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Please provide a lay summary of the project.  
 

The goal of this project was to improve end-of-life decision making and more timely euthanasia in 
dairy cattle and youngstock by characterizing the issues faced by farmers and veterinarians when 
making end-of-life decisions. 

 

This project was important because the timely euthanasia of cattle and calves on dairy farms is an 
area in need of significant improvement as highlighted by the recent AWF-funded Delphi report. 
Industry stakeholders, such as Red Tractor farm assurance and the British Cattle Veterinary 
Association, provide on-farm euthanasia decision making guidance, but the guidance falls short of 
providing clear definitions of when cattle should be euthanised. Unless “the animal is in such distress 
that immediate euthanasia is required”, the best course of action is not clear. The welfare of the 
animal should be at the forefront of decision-making, but as the Farm Animal Welfare Council has 
identified, there are numerous factors that likely influence on-farm euthanasia decisions. 

Dairy veterinarians and dairy farmers were invited to participate in separate online surveys. Both 
farmers and veterinarians were offered a chance to win one of two £50 gift cards as an incentive for 
participating. Farmers were contacted about the survey through the Tesco Sustainable Dairy group 
farmer engagement scheme (800 farms), social media channels such as Twitter (AHDB and APHA), 
and the British Dairying electronic bulletin (6,000 subscribers; of those, on average 4,500 open the 
bulletin each week). The British Cattle Veterinary Association and some of the major corporate farm 
animal practices agreed to distribute the survey to their veterinary membership. Each questionnaire 
was designed to take less than 15 minutes to complete and included questions encompassing the 
provision of farm standard-operating procedures, farm staff training, veterinary intervention, culling 
decisions, youngstock euthanasia protocols and procedures, and timeliness of decisions. There was 
opportunity for respondents to elaborate on their answers.  

The results of these surveys highlight the major challenges of providing timely euthanasia of dairy 
cattle and calves. These include a failure to record or retrieve the relevant animal health data, lack of 
euthanasia training among farm staff, discordance among veterinarians regarding the appropriate 
time to euthanize for certain diseases, and a large proportion of animals that, ideally, should have 
been euthanized earlier to prevent unnecessary suffering.  

The next steps are to disseminate this information through publications among farmer and veterinary 
press outlets. Long-term, and with multi-stakeholder participation, we plan to build a conceptual 
framework on which end-of-life decisions can be made.  
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Detailed progress against original objectives 

Objective 1: Farmers and veterinarians will be contacted about the opportunity to participate in a 
telephone or online survey regarding on-farm euthanasia decision making. 

Outcome: Objective met. Links to the online surveys were sent to farmers and veterinarians. Early 
feedback from farmers revealed that many of them did not complete the survey because they did 
not have information about the time of disease onset relative to outcomes. This part of the survey 
was removed to improve response rate. Unfortunately, however, this temporal component of end-of-
life decision making was a key part of the study. Lack of systematically recorded information as part 
of a farm’s animal health records is, therefore, as a key challenge to end-of-life decision making and 
underlines the problems that the study attempted to explore. 

 

Objective 2: Farmer survey participants will be asked in the survey whether they would be willing to 
participate in an on-farm visit to evaluate herd medicine records. 

Outcome: This objective was not met for two reasons: “stay at home” COVID restrictions were 
extended prohibiting non-essential travel and, as discussed in more detail below, farms did not 
typically have time-to-event data recorded. A prospective cohort study of farms is required to meet 
this objective satisfactorily, which we hope to pursue in the near future.  

 
Thirty-seven farmers and 46 veterinarians completed the surveys. Most respondents were located in 
Wales and South-West England, but participants were also located in Scotland and Northern Ireland. 
Farmer participants had a median of 220 milking animals (range: 20 to 2,000) and 139 youngstock 
(range: 25 to 1,000) and produced a median of 9,277 L milk/cow/year (range: 4,227 to 12,600). These 
are similar to median values reported for British herds (Hanks and Kossaibati, 2020).  Across all 
farms, only 26 of 105 farm staff (24.8%) had received some form of euthanasia training. A veterinarian 
or a competent stockperson usually provided the training. Most farmer respondents reported that 
euthanasia was typically performed by a fallen stock collector (n=23, 62%), rather than a staff 
member (n = 8, 22%) or veterinarian (n = 6, 16%). Across all farms, there were 157 on-farm deaths 
within the milking herd (3.9 ± 0.4 % of milking herd) and 134 youngstock deaths (4.0 ± 0.5% of 
youngstock) during 2020. Youngstock were 1.6 ± 0.7 times more likely to die without euthanasia 
than with euthanasia (P = 0.02), but the risk of death with or without euthanasia did not differ in the 
milking herd (P = 0.23). Most milking herd deaths (22%) occurred for “unknown/not recorded” 
reasons.  The majority of youngstock deaths were attributed to “respiratory disease” (23%), 
“digestive disorder” (23%), “birth defect” (19%) and “unknown/not recorded” (13%).  

