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Abstract

Despite increased concerns about dairy cattle welfare, there is a paucity of knowledge regarding their welfare and the attitudes of 
farmers and veterinarians in the Western Balkan region.  This is the first on-farm study to address dairy cattle welfare and the attitudes 
of farmers and veterinarians towards animal welfare in Kosovo.  Thirty tie-stall dairy farms across seven Kosovo regions were assessed 
twice with an interval of 10 to 12 months. During the first visit, the Welfare Quality® assessment protocol was applied, whilst the 
second visit focused on clinical animal-based indicators and interviews with the farmers regarding intervention thresholds for a number 
of welfare indicators.  Additionally, such thresholds were obtained from 15 veterinarians via an online questionnaire.  The main areas 
of concern that were highlighted relate to comfort around resting (soiling of animals, restriction of lying down movements) and injuries, 
including lameness. Farmers and veterinarians agreed on the intervention thresholds for the majority of the indicators (eg animals 
with dirty udders, animals with lesions/swellings) but differences were found for important health and welfare issues (eg farmers 
suggesting a higher threshold for lameness compared to veterinarians). Compared to the on-farm prevalences, both farmers and veteri-
narians suggested lower intervention levels for welfare issues indicating an awareness of problems. In conclusion, investments into close 
co-operation between farmers, veterinarians and other advisors regarding awareness-building and inducing changes in daily manage-
ment routines are considered necessary to improve dairy cow welfare.  
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Introduction 
In Kosovo, more than 98% of dairy cows (total cow popu-
lation: 261,689) are estimated to be kept in small- and 
medium-sized farms with tie-stalls (Kosovo Agency of 
Statistics [KAS] 2014). The concept of loose-housing 
systems was recently introduced however most farmers are 
currently unable to afford new buildings. Together with a 
high prevalence of zero-grazing and poor feed quality, tie-
stall housing may result in an unsatisfactory level of 
welfare for animals, the emergence of chronic health 
problems and low production (Bajrami et al 2017). 
However, many Eastern European countries are only 
belatedly considering the concept of animal welfare. For 
non-EU Balkan countries in particular, research and 
advisory activities to assess and improve animal welfare as 
well as societal awareness of animal welfare can still be 
considered to be at very early stages of development. In 
EU-candidate country, Serbia, attempts to harmonise legis-
lation with EU standards have taken place (Phythian et al 
2017), while in Macedonia part of the welfare legislation is 

already aligned with EU requirements (Keeling et al 2012). 
Animal welfare legislation in Kosovo (which is considered 
a potential candidate for EU membership) contains various 
general provisions (eg appropriate handling), but regula-
tions do not specifically address dairy cows and implemen-
tation is limited due to restricted capacities of the 
competent authorities. In addition, cattle farmers in Kosovo 
have little or no knowledge about animal welfare and 
existing standards in their region. However, the first 
attempts at integrating knowledge regarding animal 
welfare were made in 2012 with the topic being incorpo-
rated into the curricula at the Faculty of Agriculture and 
Veterinary Medicine of the University of Pristina. 
For the on-farm assessment of dairy cattle welfare, the 
Welfare Quality® protocol (Welfare® Quality 2009) is a 
well-recognised method for addressing the different dimen-
sions of welfare. It relies primarily on animal-based 
measures and, to a lesser extent, on resources or manage-
ment features (Botreau et al 2009). It has been developed as 
an assessment system that may also be used to convert 
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