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Abstract 
The Stable Schools concept aims at common learning in farmer groups and has previously been 
implemented in Danish organic dairy farms. Focusing on herd health, four regional Stable Schools 
on in total 20 German organic dairy farms were initiated following a modified approach; i.e. addi-
tionally providing data on the health status of the farms based on a standardized protocol. After one 
year we investigated the farmers’ opinions of this modified concept and assessed the implementa-
tion of measures. The participants expressed a positive attitude toward this tool; they appreciated 
the joint search for effective and feasible measures and evaluated the self-determined approach in 
the Stable School as highly motivating. Accordingly, the compliance regarding implementation was 
high (about 2/3 of all recommended measures implemented). Since Stable Schools seem to strength-
en the motivation of the participants to implement measures, and may be a promising tool to im-
prove animal health. 
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Introduction 
In organic livestock farming prevention of diseases is of major importance and it is essential to es-
tablish concepts to improve herd health. However, several studies indicate that production diseases, 
such as mastitis, metabolic disorders and lameness, play a considerable role in organic dairy farm-
ing (e.g. Reksen et al. 1999, Hamilton et al. 2006, Brinkmann et al. 2009). Since less a lack of sci-
entific evidence but a lack of implementation of improvement measures accounts for sustained 
health problems, approaches that increase the motivation of farmers to implement measures should 
be emphasized, for example Stable Schools. This tool aims at fostering common learning in farmer 
groups and has been successful in promoting animal health and reducing antibiotics use in Danish 
organic dairy farming (Vaarst et al. 2007). Therefore a pilot-study on German organic dairy farms 
initiated regional Stable Schools focusing on animal health however additionally providing data on 
the health status of participating farms based on a standardized protocol. In this paper we present 
the degree of implementation of measures following the Stable School meetings and how the partic-
ipating farmers viewed the approach. 

Material and methodology 
Four regional Stable School groups consisting of five farms each were established. The Stable 
School concept (Vaarst et al. 2007) was modified in such a way that the participants were provided 
with standardized information on the health state of the herds in the participating farms. For this 
purpose, all project farms were visited during winter 2010/11 by independent assessors. The infor-
mation obtained from these assessments comprised analyses of milk recording data and treatment 
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records as well as animal based parameters assessed in the herds (e.g. body condition, locomotion, 
cleanliness and leg injuries). It was fed back to the participants and used as basic information for 
regular meetings of the Stable Schools. Within a 1-year cycle all group-members met once at each 
farm belonging to the group. The host farmer defined the agenda together with the facilitator, who 
guides the process but does not provide problem-related input, whereas the group members analyze 
and suggest changes regarding the farm-specific situation. 

After one year, the implemented measures were evaluated and all participants were interviewed 
about their opinion on Stable Schools and the animal-based indicators used. The questionnaire to 
assess the farmers’ view included open and closed questions to appraise this tool. 

Results 
Recommendations and subsequent implementation of measures 

In the 20 Stable School meetings, in total 71 measures, i.e. the colleagues’ recommendations to im-
prove herd health, were found useful by the host farmers after the group discussions. The most 
common topics were metabolic health and feeding strategies (in total 23 recommendations), in par-
ticular possibilities to avoid subclinical ketosis in the early lactation (11 recommendations for 5 
farms), and udder health (18 recommendations for 7 farms). Other areas dealt with by the Stable 
Schools were health of calves and young stock, fertility, lameness and claw health, and aggressive 
behavior, especially of horned cows, causing injuries and disturbance in the herd. For one farm the 
other members of the Stable School group did not provide advice because of a very good health 
situation; the peer farmers only suggested to maintain all existing preventive measures. 

Out of all recommendations given by the group members about two thirds had been implemented 
within one year (completely or at least partly). 14 % of the recommendations were not possible to 
be implemented within the observation period but are expected to, e. g. timely harvest of forage in 
the next season to improve forage quality or construction work to improve housing conditions, 
whose realization takes some time. 
Farmers’ opinions on Stable Schools 

After completion of one round of Stable School meetings all farmers were requested to estimate the 
benefit of participation in the group for their farm. First, the participants were asked to rate the con-
cept of modified Stable Schools on a scale of 1 to 5, with 1 being the best. The acceptance by the 
project farmers was very high: 13 times the concept was graded as very good (grade 1) and 7 times 
as good (grade 2). 
Table 1: Aspects considered as positive with regard to the indicator-based Stable Schools in 

the German pilot-study (n=53 responses from 20 farmers) 

