
 

 

 
 
 
Farm Health Plans: A practical guide is one of a range Animal Welfare Approved technical papers 
designed to provide practical advice and support to farmers. For more information visit our 
website. 
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Animal Welfare Approved Technical Paper No. 14 

Farm Health Plans: A practical guide 
 
 
Animal Welfare Approved has the most rigorous standards for farm animal welfare 
currently in use by any United States organization. Its standards have been developed in 
collaboration with scientists, veterinarians, researchers, and farmers across the globe to 
maximize practicable, high-welfare farm management.  
 
What is a farm health plan? 

In all well-managed livestock systems the prevention – as opposed to the cure – of pest 
and disease problems is as important as high levels of management and husbandry.  
 
One way of ensuring that a preventative approach sits at the very heart of your farm 
management is to develop an overall farm health plan.  
 
A farm health plan is a working document which explains the management strategy for 
your livestock, written specifically for your farm. A good farm health plan should: 
 

 Identify all significant livestock pest and disease problems that you might face 

 Outline how you intend to prevent their occurrence 

 Explain what treatments you will use if pest or disease problems do occur  

 Identify how you intend to improve overall herd or flock health – and reduce 
reliance on veterinary treatments.  

 
Why have a health plan? 

One of the requirements of the Animal Welfare Approved standards is that the 
management of livestock on your farm should focus on promoting health rather than 
simply treating disease. From a welfare standpoint, this means that you should maintain 
your animals in a way so that don’t just ‘
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what is ‘acceptable’ within a herd or flock might actually include some animals that are 
actually clinically lame, for example.  
 
But by setting out the limits of acceptability on a range of health and welfare issues – 
and carrying out regular checks on known farm problems – we can start to get on top of 
chronic problems on the farm – and improve overall farm performance.  
 
This is exactly what a farm and health plan sets out to achieve: it encourages you to 

http://www.animalwelfareapproved.org/uploads/forms/Beef_farm_and_health_plan_-_blank_form.doc
http://www.animalwelfareapproved.org/uploads/forms/Dairy_farm_and_health_plan_-_blank_form_v2.doc
http://www.animalwelfareapproved.org/uploads/forms/Goat_farm_and_health_plan_-_blank_form_v1.doc
http://www.animalwelfareapproved.org/uploads/forms/Laying_bird_and_breeder_flocks_farm_and_health_plan_-_blank_form.doc
http://www.animalwelfareapproved.org/uploads/forms/Meat_poultry_farm_and_health_plan_-_blank_form_v1%5B1%5D.doc
http://www.animalwelfareapproved.org/uploads/forms/Sheep_farm_and_health_plan_-_blank_form_v2.doc
http://www.animalwelfareapproved.org/uploads/forms/Pig_farm_and_health_plan_-_blank_form.doc
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A lot of general information exists on the key diseases or parasites that are prevalent in 
the United States. But you’ll need to establish what diseases or pest problems are 
actually going to affect your specific farm and your animals.  
 
Start by listing the key pest and disease problems that you have experienced on your 
farm – and then the potential problems you might face in the future.  
 
Is there anything about the climate on your farm that makes some problems a bigger 
risk? For example, if you are a sheep farmer on low lying land near a river you might 
have a greater risk of fly strike or fluke than a more exposed farm.  
 
Is there anything about your farm’s history that might affect health of your animals? For 
example, some diseases can lie dormant in the soil for years – anthrax is possibly the 
best known example but more common issues could arise from clostridial diseases that 
are also found in the soil. This information might be particularly important if you are 
moving to a new farm, restocki
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the important factors are across the herd or flock – and what you are trying to achieve. 
You can then apply these equally to all individuals. 
 

Put another way, you may have a favourite sow that you weren’t intending to cull. But 
by referring to your culling criteria (see example 1 below) you might realize that while 
she consistently gets in pig, she only has six piglets each litter and then lies on at least 
two of these. In terms of overall herd production she’s not a good one to keep. 
 
Example 1  

Herd age and culling 

Average age of sows (years or litter 
number) 

Oldest six years, some family lines are kept 
so have mother, daughter and 
granddaughter.  

Sows culled per year (number or 
percentage) 

Not many culled per year as have been 
increasing up to 10 sows. 

Reasons for culling sows (e.g. barren, poor performance, etc.) 

Now the herd is at the right number sows will be culled on the following guidelines: 
 
Fertility – whether or not they get in pig. 
Poor mothering ability – if mortality is greater than 10% per litter. 
Poor litter size – if they have less than nine piglets, two litter running. 
 

