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Develop economic sound free walk farming systems 

elevating animal welfare, health and manure quality, 
while being appreciated by society
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Challenges
• Development of cubicle housing increased labour 

efficiency of cattle farming, but animal welfare is a 
critical factor

• Productivity of grasslands and crop management 
systems increased over the years – however soil 
structure, soil life and biodiversity of grasslands are 
becoming poorer

• Good integration of housing and  farming facilities in 
the landscape positively contributes to societal 
acceptance



Goal 
• The aim of this project is to research and further develop economic 

sound free walk cattle farming systems that improve animal welfare 

• Innovations:

• housing like in meadow - animal welfare and health, society 
perception

• composted material as bedding – re-using and as soil improver

• combination of housing and grazing

• diversification / eco-farming: utilization housing facility and bedding 
material in summer for plant growing?

• Experimenting with artificial high welfare / cow garden floor system







“Cow-garden” 



...artificial floor...
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WP‘s
• WP1: Description and organization of case and reference farms  

2 x (15 dairy + 5 suckler cow farms) 
• WP 2: Inventory and characteristics of waste materials  

• WP 3: Effect of housing system on animal welfare, health and product quality
• Study 1: Animal health, longevity and welfare 

• Study 2: Detailed research on animal welfare 

• Study 3: Antibiotic use 

• Study 4: Milk quality 

• WP 4: Effect of composted bedding on NPC-balances and soil structure 

• WP 5: Socio-economic aspects 

• WP 6: Systems approach and economic evaluation 

• WP 7: Communication and dissemination 



Hypotheses to be tested

FreeWalk will be a breakthrough in friendly cattle farming, while improving 
the sustainability and future perspective of the sector; differences will be 
found between climatic regions

• Sub 1. FreeWalk results in improved welfare and longevity of cattle

• Sub 2. Composted bedding material used as soil improver leads to a better 
manure quality and to storage of C in the soil

• Sub 3: An artificial permeable floor leads to two fertilizers, offering flexibility in 
fertilizing practice

• Sub 4. N-losses of FreeWalk are comparable or lower than for cubicle housing

• Sub 5. FreeWalk yields a positive economic benefit and elevates society 
appreciation

• Sub 6. FreeWalk systems affect animal welfare and organic farming regulations

(Skal) at EU level





Draining floor
Draining artificial floor

Feces

Urine



Potential impact
• Expected positive effect on: 

animal welfare and health; longevity; manure quality; soil structure 
society appreciation; overall economics

• Expected effect uncertain: 
handling and composting process of bedding 
NPC-balances

• Challenges for bedded pack barn: 
manure quality - available nitrogen 
milk quality - thermophile bacteria 
costs of stable and bedding
acceptation housing construction by society

• Challenges for cow garden: 
cleaning and functioning of artificial floor



Preliminary results?
• Just started with Kick-Off :
• Lot of interest in perspective 

of these systems

• Requires new skills to switch 

to compost management

• Experimental cow garden seems easier to handle

• FreeWalk project intends to realize a breakthrough in economically 
soun sustainable and animal friendly farming



Stakeholders

• Multi-actor approach: wide spectrum of partners 

• 5 industrial partners sub-contracted

• International oriented: already seminar planned in Kentucky in 2019

• Socio-economic research with freewalk and cubicles farms provides
public and stakeholders with picture of alternative ways of farming






