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Animal welfare on pasture is generally better but not necessarily optimal.
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Access to grazing presents benefits for animal welfare, but also risks.

Animals can easily express their natural behaviors while grazing.

Outdoor animals are more prone to heat stress, an imbalance in their diet 
and diseases caused by parasites.

When given the choice, animals often favor outdoor.
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Pasture-based livestock farming, i.e., access to a grassy area, is generally perceived by 
the general public as better from the animal welfare point of view, since it may allow 
more freedom of movement[1]. Indeed, grazing provides an environment that is 
considered natural, as well as a greater possibility of expressing species-specific 
behaviors, when compared to indoor rearing[2].

However, the benefits of pasture-based livestock farming depend on the type of 
outdoor access that is provided and the environmental conditions. Indeed, whether 
in a building or on pasture, the welfare of animals depends in part on the conditions 
in which they are kept (available space, sleeping comfort, access to food and water, 
temperature, etc.). Therefore, there may be cases where indoor animals have a better 
level of welfare than animals on pasture and vice versa! Furthermore, it should not be 
forgotten that welfare depends on the perception of each animal and that it must be 
evaluated in each situation to be sure that it is fulfilled.

However, as we shall see, it can be reasonably argued that an optimal state of welfare 
is easier to achieve on pasture than in a building – provided certain conditions are 
met.

Indeed, like indoor livestock farming, grazing presents benefits for the welfare of 
animals but also a certain number of risks, regardless of the species considered: 
cows[3],  pigs[4],  poultry[5] , goats or sheep[6].

Not all pastures are equal!
The benefits of pasture on animal welfare depend on environmental conditions. 
Pasture paddocks can vary greatly in terms of the quantity and quality of grass 
available, the amount of shade, animal density, access to shelter, the number of 
watering points, the availability of scratching posts, etc. All of which directly 
impacts the welfare of animals.

Did you know?
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Access to pasture has multiple advantages for animals in terms of expressing their 
natural behaviors. For instance, cows on pasture can graze – which is a natural 
behavior important for their welfare – while they cannot in a barn. Similarly, pigs on 
pasture can root and graze – behaviors which are not possible indoors. Ground 
rooting is considered a behavioral need for pigs[7]. A behavioral need is defined as 
the need to perform a behavior, i.e., the animal is highly motivated to perform that 
behavior. Prolonged inability to perform that behavior can be detrimental to the 
animal’s welfare, causing, namely, frustration[8]. In the case of poultry, free range 
farming allows them to express certain natural behaviors such as scratching the 
ground, running, flapping their wings, but also the possibility of dust bathing or 
sunbathing[9].

Finally, it has also been shown that animals with access to pasture express less 
aggression among themselves (e.g. cows[10] and goats[11]). You may want to watch 
this video, shot at the Terre d’Arjoux organic pig farm, in which two farmers explain 
that they observe little cannibalism between pigs (tail, ears). Conversely, cannibalism 
between pigs is often observed in buildings, which sometimes leads farmers to 
practice tail docking (cutting the tail).

The risks and benefits of grazing with 
regard to animal welfare

On animal welfare

In the same way, when hens are raised with access to the open air, beak trimming 
(shortening the beak to reduce the risk of “pecking” between birds due to excessive 
indoor proximity) is not systematically practiced, whereas it is commonly done when 
hens are raised indoors[12]. This practice is the cause of acute but also chronic pain 
and has negative consequences on the welfare of animals. The beak is particularly 
important for the expression of certain behaviors such as feeding, smoothing of 
feathers and the elimination of certain external parasites[13].
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In general, grazing provides a richer and more stimulating environment for animals 
to express their natural behaviors.

Pigs also graze on grass!

For example, it has been estimated that 
pregnant sows on pasture eat about 8kg of 
grass per day. And like cows, pigs prefer 
certain types of forages: they prefer 
legumes (e.g. clover) over grasses (e.g. 
fescue), or fresh grass over hay[14]. 
However, grass cannot be the only food in 
their diet since they are omnivores and not 
herbivores.

Did you know?

On animal comfort

Pasture offers better lying comfort for cows, and presumably for other animals as 
well. The lying area is generally better in terms of surface and more comfortable 
compared to a barn. Access to pasture also gives the animals more freedom of 
movement. 

One of the main challenges for animals welfare in a 
open air is heat stress[15]. Animals can be 
confronted with temperatures that are outside their 
comfort zone (too low or too high, depending on 
the region).

