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      Whenever the opportunity for a barn renovation or new build arises, one of the major 

considerations is what to do about stall beds for the cows. There are many options. The topic of 

sand bedding for dairy cows usually elicits strong reactions from dairy farmers – those who love 

it or those who hate it. The argument can often be summarized by the statement, “Good for my 

cows; bad for my manure handling system.” 

     It is true to say that managing sand-laden manure is more challenging than manure without 

sand, but with our current knowledge, we can move the manure out of the barn effectively 

with flush flumes, augers or scraper sleds. 

     In 2013, the University of Wisconsin found 64% of 557 freestall housed dairy herds of over 

200 cows were using sand bedding. In the highest production herds the sand bedded herds 

averaged 11% lameness compared to 17% lameness in herds using mattresses.  

Why is sand so good for dairy cows? 

1. Cows find it easier to get up and down on sand. Sand bedding provides cushion, traction 

and support for the rear feet as a cow rises, that is missing with flatter, firmer surfaces. 

Older, stiffer cows with sore feet have a challenge raising themselves when balancing on 

the toe of a sore foot. Cows behave differently on mattress stalls than they do on sand. 
2. Cows lie down for longer bouts on sand. Because sand is a softer more conforming 

surface, cows will lie down for longer periods each time they lie down. A single period of 

lying averages 20 minutes more on sand.  
Cows are motivated to lie down for about 12 hours per day. If they lie down for 20 

minutes longer each time they lie down, it means they are rising less often over the 12 

hours. Asking a lame cow on an uncomfortable bed to get up and down more times per 

day when she is already challenged being lame, may cause this cow to be stuck in the 

lying position and unable or reluctant to rise. These cows do not eat or behave normally. 



They may choose to lie in the alleys and not use the stalls. There are also lame cows that 

remain standing and lie for very few hours a day because it is hard to get up and down. 

Prolonged standing leads to sole ulcers and abcesses, and decreased milk production.  A 

Finland study compared lame cows on sand vs straw. After 21 weeks the lame cows 

were recovering, while the cows on straw remained the same. 

 

3. Fewer injuries. Cows in deep loose sand have fewer hock and knee injuries, less injuries 

from being stuck in stalls, better footing in alleyways and lower risk of hoof white line 

lesions. 

   In summary, the 117 sand dairies surveyed had a benefit of 7 lbs (3.2kg) more energy 

corrected milk per cow per day, or 1136 kg extra milk per cow per lactation compared to the 

mattress surfaced herds.  Improved production efficiency will cover the costs of sand and the 

extra cost of manure handling. Using sand will reduce the incidence of lameness and improve 

animal well-being. 
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