Dairy cattle: to pasture or not to pasture?
The issue of whether cows should be
provided with access to pasture has
become a growing debate in many
sectors, especially with the launch of
‘free range’ milk. However, what does
‘free range’ really mean when it comes to
dairy products and, more specifically, is
providing cows with access to pasture
good for their welfare? Like most issues
of this type, it is more complex than we
might at first think.

Today’s dairy cow
Over many years, the dairy cow, such as the
Holstein/Friesian – the most common breed of cow
making up around 90% of the UK national herd – has
been bred to produce significant amounts of milk in her
lifetime, sometimes in excess of 40-50 litres a day (the
current annual average yield is around 8,000 litres per
year). To continue to produce milk, she must ideally
deliver a calf every year and, as in humans, the period
of pregnancy for dairy cows lasts nine months.
A dairy cow will often be pregnant whilst still producing
large volumes of milk following her previous pregnancy,
and therefore highly specialised management is vital to
ensure her welfare during this physiologically
demanding time. Particularly in the four weeks prior to
the expected calving date through to eight weeks after
the actual calving date, commonly known as the
‘transition/fresh’ period, she is very vulnerable – having
a suppressed appetite, a weakened immune system,
and having to cope with the physical demands of giving
birth. Failure to attend to her needs during this period
can result in a number of problems developing later in
the lactation. Therefore, as providing access to pasture
can present its challenges (explained further below), the
transition cow may not be a suitable candidate for going
out to pasture until she has passed this critical period.
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What is typical industry practice in
the UK with regard to providing
cows access to pasture?
Most dairy systems in the UK involve putting cows out
to pasture during the ‘grazing period’, which is usually
from spring to early autumn, i.e. during the grass
growing season. However, some producers only
provide their ‘low yielders’ (animals that have been
producing milk for a few months or more after calving,
are back in calf, and have passed the point of peak milk
production) with access to pasture, and keep their ‘high
yielders’ indoors. This is estimated to be the case for
around 8% of UK dairy herds1. These high yielding
cows are housed so they have ad-libitum, easy access
to a diet that can meet their nutritional needs and where
they can be monitored more closely.
The actual period for which cows are provided with
access to pasture can vary between producers, and be
dependent on the geographical location of the herd. At
present, there is no centrally held data available to
show the period and level of access the UK herd has to
pasture.
Approximately 8% of all UK dairy herds are housed all
year round regardless of milk yield, time of calving and
so on1. These farms are usually purpose built. However,
cows may also be kept in older housing systems that, in
many cases, can be considered as being no longer fit
for purpose2. This will clearly have a negative impact on
their welfare.

What is ‘free range’ dairy?
There is no officially agreed definition of ‘free range’
when it comes to dairy production. However, there are a
number of anecdotal definitions being used by some in
the dairy industry and others, which are based on the
number of days that the animals must spend outside.
Typically these periods range from 100 to 180 days.
Others specify that cows should go out for as many
days during the year as possible. Others require the
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cows to go out to pasture during the day and night,
except at the time of being milked or when needing to
be temporarily housed for health reasons.
This lack of a clear, universally agreed definition of ‘free
range’, makes it difficult to differentiate clearly between
‘free range’ and normal industry practice, where in the
majority of cases cows are provided with access to
pasture during the traditional grazing season of the
spring, summer and early autumn months.
Furthermore, almost all of the cows that have access to
pasture, even those whose products are labelled as
‘free range’, are housed for a significant number of
months during the year, which is a period that can have
a significant impact on their welfare if such facilities are
inadequate. This must also be taken into consideration
when discussing the issue of ‘free range’ and what it
really means for animal welfare.

What are the benefits of providing
dairy cows with access to pasture?
Scientific evidence and practical experience have
shown that access to pasture can be beneficial for cow
welfare3. Some studies have shown that cows have a
preference for pasture at certain times, such as at night,
in order to rest4, 5, 6, 7. Ideally, a situation whereby cattle
could freely choose whether to go out to pasture or not
would be best.
New studies are currently looking at what specific
aspects of pasture seem to particularly appeal to the
animals8.

