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Abstract

This paper considers the economic consequences and the welfare impact of foot disorders in dairy cattle and the association between
them, taking into account clinical and subclinical foot disorders. In dairy farming with cubicle housing and concrete floors, foot disorders
are a major welfare problem with serious economic consequences. On average, foot disorders cost €53 per cow per year, of which
indirect cost factors are the main cause. Subclinical foot disorders, which are the foot disorders not recognised by dairy farmers, account
for 50% of the total welfare impact and 32% of the total costs. The consequences of foot disorders can be difficult to observe and more
insight into these consequences is helpful in stimulating actions to improve dairy cow foot health. Digital dermatitis (DD), an infectious
foot disorder, is the most serious foot disorder from both an economic and welfare perspective. The correlation between economics and
animal welfare impact suggests that reducing the problem of foot disorders from an economic perspective will positively influence the
welfare of dairy cows. Insight into economic and welfare consequences of the different foot disorders, including the association between
them, can help make dairy farmers more aware and help with decision-making regarding measures to improve dairy cow foot health.
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Introduction
Foot disorders are an important health problem in current

dairy farming because of their high incidence, severity and

long duration (Clarkson et al 1996; Algers et al 2009;

Frankena et al 2009). Foot disorders and the resultant

lameness cause serious economic losses for the farmer

(Bruijnis et al 2010) and are considered to be the most

important welfare issue in dairy farming (Anonymous 2001). 

Eighty percent of dairy cows kept in cubicle housing

systems have at least one foot disorder and approximately

one-third become lame throughout a year (Somers et al
2003; Frankena et al 2009). The majority of the affected

cows have subclinical foot disorders (foot disorders which

do not cause lameness) (Clarkson et al 1996; Espejo et al
2006). There is considerable scientific knowledge on causes

and ways of remedying the problems, but this has not led to

decreases in the prevalence and incidence of foot disorders

(Somers et al 2003). Programmes to reduce lameness have

limited effect, for example, due to lack of compliance by the

farmer and veterinarian (Bell et al 2009). Increasing dairy

farmers’ awareness of the costs associated with foot

disorders may be one way to encourage them to proactively

improve dairy cow foot health management. After mastitis,

the health problem in dairy farming that causes the highest

annual costs with €78 per average cow in the herd (Huijps

et al 2008), foot disorders have a substantial economic

impact as well; costing on average €53 per cow in the herd

(Bruijnis et al 2010). Economic motivation is important for

dairy farmers to take action, but concerns about animal

health and welfare also play a role (Valeeva et al 2007).

Thus, increasing farmers’ awareness of how foot disorders

impact on dairy cow welfare could further motivate them to

combat such disorders. More insight into economic and

welfare consequences of foot disorders helps farmers

become aware of the problem and can therefore be a starting

point for making improvements. 

We have studied the economic consequences and the

welfare impact of subclinical and clinical foot disorders in

dairy cattle separately. Here, the adopted methodology and

main results are summarised, followed by an analysis of

how findings on economics and animal welfare are related.

Earlier results are integrated to establish whether or not
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