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Report to call on EU legislators to ban  

‘cull dairy’ cows from livestock markets 

by Asociación Nacional para la Defensa de los Animales (ANDA, Spain)  

and Animals’ Angels, May 2021 

 

Summary  

‘Dairy’ cows are submitted to a life of hardship. Genetic selection for high milk yield and 

permanent pregnancy from age two onwards turns them into animals prone to health 

impairments. Inappropriate husbandry conditions occasionally add to the problem. Once ‘dairy’ 

cows are no longer economically viable for dairy production, they are submitted to a second 

career as ‘beef’ cattle. But other than cattle raised for meat, ‘dairy’ cows are sent to slaughter 

when their productivity decreases. This often includes signs of weakness and fatigue. The 

transport of ‘cull dairy’ cows for slaughter is not a smooth operation. Across the European Union 

(EU), all too often the animals are too weak or unfit to withstand the transport.  

When ‘dairy’ cows are not transported directly to a slaughterhouse but traded via markets or 

other assembly centres, their suffering is prolonged. Scientists conclude that (after broiler 

chickens) ‘dairy’ cow welfare is the worst animal welfare problem in Europe. They are calling for 

a change in genetic selection and management in ‘dairy’ cows1.   

Banning ‘cull dairy’ cows from markets and other assembly centres would be one major step to 

alleviate their suffering.  

Actually, de facto, the current legal situation does not allow the marketing of ‘spent dairy’ cows 

through markets or assembly centres. But decades or even centuries of tradition of selling ‘cull’ 

cows via markets in many Member States and uncertainty in the interpretation of the relevant EU-

Regulation lead to the fact that the legal requirements are all too often ignored.  

The introduction of a clear enforceable rule is overdue.  

 

I. Introduction  

In 2020, over 20.5 million ‘dairy’ cows are kept across the European Union2 with the largest 

populations in Germany, France, and Poland. The largest growth rate of 2.1% in the total number 

of ‘dairy’ cows was recorded in Ireland, the Member State with the 6th largest dairy population.3 

The animal welfare problems in the dairy industry are well known. Directorate-General for 

International Policies of the European Parliament concludes in 2017: ‘Dairy cows producing large 

quantities of milk have high levels of leg disorders, mastitis and reproductive disorders. The 

proportion of cows affected by one or more of these disorders is high and the animals live with the  

 
1 Oltenacu P.A., and Broom D.M. 2010, The impact of genetic selection for increased milk yield on the welfare 
of dairy cows. Animal Welfare 19 (S), 39-49.  
2 excluding the UK 
3 https://ahdb.org.uk/dairy/uk-and-eu-cow-numbers 
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poor welfare for a substantial part of their lives so, although the numbers of individuals are not the 

largest, the overall extent of the welfare problem is very great.’4  

The reasons for culling have been cited in several scientific studies and are ‘reproductive failure, 

low milk production, mastitis and udder problems, and old age.’5,6 The age of slaughter remains 

young. In Germany, EU’s biggest dairy producer, the average age of slaughter for ‘dairy’ cows is 

4.6 years for Holstein Friesians and 4.8 years for Simmental cattle7, after only 2.5 lactations8. 

The decision of taking a cow out of the herd and send to slaughter is complex and often comes 

late or too late. The health condition of the animal can deteriorate while the farmer needs time to 

decide if the animal is sold. Sometimes the cow has undergone unsuccessful veterinary 

treatment. Due to medication, she has to wait before being sent to slaughter which worsens her 

condition further. An academic study of 2019 summarizes the scope of the problem: “The 

decision to cull is a complex one. Factors influencing the decision to cull dairy cows can be divided 

in two categories: the first one comprises cow factors, such as age and lactation rank, health 

status, milk production, reproductive performance, and disposition. The second comprises 

economic factors, including milk and carcass price, the price and availability of replacement heifers, 

and the farmer’s attitudes.”9 

EFSA comments in its Scientific Opinion on Welfare of Cattle at Slaughter of 2020: ‘Cattle with 

severe pain and suffering may arrive at the slaughterhouse (…) Similarly, cattle may become non-

ambulatory due to injury or sickness in lairage.’10 and quotes from a study in Canada: ‘in 2001, 

7,382 non-ambulatory cattle arrived at 19 slaughterhouses in Canada. Approximately 90% of the 

cattle were dairy breeds.’ 

