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Farm for Tomorrow 
Standing Off - A Cow’s Perspective

Do you stand your cows off? And...

Do your cows suffer from lameness? And...

Do you have high mastitis incidence?

We stand-off to protect our pastures, but are we protecting our cows?

There are four main factors to think about to ensure our cows are kept healthy and content 
during standing-off:

	 •	Surface	Type

	 •	Area	per	cow

	 •	Frequency	of	use

	 •	Time	on	surface.

How often we stand-off cows, and, for how long, is determined by weather and soil type, 
while	surface	type	and	area	per	cow	are	determined	by	us.	If	the	surface	type	and	area	per	
cow,	are	not	appropriate	for	the	frequency	of	use	and	time	on	surface,	cows	are	likely	to	
suffer	significant	discomfort.	

By	following	some	simple	guidelines	we	can	ensure	that	our	cows	are	kept	healthy	and	content.
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A Guide to Managing Cow Comfort and Health During Standing-off

Healthy Cow

Surface Type Area per Cow

Time on Surface  
(hrs/day)

Frequency 
of use 

(days/year)

        This brochure will cover:

 •	Surface	types

	 •	Stand-off	time

	 •	Stand-off	area

	 •	Calculating	your	requirements

	 •	On-farm	examples

FACT:

Cows	need	to	lie	down	for	at	

least	8	hours	per	day.	If	lying	

is restricted they will do this in 

preference to grazing, resulting 

in	underfeeding.
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Surface Type

There are three key features that effect cows’ willingness to lie 
down, the softness, slipperiness and wetness	of	the	surface.

Cows will lie down sooner on softer surfaces compared to 
harder surfaces, and while they need to lie for 8 hours a day, 
they	prefer	to	lie	down	for	11	hours	per	day.	Some	farmers	have	
softened	their	concrete	surface	by	using	a	rubber	mat	overlay.	The	
slipperiness of the surface can also affect the cows’ confidence 
when	it	comes	to	lying.	If the surface is overly slippery the 
cows will be less likely to lie down due to fear of injuring 
themselves.	Cows are also reluctant to lie down on wet 
surfaces.

A well-drained woodchip pad works the best of all the 
surface types.	Harder	surfaces	can	be	used,	however,	they	have	
more	limitations,	for	example	an	increase	in	lameness	can	be	
expected	when	standing-off	on	concrete	for	extended	periods.

Mastitis can be a problem during standing-off. Mastitis-causing bacteria	grow	best	in	wet,	dirty	and	warm	environments,	so	we	need	
to	minimise	these	if	possible	during	standing-off.	Reducing	the	amount	of	mud	is	something	we	do	have	control	over	through	stand-off	
pad	design	and	management.
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Time on Surface

Management Tip: 

See	the	SAMM	PLAN	booklet	for	more	information	on	how	to	protect	your	herd	against	mastitis.standing-off.

Time	on	surface	is	the	number	of	hours	per	day	your	cows	spend	standing-off.

The	longer	the	time	on	a	surface	the	greater	the	risk	of	your	cows	suffering	stress.	In	order	to	reduce	these	stresses	you	must	consider	the 
surface	type	and	the	area	available	for	each	cow.

The surface type used during stand-off will determine the length of time we hold the cows. Harder surfaces like concrete or 

laneways are best	used	for	shorter	periods	of	time	otherwise	they	can	cause	lameness,	stiffness,	agitated	behaviour	and	weight	loss.

My cows are stressed when….

•	They	hang	their	heads	and	appear	“tired”	during	standing-off

•	Mastitis	levels	increase

•	They	show	excessive	stiffness	or	lameness

•	They	do	not	lie	down	on	returning	to	the	stand-off	area	after	grazing

•	Cows	choose	to	lie	down	instead	of	graze	when	back	at	the	paddock	after	being	stood-off.

Management Tip: 

Introducing	cows	to	a	new	stand-off	surface	in	short	stints	will	decrease	stress	on	the	cows.
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Calculating Your Stand Off Area

  

Width x Height = Total Area

Example 5m x 4m = 20m²

Your Figures   m x   m =     m²
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4m

5m

Rectangle

Triangle

3m

7m

Half Circle

7m

Dairy Shed

20m²

77m²

10.5m²

  

0.5 x Width x Height = Total Area

Example 0.5 x 7m x 3m = 10.5m²

Your Figures 0.5 x   m x   m =     m²

  

Radius x Radius x 3.14 x 0.5 = Total Area

Example 7m x 7m x 3.14 x 0.5 = 77m²

Your Figures   m x   m x 3.14 x 0.5 =     m²

  

Square + Half Circle - Triangle = Total Area

Example 20m² + 77m² - 10.5m² = 86.5m²

Your Figures     m² +     m² -        m² =        m²

A	Dairy	yard	can	often	be	a	combination	of	these	shapes.	See	the	below	example.

