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When it comes to group housing for gestation 
sows, there are usually two major categories of 
housing based on the feeding system – protected 
and non-protected (or also conventionally known 
as non-competitive vs. competitive) systems. 
Protected feeding systems include individual 
free access stalls and most electronic sow 
feeders (ESF). In these systems, sows move into 
a protected space and can feed individually, 
relatively undisturbed. Non-protected feeding 

feeding or shoulder stall feeding. Contrary to the 
protected systems, sows feed together socially 
with little or no barrier between them. As adult 
sows have social hierarchy and pregnant sows are 
usually restrictedly fed to maintain a healthy body 
condition during gestation, feeding is a time 
that can create aggression due to competition, 
stress and physical injuries. The selection of a 
suitable feeding system is therefore a critical 
consideration for producers who are transitioning 
to group housing of sows. 

MGO for mycotoxins ................ 2

Group Housing ......................... 6

Inside
This Edition

y

PEDv Rapid test ........................ 8

Low Crude Protein for 
post-weaning diarrhea ............ 10

Spring 2026    Volume 34, Number 2

Jen-Yun Chou, Ph.D.
Research Scientist, Ethology
Prairi Swine Centre

Spring 2026    Volume 34, Number 2

Barn Insights Series – Practical Solutions 

to Group Sow Housing (Part 2)

Sows during feed dropping time

...................... 12



3

Protected systems offer sows a more isolated feeding 
environment, however, the footprint and capital investment can 
be higher, which may not be suitable for all scales of production. 

increase feeding competition, aggression, variation in body 
condition and hygiene management issues. Are there ways to 
manage this system so that it can work for the producers and 
animals? This is the question we had in mind when we visited 
Dave DeVries’ farm in Drayton, Ontario.

batch farrowing. He started this group housing in 2018. Back 
then, before deciding on which systems to go for, he talked 
to other producers extensively, did lots of research and went 
to other barns to see them with his own eyes. He chose the 

setup…how calm and quiet it was, and the sows were just very 

is minimal. We visited during one of the feed-dropping times, 
and what we saw was that most sows just quietly ate with no 

for that drop and stayed lying. Some went for a drink before 

in the barn for mating. Four days after the sows 
are bred, they are moved to the group pens, which 
consist of around 25 to 30 sows per pen. He has 8 
group pens in total, and each pen is equipped with 
8 drop feeders. Feed drops are on a timer, and they 
drop feed 6 times per day. The pens are two-thirds 
solid and one-third slatted at the back where the 

in, the highest amount of aggression is expected, 

competition for feed is not triggering the sows to 

sows are not hungry as they have already eaten that 
day. In this way, even on the day of mixing, he does 
not observe excessive aggression. The feed is also a 

of wheat shorts in it that he mills on farm. 

Genetics matters

maternal lines with good leg health which he thinks 
is critical for successful group housing. He breeds his 
own gilts now to reduce biosecurity risk. 

Choose a system that works for you

For Dave, a good housing system should be easy to manage. 
He does not like the idea of training sows to use a feeding 
system as it makes the system high maintenance and may 

it is good for sow leg health and provides better comfort for 
sows. The lying bays also provide some hiding and separation 
areas for sows that do not get along. However, once the sows 

isn’t usually an issue. Currently Dave is very happy with the 
investment he made to build this system and would never go 
back to stall housing. He maintains an 85% farrowing rate, just 
under 12 weaned per litter, which he expects to see an increase 
as he changes to a new genetic line. For Dave, the three factors 
of success to group sow housing are being open-minded, 
watching the animals while walking the pens and good genetics. 

it is done right.

“I just like being able to walk 
through the pens, and the sows 
are up and moving, and you can 
interact.”    -- Dave DeVries


