
PRECISION LIVESTOCK FARMING
Prec�s�on Farm�ng

Prec�s�on Agr�culture has become b�g. In arable
farm�ng, GPS �s be�ng used to dr�ve stra�ght w�th
the tractor and to �rr�gate, fert�l�ze or spray �n the
r�ght place. Sensors are be�ng used on an
�ncreas�ng scale to make operat�ons more eff�c�ent. 

Mo�sture sensors to control �rr�gat�on, drones w�th
cameras that use v�s�on techn�ques to recogn�ze
d�seases �n crops or pred�ct y�elds. Satell�tes,
weather stat�ons and more prov�de data and
�nformat�on to opt�m�ze bus�ness operat�ons.

Bes�des �t’s be�ng more eff�c�ent, th�s also prov�des
the chance for a more susta�nable crop product�on.
Food product�on us�ng less commod�t�es, less
pest�c�des and less water, because of more prec�se
sow�ng, spray�ng and water�ng.

Prec�s�on L�vestock Farm�ng

Prec�s�on agr�culture �n the l�vestock �ndustry �s
also known as prec�s�on l�vestock farm�ng (PLF). As
def�ned by Dan�ël Berckmans (Un�vers�ty of
Leuven): ‘PLF uses advanced technolog�es a�med
at automat�c, real-t�me mon�tor�ng of an�mal
welfare, health, env�ronmental �mpact and
product�on’. 

Th�s means that we w�ll use technolog�es �n an�mal
husbandry to cont�nuously mon�tor an�mal
behav�or, an�mal health, product�on and
env�ronmental �mpact. The purpose of th�s
mon�tor�ng �s to detect dev�at�ons at an early stage
and �mprove an�mal health, welfare and eff�c�ency.
The expected result �s an �mprovement �n the
overall product�on susta�nab�l�ty. 

PLF, Susta�nab�l�ty and An�mal Welfare

Prec�s�on L�vestock Farm�ng f�ts �n a susta�nable
farm�ng system. D�jkhu�zen (pres�dent of the top
sector Agr� & Food) as well as Lou�se Fresco
(cha�rman of the board of Wagen�ngen UR)
state that Smart Farm�ng �s a way to handle
resources �n a susta�nable way and to work
towards a susta�nable global food product�on. 

The prom�se of Prec�s�on L�vestock Farm�ng was
spelled out dur�ng the f�nal conference of the
EU-PLF project (EU-PLF, 2016)
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PLF, Susta�nab�l�ty and An�mal Welfare

When we can detect d�seases w�th early warn�ng
systems and treat an�mals at an early stage, �t costs
less med�cat�on. Ant�b�ot�c reduct�on �s a good
result of us�ng th�s technology. Thus, a p�g owner
who put up a cough mon�tor �n h�s p�g un�t told me
that he not�ced cough�ng p�gs earl�er, and because
he could get there early, he could �ntervene.
Treat�ng the whole un�t w�th ant�b�ot�cs �s no longer
needed. Systems that alert the farmer to dev�at�ons
�n health and behav�or, save on med�cal costs as
well as �mprove an�mal welfare. Both enhance
susta�nab�l�ty. The better we mon�tor the an�mals,
the better we can take care of them, and the more
susta�nable the system. 

Accurate data on feed and water �ntake can lead to
better health and an�mal product�on. Prec�s�on
feed�ng �s on the r�se. In a group, an�mals can be
fed �nd�v�dually, so that the feed compos�t�on �s
better adapted to the �nd�v�dual an�mal. Thus, h�gh-
qual�ty feed can be prov�ded to an�mals that are
grow�ng faster and thus produce more eff�c�ently,
wh�le g�v�ng low-value feed to the an�mals that do
not have that potent�al, thus sav�ng expens�ve
commod�t�es.

Locat�on for da�ry cows �s an example of a PLF
technology that can rel�eve the farmer �n the cow
shed. By qu�ckly f�nd�ng the cow that needs
attent�on, the farmer can work more eff�c�ently. Th�s
saves h�m t�me and annoyance.

Role of a Farmer

Rarely, PLF systems prov�de d�rect adv�ce to the
farmer. Except�ons are estrus detect�on systems for
da�ry cattle, usually based on pedometers or
act�v�ty meters, that adv�se when the cow should
be �nsem�nated. Most PLF systems warn the farmer
�n case of dev�at�ons from the normal pattern. The
farmer then has to dec�de �f someth�ng �s wrong, 

and �f so, what should be done. That requ�res
craftmansh�p. PLF prom�ses a lot for the farmer. The
recently publ�shed ABN AMRO report on smart
farm�ng (H�lkens and Bru�nsma, 2016) sums up. Less
adm�n�strat�ve pressure and greater ease of use of
data and data management through h�gh-tech
sensors and loggers, smart software and cloud
technology. 

Cost sav�ngs through targeted use of feed,
fert�l�zers and plant protect�on products. T�me
sav�ng due to greater labor eff�c�ency. A h�gher
sales value of the pr�mary products, and a better
guaranteed food qual�ty. Why then has smart
farm�ng not yet been broadly embraced by
farmers? Apparently, they are not conv�nced of the
technolog�cal poss�b�l�t�es.  
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