What Area Do You Need?
  

Example Your Figures

Number of cows to be stood off A 125

Area required per cow (refer pg 3) B 3.5m²        m²

Total area required (A	x	B)	=	C 437.5m²        m²

Area currently available D 86.5m²        m²

Additional area required (C-D)	=	E 351.5m²       m²
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On-Farm Example: A Stand-off Area Increases Flexibility

David	and	Denise	Dunlop	of	Seaward	Downs,	Southland,	opted	
for	a	$32,000	covered	sawdust	pad,	adjoining	a	compacted	
rotten-rock area with a concrete silage bunker as their stand-off 
system.

They	built	a	21m	x	48m	canopy	over	their	sawdust	pad,	which	
gives	150	cows	6.7m2	per	cow	for	an	average	of	14	days	prior	to	
calving.	The	effluent	from	the	rotten-rock	area	is	scraped	into	a	
holding	pond	and	then	spread	back	onto	pasture	over	summer.

“The calves are much healthier and stand and suckle within 10 
minutes even on the coldest days, the survival rate is higher and 
the staff only take 15 minutes each day to collect the colostrum 
fed calves”	says	David.

Although	the	stand-off	area	cannot	accommodate	the	whole	of	
their	450	cow	herd	at	once,	the	Dunlop’s	explain	its	usefulness:

“The real benefit is that with the stand-off area and the crop that the cows winter on, the grass paddocks are left untouched until after 
calving, at which time the cows are grazing at a low stock densities and the weather has usually improved, which avoids pugging damage”.

The	Dunlop’s	advice	to	other	farmers	wanting	to	build	a	similar	structure	would	be	to:

	 •		Site	it	next	to	established	shelter	trees	or	dig	it	into	a	hillside

	 •		Make	sure	the	fall	of	the	compacted	rock	or	concrete	surfaces	near	the	covered	pad	diverts	storm-water	away	from	the	 
     standoff area

	 •		Having	electricity	at	the	stand-off	structure	is	handy	e.g.	running	a	sump	pump.the	middle	of	the	pad,	where	it	dries	out	before		
				 				being	removed.
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Benefits of the Dunlop’s System: 

 a  No	supplement	wastage		 	 	 	 a  Healthier	calves

 a 	Easier	for	staff		 	 	 	 	 a  Waste not in waterways

 a No	pugging	damage		 	 	 	 	 a  Cows	calve	stress-free
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Short Term 
+12 hrs / day (up to 2 days in a row)

Long Term 
+12hrs / day, (3 or more days in a row)

Permanently 
No on-off grazing

Surface Type Area per Cow Surface Type Area per Cow Area per cow

Woodchip 3.5m² Woodchip 5.0m² 8.0m²	including	a	
comfortable lying area 
plus 1m² feeding area 

 
Length	of	the	feed	face	
0.7m	feed	all	at	once	
0.3m	feed	ad-lib

Sand 3.5m² Sand 5.0m²

Concrete 
(without	roofing)

3.5m² Concrete 
(without	roofing)

Not	recommended

Laneway 3.5m² Laneway Not	Recommended

Crop 8.0m² Crop 8.0m²

Paddock 8.0m² Paddock 8.0m²

The area allowed per cow during standing-off will affect the 
animals’	comfort	levels	and	their	ability	to	lie	down.	When	
cows	stand	in	a	yard	before	milking,	they	have	about	1.0	
square	metre	each.	To allow cows to lie down stand-off 
areas need to have a minimum of 3.5m² per cow.

The	table	below	is	a	guide	that	can	be	used	to	check	existing	
stand-off area, or as a planning tool if you are going to build 
one.	Remember	to	allow	for	any	likely	herd-size	increases	in	
the	future.

Remember	that	an	area	such	as	a	concrete	feedpad	next	to	
your	stand-off	pad	will	reduce	the	area	required	per	cow.	This	
is	because	at	any	one	time	you	expect	some	of	the	cows	to	be	
at	the	feed	supply.

Frequency of Use

The following table indicates the minimum	area	required	per	cow	for	different	stand-off	situations:

*	These	figures	are	based	on	a	standard	cross-bred	size	cow.	Add	an	extra	1m²	per	cow	if	you	have	large	Fresians.

Frequency	of	use	is	the	number	of	days	per	year	you	stand	your	cows	off.	For	example,	standing	off	cows	for	five	days	a	year	compared	to	
20	days	a	year,	will	influence	the	facilities	you	require,	such	as	surface	type	and	the	area	needed	per	cow.

