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World class cattle production

Billede

Ph
ot

o:
 T

or
be

n 
W

or
sø

e,
 L

M

The Danish cattle sector has a strong 
global position and the sector is of 
great significance to Danish society. 
The cattle sector provides 46,500 
jobs and gives an annual turnover of 
Euro 7.5 billion with a total export 
value of Euro 2.7 billion. The agricul-
ture sector overall accounts for an ex-
port of Euro 16.8 billion and employs 
140,000 persons. 
 
Danish cattle farms are among the 
very best in the world when it comes 

to environmental and climate friend-
ly production of dairy and meat prod-
ucts. At the same time modern cattle 
housing systems and professional 
management contribute to a high 
level of animal welfare on Danish 
cattle farms, seen in an international 
perspective. 

Cattle production, given the right 
framework conditions, will continue to 
contribute significantly to the growth 
and development of Danish society. 

Danish dairy farmers, in 2015, will no 
longer be subjected to EU quotas on 
milk production. This is expected to 
result in a greater production of milk 
and thus more jobs and increased 
 export earnings. 
 
This booklet provides an overview 
of the Danish cattle sector and gives 
 answers to a series of questions about 
the sector.
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• There are currently about 18,000 
farms with cattle production in 
 Denmark. 

• Cattle production is moving west 
– with more than 85 % of all cows 
being found, today, in Jutland. 

• The Danish cattle herd consists of 
about 1.6 million head of cattle, 
of which 580,000 are dairy cows, 
670,000 heifers and 270,000 steers  
and bulls. There are also about 
100,000 suckler cows (beef cattle 
breeds). 

• The 3,700 dairy farms in Denmark 
supply in total as much milk as 

Facts about danish cattle production
141,000 herds did 50 years ago. And 
the trend towards fewer but larger 
herds continues. 

• A cow produces on average 25 litres 
of milk per day, compared with 12 
litres per day 50 years ago. The high-
est yielding cows give about 40 litres 
of milk per day. 

• An average herd consists of 156 
cows, compared with nine cows 50 
years ago. Jersey herds remain the 
largest with an average of 165 cows. 

• The largest herd has about 1,600 
cows. There are more than 40 herds 
with over 500 cows. 

• An average herd produces 1.4 mil-
lion litres of milk annually. 50% of 
dairy farms produce over 1 million 
litres of milk annually. 

• There are more than 100 large 
 specialised producers of veal calves 
in Denmark, each producing more 
than 300 calves annually. The far-
mers buy bull calves from dairy herds 
for  fattening. The veal calves are 
slaughter ed when they are be tween 
9 and 10 months old. 
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Danish cattle farms provide 46,500 
jobs in the food sector (equivalent to 
about a third of total employment in 
the food sector). Cattle production 
thus contributes significantly to the 
national economy. 
 
A typical dairy cattle farm with 150 
cows is estimated to give a tax base 
equivalent to six public employees. 
The farm provides work for about nine 
persons (in primary production, pro-
cessing and other jobs derived from 
agriculture) and is estimated to pro-
vide an export of about Euro 470,000. 
 

Cattle production – a valuable contri bu tion to  
danish economy

85 % of Danish milk producers and 
half of all jobs in the dairy industry are 
located in rural areas where there is a 
need for local jobs. Cattle production 
plays an important role in the positive 
economic development of all regions 
of Denmark. 
 
Exports of dairy products and beef are 
estimated to be about Euro 2.7 bil-
lion in 2012, with about Euro 2.3 bil-
lion from dairy products and about 
Euro 400 million from beef and live 
animals. Spending by the Danish state 
on early retirement schemes, more 

than Euro 2.9 billion in 2012, is almost 
equivalent to the export value of dairy 
and beef products.  
 
The largest export markets for dairy 
products are Germany (cheese), UK 
(butter and cheese) and Sweden 
 (butter and cheese). 

The largest export markets for beef 
and veal are Germany, Italy and Spain. 