It is always beneficial to put dairy
cows out to pasture?
A number of important factors have to be considered in
order to answer this question, notably the health, stage
of lactation, the suitability (breed) of the cows being
used, the quality of environment provided, and the
management practices that are in place. These can all
affect the welfare of the cows when they are put out to
pasture.
In terms of the grazing environment, there are a few
essential requirements to ensure the welfare of the
animals when they go outside, for example, that the
tracks leading to the pasture and the pasture itself are
well managed, as well as there being an adequate
supply of fresh, clean drinking water and adequate shad
and shelter. Using poorly maintained tracks can
increase the risk of an animal bruising the sole of the
foot, which can develop into an ulcer about 6 weeks

later. Putting cows out to pasture in poor weather
conditions, onto bare pasture without supplementary
food, or onto poorly managed land, e.g. water-logged
(boggy) fields, is not good for their welfare.
In terms of suitability, not all dairy cow breeds are the
same. For example, the most popular breed – the
higher yielding Holstein-Friesian – may currently benefit
from an extended period inside after she has calved (as
long as housing conditions and management are
appropriate), and a shorter period with access to
grazing. Whereas, in contrast, other lower yielding
breeds or crossbred dairy cattle might benefit from a
shorter period inside and an extended period going out
to graze.

RSPCA position
We believe cows can benefit from going out to pasture
and, ideally, this would be a free choice for the cow,
available day and night, with supplementary feed
provided to ensure her nutritional requirements can be
met. However, the number of days in a year that cows
can have access to pasture will depend on some
important factors, including environmental conditions
and the stage in the cow’s lactation cycle.
Anyone who has seen cows put out to graze after being
housed over winter cannot doubt that they appear to
enjoy going out after being kept inside for a significant
period, but it is still unclear what makes them frolic
around at this time. It could be due to being exposed to
a novel environment after spending the winter period
indoors, often in relative discomfort. However, this initial
burst of activity is short lived, and the animals soon
settle down.
The whole debate surrounding the issue of providing
cows with access to pasture is clearly a little more
complicated that just polarising the discussion into two
categories, where sending animals outside is always
deemed to be good and keeping animals inside is
always deemed to be bad. Such a divisive and
oversimplified debate does little to serve the health and
welfare interests of today’s dairy cow.
If you are interested in learning more about the dairy
cow and the welfare issues she faces please read our
Dairy Cow Information Sheet.

Page 2 of 3

List of references
1

March MD, Haskell MJ, Chagunda MG, Langford FM, Roberts DJ. Current trends in British
dairy management regimens. J Dairy Sci. 2014: 97(12), 7985-7994.
2

CPD Onsite and Online Learning – Excellence in Veterinary Education Prospectus. Webinar
Plus: Dairy cattle housing, p35. 2013.
3

Arnott G, Ferris CP, O’Connell NE. Review: welfare of dairy cows in continuously housed and
pasture-based production systems. Animal. 2017: 11(2), 261-273.
4

Fregonesi JA, von Keyserlingk MA, Weary DM. Cow preference and usage of free stalls
compared with an open pack area. J. Dairy Sci. 2009: 92(11), 5497-5502.
5

Charlton GL, Rutter SM, East M, Sinclair LA. Preference of dairy cows: Indoor cubicle housing
with access to a total mixed ration vs. access to pasture. Appl. Anim. Behav. Sci. 2011: 130(12), 1-9.
6

Chartlon GL, Rutter SM, East M, Sinclair LA. Effects of providing total mixed rations indoors
and on pasture on the behaviour of lactating dairy cattle and their preference to be indoors or
on pasture. J. Dairy Sci. 2011: 94(8), 3875-3884.
7

Charlton GL, Rutter SM, East M, Sinclair LA. The motivation of dairy cows for access to
pasture. J. Dairy Sci. 2013: 96(7), 4387-4396.
8

von Keyserlingk MA, Cestari AA, Franks B, Fregonesi JA, Weary DM. Dairy cows value access
to pasture as highly as fresh feed. Sci. Rep. 2017: 7, 44953.

Royal Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Animals
Wilberforce Way, Southwater, Horsham, West Sussex RH13 9RS
0300 1234 999 www.rspca.org.uk facebook.com/RSPCA twitter.com/RSPCA_official
The RSPCA helps animals in England and Wales. Registered charity no. 219099.
The RSPCA only exists with the support of public donations. © RSPCA 2017.

Page 3 of 3