The	more	frequently	you	use	a	stand-off	area,	the	softer	the	surface	should	be	and	the	larger	the	area	required	per	cow.

Did You Know? 

Dry	cows	need	to	be	offered	high	quality	pasture	(3000	kg/DM/ha)	for	a	minimum	of	3	hours	each	day	if	no	supplements	 
are	supplied	during	standoff.

Area per Cow
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What Type of Surface is Best for Your Property?
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Surface Type Benefits Factors to Consider Management Tips

Concrete 
(e.g	dairy	yard,	
feed	pad)

Often	already	available•	
Easy	to	clean•	
Durable•	
Easy	waste	management•	
Feeding	possible	for	a	•	 feedpad
Location-often	near/•	 including 
dairy

Risk	of	injury	to	cows	due	to	•	 slipping
Cold	surface	causing	joint	/	muscle	•	 problems
Cows	tend	not	to	lie	down	on	•	 concrete 
surfaces
Often	not	sufficient	area	of	concrete	•	
available
Risk	of	hoof	damage	due	to	stone	•	 bruising

Introduce	cows	to	practise	of	
standing-off in short stints, monitor 
animal	behaviour	to	detect	discom-
fort

Woodchip pad Warm•	
Free-draining•	
Reduced	stress	and	•	 lameness
Cows	lie	down	sooner•	
Low	chance	of	animals	•	 slipping

Availability	of	woodchips	in	region•	
May need to change material •	 frequently
Capital	outlay	for	pad•	
Failed	drainage	can	result	in	odour,	•	 mastitis, 
lameness and less lying

Soiled	woodchips	can	be	used	to	
compost, or can be incorporated 
into ploughed soils

Sand Cheap	if	available	locally•	
Soft	on	hooves•	
Easy	to	clean•	

Cold,	and	does	not	encourage	lying	•	 when 
wet
Prolonged	lengths	on	sand	can	•	 cause wear 
on	hooves
Necessary	to	skim	top	layer	of	sand	•	 off twice 
a season
Problems	when	drainage	is	•	 insufficient 
(becomes	soupy)
Capture	of	effluent	can	be	difficult•	

Planting	shelter	trees	or	building	an	
artificial windbreak around the site 
will	imporve	cow	comfort

Sacrifice  
Paddock

Low	capital	outlay•	
O.K	for	short	periods	of	•	 time

Loss	of	grazing	area•	
Turns	to	mud	quickly	(=mastitis,	•	 lameness 
and	lying	deprivation)
Difficult	to	caputre	effluent•	
Visibility from road can result in •	 public 
concern

Choose	a	paddock	that	you	are	
planning	to	re-contour,	improve	
drainage	or	cultivate	for	cropping/
re-grassing.	If	possible	choose	a	pad-
dock that is not by a roadside

Compact Gravel
(e.g	laneway)

Cost	effective•	
Low	capital	outlay•	
Cows	can	be	kept	near	•	 dairy

Turns to mud easily, degrades •	 laneway for 
future use
Difficult	to	capture	effluent•	
Stress	due	to	hard	surface	•	 (lameness,	muscle/
joint	problems,	mastitis)
Cows	deprived	of	lying•	

Construct	drains	alongside	the	
laneway	to	capture	and	divert	efflu-
ent to a treatment system

Crop Uses ground that is •	
alerady”bare	soil”
Less	moving	of	animals•	
Low	capital	outlay•	
Retained	fertility•	

Can	get	muddy	quickly	(mastitis	and	•	
lameness)
Can	result	in	soil	compaction	on	•	 certain soil 
types
Cold•	
Need	to	back-fence	to	preserve	soil	•	 condition 
and	prevent	mud

Use	moveable	trough	to	prevent	
cows walking up and down paddock

Effluent Management: 

Effluent	management	needs	to	be	considered	when	using	stand-off	areas.	It	may	be	necessary	to	capture	and	treat	your	effluent.	
Think	about	where	your	stand-off	area	is	located	and	ensure	untreated	effluent	is	not	entering	waterways	or	groundwater.	You	may	
need	to	also	consider	any	regional	council	requirements.	Check	with	your	local	Consulting	Officer	and	Regional	Council	for	specific	
requirements	and	suggestions	for	your	region.	
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On-Farm Example: A Stand-Off Area Increases Flexibility

John	and	Bev	Sanford	of	Turua	on	the	Hauraki	Plains	have	found	
a solution to winter management problems on their 64 hectares 
of	marine-clay	soils.	They	built	a	17	x	26	metre	sawdust	stand-off	
pad,	giving	120	cows	3.7	m2	per	cow.	The	stand-off	pad	has	an	
adjoining	silage	bunker	which	enables	the	cows	to	feed	ad-lib.