 
4 European Parliament, Directorate-General for Internal Policies, Policy Department C, Citizens’ Rights and 

Constitutional Affairs (2017): Animal Welfare in the European Union; Study for the PETI Committee; European 

Parliament. Page 49f. LINK (last accessed: 21.05.2021): http://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/ 

etudes/STUD/2017/583114/IPOL_STU(2017)583114_EN.pdf 
5 Ardicli S. (2019): Effects of Slaughter Age and Season on Final Weight and Carcass Characteristics in Holstein-
Friesian Cull Cows. LINK (last accessed: 25.05.2021): 
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/336273566_Effects_of_Slaughter_Age_and_Season_on_Final_Wei
ght_and_Carcass_Characteristics_in_Holstein-Friesian_Cull_Cows 
6 I. Bazzoli et.al. (2013): Factors associated with age at slaughter and carcass weight, price, and value of dairy 
cull cows. Page LINK (last accessed: 21.05.2021): https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/24315325/  
7 Agrarheute (2017): Faktencheck "Turbokühe": Milchleistung versus Lebensdauer. LINK (last accessed: 
23.05.2021): https://www.agrarheute.com/tier/rind/faktencheck-turbokuehe-milchleistung-versus-
lebensdauer-
536323#:~:text=Lebensdauer%20von%20Milchk%C3%BChen%20bleibt%20stabil&text=Bei%20Fleckvieh%2DK
%C3%BChen%20liegt%20die,Schnitt%204%2C6%20Jahre%20alt.  
8 DeLaval: Pouvez-vous gagner plus d'argent avec des vaches qui vivent plus longtemps ? Guide de la longévité. 
Page 5. LINK (last accessed : 23.05.2021) : https://www.delaval.com/globalassets/france/about-us/catalogues-
et-guides/guide_de_la_longevite_delaval_bd.pdf  
9 Ardicli S. (2019): Effects of Slaughter Age and Season on Final Weight and Carcass Characteristics in Holstein-
Friesian Cull Cows. LINK (last accessed: 25.05.2021): 
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/336273566_Effects_of_Slaughter_Age_and_Season_on_Final_Wei
ght_and_Carcass_Characteristics_in_Holstein-Friesian_Cull_Cows  
10 EFSA (2020), Scientific Opinion: Welfare of Cattle at Slaughter. Page 86 LINK (last accessed: 21.05.2021) 
https://efsa.onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/epdf/10.2903/j.efsa.2020.6275  

