There is no denying that enrichment
for pigs has been slow to catch on
with pork producers. Besides the cost
of materials and the time needed to
install, clean or repair enrichments,
producers may ask, “what’s the big
deal about ‘pig toys'?” However,
there is now an impressive amount

of research showing the benefits of
providing enrichment in to pigs, from
reduced aggression, to fewer damaging
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behaviors, and increased growth.

On Canadian farms, interest in enrichment has grown recently
due to changes in the Code of Practice requirements, stating
that ‘Pigs must be provided with multiple forms of enrichment...
to improve the welfare of the animals through the enhancement
of their physical and social environments.’ This change, along
with increasing adoption of group housing for sows led a team
of Canadian researchers, directed by Dr. Laurie Connor at the
University of Manitoba, to study how best to provide enrichment
to sows in groups.

Most studies on enrichment have looked at grow-finish pigs
because this is the stage when most damaging behaviours
appear, such as tail biting or flank sucking, and the effects can
be devastating. A few studies have been done on sows, with the
general conclusion that feeding fibrous materials such as straw
or hay is best: pigs are highly attracted to items that are both
manipulable and consumable, and for feed-restricted sows the
increase in gut fill is an added bonus.

On European farms, producers are required to provide 300g
(about half a pound) of fibre per sow per day. But North
American producers are reluctant to provide straw, largely due
to biosecurity concerns and the potential for straw to clog liquid
manure systems. Studies in Canada have therefore focused on
object enrichments that could be provided in slatted or partially
slatted pens.

Between 2014 and 2017, three studies were done to evaluate
sows’ interest in a variety of enrichments, including wood
suspended on chains, cotton rope, loose straw and a dispenser
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for chopped hay. The enrichments were tested on two research
farms, one with free-access stall housing and one with ESF. The
way that the items were presented also varied- for example,
comparing provision of one constant enrichment to a rotation of
three enrichments, or varying the number provided at once from
one to three enrichments per group of 28 sows.

"The benefits of providing
enrichment range from reduced
aggression to increased growth.”

While sows interacted with all of the enrichments, not
surprisingly, loose straw (placed on a solid floor) was the most
preferred. Not only was the straw consumable, it spread out
over a larger area, allowing more animals to interact with it at
the same time, compared to hanging enrichments. Between
the object enrichments, rope was slightly preferred over wood
enrichment. Rotating multiple enrichments resulted in more sow
interaction than provision of a single enrichment, confirming
that sows appreciate a degree of novelty in their daily routine.

The researchers hypothesized that dominant sows in a group
may obtain greater access to enrichment than subordinates, so
the impact of sows’ social status on enrichment use and stress
physiology was observed.

In both free-access stalls and ESF housing systems, dominant
and subordinate sows used the enrichments equally. However,
in the ESF barn, subordinate sows had higher cortisol levels than
dominants, suggesting greater social stress in the ESF system.
Sows in the ESF barn also used the enrichments about three
times more frequently than those in free-access pens. Because
the two barns had different management and genetics it is
impossible to know what caused this difference. Sows in ESF are
generally more active, but genetic differences cannot be ruled
out and should be studied.

(Enrichments for sows ... cont’d on page 11)
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Table 1. Audit results for 18 Nursery facilities

Pigs must be provided with multiple forms of enrichment

Average Percentage of Farms

Euthanasia method used
Pig must be rendered immediately insensible - must not
return to sensibility prior to death.

How often are pens walked?
It is recommended that pens be walked on a daily basis.
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It is recommended that dry feeders be used®.

Figure 2. Average groups size of nursery pens Legend
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Euthanasia

As presented in Figure 3, the most common
method of euthanasia within the nursery is a blitz/
bolt gun, as a little more than half of participants
reported using this method. Blunt force trauma and
the Zephyr represent a little more than a third of euthanasia
methods used, specifically for pigs less than 10 kg in weight.
Approximately one-quarter of the audited farms received a
‘partial compliance’ score, strictly due to the fact that blunt force
trauma and electricity are ranked as ‘conditional methods’ within
the 2014 Code of Practice for the Care and Handling of Pigs
(page 61, Appendix N — Methods of Euthanasia).* According

to this Code of Practice, for any method of euthanasia to be
considered acceptable, it’ must render the animal immediately
insensible and the animal must not return to sensibility prior to
death.’

Conclusion

Overall, producers are doing an excellent job ensuring that

best management practices are successfully incorporated in
nursery facilities. However, one area that could use improvement
would be an increased use of enrichment. The incorporation

of enrichment can be done quickly with relatively little cost.

The Code outlines the 6 “Ss” of successfully implementing
enrichment to help producers choose which type is the best fit
for their operation.

For Further Reading

1 Code of practice for care and handling of pigs
(English) http://www.nfacc.ca/pdfs/codes/pig_code_of
practice.pdf
(Francais) http://www.nfacc.ca/pdfs/codes/porcs_code_de_
pratiques.pdf

2 Enriching the living space of pigs to comply with the Code
(English) http://www.cdpg.ca/getmedia/cefa398c-badd-46c8-
ala0-ad5c04574elc/Fiche-enrichissement-version-anglaise.
pdf.aspx
(Francais) http://www.cdpq.ca/publications-et-documents/
publications-techniques-et-scientifiques/enrichir-l-espace-de-
vie-des-porcs-pour-respecter.aspx?lang=en-CA

3 Dry and wet-dry feeders in the nursery, a comparison on the
effects on piglets’ performance
(Francais) http://www.cdpq.ca/
getattachment/0060bf59-5420-4 1f4-9a93-58a3d74d4ad7/
TREMIES-ABREUVOIRS-ET-TREMIES-SECHES-EN-POUPON-

NIER.aspx
=

(Enrichments for sows ... cont’d from page 7)

In the third study, chopped hay was provided in small hoppers in
the free-access pens, and was compared to wood enrichments.
Again, the use of fibre attracted more sows, but because it

was held in a small hopper only a few sows could access it at
once. This study found that dominant sows had more access

to the hay feeders than subordinates. Higher lesion scores

were also observed when chopped hay was given, indicating
that aggression can increase when sows are competing for a
more desirable enrichment, so providing adequate levels of
enrichment is important.

Overall these studies underscore why diffuse and consumable
enrichments like straw are both attractive and effective for
sows. Providing a number of enrichments and dispersing them

throughout the pen will help to reduce any negative effects of
social status. Researchers will continue to explore the potential
benefits of various fibre sources, and to look for practical
enrichments that promote sow interaction while posing minimal
risk to biosecurity or liquid manure systems.

Following the trials, multiple farms with group sow housing
participated in an extension study. Producers were used to
seeing sows lying quietly for most of the day, and were surprised
to see the sows’ strong attraction to enrichments. Most of all
they enjoyed watching the sows interacting with enrichments.
So, while the production benefits of providing enrichment to
sows may be hard to measure, the satisfaction of seeing sows
busy and interacting in a positive way is ample reward for some.
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