Full Fact Milk
Where does your
milk come from?

We were known as WSPA
(World Society for the
Protection of Animals)

Making the right
choices
Do we really know how our milk is produced? And do we have a
choice when it comes to buying milk from intensive indoor dairy
farms or from pasture based dairy farms, where cows are free to
graze on grass?
UK consumers are hugely concerned about how their milk is produced and how
intensive dairy farming is threatening dairy cow welfare. We believe labelling milk
to guarantee consumers it had been produced from pasture based farms, where
cows have grazed outside for the majority of the year, will enable consumers to
express a choice about the welfare of British dairy cows when they buy their milk.
And our 2015 YouGov poll shows how important to them that choice is.

72%

87%

of respondents were
concerned about
the welfare of cows
housed permanently
indoors.
of respondents said
they wanted to buy
free-range milk from
pasture-grazed cows
and for farmers to
receive a good price
for their milk.

86%

56%

agreed that UK
dairy cows should
be able to graze on
pasture and should
not be permanently
housed indoors.
said they would
buy free-range milk
even if it cost more.

Following the launch of our Full Fact Milk campaign more than 40,000 people
have taken our pledge. The pledge calls for clearly labelled free-range milk to be
made available and those signing it make a commitment to buy it.
Our concerns about intensive indoor dairy farming are not based on the size of
the farm nor the number of cows. We also recognise cows traditionally need
to be housed over winter when grass growth is poor. But we are opposed to
the principle of cows being permanently housed indoors and denied access
to pasture all year round, as this clearly inhibits their ability to express natural
behaviours. We would like to see cows being free to graze for the majority of the
year, so they can exhibit natural behaviours for as long as possible.
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Confining
cows
unnaturally
Intensive indoor dairy farms can house many
hundreds, sometimes thousands of cows,
confined for most, if not all of their lives, in a
never ending effort to increase milk production.
Cows kept this way are unlikely to ever taste fresh grass,
roam freely around a field, or feel natural sunlight on
their bodies.
Instead they are kept in huge, open-sided sheds, walking
the passage ways between cubicles where they may
need to wait their turn before they can rest or eat
and drink in limited space. They are fed a mixture of
silage, mixed ration feed and water supplied through
mechanised, automated systems and by farm staff.

Cows in intensive indoor

dairy farms can be milked

3

TIMES A DAY
FOR UP TO

FIVE YEARS
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Pushing physical limits
Milk produced from intensive indoor dairy systems means cows are pushed
to their physical limits because of the demands placed upon them to produce
more milk. Research has shown that there is a higher risk of cows suffering
from lameness and udder infections.
Cows in intensive dairy farms have less opportunities to express natural behaviours compared
to when they have access to pasture. Cows form long term social groups within their herds, and
like to be near their cow ‘friends’ who like to groom each other. Within these groups there is a
hierarchy, where older cows are often more dominant than others. Being permanently housed in
sheds in intensive indoor systems can make it more difficult to avoid dominant cows and restricts
these natural behaviours compared to the space available when cows are in a field.
Cattle have an extensive repertoire of behaviours with grazing being the most common
(Kilgour 2012)

When dairy cows are confined they engage in more aggressive interactions compared to
when at pasture (O’Connell et al., 1989; Miller and Wood-Gush, 1991)
Cows will display anxiety and aggressive behaviour such as head butting less frequently in
pasture based systems (Falk et al, 2012)
Lameness causes pain and discomfort to dairy cows and is one of the major welfare
problems caused by intensive systems (Whay et al., 1997; Smits et al., 1992)
Cows find pasture a more comfortable surface to stand and lay on. Comfortable surfaces
are important for cows, reducing hoof problems and lameness (Tucker et al., 2006 and HernandezMendo 2007)

Clinical lameness is less likely to occur in cows in pasture based systems (Olmos et al, 2009)
When cows are kept on pasture they are less likely to suffer from problems including painful
udder infections like mastitis (Fraser and Broom, 1974)

Cows are sentient beings
World Animal Protection’s science team have investigated how to assess cow emotions
and found that their ears, eyes and noses can tell us how they’re feeling. When in a
relaxed state a cow’s ears hung down, less white of a cow’s eyes would be visible and
the temperature of their nose would fall.