https://www.researchgate.net/publication/336273566_Effects_of_Slaughter_Age_and_Season_on_Final_Weight_and_Carcass_Characteristics_in_Holstein-Friesian_Cull_Cows
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/336273566_Effects_of_Slaughter_Age_and_Season_on_Final_Weight_and_Carcass_Characteristics_in_Holstein-Friesian_Cull_Cows
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/24315325/
https://www.agrarheute.com/tier/rind/faktencheck-turbokuehe-milchleistung-versus-lebensdauer-536323#:~:text=Lebensdauer%20von%20Milchk%C3%BChen%20bleibt%20stabil&text=Bei%20Fleckvieh%2DK%C3%BChen%20liegt%20die,Schnitt%204%2C6%20Jahre%20alt
https://www.agrarheute.com/tier/rind/faktencheck-turbokuehe-milchleistung-versus-lebensdauer-536323#:~:text=Lebensdauer%20von%20Milchk%C3%BChen%20bleibt%20stabil&text=Bei%20Fleckvieh%2DK%C3%BChen%20liegt%20die,Schnitt%204%2C6%20Jahre%20alt
https://www.agrarheute.com/tier/rind/faktencheck-turbokuehe-milchleistung-versus-lebensdauer-536323#:~:text=Lebensdauer%20von%20Milchk%C3%BChen%20bleibt%20stabil&text=Bei%20Fleckvieh%2DK%C3%BChen%20liegt%20die,Schnitt%204%2C6%20Jahre%20alt
https://www.agrarheute.com/tier/rind/faktencheck-turbokuehe-milchleistung-versus-lebensdauer-536323#:~:text=Lebensdauer%20von%20Milchk%C3%BChen%20bleibt%20stabil&text=Bei%20Fleckvieh%2DK%C3%BChen%20liegt%20die,Schnitt%204%2C6%20Jahre%20alt
https://www.delaval.com/globalassets/france/about-us/catalogues-et-guides/guide_de_la_longevite_delaval_bd.pdf
https://www.delaval.com/globalassets/france/about-us/catalogues-et-guides/guide_de_la_longevite_delaval_bd.pdf
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/336273566_Effects_of_Slaughter_Age_and_Season_on_Final_Weight_and_Carcass_Characteristics_in_Holstein-Friesian_Cull_Cows
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/336273566_Effects_of_Slaughter_Age_and_Season_on_Final_Weight_and_Carcass_Characteristics_in_Holstein-Friesian_Cull_Cows
https://efsa.onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/epdf/10.2903/j.efsa.2020.6275
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The Parliamentary Research Service of the European Parliament recognizes the importance of 

the problem, stating in 2018 that the ‘assessment of fitness for transport of cull dairy cows 

deserves more focus, training and research’.11 

 

II. ‘Cull dairy’ cows at markets in the EU 

Markets are inherently stressful for all animals. If animals are weak or their health is impaired, 

the situation is aggravated, and stress may convert into severe suffering. This is the case in 

many ‘cull dairy’ cows who regularly suffer from lameness, mastitis, severe thinness, and/or 

emaciation12. In this condition, the animals arrive at the market. 

Generally, at a market, loading, transport, and unloading are the most stressful operations13. By 

bringing an animal destined for slaughter to a market or any other assembly centre, transport as 

well as loading and unloading occur twice. In addition, the animals are exposed to new 

surroundings14,15, unknown animals and humans, noises and smells, ranking fights, handling, 

lack of food and limited access to water, standing on hard ground, and possibly a lack of milking. 

Stress decreases the welfare of the animals and leads to, among others, changes in their 

immune function, increased susceptibility to disease, decreased feed intake and rumination16.  

At other holdings used as assembly centres, the stressful factors from external influences might 

be less than at markets but the cow is still exposed to unfamiliar surroundings and the hardship 

of transport occurring twice. 

In May 2021, Anda and Animals’ Angels have been to markets in Spain and observed ‘cull dairy’ 

cows in poor state being sold at markets. This report focuses on the latest evidence from Spain, 

but similar problems have been observed by Animals’ Angels in other Member States such as 

France, Italy, Bulgaria, Poland, Germany, the Netherlands, and Portugal. 

Despite the fact, that at Spanish markets important efforts are undertaken to improve the animal 

welfare situation at markets, ‘cull dairy’ cows continue to be highly problematic.  

At four different markets on the Cantabrian coastline, Anda and Animals’ Angels observed 

approx. 340 ‘cull dairy’ cows. The majority of them showed signs of health impairment. Even 

 
11 European Parliamentary Research Service (2018): Regulation (EC) No 1/2005 on the protection of animals 
during transport and related operations. Page 101. LINK (last accessed: 21.05.2021): 
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/STUD/2018/621853/EPRS_STU(2018)621853_EN.pdf  
12 J. Stojkov, G. Bowers, M. Draper, T. Duffield, P. Duivenvoorden, M. Groleau, D. Haupstein, R. Peters, J. 
Pritchard, C. Radom, N. Sillett, W. Skippon, H. Trépanier, D. Fraser, 
Hot topic: Management of cull dairy cows—Consensus of an expert consultation in Canada, 
Journal of Dairy Science, Volume 101, Issue 12, 2018, Pages 11170-11174, 
13 Bravo, Viana M., Knowles, Toby G., Gallo, Carmen, Transport, Associated Handling Procedures and Behaviour 
of Calves Marketed through Chilean Auction Markets, Animals 2020, 10(11), 2170, 
https://doi.org/10.3390/ani10112170  
14 Warriss, P.D. (Ed.) The effects of live animal handling on carcass and meat quality. In Meat Science; CABI: 
Wallingford, UK, 2000; pp. 131–154   
15 Temple, G., Assessment of Stress During Handling and Transport, Journal of Animal Science (1997) volume 
75: 249-257 
16 Manteca, X., Mainau, E., Temple, D., Stress on farm animals: Concept and effect on performance. FAWEC, 
2013, https://www.fawec.org/en/technical-documents-general-concepts/107-stress-in-farm-animals 