 

Actual and target production 
We highly recommend that you include your ‘actual’ and ‘target’ production figures in 
your farm and health plan (we include these in the Animal Welfare Approved template).  
 
This information is important for your business and you should really aim to review 
them each year. If you are not meeting your target production levels – or your actual 
production seems to be getting worse – this could be an early warning of a disease 
outbreak or sub-clinical disease problems (diseases which are affecting livestock 
productivity but which are not yet making animals obviously sick).  
 
Let’s use ongoing fertility problems as an example – a common problem on many farms.  
Fertility problems are often a symptom of sub-clinical diseases among your herd or flock 
or mineral deficiencies on the farm. But if you’re not keeping track of what’s happening 
then you might not even realise you have a problem – or you might not notice until you 
have a full blown disease outbreak. 
 
Let’s look at the next example: 
 
Example 2 
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Production actual and target for sows 

Actual and target number of sows in herd 6 actual  (target = 
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Let’s look at the specific health and disease problems that could occur on a farm and 
how having a template of what you do – or would do – if or when a particular problem 
arises can really help. Look at example 4 below:  
 
Example 4: 

FERTILITY AND REPRODUCTIVE DISORDERS 

Problems seen: Metritis 

Please state problems seen: 

Two sows that were brought into the herd suffered from metritis at farrowing – they 
had little milk, they had a discharge from the vulva and a high temperature. They 
were treated but were not kept.  

Prevention 

Please state prevention measures adopted 

None needed: this is not a normal problem on farm. 

Treatment 

Please state treatments used. 

 
Penicillin was used at the time – twice daily injections for three days. 
Oxytocin was also used to promote milk let down – given as a 0.5ml injection 
whenever penicillin was used. 

 
As well as detailing the problem and the treatment – which in itself is a useful record 
should it ever arise again – the farm and health plan requires an explanation of what 
prevention measures the farmer intends to adopt – again this means if the situation 
arises you already have a protocol and can get straight on with action to solve the 
problem rather than trying to look things up or get in touch with someone to advise you. 
In example 4, the problem of metritis was seen on farm but only in brought in animals – 
not in home bred stock – so this is an example where there isn’t a need to necessarily 
think of a preventative measure.  Remember the templates provided by AWA are just a 
guide – you mustn’t feel that you have to write something in every box, only the 
sections that are relevant to your farm situation.  
 
Example 5 below is a different case altogether: the disease (a form of abortion found in 
sheep) is not currently seen on the farm, but has been in the past. The farmer in this 
instance felt that the problem was still a risk for his flock so has taken the time to detail 
a preventative strategy: 
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are persistently lame for the problems identified – scald and foot rot. This is an effective 
management strategy as long as you have a closed flock.  
 
Health planning and internal parasites 
Parasite management is a good example of how a farm and health plan can help to 
improve farm performance.  
 
Parasite outbre
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Health planning and external parasites 
As well as internal parasites, your animals may also be affected by a range of external 
parasites, such as red mite in poultry, lice in cattle and pigs, and flies in all species – 
although potentially most problematic are blow flies affecting sheep. 
 
You may be wondering what you can do to plan and prevent problems with external 
parasites. For example, f
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If cattle have to be housed in bad weather in the winter lice have been seen. 

Treatment 

Please state treatments used for each group of animals 

A pour on (Spot On) is used if lice are seen. 

 
 
 

Prevention 

Please state prevention measures adopted 

Housing areas are kept as clean and hygienic as possible and cleaned through 
thoroughly after use. 
We have reduced the stocking density in the housing and this seems to help 
If cattle are to be housed for a long time we clip the hair in a wide stripe down their 
backs to reduce areas where lice collect and breed. 
This is a closed herd which should reduce parasites being brought in. 
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FLY STRIKE 

Is fly control a problem on your farm?  Yes X No  

Treatment 

Please state treatments used  

If a ewe or lamb is found with strike Spot On is used as a treatment followed by 
vetrazin or crovect to prevent any more incidence of strike  

Prevention 

Please state prevention measures adopted 

 
Vetrazin has been used as a preventative but this does not seem to last as long as 
other preventatives. Now moved on to Clik on the ewes and Vetrazin on the lambs – 
which do not need such long cover as they are being sold for slaughter through the 
fly season. These products are reapplied as necessary through the season. 
 
The ewes are also dagged out to reduce the amount of muck round their back ends 
that might be attractive to flies. A dagging crate is used for this.  
 
Sheep are managed to avoid scour from over rich pasture or from internal parasites.  
 