About two thirds of total cattle pro-
duction is exported.
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Animal welfare – a focus area
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Cattle producers have spent many 
years working very hard to improve 
animal welfare and to minimize the 
impact on the environment, nature 
and climate. It is clearly expressed in 
the vision by the Danish Agriculture & 
Food Council, Cattle from 2009:
 
“Danish cattle farms are competitive 
in a global market and deliver high 
value products – both conventional 
and organic, that meet market de-
mands. 
 The Danish cattle farming sector 
is an economically viable sector that 
creates value through the production 
of high quality food products, with at-
tention to animal welfare while mini-

mizing the impact on the environ-
ment, nature and climate. 
 Danish cattle farms provide an at-
tractive workplace with development 
opportunities and challenges.” 
 
Cattle producers will also have a focus 
on animal welfare in the future. There-
fore, the sector has set the following 
ambitious targets for 2013:

• Cow mortality is to be reduced 
from 5.7 % in 2008 to 3.5 %.

• Calf mortality is to be reduced 
from 8.6 % in 2006 to 5.5 %.

• The frequency of hoof related dis-
orders is to be reduced by 50% 
compared to 2008.

• Dairy herds with salmonella level 2 
or 3 are to be phased out by 2016 
at the latest.

• The proportion of herds, participa-
ting in the Operation Paratubercu-
losis programme, that have imple-
mented an effective action plan is 
to increase from 25 % to 75 %.

• The treatment requirement for 
start up mastitis treatment is to be 
reduced by 10 percentage points, 
and post treatment reduced by 20 
percentage points.

• The average tank somatic cell 
count on a national basis is to be 
reduced to less than 220,000 (indi-
cation of udder health).
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Danish cows have more housing space compared 
to other countries
In many ways there are more stringent 
requirements to animal welfare in 
 Denmark than in the rest of the EU. 
 
A new law for dairy cattle production 
came into force in Denmark on the 1st 
July 2010. The law will be phased in 
over the coming years and includes a 
wide range of requirements for animal 
welfare in Denmark, which will not be 
applicable in the rest of the EU. 
 
Cattle housing constructed after the 1st 
July 2010 must meet all requirements 
of the new law. For cattle housing con-

structed before this date requirements 
are to be met during a transition period. 
 
The most important areas of the law 
are:

• Requirements for a minimal area 
per cow and per young animal, and 
for the length and width of cubicles 
and widths of passageways. 

• Requirements in the housing design 
for a separate calving area , and a 
separate area for sick animals.

• Requirements for hoof care.

• Requirement for the availability for 
hide care 
- for example rotating brushes. 

• Requirement for additional feeding 
space for cows that have just calved. 

• Ban on tethered cattle housing.

Furthermore the farmer will be re-
quired to carry out a self-inspection pro-
gramme for animal welfare to ensure 
that the farmer knows and complies 
with the animal welfare legislation.
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World class food safety
• Beef production in Denmark is cha-

racterised by a very low usage of me-
dicine compared to other countries. 
The Danish model in general is high-
lighted by the EU in efforts to reduce 
the use of antibiotics in agriculture. 

• In Denmark a record is kept of how 
much antibiotic is given to each ani-
mal. This is unique by international 
standards and means that Denmark 
is at the front in the fight against the 
development of resistant bacteria. 

• In Denmark there is particular focus 
on ’critical antibiotics’, those that are 
most likely to lead to the develop-
ment of resistant bacteria. As a re-

sult the use of ’critical antibiotics’ for 
mastitis control has been more than 
halved in recent years. 

• Danish beef can always be traced 
back to the farm where the animal 
was raised. All animals have an 11-di-
git earmark. The first six digits indi-
cate where the animal was born, and 
the last five digits are the specific 
number of the individual animal. 
Earmarking ensures full traceability 
throughout the food chain from farm 
to table. The animal carries the same 
ear tag throughout its life. 

• Danish cattle have the best health 
status in the world because they are 

officially free from serious diseases 
such as tuberculosis, brucellosis  
(infectious disease) and leucosis  
(tumour disease). 