https://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/STUD/2018/621853/EPRS_STU(2018)621853_EN.pdf
https://doi.org/10.3390/ani10112170
https://www.fawec.org/en/technical-documents-general-concepts/107-stress-in-farm-animals
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though all animals present at the markets had undergone checks in situ by the competent 

veterinary services, to our judgement, many of them were not fit for transport and should not 

have been accepted to the markets. A veterinarian was part of the team of Anda and Animals’ 

Angels.  

Approximately a third part of the cows had a low body condition score (BSC 1-217). Many cows 

showed locomotion problems and already while being tied, they were standing in abnormal 

position with arched backs and many clattered constantly from one leg to the other. Many 

animals had overgrown and neglected claws and/or inflammations in their claws. The team 

observed several cows limping with lameness scores18 3, 4, and 5. Around 40 cows had 

swellings on the carpal and/or tarsal joints, including swellings up to the size of a child’s head. 

Some cows had injuries, partly badly infected, partly treated but not healed. Many cows showed 

udder impairments, including mastitis. A large number of cows had swollen udders which were 

losing milk. Many cows had abrasions on tail, back and hindquarters. Furthermore, skin disorders 

were observed and animals in dirty and very dirty condition19. Various animals showed clear 

signs of pain. For photographic evidence, please see annex.  

It has to be assumed that most of the described animals suffered severely – above the 

acceptable – during their stay at the markets and the connected transports.   

Back in 2018, the Austrian veterinary expert Dr. Alexander Rabitsch visited two of the above 

markets in Spain. He observed ‘cull dairy’ cows standing and walking only in pain and suffering 

from lameness, especially due to joint inflammations, inflammations around the joints, 

inflammation of the claws or overgrown claws. Dr. Rabitsch observed severely emaciated cows, 

cows with udder inflammation and udder abscesses20. He stated: ‘The pain was considerable and 

weighty according to its nature and intensity, in any case by no means insignificant. The animals 

also suffered, especially since the painful conditions continued for a not insignificant period of time 

(…).’21  

Given the fact, that ‘cull dairy’ cows are particularly vulnerable and at risk, the question arises 

why they are traded via markets and other assembly centres. The reasons are purely economic. 

The farmer, the dealer or intermediator as well as the slaughterhouse and the market operator 

are profiting: 

The farmer saves time and effort if the animal is picked by a dealer collecting ‘cull’ cows. 

Additionally, his profit can be higher due to the competition at the market. If the farmer brings his 

cow(s) directly to the slaughterhouse, he does not only have to deal with the risk and effort of 

transport but also runs the risk that the slaughterhouse dictates low prices22. The dealer at the 

market has greater room for manoeuvre and the possibility of achieving higher profits. The 

slaughterhouse buyer might have to pay higher prices at markets or other assembly centres but 

can select the animals and thus can avoid bad surprises. And finally, operators of markets and 

 
17https://www.ketolution.com/de/bcs-body-condition-scoring 
18 https://www.zinpro.com/wp-content/uploads/2020/12/LocomotionScoringPoster_EN_ES_D-4120.pdf 
19 https://ahdb.org.uk/knowledge-library/cleanliness-scorecard 
20 Dr. Alexander Rabitsch, Silleda, Feststellungen, Vorschläge, Massnahmen, 17.04.2018  
21 Dr. Alexander Rabitsch, Santiago,  Feststellungen, Vorschläge, Massnahmen, 18.04.2018  
22 According to general information received at Spanish markets in May 2021, the gainings are approx. 150 to 
200 EUR higher per cow. 

https://www.zinpro.com/wp-content/uploads/2020/12/LocomotionScoringPoster_EN_ES_D-4120.pdf
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assembly centres want the highest number of animals possible being traded via their 

businesses.  