 
Health planning and mineral deficiencies 
The Animal Welfare Approved standards require that farmers carry out periodic soil 
testing. Some soil tests only look at the major minerals such as phosphorus and 
potassium and their levels in the soil. However, the levels of trace elements in the soil 
are often just as important –
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Example 11 

Staggers 

Treatments used 

Staggers is not normally seen on farm but when there was a period of extreme 
temperature ranges with hot days but frosts at night there were some problems with 
cows around calving. The vet was called and cows were treated and 24 hours post 
calving were OK. 
 
There has also been the odd case when animals go out onto fresh spring grass. 
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Mastitis in dairy animals is another good example of a livestock health issue that you 
should include in a farm and health plan. There are five steps to treating a mastitis 
problem: 
 

 Review records of mastitis/somatic cell counts (SCCs) and determine the cause 

 Classify whether the infection is caused by environmental or contagious 
pathogens, and whether it originated from the dry period or lactation  

 Chose a suitable treatment plan 

 Plan an appropriate, realistic and achievable preventative strategy 

 Continue to monitor. 
 

The farm and health plan is the best place to bring all these factors together and to 
review the prevention and treatment schemes on a regular basis. Look at example of a 
mastitis control plan in the farm and health plan (example 12) below: 
 
Example 12 

MASTITIS  

Are individual cow somatic cell counts recorded? Yes X No  

Are samples taken to find bacteriological causes 
of mastitis? 

Yes X No  

Average herd cell count (if known) 200,000 

Cases of mastitis per year – number or percentage 
of herd 

20% of milking cows 

Most prevalent type of mastitis seen 
Strep Uberis 
 

 

Please state methods of treatment used for mastitis 

Tylan 2000 antibiotic treatment when mastitis is detected. 
Affected cows also stripped out and udder mint used 
California Milk Test for fresh calvers 

Please state prevention measures adopted against mastitis 

Main problem is the straw covered yards. 
Straw yards cleaned regularly and lime put down before rebidding to kill bacteria. 
Straw yards rebidded as required between cleaning out. 
Good ventilation in straw yards maintained to stop build up of humidity that 
promotes infection and bacterial spread. 
Pre milking teat dip of iodine used on all cows. Teats wiped before clusters applied. 
Post milking dip of iodine also used. 
Cows kept out of lying area for at least 30 minutes post milking to allow teat duct to 
close before entering straw bedded area. 
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Health planning and mortality 
You should list expected levels and causes of mortality in your farm and health plan – 
and note down any unexpected increases with subsequent action.   
 
Take poultry as an example: you should have an overall maximum mortality in mind – 
perhaps 5% for meat birds from placement to slaughter – as well as a daily maximum. 
List these in your farm and health plan. If you see more than 1% mortality in a single 
day, you should look for causes – such as predation, disease or smothering – and take 
necessary measures to prevent recurrence. Establishing a threshold for mortality levels 
should stop those situations where on a daily basis you think mortality is acceptable but 
when you look back across the week or month and add up all those odd deaths you 
realize you are actually in the middle of a serious problem. 
 

^Ž�/͛ǀĞ�ǁƌŝƚƚĞŶ�Ă�ŚĞĂůƚŚ�ƉůĂŶ ʹ is that it? 

It is really important not to think of your farm and health plan as a one-off document 
that you can file away, never to clutter the office desk again!  
 
Maintaining your farm and health plan is extra work. But if you revisit the plan on a 
regular basis (say, at least once a year) and update it according to the progress or 
problems that you have experienced, you will find that it quickly becomes a useful 
management tool for monitoring pest and disease problems and improving overall farm 
performance from year to year.  
 
Putting the farm and health plan in writing will formalize your approach and will help 
you stick with it. If there is a disease or parasite outbreak you can refer back your farm 
and health plan to see how you originally intended to handle the problem – and avoid 
making hasty last-minute decisions that you or your staff might regret.  
 
Similarly, it’s amazing just how much we can all forget over time. By noting the details 
down in your farm and health plan, you can look back at why a specific problem 
occurred – together with what actions you took – and see if any further action is 
required. 
 
The examples given throughout this technical paper don’t cover everything that you 
should include in your farm and health plan, but remember that the Animal Welfare 
Approved farm and health plan templates provide an excellent starting point and will 
help guide you through. Remember that some sections will not be applicable to your 
farm – 
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A well maintained farm health plan – ideally complied with the help of your vet or other 
qualified advisor – can help you to identify what has or hasn’t worked in the past, or to 
isolate key problem areas that might be related to particular times of year, or specific 
batches of animals. As well as improving livestock welfare and performance, with a little 
effort, your farm health plan could also save you a great deal of time and money. 
 
 
 
 