Nasal temp: Proctor, H. S., & Carder, G. (2015). Nasal temperatures in dairy cows are influenced by positive emotional
state. Physiology & behavior, 138, 340-344. Ears: Proctor, H. S., & Carder, G. (2014). Can ear postures reliably measure the
positive emotional state of cows? Applied Animal Behaviour Science, 161, 20-27. Eyes: Proctor, H. S., & Carder, G. (2015).
Measuring positive emotions in cows: Do visible eye whites tell us anything?. Physiology & behavior, 147, 1-6.
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Changing the face
of dairy farming
Cows grazing peacefully in lush fields is the traditional and
much-loved image of UK dairy farming.
But this iconic image and the future welfare of 1.7 million cows that give us over
13 million litres of their milk a year is being compromised by the rise of intensive
indoor dairy farms, often referred to as factory dairy farms.
The UK is the world’s 10th biggest milk producer and fourth biggest in the EU.
But our milk has become a devalued commodity, sometimes cheaper than
bottled water. The recent milk price crisis in the UK shows that many farmers are
selling milk at less than the cost of production.
Producing ever greater quantities of milk from intensive indoor dairy units will not
help to increase its value in terms of price or as a food product. Our research has
shown that it is possible for pasture based dairy farms to be profitable by making
the best use of grass for feed and keeping robust breeds of cow.

In some countries fewer and
fewer cows graze on pasture.
In the USA, intensive farming
has become increasingly common
with some units holding up to 36,000
indoor dairy cows at any one time.

36,000

Percentage
of cows with
access to outdoor
grazing in Denmark
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How many intensive
dairy farms are there?
Currently, the UK Government does not publish statistics on the number of
intensive indoor dairy farms that exist in the UK. This means we don’t know how
many cows are in these systems or the amount of milk they are producing.
A report (SRUC 2011) for the Department of Environment, Food and Rural Affairs found that out
of all the dairy farms surveyed only 30% identified themselves as operating a ‘traditional’ dairy
farm, grazing cows in the spring and summer.
An investigation by the Independent newspaper (November 2015) confirmed there are now at
least 20 intensive indoor dairy farms with herds of 700 cows or more and 50 similar sites with
smaller herds which in many cases means cows are kept indoors all year round.
We commissioned a detailed research report which examined planning applications for dairy
farms for every local planning authority in the UK which indicated these were for intensive indoor
dairy units. This research found nearly 100 confirmed intensive indoor dairy farms with a further
43 suspected farms that permanently housed cows all year round.
The largest units in the UK can hold over 2,000 cows, meaning certainly tens of thousands and
potentially hundreds of thousands of cows could be facing a life that will mean they will never
have the freedom to graze in fields.
We believe it is vital that the UK Government begins collecting robust statistics on the extent of
intensive indoor dairy farming in the UK. We need to know the facts about how many cows are in
these systems and how much milk from intensive dairy farms we are unknowingly drinking every day.

England:
68 confirmed 33 suspected
Scotland:
16 confirmed 3 suspected
Wales:
7 confirmed 5 suspected
Northern Ireland:
6 confirmed 2 suspected
TOTAL
97 confirmed 43 suspected
worldanimalprotection.org.uk