 

III. Legal background  

The Regulation defines markets and other holdings where Equidae or domestic animals of 

bovine, ovine, caprine or porcine species originating from different holdings are grouped together 

to form consignments as assembly centres23. The current legal situation does not allow the 

trading of ‘spent dairy’ cows through markets or assembly centres: 

Article 3 of Council Regulation EC 1/2005, states 'No person shall transport animals or cause 

animals to be transported in a way likely to cause injury or undue suffering to them.’ ‘Cull dairy’ 

cows are particularly vulnerable. The diversion of ‘cull dairy’ cows via a market or other assembly 

centre violates this requirement. 

According to Art 3 lit a) of the Regulation ‘all necessary arrangements have been made in advance 

to minimise the length of the journey’. ‘Cull dairy’ cows are intended for immediate or timely 

slaughter and should be transported directly to the slaughterhouse without further delay. The 

diversion of ‘cull dairy’ cows via a market or other assembly centre violates this requirement. 

Article 3 lit b) also stipulates that ‘the animals are fit for the journey'. Annex I Chapter I point 1 

states in more detail that ‘no animal shall be transported unless it is fit for the intended journey, 

and all animals shall be transported in conditions guaranteed not to cause them injury or 

unnecessary suffering.’  A detour via a market or assembly centre causes unnecessary suffering 

to ‘cull dairy’ cows. Economic profit or saving cost, time and labour are no sufficient reasons to 

justify animal suffering. 

The fitness for transport must be judged differently for a transport to the nearest slaughterhouse 

than to an assembly centre/market. If the cow is transported to an assembly centre/market, the 

judgement of her fitness for transport must include the stay at the market as well as repeated 

loading and unloading and the subsequent transport to a slaughterhouse.  

If, at the time of loading, there is a serious and realistic possibility, that the animal could be 

injured or suffer unnecessarily during loading, unloading or travelling and when this risk cannot 

be eliminated by means of specific instructions, the transport must be avoided and prohibited by 

the competent authority.  

The conflict of interests between economic interests and animal welfare considerations 

evidently is still playing an important role in the decision-making if an animal is considered fit for 

transport; sometimes even involving private veterinarians who tend to rather certify the fitness 

for transport of the animal to satisfy his/her client, the farmer.  

The EU's obligation to pay full regard to the welfare requirements of animals, as laid down in 

Article 13 TFEU, precludes justifying animal suffering based on economic considerations, in 

particular to saving labour and costs. This prerequisite also obliges to select the shortest and 

most animal- friendly way to send a ’cull’ cow for slaughter. Where human euthanasia or on-farm 

slaughter are not feasible, the animal must be sent directly to the nearest slaughterhouse.  

 
23 Art 2 lit b of Council Regulation EC 1/2005 
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IV. Conclusion  

The transport of ‘cull dairy’ cows is not a smooth operation due to the delicate physical condition 

of the animals. Their vulnerability makes them prone to risk, even during short transport 

distances from the farm to the nearest slaughterhouse. 

By adding a market or any other assembly centre, the duration of transport from the farm to the 

slaughterhouse is prolonged significantly. Transport as well as loading and unloading, which are 

particularly stressful, occur twice. At the market, the cow is additionally exposed to an unknown, 

hectic environment.  

Even if the ‘cull dairy’ cow can withstand the stay at the market/assembly centre and the related 

transports without getting injured, without her health deteriorating or without becoming a 

downer24, she is still very likely to suffer significantly and unnecesarily.  

The initial goal of sending the animal for slaughter could be achieved without interposing the 

assembly centre. This additional stop is made solely for economic reasons of the parties 

involved: gaining financial profit, saving time and effort.  

