e @ Heifer Behaviour

CARE 4 DAIRY and Human-animal interactions

Best practice farms have confident heifers who express a range of positive natural
behaviours by providing an enriched indoor & outdoor environment with kind,
animal- centred human- animal interactions.

@ Why is this important?

Environmental enrichments (social, nutritional, occupational, sensory and physical) promote cognitive
and behavioural health in heifers. This supports stress resilience and facilitates long- term adaptation
to changing farm conditions, transport, and to life in a herd. Attentive care and positive interactions
with farm staff enhances welfare, production performance and favour safe and easy handling.

@ Good practice

« Heifers should have the opportunity to graze outdoors as this encourages natural behaviours which help to reduce
competition and the effects of lack of stimulation as well as increasing herd synchronicity (where overall the group
appear to be calm, expressing a range of positive behaviours in the absence of negative behaviours).

« To prevent both over and under eating by individual animals as a result of resource guarding behaviours, it is important
that feeding stations provide adequate feed space, allowing all of the heifers to eat comfortably at the same time.
Heifers are herd animals, so the entire group will want feed simultaneously. Failure to provide sufficient space to allow
the group to feed together will create unnecessary stress.

See the % Heifer Nutrition factsheet for more information

farms allow heifers to have daily access to pasture, except in extreme weather. The time spent on
pasture should be determined by the weather, daylight hours available and ideally individual preference by the
heifers, i.e. a choice based system. To ensure a high plane of nutrition for heifers managed at pasture, best practice
is to assess grazing residuals daily. Heifers should be moved to a fresh allocation of pasture based on meeting
target post-grazing heights.

farms allow all heifers to choose to eat roughage at the same time. The space allowance is crucial
to ensure that all of the heifers have access to their daily feed allocation without compromising their time budget
(i.e., decreasing lying time).

See the % Heifer Nutrition factsheet for more information


https://care4dairy.eu/knowledge_base/heifer-nutrition/
https://care4dairy.eu/knowledge_base/heifer-nutrition/
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* Best practice farms habituate their heifers to the calving area during the final weeks of their pregnancy. This allows
them to become familiar with the new environment and provides an opportunity for dietary adjustments to be made
based on BCS/ weight. Heifers are accessing a new environment, with a different arrangement for provision of food
and water and whilst they adjust, stress levels might increase whilst food intake declines. They are also at higher risk
of injury because they are smaller and inexperienced, so managing them on their own improves their safety and physical
health.

Best practice farms provide their heifers with daily access to well-managed pasture (i.e. well-drained, provision of
shelter and/or shade) from weaning until at least 3 weeks before calving except in extreme weather. This offers the
opportunity to walk/ run/ play freely on varying surfaces, providing exercise, improved muscle and foot condition and
enhanced immunity to strongyle parasites, as well as mental wellbeing. When permanently accommodated outdoors,
sufficient shelter and comfortable lying areas should be provided.

= Environment

See the E, Heifer Environment factsheet for more information

@ Good practice

@ Best practice

* Best practice farms make every effort to ensure individual heifers have adequate time resting in clean and dry
conditions, that stressful interactions with people or other animals are avoided and that if signs of ill health or
changes in demeanour are detected, interventions are both timely and effective. Stress increases the risk of disease
being exacerbated (e.g. sub-clinical mastitis becoming more severe).

See the B} Heifer Reproduction and E§ Heifer Health factsheets for more information

& Health



Heifer Environment factsheet
https://care4dairy.eu/knowledge_base/heifer-reproduction/
https://care4dairy.eu/knowledge_base/heifer-reproduction/
https://care4dairy.eu/knowledge_base/heifer-health/
https://care4dairy.eu/knowledge_base/heifer-health/
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@ Best practice

* Best practice farms use food to enrich the heifers’ environment, providing a wide variety of enjoyable food types,
perceived to be rewarding by the animals.

* Best practice farms encourage positive human-animal interactions during feeding. By using associative learning,
the presence of humans equates to accessing favoured food stuffs. For animals raised on pasture, make sure that
they are close by and observing you when you offer or add the food stuff to the environment. These interactions
must be consistently positive and occur on a regular basis to have a positive cumulative effect.

Best practice farms provide brushes in all loose-housing systems. The number and positioning of the brushes will
be dependent on herd numbers and the environment they have access to, both indoors and outside.

Best practice farms offer heifers a choice between different environment types (e.g. pasture/ outdoor and indoor
housing) to improve animal welfare, health and production.

Best practice farms provide a variety of enrichments (olfactory, visual, tactile, social) to encourage a range of
healthy behaviours, which promote good health and welfare of the herd.

£) Behaviour
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@ Best practice

*
*

Best practice farms maintain and replenish enrichments to add complexity and novelty to the environment and
encourage continued interactions with them by the heifers.

Best practice farms promote positive human-animal relationships by increasing opportunities of positive
interactions between farm handlers and heifers. This might include calm and gentle handling, touching, petting,
quietly talking or using associative learning with positive rewards (i.e. food or strokes). Staff should receive
ongoing training in the importance of positive human-animal interactions.

Best practice farms avoid negative interactions with animals by ensuring staff are properly trained, facilities and
equipment are appropriate for use and well maintained and that adequate time is allocated for moving animals or
any other planned interventions (e.g. dosing, foot care, pregnancy testing, scanning etc.).

Best practice farms move heifers at their own pace with positive encouragement, and where possible, without the
use of vehicles, dogs, loud noise and force.

Best practice farms are proactive in planning and preparation of heifers (through gentle interactions, familiarisation
with the environment and equipment, using positive reinforcement training) to cope with stressful processes, such
as foot care or medical interventions.

Best practice farms move heifers to the calving area in stable groups (minimum of two) to ensure ongoing social
support in a novel environment.

Best practice farms observe and document both positive and negative behaviours of the group and individual
heifers (with or without the aid of sensors and camera equipment). This will help identify potential problems,
prompt intervention and assist with future decision-making.

Best practice farms actively evaluate how precision livestock farming for behaviour monitoring (e.g. sensors,
bolus, image or sound based) can help gather data on individual and herd health (e.g. health, reproductive data,
food intake, rumination time etc.). This data could be useful to guide environmental changes that improve the
conditions for the heifers all year around, reducing stress and improving health, but should be considered an adjunct
as opposed to an alternative to well- trained farm personnel.
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Summary

v

Take pride in all of your farm's good and best practices
towards animal welfare!

Additional resources




	Heifer Environment factsheet