• Denmark is one of a few countries 
officially classified as having a negligi-
ble risk for BSE (mad cow disease). 

• Danish beef is the guarantee of a 
high food safety. This is due to a high 
level of health and hygiene control 
throughout the complete production 
cycle, limited use of medicines and a 
high degree of safety regarding feed. 

• Hormones and other artificial muscle-
building drugs have never been used 
in meat production in Denmark.

Ph
ot

o:
 A

rc
hi

ve
 im

ag
e



9World class cattle production | Danish Agriculture & Food Council, Cattle  

Milk quality at its best
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All dairies have a quality control 
 programme for food safety, animal 
welfare, environmental considerations 
and milk composition. Quality control 
programmes cover all legal require-
ments and additional requirements 
and recommendations set by the indi-
vidual dairy. 

• Milk has a natural composition of 
fat, protein, minerals and other im-
portant components. 

• Milk from sick cows and milk with 
visible changes may not be deliver-
ed to the dairy. The milk from 
each cow is tested before each 
milking.

• Danish milk producers have a con-
stant focus on improving milk qua-
lity and reducing medicine use. 

• Improvement in udder health con-
tinues and the somatic cell count 
has almost been halved over the 
last 25 years. Cell count is an indi-
cation of the health of the udder, 
the lower the cell count the better 
the health of the udder. 

• Hygiene related to cattle housing 
and the milking process continues 
to improve (the bacterial count 
continues to decrease). 

• The hygienic quality of Danish 
milk is world class, and yet the 
sector is continually working to 
further reduce the bacterial count. 

• All milk is pasteurised (heat treat-
ed) so that it is free from bacteria, 
yet the taste is retained. 

• A dairy farmer can always request 
assistance from milk sector advi-
sers for expert advice on handling 
the milk from the cow to the milk 
tank.
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Agriculture has over many years invest-
ed, worked on and carried out research 
towards an increasingly sustainable pro-
duction. This effort has yielded tangi-
ble results. Danish agriculture is simply 
among the very best in the world when 
it comes to minimal impact on the envi-
ronment and climate change per unit of 
production.

• From 1990 to 2010 the emissions of 
greenhouse gases were reduced by 
24 % and the loss of ammonia by 37 
%. From 1990 to 2011 the nitrogen 
surplus declined by 47 % and the 
phosphorus surplus declined by 115 
%. During the same period, agricul-
tural production increased by 21 %. 
Agriculture continues to produce 
more with a continual reduction of 

the environmental impact per unit 
produced (see graph).

The readjustment, to more environmen-
tal and climate friendly production sys-
tems, has occurred through:

• Development of new products. Dai-
ries and meat processors, in collabo-
ration with producers, have develo-
ped a number of new products in 
response to the demand from consu-
mers for more environmentally and 
climate-friendly products. 

• Significant improvement in animal 
welfare. Hundreds of millions of Euro 
have been invested in approximately 
3.500 new cattle housing units since 
1990.  The result is that about 85 % 

of all Danish dairy cows now walk 
freely in some of the most modern 
cattle housing systems in the world. 

• Environmentally efficient cattle hou-
sing systems. New housing systems 
have provided the opportunity for 
the introduction of modern feeding 
systems, robot scrapers, floor sy-
stems, air cleaners, etc. which has 
contributed significantly to reducing 
emissions to the environment per 
unit of production. 

• Contribution to nature conserva-
tion. Thousands of cattle annually 
graze valuable nature reserves and 
other protected areas. Here the grea-
test threat to biodiversity is a lack of 
maintenance and overgrowth. 

The green conversion is in full progress

Sources: DCE: Landovervågningsoplande 2011 og Danish Emission Inventory for Agriculture. NERI Technical Report no. 810. 2011. Danmarks Statistik: Landbrug 2010 og National-
regnskabet. EEA: Central Data Repository Submission March 15 2011, for 1990-2009 og cdr.eionet.europa.eu/dk. 
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Danish cattle producers lower the impact on the 
environment 
Cattle producers have, over the period 
1990-2010, almost phased out the use 
of mineral feed phosphate, which is a 
limited resource. 
 