It is important to provide them with shelter from heat, cold and rain, such as hedges, 
trees, or simply leaving free access to the building. Access to the building should be 
encouraged, especially during the day when it’s very hot. For example, cows in the 
winter, tolerate wet cold less than dry cold (see our previous article on this subject)! 
For pigs more specifically, the possibility to wallow in the mud is essential to regulate 
their temperature during hot periods. Indeed, it is the preferred mode of 
thermoregulation for this species. In fact, a study showed that pregnant sows[16], 
preferred  mud holes to shade during hot periods.
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Pigs cannot regulate their temperature by sweating. Therefore, in case of high 
heat, they will do so by adapting their behavior - namely reducing their activity, 
seeking shade or wallowing in the mud. Indeed, through the process of 
evaporation, the mud allows to decrease their body temperature. In addition, 
protect them from getting sunburnt! Access to a mud pit is therefore very 
important for the welfare of pigs.

Did you know?

On food
Because of the variation in the quality and quantity of available grass on pasture, 
adequate feeding exclusively from pasture can be complicated. In particular, there is 
an increased risk of poor ration balance. For instance, dairy cows – especially 
those with high milk production – seem to be at greater risk of nutritional 
deficiencies[17].

In addition, the distances and areas to be covered often make it difficult to carry the 
water to the various places and to maintain the water points – which can lead to a 
sub-optimal quantity and quality of available water. Another difficulty may be 
controlling water temperature. Animals are less likely to drink water that is too hot 
(pigs[18] and poultry[19]). 
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On heath-related aspects

Depending on different species, there are benefits 
and risks in terms of health (cows[20],  pigs[21],  
poultry, goats and sheep[22]). 

With regard to the benefits, there is generally less lameness, mastitis (inflammation of 
the udder), lesions, calving problems and mortality in cows on pasture than in indoor 
housing[23]. There is also less lameness in poultry[24] and pigs[25]. Outdoor rearing 
reduces disease transmission between animals due to lower density and therefore 
less proximity between animals[26]. For example, pigs raised outdoors have fewer 
respiratory problems and fewer intestinal diseases than pigs raised indoors[27]. 
Similarly, goats with access to pasture have less caseous lymphadenitis (bacterial 
disease) than goats kept indoors. This is probably due to the closer contact between 
indoor animals, which facilitates the transmission of diseases[28]. In general, pasture 
rearing allows one to avoid the risks of poor ventilation in buildings. Indeed, lack of 
ventilation can promote the transmission of infectious agents by air (pigs[29] and 
cattle[30]). Poor air quality can also cause respiratory tract irritation due to high levels 
of gases such as ammonia (pigs and poultry[31]).

However, when grazing, there is a greater risk of parasitism and 
contact with wild animals as well as with animals from neighboring 
farms, which can lead to the transmission of various diseases (pigs[32], 
cows[33], goats and sheep[34]).

Outdoor animals are more prone to infection by internal parasites (e.g. intestinal 
worms) and external parasites (e.g. ticks) due to the more favorable environmental 
conditions for the development and survival of parasites[35] and the difficulty of 
controlling them in the outdoor environment. For example, infection rates for internal 
parasites (e.g., Ascaris) are generally higher in pigs raised outdoors than in pigs raised 
indoors[36]. Similarly, outdoor hens are more infested with red mite, an external 
parasite, than indoor hens[37]. Regarding wildlife transmission, wild boars and rodents 
are “reservoirs” for many pathogens that can be transmitted to pigs[38]. Poultry are 
also concerned by possible contamination by wildlife[39].

Finally, it should be noted that outdoor poultry farming may mean higher predation 
risk. For example, depending on the region, poultry can be threatened by foxes, 
badgers, martens or even certain birds of prey. According to a study[40], the mortality 
of poultry due to predation can be higher than 6%.
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What if we asked them directly? 
Research was conducted to determine whether animals preferred to be kept outdoors 
or indoors and to test their motivation to go out.

On farms where cows are kept indoors for the winter, 
when the weather is fine and they reach the pasture, 
they show positive emotions: it is sometimes referred to 
as the “cows caracole”.

Motivation to go out
In motivation tests, cows worked (i.e., pushed a weighted gate) at least as much to 
access pasture as to access adapted food, and even more to go outside in the 
evening[41]. This indicates an overall high motivation for cows to access the pasture.

Grazing vs indoors?
When given the choice, cows generally spend more time on a grassland than in a 
building, especially at night[42]. Previous work has shown that dairy cows generally 
choose to stay indoors during the day, especially when temperatures and humidity are 
high, but will spend most of their time on pasture at night if they have the occasion[43].
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In conclusion

In general, it should be kept in mind that the welfare of animals 
depends on the environmental conditions and on good pasture 
management… and that the situation must always be evaluated 
and adapted!

Study research by Lydiane Aubé, post-doctorant student of Chaire bien-être animal
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