Assessing cubicle comfort
Possible indicators of poor cubicle comfort include
(1) Swollen knees

(2) Swollen hocks

(3) Hock hairloss

(4) Hock sores

(5) Hock swellings

(6) Hock infections

(7) Hook or pin bone damage

(8) Back sores or swellings

(9) Neck rubs

(10) Cows or heifers stuck in cubicles

(11) Heifers or cows that lie out

(12) Cows standing half-in, half-out

(13) Large numbers of cows standing in alleys not lying or eating

(14) Some alleys/cubicles always full and busy while others always quiet

(15) Dog sitting, lying half-in-half-out, diagonal lying

(16) Lots of lameness after housing and through the winter housing period

(17) A predominantly  sole ulcer and digital dermatitis problem

How to work out where the problem lies
Always use cow health and behaviour as the main indicator of where the problem lies as there are few hard and fast rules about housing and cow comfort, especially as cow requirements vary according to size, breed, level of production, season/time of year and rearing
Avoid using cubicles if at all possible for

· dry cows

· springing or fresh heifers

· animals that reject cubicles

· lame animals (they don’t really recover or do so much more slowly)
Are the heifers trained?

· start early (e.g. from yearlings)

· train for at least 3-6 weeks 

· use comfortable cubicles i.e. deep straw and mats if possible

· use cubicles of a design similar to those used after first calving

· if supercomfort, you can restrict forward lunge space to train heifers to lunge diagonally

· restrict other areas that heifers can lie-in (broken cubicles, loafing yard)

· use tyres or other objects in the alley as a last resort – if there is persistent cubicle rejection it usually means there is a problem with the cubicles you are using so refer to points above and below
Do the cows use all parts of the shed or sheds equally?

· exposure to wind or breezes

· exposure to heat or intense sun

· blind alleys

· sources of fright e.g. automatic scrapers for heifers

· distant from feed barrier

· next to a very busy cow area

Are there enough spare cubicles?

· most important in the first weeks after calving (10% spare or 1 row of cubicles per feed barrier)
· two rows of cubicles per feed barrier probably acceptable for very comfortable cubicles once the transition period is complete
· three rows of cubicles per feed barrier only acceptable for cows in late lactation that have adapted to the conditions and aren’t under a lot of pressure

Is the cubicle inviting to the cow?

· are cubicles densely stocked with short open centre cubicles (some cows are put of lying in cubicles with cows opposite them)

· non-uniform cubicles (some cows will wait for their preferred style of cubicle)

· is there a scarcity of bedding?

· non-straw based bedding?

Is the lying surface soft and cushioned?

· Pasture or deep sand is best

· deep muck is ok (but a mastitis risk)

· mattresses can be ok but can cause hock damage. They can have a short life-span
· mats are very variable, although life-span can be prolonged by flipping them over and turning them around
· deep bed paper pulp appears very variable (very hard and undulating when left unmanaged in the summer)

· concrete, clay or limestone are very poor (just try the knee test)

· clay or limestone bases can become very hard and undulating, being uncomfortable and injurous for cows to lie on

Can all the cows stand with all 4 feet in the cubicle?

· usually prevented if neck rail is too close to kerb (it should be more than 216cm on diagonal for Holsteins). Some people advise it should be 2/3rds the total length of the cubicle (and the brisket board ¾ the length of the cubicle) but this probably a bit too simple.
· the cubicle may be too short (for Holsteins 10 ft to wall is ideal, 9ft acceptable, and each measure 1ft less for open-centre cubicles)

Can the cow lie-down without hitting solid objects with her head or neck?

· does she hit the neck rail or is it bent?

· Is the brisket board in the correct place and free of injurous projections
· Is there a clear space to lunge forward or sideways between the ground and neck rail i.e. no concrete pyramid pillows, no bars 

Do the cubicles allow the cows to rest and cud comfortably?

Is there sufficient borrowing space?

· solid horizontal bottom rails rather than rope or supercomfort cubicle designs

· vertical support bars at the rear of cubicles (i.e. kennels, Newton Rigg cubicles)

· cubicles that are too narrow

· supercomfort cubicles that are too high or too low

Is the cubicle sloping so the cow lies uphill (3-4inch fall from front to back)?

Is the cubicle sheltered and well-ventilated?

Is the cubicle floor surface clean, dry and warm (i.e. well-insulated)?

Is the floor flat, even and free of hard bumps, projections or undulations?

Is there unobstructed space infront of the cow for cudding (usually more than 60cm or 2ft)?
Can the cow place her forelimb outstretched infront of her (i.e. is the brisket board obstructive)
Is the lying surface non-abrasive and non-irritant?

· coarse sawdust, especially on mats and mattresses

· hardwood sawdust

· excessive lime usage (burning hocks with hairloss)

· mattresses with encrusted slurry and milk

· certain types of mattresses (rough enough to make your knuckles bleed)

· possible dry paper pulp

Does the surface give the cow grip to rise effortlessly?

· pasture, deep bed straw and sand allow good grip

· most mats allow good grip

· some mattresses can be slippery (but these are easy to keep clean)

· quarry belting can be very slippery

Can the cow leave the cubicle safely without slipping or landing heavily on concrete?

· large kerb including depth of mattress/mat (>16cm slight risk, >25cm major risk) 
· very small kerb (<12cm?)
· slippery cubicle

· poorly fitted mat or mattress (neither flush to kerb nor more than foot length forward)
· automatic scrapers (chains, centre bars and scrapers)
· narrow cubicle alleys (<8ft for cubicle-cubicle alley, <16ft if cubicle-feed alley)
· cubicle and feed alley combined as one
· very little bedding falling off the back of the cubicle 

Miscellaneous points
Do cows get stuck?

· are they Dutch comfort cubicles (place short rope between bottom of loop and front vertical bar)
· are they lame? 

· are they heavily pregnant?

· is the cubicle surface slippery?
· is the a brisket board providing protection to more than 60cm of forward lunge space

· is there unobstructed sideways lunge space in a window between 10-80cm from the ground
· is there no slope down to kerb?
How are cows getting injured?

· are they trapping limbs under bars?
· are they rubbing themselves on a solid bottom rail?
· are they rubbing themselves on a vertical back rail?

· are they hitting the neck rail (is the neck rail bent)?

· are they striking objects as the rise or lie down (can you here bangs as cows lie or rise)?
· is the floor surface hard in places?
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