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HEADING FOR 
HOUSING

I’m writing this on a beautifully sunny 
but chilly autumn afternoon, but one 
that hasn’t exactly been representative 
of the last couple of weeks of weather.  
We’ve had that noticeable progressive 
change of getting gradually cooler, 
wetter and darker as we head towards 
the back end of the year.  As always, 
that’s indicative of the approach of 
housing.  So are you ready?  

Plenty of you are saying there is still a 
good supply of grass out in the fields, 
and it’s not been cold enough to feel 
like there’s a mad rush to get grazing 
youngstock in.  If you do take advantage 
of an extended grazing season, don’t 
overlook the potential need for 
further parasite control.  I’ve been 
surprised by how much more clinical 
lungworm we’ve seen the last couple 
of months, including in groups that 
have been wormed “recently.”  Three 
weeks of protection provided by the 
most commonly used ivermectin-
based pour-ons can go by quickly, and 
if treated animals return to previously 
grazed pastures that still have infective 
larvae on them, they are vulnerable 
to re-infection.  Performing a pooled 
faecal egg count on youngstock groups 
will give an indication of exposure and 
the need for treatment.

The fluctuations in temperature 
typical of this time of year and 
increasing dampness inevitably lead to 
increasing numbers of coughing calves 
and pneumonia.  Keys to control are 
ventilation (not draughts!), clean and 
dry bedding, and an eye on stocking.  
If you struggle with calf health at 
this time each year, a discussion with 
one of us about possible changes to 
environment or vaccination options 
could be worthwhile.

I made it round the 26.2 miles of the 
London Marathon at the start of last 
month, spurred on by the tremendous 
sponsorship from a good number 
of you - a total of £3265 raised for 
Rett UK so far!  Thank you so much 
for your support.  I’ve already put my 
name in for the ballot to run it again 
next year.

After a long period without being able 
to host our normal social events in 
the calendar, we are excited to invite 
you to our clients’ Christmas Party on 
Friday December 3rd, Covid allowing. 
Please put the date in your diary!

CUBICLE 
COMFORTS

A HISTORY OF HOUSING
Dairy farmers face difficult decisions 
when choosing the environment in 
which lactating dairy cows will spend 
most of their time. The decisions 
which are made go on to significantly 
influence productivity, health, milk 
quality, reproduction, cow welfare and 
profitability. Most farmers base their 
decisions on what system will work 
best for their respective situations 
given local weather conditions, 
building costs, maintenance and labour. 
Traditionally, dairy cow housing has 
consisted of conventional bedded 
packed barns, free stall sheds and tie 
stall sheds. All housing systems now 
are moving towards improved cow 
comfort with free stall sheds designed 
to accommodate cows based on body 
size and on stages of lactation. Modern 
housing is designed to maximise cow 
comfort with rest being important to 
animals to conserve energy and allow 
for metabolic recovery. Dairy cows 
deprived of lying down space have 
been shown to prioritise lying down 
over other behaviours such as feeding 
which indicates that cows work 
towards a set amount of lying time per 
day, which is ideally 12-14 hours/day. 

IMPORTANCE AND 
RECOMMENDATIONS OF 
CUBICLE DESIGN
Free stall cubicle housing was 
developed in the 60s with stalls being 
more recently standardised by animal 
weight range. The main areas under 
consideration when designing a cubicle 
are the body space, head space and 
lunge space. Body space refers to the 
area from the cow’s knees to her rear, 
head space is the area in front of the 
cow occupied by her head and lunge 
space is the forward space needed 
when lying down and rising up.

IN FOCUS

The vast majority of UK dairy cows will 
spend at least the next four months in 
cubicle housing.  Jack Randle reviews the 
details when it comes to assessing their use.