Trading ‘cull dairy’ cows via assembly centres regularly means a violation of general transport 

conditions laid down in Article 3 of Council Regulation EC 1/2005. Sixteen years after the 

Regulation came into force, the fact that thousands of cull cows in the EU are still traded via 

assembly centres and markets every week, means that the requirements of Regulation EC 

1/2005 are not complied with and not enforced. A specific legal ban of ‘cull dairy’ cows from 

markets and other trading centres is overdue.  

Remark:  

‘Cull dairy’ cows must be transported directly to the nearest slaughterhouse without any delay or 

additional stops. A specific rule to ensure this is urgently needed. Nevertheless, this is only a first 

step. The remaining problems that come with genetic selection and certain husbandry methods 

of high yielding cows in the EU should also receive close attention by legislators. 

 

V. Demand  

Anda and Animals’ Angels call on the EU legislators to ban ‘dairy’ cull cows from markets and 

other holdings used as assembly centres. EU legislators should take the necessary steps to 

ensure that ‘cull dairy’ cows are sent directly to the nearest reachable slaughterhouse, 

whenever the transport is necessary, and the farmers do not choose a more humane option 

such as on-farm slaughter, mobile slaughter, or euthanasia. 

  

 
24 Downer means a cow unable to stand voluntarily, see ‘Overview report on systems to prevent the transport 
of unfit animals in the European Union’, EU-Commission, DG (SANTE) 2015-8721-MR 
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Annex: Photographic evidence  

Pics 1 and 2:  

   

Pola de Siero, 17.05.2021: The cow Roxana (ES070307289386) has a thickly swollen udder; it is 

reddish and covered in dried excrement. Most likely, the animal suffers from mastitis.  

 

Pics 3 and 4:  

  

Pola de Siero, 17.05.2021: The cow Aina (ES090306389809) lost her left eye. The wound is infected. 

Purulent fluid runs out of the eye.  
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Pics. 5 and 6:  

  

Silleda, 18.05.2021: The cows Yesenia (ES 06 11 006x 4891, on left picture lying in the front + right 

picture) and Alejandra (on the left picture: standing) suffer from emaciation (BCS < 125) and leg 

disorders. They appear neglected, with cleanliness score 226. The udder of both cows still contain 

milk, resp. loose milk.  

 

Pics. 7 and 8:  

  

Silleda, 18.05.2021: The cow Osana (ES 08 11 11 59 7442) has deeply sunken flanks and is very thin, 

BCS 1. Her udder is losing milk.  

 

 
25 https://www.ketolution.com/de/bcs-body-condition-scoring 
26 https://ahdb.org.uk/knowledge-library/cleanliness-scorecard 
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Pics. 9 and 10:  

   

Santiago de Compostela, 19.05.2021: the cow Mercedes (ES 06 11 1018 8807) is emaciated with BCS 

<1. Her coat is covered by old dirt, her skin shows abrasions, and she suffers from very prominent 

hock lesions on her hind legs.   

 

Pics. 11 and 12:  

   

Santiago de Compostela, 19.05.2021: the cow Paloma (ES 00 11 1124 7018) suffers from severe 

lameness, locomotion score 4-527. She is highly emaciated (BCS <1), but her udder is filled with milk. 

She is obviously in pain.  

 
27 https://www.zinpro.com/wp-content/uploads/2020/12/LocomotionScoringPoster_EN_ES_D-4120.pdf 



 

                                                                                                                                   
 

ANDA and Animals’ Angels May 2021  11 
 

Pics 13 and 14:  

   

Torrelavega, 19.05.2021: The cow Babel is very thin (BSC 1). She is very dirty (cleanliness score 2). 

She suffers from an inflammation in her front claws.  

 

Pics 14 and 15:  

   

Torrelavega, 19.05.2021: The cow Lea has a sizeable swelling in her left rear leg and treated wounds   
in her udder and right rear leg. There are inflammations in her claws (front and rear). Lea is dirty 
(cleanliness score 1).  