The loss of ammonia to the surround-
ing countryside has also fallen 
dramati  cally. As mentioned earlier, the 
loss of ammonia from agriculture has 
been reduced by 37 % since 1990. 

The cattle sector alone has reduced 
the loss of ammonia by 48 % since 
1985. This is partly due to a decline 

in the dairy herd from nearly 900,000 
dairy cows in 1985 to approximately 
580,000 dairy cows in 2012. 

Improved breeding, feed optimiza-
tion, improved crop varieties, im-
proved cultivation techniques and 
improved slurry management have 
also resulted in a lower impact on the 
environment per unit of production. 
Therefore the total impact of animal 
manure on the environment has been 
reduced.  
 

Every time a new cattle house is 
opened and every time a housing unit 
is upgraded the design must be based 
on the best available technology with 
far lower emissions of nitrogen.

This means that emissions of nitro-
gen from cattle housing units to the 
environ ment are reduced annually, 
year after year.
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Danish cows are some of the most climate 
friendly in the world

Source: J.P. Lesschen et al. / Animal Feed Science and Technology 166-167 (2011), 16-28.

• Total greenhouse gas emissions from 
agriculture fell by 24 % during the 
period 1990 to 2010. Increased use 
of animal manure in biogas produ-
ction could reduce emissions further. 

• Danish cattle producers are among 
the producers in the world that emit 
the lowest levels of greenhouse gas 
per litre milk and per kilogramme 
meat. Milk produced in Denmark 
has one of the lowest CO₂ loads in 
the EU. This is not least due to the 
fact that Danish cows are among the 
very best in the world when it comes 
to converting feed to milk and meat. 
Furthermore there are stringent re-
quirements in Denmark regarding 

the storage and use of animal ma-
nure for crop production. 

• The Cattle industry is continually 
working to further reduce the im-
pact on the climate. Denmark to-
gether with the other Nordic coun-
tries will spend about Euro 10 milli-
on in the coming years on a number 
of research projects to raise the feed 
efficiency further. This will result in 
more milk per kilo feed and a lower 
impact on the climate per litre milk 
produced. 

• The results of these projects will be 
immediately implemented in the 
feed planning programme NorFor, 

which is currently used by 60 % of 
all Danish dairy herds. 

• The impact of food production on 
the climate cannot be compared 
kilo to kilo. Climate load should 
always be related to the energy and 
nutrients the food provides. One 
kilo of fruit and vegetables contri-
butes far less energy and protein 
than one kilo of meat. If our daily 
energy needs were to be covered by 
fruit and vegetables only we would 
need to eat much more fruit and 
vegetables than we do today. And 
the requirements for a number of 
vitamins and minerals, such as iron, 
would not be met.
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Organic and conventional milk production
Danish consumers today demand 
many different types of milk, such as, 
milk with different levels of fat con-
tent, milk with or without lactose, milk 
from specific breeds and organic milk. 

Organic milk production now accounts 
for almost 30 litres in every 100 litres 
of milk sold in Denmark.

• Arla Foods is the largest producer 
of dairy products from organic pro-
duction in the world. 

• 50 % of all Danish school milk is 
from organic production. 

• There are 400 organic dairy farms 
in Denmark. 

• Germany is the only country in the 
EU that has a higher production of 
organic milk than Denmark. 

• Dairies expect a growth in ex-
ports of organic dairy products in 
the future, especially to Germany 

and China. Arla Foods will start 
to ship long life organic milk from 
Denmark to China in the spring of 
2013. 

• Each spring when cows on orga-
nic farms are turned out to grass 
has become a day of celebration. 
140,000 people visited organic 
farms in 2012 when they let the 
cows out in the spring.
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Cattle play a major role in nature conservation
Every day Danish farmers are involved  in 
the care and maintenance of the Danish 
countryside. Thousands of cows, sheep 
and goats graze valuable nature reserves 
and other protected areas in order to 
promote and maintain the biodiversity 
of the animal and plant populations in 
the countryside. Particularly cattle play a 
significant role in the conservation of the 
Danish countryside: 

• Approximately 350,000 acres, or 
eight % of the Danish countryside, 
are protected as particularly valua-
ble nature reserves under the Nature 
Protection Act. 

