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SCIENCE

In other news science with a wink
  ROBOT (1)

Researchers at EPFL University in 
Lausanne have developed a pro-
gramme that calculates the like-
lihood of a robot taking over your 
job. They compare the require-
ments of 1000 jobs with the skills 
of robots and humans. Physicists 
are in luck; with a score of 0.43 
(on a scale of 0 to 1) they do best. 
Abattoir workers have the highest 
risk: 0.78.

  ROBOT (2)
So how worried should you be? 
Here’s a selection in descend-
ing order of cause for concern. 

Livestock farmers: 0.68. Bricklay-
ers: 0.68. Fitness trainers: 0.66. 
Bicycle mechanics: 0.64. Food 
technologists: 0.64. Caretakers: 
0.63. Chemists: 0.59. Journalists: 
0.58. Librarians: 0.58. Information 
officers: 0.55. Geneticists: 0.55. 
Biochemists: 0.51.

  MILK
Pregnant women produce 
super-antibodies to protect their 
babies, say researchers from 
Cincinnati Medical Center. The 
proteins are slight variants on 
standard antibodies. But that 
minimal difference broadens 

their field of action considerably. 
The protection continues after 
birth via breastfeeding. Breast 
milk: a superfood.

  POLITICAL
Brain scans show whether some-
one is politically progressive or 
conservative, say scientists from 
Ohio State University after stud-
ying 174 adults. As for the chick-
en and the egg in this case, the 
researchers are in the dark. Do 
your political leanings shape the 
structure of the brain or does the 
brain determine political lean-
ings? Creepy. rk

Contact matters for cow and calf
PhD candidate Margret Wenker investigated the effect of 
contact between the cow and calf on welfare and health.

Wenker examined three kinds of contact: 
no contact (separated shortly after birth, 
which is the norm in dairy farming); full 
contact (the calf is kept with the cows and 
suckles the mother); and an intermediary 
variant where there is interaction but no 
suckling.

Does contact affect welfare?  
‘Behavioural experiments showed that 
cows value having contact with the calf: 
they were prepared to push increasingly 
heavy fences aside to get that contact. 
There were no negative effects on the 
cow’s health, although of course the milk 
yield was less. The fat content of the milk 
was also lower, probably because the 

cow makes less oxytocin, a hormone that 
is thought to influence the amount of fat 
released.’

Full contact was a mixed blessing for the 
calf?  
‘We did indeed see some negative effects 
on health, which can mainly be explained 
by the fact that cowsheds are not geared 
to housing very young animals at present. 

However, calves with full contact had a 
significantly larger daily weight gain and 
a different microbiome composition in the 
manure, which influences the immune 
system. Those factors could be beneficial 
to health in the longer run.’

So health is not a reason to prevent 
contact? 
‘No. It should really be an argument to 
see how the barn system can be adapt-
ed to allow cow-calf contact without any 
negative effects for the calf. If we want 
livestock farming with respect for the ani-
mals, we should be prepared to adapt the 
system more to suit the animal. Contact 
between cow and calf can be a signifi-
cant step towards more animal-friendly 
livestock farming. Although important 
prerequisites are financial compensation 
for the loss of milk and more knowledge 
about the changes that need to be made 
to the barn system.’ me
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ckFor more animal-friendly 
livestock farming, we should 
be prepared to adapt the 
system to suit the animal


