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JANUARY 2024 DAIRY NEWSLETTER 

When thinking about topics to write this months newsletter about, we found this great article by Eric 

Ronk and Aerica Bjurstrom from the University of Wisconsin. We wanted to share the highlights. 

When it comes to health issues on a dairy farm, lameness is a main concern, although it often doesn’t get 

the attention that other diseases get. Lameness includes any abnormality which causes a cow to change 

the way she walks. It can be caused by a range of foot and leg conditions including foot rot, digital 

dermatitis, laminitis, and claw disease.  

Lameness can be influenced by nutrition, disease, genetic influences, management, and environmental 

factors. Not only does lameness cause pain and distress for dairy cattle, but it also has a large economic 

impact on the dairy operation. Lameness is commonly identified by locomotion scoring, but it can be 

difficult to detect until clinical signs are present. There are ranges in the literature stating that a case of 

lameness can cost $120 – $400. Even with using $120 per case, the cost to a 300 cow dairy with a 20 

percent incidence rate, would be over $7,300. Some people associate treatment as the leading cost of 

lameness, but there are several other areas that cost considerably more money. These include reduced 

milk yield, reduced fertility, increased labour, and increased risk of culling.  

Reduced Milk Yield: A majority of research papers show that clinical lameness reduces milk yield. 

Lameness can reduce the amount of time at the feed bunk and therefore reduce dry matter intake, which 

is correlated with milk production. The amount of milk production lost can vary depending whether the 

study compared lost milk production before or after lameness treatments, affected cows versus 

unaffected cows, or predicted milk yield. Archer et al., found that a severe case of lameness within the 

first month of lactation could reduce 305-day milk yield by 350kg. In a different study from, Bicalho et al., 

estimated lameness could reduce 305-day milk anywhere from 315 – 425kg. The reduction in milk yield 

also depends on the type of lesion, with a sole ulcer causing the greatest reduction in milk (Table 1). At a 

milk price of $21.02 per hundredweight (cwt.) that would amount to a $266 reduction in milk yield from a 

single sole ulcer case. Another way to look at this is if a 300 cow herd had a 15 percent incidence rate 

that could amount to $12,006 per year in milk loss.  

Reduced fertility: Lameness can have a negative effect on dairy cattle fertility. Any time a dairy cow is 
not cycling properly, not getting pregnant, or potentially losing a pregnancy results in a net loss for the 
farm. Increased days open can cause higher feed and reproductive costs to the operation. When top 
producing cows become lame and potentially culled from the herd, there is also the genetic impact from 
lost potential daughters. Even with genomic testing, it might be hard to put a price on this loss.  

Treatment: Treatment costs may include hoof trimming, antibiotic treatment, bandages, blocks, and milk 
lost from treatment withdrawals. A majority of hoof trimmers will charge a set-up fee and a per cow, per 
wrap, and per block fee. Any time additional treatments are needed it adds to the total cost.  

Labour: Labour costs vary depending upon whether a veterinarian, herdsperson, hoof trimmer, or other 
worker performs the treatments for lameness.  
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Increased risk of culling: The decision to cull a cow is influenced by several factors, but lameness could 
be compounded with other factors. According to the literature review conducted by Willshire et al., a sole 
ulcer lesion has the highest (56 percent) increase in the risk of culling when compared to other lesion 
types.  

Total cost: The total cost of a lameness event can be determined by adding all the areas together. 
According to Willshire et al., fertility costs account for 39 percent of the total annual cost of lameness on a 
dairy herd.  

Gomez et al., compared cows that experienced digital dermatitis during the rearing period to healthy first 
lactation cows. Cows that experienced digital dermatitis had 200 – 336kg less milk production on a 305-
day record and also worse health outcomes when compared to cows without digital dermatitis. Even 
though sole ulcers are one of the most difficult diseases to control on a dairy, any reduction in them can 
make a large economic difference on a farm. In another study, Cha et al., determined the average cost 
per lameness case was $324 for sole ulcers, $199 for digital dermatitis, and $182 for foot rot.  

If a dairy operation can reduce lameness, especially sole ulcers, there can be a large economic impact to 
the farm. Some of the best ways to reduce lameness is to improve cow comfort, avoid overcrowding, 
provide proper ventilation, and develop a monitoring and treatment system. If proper records are kept, 
you can actually determine your own cost of lameness and then look for ways to make improvements!  

Article: https://dairy.extension.wisc.edu/articles/economics-of-dairy-cattle-hoof-health/ 
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