Figure 1: Free stall cubicle dimensions over a deep 
bedded sand surface



The cubicles consist of a neck rail, 
brisket board and a base. Neck rails 
and brisket boards limit a cow’s lying 
and standing area. Brisket boards 
and neck rails can be placed too far 
forwards which allows manure and 
urine to enter the cubicle. In contrast, 
boards placed too far to the rear 
limit a cow’s resting area and may 
inhibit comfort. Neck rails can also 
influence standing times. Increasing 
standing times occur when neck rails 
are absent and decreasing standing 
times are shown when neck rails are 
placed too low. In general, cubicles are 
raised 15cm above the alleyway which 
prevents slurry and urine entering 
the cubicle during scraping. Sand has 
been considered the gold standard for 
deep bedded cubicles. In deep bedding 
systems, a minimum of 15cm of sand 
should be provided with twice daily 
maintenance to remove wet bedding 
and slurry. The addition of more sand 
should happen once/twice a week 
with alleyways scraped and flushed 
a minimum of twice a day. Sand has 
five main qualities being it provides a 
comfortable resting surface, restricts 

bacterial growth, reduces moisture 
build up, remains cool reducing 
incidences of heat stress and reduces 
slipping due to extra traction. Sand has 
a lower environmental impact than 
other bedding types however failure 
to replace sand can decrease effective 
resting space and lead to decreased 
cubicle usage. The only drawback with 
sand is that it is expensive to handle 
and separate from slurry. 

MEASURING CUBICLE 
COMFORT
So how can you know whether the 
cubicles you have are suitable and 
comfortable for your cows? 

The cow comfort quotient (see Fig 2) is 
determined by counting the number of 
cows lying normally and comfortably 
(not half in/half out or backwards) 
in cubicles out of the total number 
of cows in cubicles.  This should be 
measured an hour after milking or 
feeding when cows are most settled.  
Target should be >90%.  

Another measurement of cubicle 
usage is to count the number of cows 
lying in cubicles as a proportion of 
the total number in the shed - target 
should be close to 85%. 

Fig 2: examples of sheds with low (left) vs high (right) cubicle comfort quotient

Why not pop out to the shed now and 
have a quick count up and see where 
you are at.  If you are under target on 
any of these, it suggests your cubicles 
are not as comfortable as they should 
be.  

TIME BUDGETS AND ACCESS 
TO CUBICLES. 
How do cows spend their day?  Fig 
3 shows the daily time budget for 
lactating dairy cows.  Lying and resting 
times are particularly important.  
When lying down the blood flow to the 
udder increases for milk production 
and the cow spends time resting and 
ruminating. Failure to achieve sufficient 
lying time increases a cow’s stress 
hormones and increases lameness. 

Dairy cows leave the shed 2-3 times 
a day for a period that ideally should 
not exceed 1 hour per milking. Milking 
time is determined by facilities, group 
management and parlour design. The 
time the cow spends in the shed is 
voluntarily divided between eating, 
drinking, lying/resting and socialising. 
All these activities make up the cow’s 

daily ‘time budget’. Increased milking 
times have been shown to reduce 
eating time and lying time. 

It has been shown that thought must 
be given to minimising time away from 
the cubicle shed. This can be achieved 
through correct parlour sizing, 
optimising throughput and reducing 
distance travelled to and from the 
parlour. Careful consideration needs 
to go into whether extending milking 
time would negatively impact a cow’s 
welfare.  Also, lameness has a significant 
effect on cow time budgets, with lame 
cows spending less time feeding, less 
alley standing times and fewer lying 
bouts. Lame cows have a greater 
difficulty in rising and lying down in 
cubicles resulting from painful lesions. 

Assessing the comfort of your cubicles 
and putting thought into how to 
maximise their use is vital for improving 
herd productivity and welfare.  Doing 
this at the start of housing will enable 
you to get the best out of them this 
winter.

Activity Time devoted to activity per day

Eating 3-5 hours (9 to 14 meals per day)

Drinking 30 minutes

Ruminating 7 to 10 hours

Lying and Resting 12 to 14 hours

Social interations 2 to 3 hours

Management activities
(milking parlour etc) 2.5 to 3.5 hours

Adapted from Grant, R., 2007. Proc. Western Dairy Management Conf., Rano, Nevada

Fig 3: daily time budget for lactating dairy cows



 
WHAT ARE THE WAYS 
DISEASE CAN SPREAD?
Once a disease makes it through your 
outer defenses, what can impact how 
much or how quickly a disease can 
spread throughout a herd or group, or 
how big of an impact it will have?  There 
are some COVID lessons to apply here.