• Typically it is the open habitats such 
as meadows, marshes, grasslands, 
heaths and bogs that have a high bio-

logical diversity of animals and plants 
that are protected. 

• Nature reserves are dependent on 
care and maintenance to remain 
open habitats and thereby maintain 
a large biodiversity – either by gra-
zing animals or mechanised mowing. 

• If natural areas are not maintained 
they become overgrown by domi-
nant species resulting in a reduced 
biodiversity over time. Overgrowth 
and lack of care and maintenance 
are the biggest threats to the open 
habitats in Denmark today. 

• Many nature reserves are now being 
grazed by beef cattle, which are ro-
bust animals suitable for grazing 

both wetland and dryland reserves. 
But dairy cattle and young stock are 
also used for grazing protected areas 
today. 

• It is estimated that almost half of all 
protected areas are either not main-
tained or are poorly maintained. The 
Danish Agriculture & Food Council 
works persistently for the promotion 
of nature conservation as a regular 
production service in line with other 
agricultural activities.  
 
This will benefit biodiversity, promo-
te the grazing of increased numbers 
of animals and perhaps eventually 
really assist in boosting the produ-
ction of meat from animals grazing 
protected lands.
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Denmark is at the forefront of technical 
development
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Danish cattle farmers have a long tradi-
tion of farmer-driven innovation and 
technology development. Therefore 
modern technology is adopted in all 
stages of milk and beef production sys-
tems in Denmark today. Danish cattle 
farmers are at the forefront of global 
development in a number of areas:

Digital claw recording 
A programme for electronic recording 
of claw disorders in cattle has led to the 
registration of more than one million 
trimmed hooves in about 1,500 Danish 
herds spread over 2 ½ years. The pro-
gramme has been co-owned by Sweden, 
Finland (FABA), Norway and Denmark 
since 2012. Several other countries have 

also shown an interest in the programme. 
The claw recording programme is a pow-
erful tool in managing claw disorders in 
the herd.

Floor systems with fully 
automatic manure scrapers
New modern floor systems with high ani-
mal welfare and hygiene standards are 
based on the use of technical solutions 
that meet the requirements for pollution 
control through the use of Best Available 
Technology (BAT). Furthermore, there is 
an ongoing development of fully auto-
matic manure scrapers that can quickly 
clean the passageways, while taking ani-
mal welfare into account. Manure scrap-
ers have a high environmental impact 

and make it possible for many milk pro-
ducers to retain slatted floors, which is an 
advantage for hoof health.

Targeted breeding
Since the early 1980’s Danish breed-
ing work has been based on a balanced 
breeding target called NTM, which focus-
es both on production and cow health. 
NTM includes production yield, udder 
health, fertility, calving and, today, hoof 
health. Efforts are being made to include 
the cow’s energy efficiency in the breed-
ing programme. An effective breeding 
plan with intensive use of genomic selec-
tion increases genetic progress. A num-
ber of countries are in the process of 
adopting the system.
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Efficient milk producers

As regards milk production Danish cows are up 
among the very highest yielding cows in the world.  
A Danish cow produces on average about 9,000 
kilo milk annually – some dairy cows yield consid-
erably more. The top yielding cows are from Is-
rael and produce about 11.000 kilo milk annually, 
while the figures from USA are equivalent to the 
Danish statistics. 

 
A long time effort over many years with selective 
breeding and improved management has resulted 
in the yields from Danish cows almost doubling 
since the mid-1970s. In other words, only half as 
many cows today can produce the same amount of 
milk as 35 years ago.
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Meat in the Danish diet 
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Meat and meat products are foodstuffs 
with good nutritional value. They pro-
vide protein of high value and a num-
ber of essential vitamins and minerals. 
It is therefore important to ensure that 
lean meat is a natural component of a 
healthy and balanced diet. 
 