 Number answers 
Exchange of experiences in the group 9 
Common search for practical solutions 8 
Farm visits and external impulses 6 
Preparation of indicators of herd health 5 
Participants’ openness in Stable School groups 5 
Collaboration between farms with similar strategies 3 
Reflection and challenge of farm-individual situations 3 
Modules and concept of Stable Schools 3 
„Free talking“ – exchange of information between the participants 2 
Motivation and encouragement  2 
Others 7 
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The participants liked the exchange of experiences in the group very much and highlighted the 
common search for solutions taking animal-based indicators into account. They also evaluated the 
self-determined approach in the Stable School concept as highly motivating (see Table 1). Sugges-
tions for improvements of the concept (n=27) related among others to long distances between the 
farms of one group, skills of moderating the discussion, insufficient use of the provided health indi-
cators by the group, too unspecific indicators, and time pressure in summer period. 

Discussion 
Focusing on preventive measures, herd health plans (HHP) could be a helpful tool to optimize the 
health situation in organic dairy farms (Hovi et al. 2003). Several applied research projects showed 
the benefits of farm-individual HHP with regard to udder health and lameness (March et al. 2011, 
Brinkmann et al. 2009). The implementation of this management tool was feasible within the 
framework of applied research projects and well appreciated by the milk producers. However, at the 
same time it is rather cost-intensive because of its face-to-face approach (Brinkmann & March 
2010). Modified Stable Schools promoting a common learning and development process towards a 
common goal could be a cost-effective alternative. 

The effectiveness in terms of actual health improvements has not been investigated in our study yet 
(changes in health parameters after a 2-year phase will be assessed at a later stage of the project). 
However, the participating farmers showed a positive attitude toward Stable Schools and their com-
pliance was high. The degree of implementation was similar to the level achieved in other interven-
tion studies, partly with more input of the advisors/ scientists (cf. Brinkmann & March 2010, Green 
et al. 2007). 

The main focus areas chosen by the farmers in our study are also similar to those reported in other 
studies (Brinkmann & March 2010, Ivemeyer et al. 2012). Ivemeyer et al. (2012) achieved a reduc-
tion in medicine use through animal health planning in 128 organic dairy farms in 7 European coun-
tries, either generated in Stable Schools or using face-to-face advice but following similar principles 
(e.g. guarantee farm-specificity, farmers’ ownership, include a written plan based on the farmer's 
conclusions). 

In the present study the participants highlighted the common search for solutions in the group, tak-
ing animal-based indicators into account and evaluated the self-determined approach in the Stable 
School concept as highly motivating. In particular the motivation is very important to achieve a 
high compliance in implementation of measures to improve animal health (cf. Green et al. 2007). 

Suggestions to tackle the future challenges of organic animal husbandry 
Achieving and maintaining a good herd health status is an important aim in organic livestock farm-
ing and preventive concepts should be strongly encouraged. Since less a lack of scientific evidence 
but a lack of implementation of improvement measures accounts for sustained health problems, 
approaches that increase the motivation of farmers to implement measures should be emphasized. 
Stable Schools seem to be a promising tool, being regarded very valuable and fruitful by the partic-
ipants. 

References 
Brinkmann J, March S, Winckler C (2009): Einführung von Tiergesundheitsplänen in der ökologischen 

Milchviehhaltung - Ergebnisse einer deutschen Pilotstudie. Beiträge zur 10. Wissenschaftstagung Öko-
logischer Landbau, 11.-13.02.2009, Zürich/Switzerland, 148-151. 

Brinkmann J, March S (2010): Tiergesundheit in der ökologischen Milchviehhaltung - Status quo sowie 
(Weiter-) Entwicklung, Anwendung und Beurteilung eines präventiven Konzeptes zur Herdengesund-
heitsplanung. Dissertation zur Erlangung des Doktorgrades der Fakultät für Agrarwissenschaften der 
Georg-August-Universität Göttingen. 