Housing - Think social distancing. It 
probably goes without saying that over-
stocking will increase the spread of 
a disease in a group, especially if the 
existing group is naive to that disease.  
Shared airspace, especially between 
groups of different ages, is a significant 
risk for calf pneumonia.  Isolating sick 
animals will reduce the chance of spread 
to healthy ones.

Cleanliness - Think hand-washing. All 

in / all out systems prevent build up 
of disease between batches of calves.   
How often sheds are scraped out and 
new bedding is applied has a part to play.

Calving/calf feeding management - this 
comes greatly into play with Johnes 
control, aiming to minimise any contact 
calves might have with adult cow faeces.

Immunity - Think vaccination (and 
colostrum management).  Vaccination for 
the right diseases at the right time and in 
the right way will boost the protection 
otherwise vulnerable animals will have  
against diseases present in your herd.  
When it comes to calf immunity then 
colostrum management is paramount.

What lower risk internal biosecurity 
practices can you adopt to reduce 
spread of disease within your herd?

When it comes to cyber-
security, we want our 
computers to keep out 
dangerous viruses and 
limit their effects if they 
do happen to breach 
the defenses.  Farm 

biosecurity is no different; it’s simply 
a management plan to reduce the risk 
of disease entering your farm and to 
reduce the risk of it spreading once on 
your farm.  For most farms, thinking 
through biosecurity is generally an 
annual (or less frequent) thing when it 
comes to discussing and updating your 
herd health plan for farm assurance - 
but when it comes to protecting your 
herd’s health and profitability, it’s worth 
thinking about far more!

DO YOU KNOW YOUR DISEASE 
STATUS?
What diseases are you actively 
monitoring for?  There has been a big 
emphasis on BVD the past couple of 
years, with most farms getting involved 
in youngstock screening and bulk milk 
testing.  Some milk contracts require 
quarterly milk testing for Johnes, and 
Farm Assurance requires an annual 
screen of 30 cows as a minimum.  TB 
is monitored in every annual or six-
monthly test.  Are there diseases you 
are more ‘head in the sand’ about, and 
wouldn’t know whether they are on 
your farm or not?  Whether IBR, Lepto, 
Mycoplasma, Neospora or anything else 
- do you know whether you are aiming 
to keep it out, control it or eradicate it?  

WHAT ARE THE WAYS IN?
Purchases - maintaining a closed herd is 
the ideal, but if purchases are necessary 

HOW SECURE IS YOUR FARM?SPOTLIGHT

the risks can be reduced by buying 
privately and from disease accredited 
sources rather than from markets. Do 
you quarantine and/or test new stock 
after purchase?  If you don’t know the 
disease  or vaccination status of an 
individual animal you are buying, or the 
herd it is coming from, it might be a 
Trojan horse!

Boundaries - what risks are there on the 
other side of your boundaries?  Highest 
risk is obviously neighbouring stock, but 
watercourses that have passed through 
other farms, or public footpaths, also 
contain a risk.  Boundary fences must 
be secure, and double-fencing with a 3m 
gap will prevent nose-to-nose contact 
with neighbouring stock.  

Visitors - whether contractors, 
nutritionists, foot-trimmers, AI 
companies, hauliers, dead-stock 
collectors or us vets (and vet techs), all 
visitors, vehicles and their equipment 
pose potential risks for bringing in 
disease.  Are they (and their vehicles) 
restricted away from animal and feed 
areas?  Is equipment cleaned after 
visiting previous farms?  Are clean boots 
and protective clothing worn?  Do you 
provide disinfection points?  

Wildlife - whether it’s badgers with 
TB, dogs with Neospora or birds and 
rats with Salmonella, restricting wildlife 
access as much as practically possible 
to feed/forage areas and dealing with 
other high risk contact points is vital to 
maintaining a secure herd.

Are there any lower risk management 
practices you can adopt to prevent 
disease getting in?
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