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ICAR Guidelines for Recording Lameness in Dairy Cattle

• Aim: Harmonize trait definition and standardize data recording process

• Describe common lameness scoring methods used worldwide and 
elaborate the ICAR recommendations for a harmonized scheme

• Recommendations for improved lameness recording used for:

– Herd claw health management

– Animal welfare assessment

– Benchmarking 

– Genetic evaluation 



ICAR Recommended Practices

• SYSTEM

–A 5-point scale system considering posture, gait and behavioural criteria

• HOW

–On a flat, firm and non-slippery surface, side view of the cows

–Methods proposed for free-stall and tie-stall barns

• WHEN

–After milking, in a calm environment



ICAR Recommended Practices

• HOW MANY

–Proportional to pen size or herd size

–Directives for large pasture-based herds

• HOW OFTEN

–Every 2 weeks to once a month

• Every 2 weeks is optimal for detecting new cases

• Practically, labour and time could require reduced frequency 



ICAR Recommended Practices

• WHO

–Dairy farmers, veterinarians, hoof trimmers, 
dairy advisors and farm employees

• KNOW-HOW

–Theoretical instructions and practical basic 
training

–Annual training of assessors highly
recommended

• Without training, dairy farmers will detect

mainly the severely lame cows



A 5-point scale system



A 5-point scale system



ICAR’s Proposal for Recording: A combination of:

• Sprecher system
– Widely recognised and used worldwide

– Easily applied under farm conditions

• Zinpro First Step®

– Observation of cows standing and walking (gait)

– Degree of reluctance of bearing weight on the affected limb(s)

– Special emphasis on the back line of the cow

• Code of Practice for the Care and Handling of Dairy Cattle

– Behavioural criteria



Use of Lameness Data

• At the animal level / Herd management

–Early detection of claw problems

–Prevent escalation of repeated lameness events

–Avoid chronic cases

–Should be recorded in the herd management software, mobile solutions for 
electronic documentation, or on a paper recording sheet



Use of Lameness Data

• Benchmarking

– Important tool for improving herd management

• Welfare

–High frequency of lameness can affect consumers’ confidence in farming
practices

–Lameness scoring is commonly used in welfare assessment schemes



Use of Lameness Data

• Genetics

–Feet and legs health can be improved
by breeding

• Routine collection of data to central 

database

–Genetic correlations between
lameness and direct claw health traits
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