Animals within the milking herd were more likely to benefit from euthanasia than youngstock. The 
risk of euthanasia among those that died within the milking herd (59 ± 4%) was greater than the risk 
of euthanasia among youngstock deaths (32 ± 6 %; P < 0.001). “Injury/accident” was the most 
common reason among the milking herd (44% of euthanasias) and the third most common reason 
among youngstock (13%). Only one-third of youngstock mortality attributed to respiratory disease (15 
of 46 deaths) and digestive disorders (17 of 47 deaths) were euthanized. Within the milking herd, 80% 
of animals that died from injury were euthanized (87 of 109) but only 29% of those with a digestive 
disorder (10 of 34 deaths) and 20% of those with a neurological condition (1 of 5 deaths) were 
euthanized.  

Seventy-seven percent of farmers said that there was no difficulty in “performing euthanasia 
correctly”, but only 20 % of farmers had no difficulty “deciding whether an animal should be 
euthanized” and 6% had no difficulty “deciding between euthanasia or providing the animal more 
time to recover”. “Severity of disease”, “failure to respond to treatment” and “veterinary advice” were 
factors most frequently reported by farmers as strongly influencing their decision on when an animal 
should be euthanized. The availability of a competent stock person or fallen stock collector to 
perform the euthanasia had some influence on approximately half of farmers on when an animal 
should be euthanized. This is unfortunate as the time that elapses between the decision to 
euthanise and the point of euthanasia should be swift to avoid unnecessary suffering. 

Seventy-four percent of veterinarians did not offer euthanasia training to clients. Vets believed that 
they had an important role in providing euthanasia advice, usually on a “case-by-case” basis. On 
average, veterinarians had “high confidence” in only a third of their clients that they “are performing 
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euthanasia in a timely manner to prevent unnecessary suffering” and that they “contact a vet about 
potential euthanasia cases in a timely manner so as to prevent unnecessary suffering”. Vets were 
asked to indicate a timeframe for when they would likely perform or recommend euthanasia of a first 
lactation heifer and a dairy calf that were otherwise healthy relative to the onset of disease for a 
range of conditions. Vets agreed on the timeframe to euthanasia of the heifer for some conditions – 
89.1% agreeing on “within 6 hours” for “intractable uterine prolapse” – but other conditions, such as 
“toxic mastitis”, saw no consensus in the timeframe to euthanasia. A similar pattern was evident for 
the calf scenarios: 65.2% elected to euthanize “within 6 hours” for “depressed and nonambulatory 
with tachycardia, tachypnoea, hyperaemia of mucous membranes and scleral injection" but there 
was no agreement of whether or when to euthanise a calf with “suspect ventricular septal defect”.  

 

Were there any challenges or barriers/modifications to the project?  

 
Challenges 

1. Difficulty distributing the links to the surveys. Unfortunately, it was a lot more challenging 
that expected to get the survey links distributed to farmers and veterinarians. Despite 
offering to write articles in return for sharing the survey link, emails, and phone messages to 
leading farmer press magazines were not returned. This was likely attributable to reduced 
staff numbers and reduced working hours associated with COVID restrictions. It may also be 
attributable to the large number of other surveys distributed during this period as research 
opportunities elsewhere were limited by COVID restrictions. One member of the farming 
press said that farmers were experiencing “survey fatigue”. 

2. Lack of key time-to-event data. We had hoped to gather information on the duration of 
diseases prior to death or euthanasia so that we could compare among diseases. 
Unfortunately, however, this information is not recorded making it difficult for farmers to 
retrieve. The only way that we could foreseeably get close to this information would be to 
look at time from first recorded treatment to death or euthanasia. The first treatment, 
however, may not have been given in a timely manner, which would lead to bias. More 
problematically, many treatments may not have been recorded, particularly if no 
pharmaceutical was administered. There is no requirement, or incentive, to record that a non-
ambulatory or “down” cow was lifted to reduce the risk of muscle ischaemia or provided a 
rumen drench containing electrolytes.  

 
Have the results been published.  If yes, please state where and when and provide links.  

Not yet, but we intend to submit for peer-review within 6 months. 

 

Provide details of knowledge transfer activities to date and any future plans/actions 
(including planned publications) 
 
No knowledge transfer activities have been completed to date due to the short duration of the 
project. The results, however, will be shared with producers through magazine articles and 
newsletter bulletins such as British Dairying. 

 

Provide details of any original peer-reviewed research papers, book chapters and 
books/monographs that have resulted directly from your work supported by this grant.  

NA. 

Have any other funding bodies been involved in supporting the development of the work 
supported by this grant? 
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No. 

 

Has any intellectual property activity resulted directly from the research funded through 
this grant to date?  
No. 

 

Briefly tell us about the staff who received a salary or stipend from this grant  

Cherry Bedford received part-time support from this grant. 

 

How has the grant contributed to the professional development of the staff named above 
(including yourself)?  

This project has improved our understanding of the challenges facing farmers and veterinarians 
regarding end-of-life decision making and, subsequently, this has led to the development of further 
questions. 

 

Have you, or any of the staff included above, received any prizes, awards or 
commendations as a direct result of the research supported by this grant to date?  If yes 
please give details, including the name of the recipient. 

No. 

If any clinical trials have been supported by the funding of this grant, please enter the 
title of the trial and briefly describe any key developments or outcomes.  

N/A. 

 

Use the space below for any other relevant information you wish to report on. 

The project has shown a variation in approach and lack of consensus between farmers and 
veterinary surgeons regarding the key process end of life decision-making that we think is needed 
to assure animal welfare. It suggests that there is a need to produce a decision-making framework 
based on scientific and stakeholder consensus.  

 
 


	Final grant report

