds. Of all studies reporting lameness between 2006 and 2017, mean lameness prevalence was greater than 20 percent. This means one out of every five cows at any given dairy farm is lame. Additionally one in 20, or about 5 percent, of cows are severely lame, showing pronounced arching of the back and reluctance to move, transferring almost all weight off the affected limb. 
In a single study that looked at 248 U. S. freestall dairies, lameness prevalence ranged from 5 to 70 percent, with an average of 27 percent lame cows and 3 percent severely lame cows. Dairy farmers need to be able to better recognize and prevent this problem.

A lot of current research is focusing on earlier detection of lameness. If we can detect lameness sooner, we can treat it before it becomes severe and potentially prevent some of the negative consequences. One factor you can use to predict lameness is lying behavior. In grazing herds, researchers have found that lame cows are less adaptable to environmental conditions than non-lame cows. For example, when it rains, cows on pasture generally prefer to stand to avoid wet surfaces. However, lame cows will continue lying down even during rainy periods, likely to reduce pressure on their feet. 
Although promising as a lameness detection tool, we are still learning how to accurately record lying behavior, how to use the information and variances between animals. For example, a recent study evaluating both Holsteins and Jerseys during the transition period found that Holstein cows have fewer lying bouts and spend more total time lying down than Jersey cows. This could be because Jerseys are smaller, making it easier for them to get up and down. They also feed more frequently and tend to be more nervous. There may be another a completely different reason why Jerseys lay down more. Understanding differences between breeds, animal age, varying stages of lactation and other factors may help us better predict lameness incidence. 
If you’re not concerned about detecting or preventing lameness, you may be unnecessarily decreasing your profits. From a recent study of 130 Canadian freestall farms where cow welfare assessments were conducted, researchers identified connections between lameness prevalence and different profitability measures. For example, for every 1 percent increase in lameness prevalence, average yearly milk production decreased by 24 pounds per cow and average calving interval increased by 0.22 days. 
So, what is the best way to begin improving lameness on your herd? A good first step is to evaluate where your herd currently stands. A helpful website to visit is http://www.zinpro.com/lameness/dairy/locomotion-scoring, which has more information on lameness scoring. Consider making this part of your farm’s regular routine.
For more information about local agricultural and natural resources extension, contact the (COUNTY NAME) Extension office. 
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