“My herds condition score is usually in the lower half of the 
discussion group farmers in Autumn, but after a winter on the pad 
with self-fed silage I am up in the top half”.

The	uncovered	pad	is	located	at	the	back	half	of	the	farm,	which	
is	drier	than	the	front	and	closer	to	the	silage	paddocks.	During	
construction the area was contoured, then drainage-rock was 
placed	over	nova-flow	pipes	and	a	1.5m	deep	topping	was	made	
of	post	peelings.	The	Sanford’s	use	sawdust	as	a	finishing	layer	
over	the	post	peelings,	which	is	cheaper	than	replacing	the	post	
peelings.	When	the	sawdust	needs	replacing	it	is	scraped	into	a	heap	in	the	middle	of	the	pad,	where	it	dries	out	before	being	removed.

“90% of the stand-off pad use is in winter, but during a wet September, we can feed the herd at the concrete silage bunker for 3-4 hours 
after milking, then let them return to the paddock about 10:00 pm. The cows graze as soon as they are in the paddock and then lie down, 
which reduces the pugging damage”

If	the	Sanfords’	were	to	start	again,	they	would	locate	the	pad	nearer	the	dairy	for	ease	of	calving,	and	to	utilise	the	existing	effluent	
system.	It	would	also	mean	not	having	to	drive	the	tractor	to	the	pad	each	day	to	scrape	off	the	concrete	surfaces	at	the	feedpad,	which	
increases	wear	and	tear	on	the	races.
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Benefits of the Sanford’s System: 

 a  Improved	condition	score	in	herd	 	 	 a  Staff	peace	of	mind	at	night

 a 	Easy	to	feed	supplements	any	time	of	year		 	 a  Less	pugging	damage

 a More	time	available	for	other	activities	 	 	 a  Easy	to	detect	cow	health	problems
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Case Study 3: Winter Grazing Strategy Key to Protecting Pasture

Michael	and	Helen	McAloon	have	developed	a	grazing	strategy	
that	helps	protect	pastures	on	their	150	hectare,	650	cow	Opiki	
farm	on	the	Manawatu	Plains.	The	50	x	25	metre	sawdust	stand-
off pad is the cornerstone to the winter management system 
and	is	typically	used	to	hold	the	cows	overnight.	In	the	morning	
the cows are let out to pasture and then in the afternoon they 
are held on the dairy yard to empty out, before returning to the 
stand-off	pad.	

When the cows are being break-fed, they are walked in and 
out	over	the	long	grass,	rather	than	back	over	grazed	pasture,	
reducing	the	amount	of	pugging.	The	cows	get	2	m2	each	on	the	
dairy	yard	while	being	emptied	out.	The	yard	is	then	hosed	down	
every	second	day	to	remove	small	stones.	Weeds	are	raked	out	of	
the	sawdust	topping	with	a	spring-tine	cultivator	and	weeds	at	
the	edge	are	sprayed	with	roundup.

Typically	the	stand-off	pad	is	used	to	hold	300	cows	(4.2	m2/cow)	
and	they	are	prevented	from	pacing	up	and	down	by	dividing	it	
into	four	quarters	with	hot-tapes,	with	equal	numbers	of	cows	
in	each	quarter.	Michael	explains	why	it	is	worth	going	to	the	
trouble of managing cows this way in winter:

“We are stocked quite high at 4.1 cows / ha and any damage 
to soils reduces available grazing area, which would effectively 
increase stocking rate. This would impact on the production from 
August to November.”
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Benefits of the McAloon’s System

 a  Pastures	protected	 	 	 	 	 a  Cows	remain	healthy	and	well	fed

 a 	Staff	peace	of	mind	at	night	 	 	 	 a  Effluent	captured	on	dairy	yard

 a Low	capital	outlay	per	year	 	 	 	 a  No	need	to	feed	supplements	in	winter

Produced March 2003

Disclaimer

DairyNZ	(“DairyNZ”,	“we”,	“our”)	endeavours	to	ensure	that	the	information	in	this	publication	is	accurrate	and	current.	However,	we	do	not	accept	liability	for	any	error	or	omission.

The	information	that	appears	in	this	publication	is	intended	to	provide	the	best	possible	dairy	farm	management	practises,	systems	and	advice	that	Dexcel	has	access	to.	It	may	however	be	subject	to	change	at	

any	time	without	notice.	Dexcel	Limited	takes	no	responsibility	whatsoever	for	the	currency	and/or	accuracy	of	this	information,	its	completeness	or	fitness	for	purpose.
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