Happier Cows, More Milk
caption Dairy farmers around the world are turning to creative tactics like massage to keep cows comfortable on farms. end caption
CHILTON, Wisconsin (Achieve3000, January 8, 2013). Lucky, a 7-year-old dairy cow, had been walking with a limp, so veterinarian Sara Gilbertson was called in. Instead of prescribing analgesics or other traditional treatments, Gilbertson tried HIGHLIGHTan unusual new therapy:END HIGHLIGHT a chiropractic adjustment and HIGHLIGHTa massage.END HIGHLIGHT Later, as Lucky reclined on a bed of sand, Gilbertson noted how relaxed and comfortable the animal seemed. While Lucky's luxurious pampering may not yet be standard treatment for bovines, it certainly is becoming more commonplace at dairies across the world.

For generations, dairy farmers have known HIGHLIGHTthat contented cows give more milk. The traditional techniques for keeping cows happyEND HIGHLIGHT aren't complicated: HIGHLIGHTFeed them well,END HIGHLIGHT keep the temperature comfortable, HIGHLIGHTand provide them ample room to move around. Now, many dairy farmers are turning to a new array of creative methods to keep cowsEND HIGHLIGHT as HIGHLIGHTcontentEND HIGHLIGHT—and productive—as possible.But how exactly is a cow made to feel "content"?

Richard Conrad of Grafton, Ohio, is one of a growing number of dairy farmers to install—you're reading correctly—HIGHLIGHTwaterbeds for the cowsEND HIGHLIGHT to rest on. Conrad said that it took his 220 cows a few months to get accustomed to the softer surfaces, which cost about $70,000 in all, but now they seem to enjoy it."They were real skeptical at first because [the surface] was real jiggly," said Conrad, "but once they adapted they didn't look back. They just jump on and stay there. “Marcia Endres, a dairy scientist at the University of Minnesota, said that some farmers have installed large rotating brushes that gently scratch the cows' backs and massage their faces and shoulders.

In Germany, the Dortmund Concert Hall HIGHLIGHTplays recordings of different classical pieces for a number of cows,END HIGHLIGHT and then serves milk from those cows during live concerts featuring those same pieces. “You’ll now be able to both listen to and taste the musical highlights," the hall says in an advertisement.

Chiropractic care is typically reserved for injured cows like Lucky. Cows might slip on a slick spot of concrete or get stepped on by another 1,500-pound bovine. These injuries can cause pain and lead to a drop in milk production, which is why some farmers are willing to pay for chiropractic adjustments for the animals. The cows tolerate it incredibly well," said Gilbertson. "They may be apprehensive at first, until they figure out how good it feels."The notion of happy cows producing more milk may be very appealing, but HIGHLIGHTdo theEND HIGHLIGHT lavish HIGHLIGHTtechniques really work?END HIGHLIGHT
While there's no scientific data to back up their claims, HIGHLIGHTdairy farmers say they can see the differenceEND HIGHLIGHT with their own eyes. HIGHLIGHTThey say their cows are producing more milk,END HIGHLIGHT the milk quality is improving, HIGHLIGHTthe herds are happy, and they seem to be enjoying the indulgences.END HIGHLIGHTSince installing the waterbeds at his farm, Conrad said, the cows have produced more milk—and with fewer impurities. According to Conrad, cows that used to give about 80 pounds of milk per day now average about 90 pounds per day.

"It's kind of like how an athlete with a sprained ankle isn't as productive," said Larry Meyer, 36. Meyer's parents own the dairy farm in Chilton, Wisconsin, where Lucky and another 115 dairy cows live. "If you can get a cow healthy and back to normal, it makes a difference in their productivity."

Dairy experts say that while the new trend in dairy cow care might work for some, they caution that farmers need to be careful about introducing the unconventional techniques into a herd that's already relatively comfortable."Cows are creatures of habit. They like things to stay the same," Endres said. "Cows just don't like a lot of weird things happening to them."

The Associated Press contributed to this story.
Dictionary

	analgesic (noun)    a medication that reduces pain; a painkiller

	apprehensive (adjective)    nervous; fearful

	bovine (noun)    an animal that belongs to a group of hoofed animals that includes cows, oxen, yaks, and buffalo

	skeptical (adjective)    unsure, suspicious, or doubtful; questioning