Meat contributes to the daily diet of 
Danes with 10 % of energy and 25 % 
of protein requirements. In addition 
meat contributes about 30 % B12, vita-
min A, B1 and zinc and about 20 % se-
lenium, niacin, vitamin D and iron. It is 
important to select lean meat as meat 

also contributes fats and saturated fats 
to the diet. 
 
Lean meat is meat that contains less 
than 10 grams fat per 100 grams of raw 
meat. Lean meat has high protein con-
tent, it is filling and increases metabolic 
activity. 
 
Adult Danes consume an average of 
109 grams of meat and meat products 
(beef and pork) per day with men con-
suming about 30 % more than women. 
This corresponds to about 51 kg for 
men and about 30 kg for women on an 

annual basis. Beef and veal account for 
about 30 % of the meat Danes eat. 
  
There are no official recommendations 
for meat, but it is considered appropri-
ate that adults consume 100 grams of 
meat and poultry per day i.e. prepared 
meat without bones. The amount con-
sumed by Danes today is thereby close 
to what is considered appropriate.
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Milk
Every Dane drinks on average about 
90 litres of milk a year – more than 
half being low-fat products such as 
skimmed milk, minimilk or buttermilk. 
In addition Danes consume about sev-
en kg cream and about 13 kg yoghurt 
per person per year.

Dairy products contribute 10 % of 
energy and 17 % of protein require-
ments to the daily dietary require-
ments of the Danes.
 
In addition milk products contribute 
about 30 % of requirements for vi-
tamins B2 and B12, phosphorus and 
iodine and 40 % of calcium require-
ments. 

The official recommendation is 500 
ml of milk a day which is appropriate 
for most Danes or 250 ml if one con-
sumes a varied diet in accordance with 
recommendations.

Cheese
Danes consumes an average of 16 kg 
of cheese per person per year. Cheese 
contributes five % of the energy and 
10 % of the protein requirements to 
the Danish diet. 

Cheese can be seen as a form of con-
centrated milk, and therefore cheese 
contains all the good nutrients of milk. 
On average 10 litres of milk are re-
quired for the production of one kilo 
of cheese.

Presently more cheese is exported to 
France than imported from France. 
Germany is by far the largest market 
for Danish cheese.

Danish dairies produce 500 different 
cheeses and 300 different milk-based 
drinks. Exports of cheese amounted to 
just over Euro 1.1 billion in 2011.

Danish cheeses have repeatedly won 
awards for being the best in the world.

The Dairy Board of the Danish Agricul-
ture & Food Council has created the 
website maelken.dk to strengthen the 
knowledge of milk and milk products 
and their importance in the Danish 
food culture.

Milk and milk products in the Danish diet
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EU milk quotas will disappear in 
2015. This can lead to an increase in 
the production of milk and beef in 
the coming years.

The Danish farm structure is better 
than in many other EU countries. The 
Danish dairy herds are the largest in 
the EU, and Danish dairy farmers are 
generally younger than their  foreign 
colleagues. Moreover, in recent 
years, hundreds of millions of Euro 
have been invested in approximately 
3,500 new cattle housing units.

Development potential – up to 2020
At the same time, the numbers of 
affluent middle class consumers will 
more than double globally from the 
present level by 2020. In Asia alone 
(primarily China) the middle class 
will increase by more than one bil-
lion by 2020.This development will 
increase the demand for dairy and 
beef products.

Danish milk products and Danish beef 
are produced with a lower impact on 
the environment and climate than 
other countries. Therefore the Danish 

cattle sector will be well positioned to 
increase production through intensive 
sustainable production.

If the food production sector can 
maintain its share of the present mar-
kets exports could increase by Euro 
5 billion to Euro 21 billion over the 
coming four-five years. This will give 
income to farmers and society, and 
create thousands of extra jobs. This 
requires, however, that the sector is 
permitted to increase production, of, 
for example, milk and beef.
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