Intensification
by stealth
World Animal Protection has been involved in two major campaigns to
prevent the building of large intensive indoor dairy farms, at Nocton in
Lincolnshire and near Welshpool in Powys, working alongside and supporting
the local communities who were fighting to prevent the construction of these
intensive units. In 2010 we launched our Not in My Cuppa campaign which
was successful in alerting people to the growth of intensive indoor dairy farms
and resulted in the farm at Nocton being refused planning permission.
However, a number of communities across the UK continue to be affected by the development of
intensive indoor dairy farms. In a number of cases instead of submitting full planning applications
to build these intensive dairy units, developers have instead increased the size of the farms in a
piecemeal way so they can house more and more cows over time.
In other cases farmers have built bigger sheds or other infrastructure and then applied for
planning permission ‘retrospectively’. Retrospective applications are confusing for the public
and can put local authorities in a difficult position. They must be examined on their merits but
inevitably the existence of a development is a key factor that is taken into account when granting
permission. The majority of retrospective applications are approved by local planning authorities.
Both of these tactics often makes it difficult
for local planning authorities to consider
the full impacts of these farms on the
local area. For example the impacts
resulting from large numbers of vehicle
movements to transport feed or slurry and
manure to spread on fields, or the need
to build large slurry lagoons. A report we
commissioned looking at cases in Wales,
recommended that planning rules should
be improved.
We believe that planning applications
for intensive indoor dairy units should
be considered in the same way as
applications for intensive poultry and pig
farms. We would like to see planning
legislation improved so that the impacts
can be properly considered and local
communities can have a fair say about
whether an intensive dairy farm should be
built in their local area.
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Better milk labelling
Consumer concerns about farm animal welfare can change how our food is
labelled, and provide us with a choice about the food we buy.
Consumer demand for free range eggs and higher welfare meat has soared and it is now easy to find
labels that provide information about how the animals producing these food products were reared.
There is a clear demand for labelling for milk to show it has come from cows that have grazed
on grass and we would like to see a similar response from the supermarkets to create better
labelling for consumers for milk.
But because of the way milk is processed, milk from intensive indoor dairy farms and pasture
based farms is mixed together meaning we could all be unknowingly drinking milk from cows that
that never have the chance to graze in fields.
We commissioned a study to look at how easy it would be to introduce a ‘free range milk’ label
so consumers could be guaranteed that the milk with this label had come from cows that had
been provided with the freedom to graze on grass for the majority of the year.
It found that it should be possible to develop and launch a product within 18 months and there
are no major technical, scientific or legislative hurdles that might prevent free range milk being
made available to the UK’s consumers. The study concluded that a free range milk brand could
be introduced with a minimum of 20,000 litres of milk supplying around 40 stores..

Conclusions and
recommendations
Our evidence shows that people are concerned about dairy cow
welfare and want to see the UK’s cows continue to graze on grass in the
future. They are demanding clear labelling of their milk to help ensure
this happens.
They are also willing to pay more for this high welfare product ensuring that dairy farmers
are not only able to maintain their traditional farming practices, but get a good price for their
milk. By meeting consumer demand it’s a win-win situation for everyone – cows, retailers, people
and farmers.

We want
Supermarkets to label and stock free range milk so people can choose to buy milk
guaranteed to come from cows that graze on grass and to support pasture based
dairy farmers.
the UK Government to collect and provide regular information about the number
of intensive indoor dairy farms in the UK, the number of cows being permanently
housed and how much milk is being produced from these farms.

How you can help
Free range egg sales in the UK
It is estimated free range eggs (including organic) account for about 52% of all eggs
sold in supermarkets and other food shops.
100%

Market share
% of free
range eggs
including
organic
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32%
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Work with us to meet consumer demands, protect the UK’s dairy cows and our nation’s rich
farming heritage. Please support us by joining our calls for clear milk labelling and to keep
cows on grass.

Ask your supermarket or local shop whether the milk they sell
has come from cows that have grazed on grass, and tell them
that you would like a label so you can choose free range milk
Write to your MP asking them to lobby the Government to
provide better information about the number of intensive indoor
dairy farms in the UK and how many cows are permanently
housed all year round
Support World Animal Protection’s work for better farm animal
welfare globally.
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www.worldanimalprotection.org.uk
0800 316 9966
hello@worldanimalprotection.org.uk
@MoveTheWorldUK
Facebook.com/worldanimalprotectionuk

