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IDF Dairy Cattle Welfare Forum: Key Insights from
the 2025 Meeting

Purpose and Structure

The Third IDF Dairy Cattle Welfare Forum was convened on October 17, 2025, in Santiago,
Chile, as a pre-conference event to the IDF World Dairy Summit. The Forum brought
together leaders responsible for developing or implementing dairy cattle welfare assurance
programs to exchange experiences, discuss shared challenges, and explore future directions
for strengthening animal welfare assurance across global dairy supply chains. Building on
previous Forums, the 2025 meeting emphasized practical lessons from implementation,
farmer-facing realities, and the growing integration of welfare with sustainability and
regulatory expectations.

The Forum was structured in two complementary parts. The first was a confidential,
invitation-only in-camera session for farmer-run or industry-run program leaders, designed
to allow open and candid discussion. The second was an open session involving a broader
group of IDF delegates, including researchers, industry representatives, veterinarians, and
international organizations.

In-Camera Session: Shared Challenges Across Countries

Discussions during the in-camera session highlighted a set of common pressures affecting
dairy cattle welfare programs globally. Participants described rapidly evolving regulatory
expectations and the need for programs to adapt at an increasingly fast pace. Farmer buy-
in emerged as a recurring challenge, particularly where new or expanding requirements
relate to housing systems, freedom of movement, calf feeding, and calf housing.

Participants also discussed the difficulty of balancing political, non-governmental
organization,and consumer expectations with practical feasibility on farms. Implementation
barriers such as limited training capacity, auditor availability, and declining access to
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veterinarians in some regions were noted as constraints on effective program delivery.
Environmental and climate-related pressures, including heat stress, were recognized as
additional factors shaping welfare expectations. Overall, the session reinforced the value
of international collaboration, as participants recognized similar challenges across diverse
production systems and socio-economic contexts.

Open Session: Program Updates and Perspectives

The open session combined formal presentations with facilitated discussion and a strengths,
weaknesses, opportunities, and threats (SWOT) exercise to integrate perspectives across
countries.

Development of the Australian Animal Care Assurance Program

Simone Jolliffe highlighted that Australia is developing its first formal dairy animal welfare
assurance program following a 2022 materiality review that identified limitations in the
existing sustainability framework. Key drivers included increasing customer expectations,
the need for consistent standards across processors, and the desire for more robust and
transparent reporting. The Australian Animal Care Assurance Program aims to be transparent
and accountable, science-informed, practical for farmers, aligned across processors, and
outcome-oriented with shared accountability across the supply chain. A multi-tier governance
structure is being established, including a Steering Committee and a Technical Writing
Group. Program development is expected to conclude in late 2026, with full implementation
anticipated by 2030.

Supply Chain-Led Welfare Program Development in Mexico

Andrés Alberto Guerrero shared that in Mexico, growing public scrutiny, particularly through
social media, has increased attention on dairy cattle welfare. Although livestock practices
are grounded in legislation, the absence of a national welfare framework has led Grupo Lala
to pursue an internally coordinated welfare assurance approach. The program leverages
existing legislation and supplements it with resource- and management-based parameters.
It includes a comprehensive scoring framework comprising management and resource
parameters alongside weighted animal-based measures and is guided by the Five Domains
model. Strong involvement of the national veterinary federation supports auditor training
and implementation. Heat stress, public communication, and managing transparency while
mitigating reputational risk were identified as key challenges. The program has attracted
support from other processors and veterinarians and may inform future national policy
development.

Evolution of proAction in Canada

Nicole Sillett of the Dairy Farmers of Canada’s proAction program shared that the program
continues to evolve as the sector prepares for implementation of new Code of Practice
requirements related to calf housing and freedom of movement. The program benefits from
strong stakeholder engagement and a robust consensus-based Code development process. At
the same time, challenges include producer anxiety regarding new requirements, particularly
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in relation to tie-stall housing and outdoor access, balancing consumer expectations with
environmental regulations, and reducing audit burden while maintaining program integrity.
A national pilot involving 267 farms is underway to assess on-farm feasibility and support
needs. The sector is also exploring technology-enabled efficiencies and opportunities to
align welfare efforts with national sustainability objectives, including Net-Zero by 2050.

Scientific Perspectives and Future Directions

Dr. Dan Weary from the University of British Columbia offered a scientific perspective,
which highlighted the importance of aligning welfare programs with evolving scientific
understanding. Key topics shaping global welfare discussions include prolonged cow-calf
contact, opportunities to support natural behaviours, environmental challenges, and the
need for clear and validated welfare measures. The growing role of genetics, such as the
use of polled animals to reduce painful procedures, was noted, alongside the importance
of strong extension and training to support farmers in adopting emerging best practices.
Opportunities for international collaboration were identified as essential for addressing
knowledge gaps.

Integrated Themes from the SWOT and Round-Table Discussions
Transparency, Communication, and Public Trust

Clear and effective communication within supply chains and with the public was consistently
identified as a priority. Programs face challenges in balancing transparency with the risk of
misinterpretation or backlash. Opportunities include tailoring communication to different
audiences, improving publicunderstanding of what welfare programs do and do not guarantee,
and increasing visibility of farmer efforts and continuous improvement. Transparency was
also linked to documentation requirements, auditing consistency, and clarity of program
expectations.

Farmer Capacity, Fatigue, and Practical Feasibility

Participants emphasized growing pressure onfarmersdueto expandingrequirements, frequent
audits, and evolving standards. These pressures are compounded by workforce limitations
and reduced access to veterinarians and trained advisors in many regions. Ensuring that
welfare programs remain practical and scalable was viewed as critical, particularly where on-
farm support capacity is limited.

Governance, Standards, and Multi-Stakeholder Alignment

While governance structures differ across countries, common challenges include maintaining
alignment among processors, regulators, and farmer organizations, managing political and
non-governmental pressures, and avoiding fragmented approaches. Multi-stakeholder
collaboration was seen as a major strength, supporting shared understanding and collective
problem-solving, while also introducing complexity and the need for clear mandates and
careful facilitation to maintain cohesion.
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Skills, Training, and Auditor Competency

The quality and consistency of training for farmers, auditors, veterinarians, and advisors
were identified as central to program credibility and producer confidence. Variability in
auditor interpretation and limited calibration have created challenges in several countries.
Opportunities include strengthening auditor training systems, expanding capacity through
train-the-trainer models, and improving consistency through standardized competency
assessments.

Economics, Incentives, and Market Realities

Economic constraints continue to shape the pace of welfare improvement. Participants noted
limited availability of premiums, challenges in scaling incentive-based models, and uneven
payment structures in markets dominated by a single processor. Integrating welfare within
broader sustainability frameworks was identified as a potential way to enhance market value.
An example from a Friesland Campina supplier illustrated how integrated premiums linked to
welfare, milk quality, and environmental sustainability can motivate on-farm change.

Technology, Data, and Measurement

Technological tools, including sensors and data systems, offer opportunities for continuous
improvement and benchmarking but also present challenges. Limitations of point-in-time
audits, data management complexity, cost barriers, and the need to focus on a small number
of meaningful and validated welfare indicators were emphasized.

Take Home Messages

The Forum underscored that countries face remarkably similar dairy cattle welfare assurance
challenges despite differences in production systems and regulatory contexts. Key messages
included the need for science-informed yet feasible approaches, a focus on essential
welfare elements while preparing for future expectations, and the continued importance of
international collaboration in navigating an evolving welfare landscape.
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