RAHMANN G & GODINHO D (Ed.) (2012): Tackling the Future Challenges of Organic Animal Husbandry.  
Proceedings of the 2nd OAHC, Hamburg/Trenthorst, Germany, Sep 12-14, 2012  

 

 
 

131 

Green, MJ, Leach K.A., Breen JE, Green LE, Bradley AJ (2007): National intervention study of mastitis 
control in dairy herds in England and Wales. Vet. Rec. 160, 287-293. 

Hamilton C, Emanuelson U, Forslund K, Hansson I, Ekman T (2006): Mastitis and related management fac-
tors in certified organic dairy herds in Sweden. Acta Veterinaria Scandinavica 48. 

Hovi, M, Sundrum A, Thamsborg SM (2003): Animal health and welfare in organic livestock production in 
Europe: current state and future challenges. Livestock Production Science 80, 41- 53. 

Ivemeyer, S., G. Smolders, J. Brinkmann, E. Gratzer, B. Hansen, B. I.F. Henriksen, J. Huber, C. Leeb, S. 
March, C. Mejdell, P. Nicholas, S. Roderick, E. Stöger, M. Vaarst, L. K. Whistance, C. Winckler, M. 
Walkenhorst (2011): Impact of health and welfare planning on medicine use, health and production in 
European organic dairy farms. Livestock Science, 145: 63-72. 

March S, Brinkmann J, Winckler C (2011): Improvement of udder health following implementation of herd 
health plans in organic dairy farms: results of a pilot study in Germany. In: Hogeveen, H., Lam, 
T.J.G.M., 2011 (Edt.): Udder health and communication. Proceedings of the international conference, 
25.-27.10.2011, Utrecht/ The Netherlands, 91-99. 

March S, Brinkmann J, Winckler C (2008): Reducing lameness in organic dairy herds by implementation of 
farm-individual intervention measures. 15th International Symposium on Lameness in Ruminants, 09.-
13.06.2008, Kuopio/Finland, 47. 

Reksen O, Tverdal A, Ropstad E (1999): A comparative study of reproductive performance in organic and 
conventional dairy husbandry. Journal of Dairy Science 82, 2605-2610. 

Vaarst M, Nissen TB, Ostergaard S, Klaas IC, Bennedsgaard TW, Christensen J (2007): Danish stable 
schools for experiential common learning in groups of organic dairy farmers. Journal of Dairy Science 
90:2543-54. 

Acknowledgements 
The Federal Agency for Agriculture and Food (BLE), Bonn, is gratefully acknowledged for finan-
cial support in the context of the Federal Organic Farming Scheme (BÖLN), project no. 10 OE 017. 
We would also like to thank our stable school-farmers for their willingness to participate in our pi-
lot study and for their great hospitality. 
  



21,42LBF_SH_362_U4 LBF_SH_362_U1

Landbauforschung
vTI Agriculture and
Forestry Research

Sonderheft 362
Special Issue

Preis / Price 18 €

Sonderheft 362   
Special Issue

Tackling the Future Challenges
of Organic Animal Husbandry
2nd Organic Animal Husbandry Conference
Hamburg, Trenthorst, 12-14 September, 2012

Gerold Rahmann and Denise Godinho (Eds.)



LBF_SH 362_U2 LBF_SH 362_U3

Bibliographic information published by 
the  German National Library
The German National Library lists this 
publication in the German National 
Bibliography; detailed bibliographic data 
are available in the internet at 
http://www.d-nb.de/

Bibliografische Information 
der Deutschen Bibliothek 

Die Deutsche Bibliothek verzeichnet diese 
Publikation in der Deutschen Nationalbiblio-
grafie; detaillierte bibliografische Daten sind 
im Internet über http:// www.d-nb.de/ 
abrufbar.

2012

Landbauforschung
vTI Agriculture and
Forestry Research

Johann Heinrich von Thünen-Institut
Federal Research Institute for Rural Areas,
Forestry and Fisheries,
Johann Heinrich von Thünen-Institut 
Bundesforschungsinstitut für 
Ländliche Räume, Wald und Fischerei (vTI)
Bundesallee 50, D-38116 Braunschweig, 
Germany

Responsibility for the content rests 
exclusively with the authors.
Die Verantwortung für die Inhalte liegt 
bei den jeweiligen Verfassern bzw. 
Verfasserinnen.

landbauforschung@vti.bund.de
www.vti.bund.de

21,42

Preis / Price 18 €

ISSN 0376-0723
ISBN 978-3-86576-094-4


