
Gestation Housing Systems

In 2017, on-farm best management practices were audited on a total of 24 farms throughout Canada as part of a 
national project titled From Innovation to Adoption: On-farm Demonstration of Swine Research. This article is part 
of an eight-part series reporting on these audits. 

Converting to group sow housing systems is a major challenge and 
opportunity currently facing Canadian pork producers.  In order to provide 
more information to producers and to help them make the conversion by the 
2024 deadline, this article focuses on best management practices related to 
various gestation housing systems. 

Of the 24 farms audited in 2017, 21 of them included sows either as a farrow-
to-fi nish or farrow-to-wean facility, while the other three operations were 
fi nishing only. Of these 21 farms, nine incorporated some type of group sow 
housing system, while the remaining housing systems would be considered 
traditional stall systems. 

Based on recent meetings held in January 2018 as part of the National Sow Housing Conversion project, it would be estimated 
that nation-wide 15% of gestating sows would be kept in a group housing system.  The one exception would be Quebec, where 
approximately 25% of sows would be housed in a group housing system.

Figure 1 provides details on the nine farms that have made the transition to group sow housing as well as the type of group housing 
system implemented on the farms.  Two thirds of the farms have chosen a non-competitive system such as an electronic sow feeder 
or free-access system, while the balance of producers have chosen a competitive feeding system.  In speaking with producers, 
the decision to proceed with a direct competitive feeding system is typically based on a cheaper cost of conversion, while those 
choosing electronic sow feeding systems are utilizing data collection as a herd management tool.

One opportunity that most electronic feeding systems off er is the ability 
to feed multiple gestation diets across the sow herd.  Research looking at 
the nutritional management of sows found that amino acid and energy 
requirements of sows strongly support the need for parity-segregated 
phase feeding of pregnant sows.1 Phase feeding programs should consist 
of two diets that satisfy the highest and lowest amino acid requirements 
and can be mixed in appropriate ratios to cover the intermediate amino 
acid needs, with increasing amounts fed the last four weeks of gestation. 
The biggest challenge regarding the implementation of this strategy is to 
ensure a minimum of two feed lines are available for each electronic feeding 
station.  As seen by the results in Table 1, only one farm has adopted this 
technology.
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Figure 1. Types of group sow housing system 
implemented on-farm across Canada.
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Timing of group formation is essential for ensuring high productivity from the sow herd. Groups should be formed prior to day 7 or 
after day 28 due to the importance of implantation.  Results indicate that 100% of farms were compliant. Feedback from producers 
involved in the group sow housing process also indicates that they are becoming more comfortable mixing sows earlier than day 7 
which, in turn, reduces the total number of stalls required on the farm.  Research on the grouping of sows in non-competitive housing 
shows there are benefi ts to keeping sows in uniform groups, especially for younger sows. Sows in uniform groups demonstrated less 
instances of lameness after mixing compared to sows kept in mixed (non-uniform) groups.2

Within the Code of Practice for the Care and Handling of Pigs (2014)3, enrichment is considered to be a recommended practice 
within group sow housing systems, specifi cally as a way to minimize aggression.  Taking a look at the data we can see that eight 
of nine farms audited have incorporated some type of enrichment, typically chains or wood, within their operation.  According to 
the Code, enrichment should be simple, safe, soft, sanitary, suspended and well-positioned.  More information can be found in 
Appendix H within the Code.

Conclusion 
Data indicates that approximately 15% of the Canadian sow herd has made the transition to group sow housing. For those producers 
looking to make the transition, many resources can be accessed at your fi ngertips by visiting the website www.groupsowhousing.
com.  Here you will fi nd a wide variety of information that will help you make the best choice possible for your operation.

For Further Reading
1Phase Feeding for Gestation Sows
(Français) http://www.cdpq.ca/getattachment/Recherche-et-developpement/Projets-de-recherche/Projet-224/PQ-
juillet-2017-224.pdf.aspx
(Français) http://www.cdpq.ca/recherche-et-developpement/projets-de-recherche/projet-224.aspx
(English) http://www.cdpq.ca/getattachment/Recherche-et-developpement/Projets-de-recherche/Projet-224/CHJ-Summer-2017-
projet-224.pdf.aspx 
(English) http://www.prairieswine.com/phase-feeding-for-pregnant-sows/

2Eff ects of Mixed and Uniform Parity Groups on Feeding Behaviour, Welfare and Productivity of Sows in ESF Housing
(English) http://www.prairieswine.com/eff ects-of-mixed-and-uniform-parity-groups-on-feeding-behaviour-welfare-and-
productivity-of-sows-in-esf-housing/ 

3Code of practice for care and handling of pigs
(Français) http://www.nfacc.ca/pdfs/codes/porcs_code_de_pratiques.pdf   
(English) http://www.nfacc.ca/pdfs/codes/pig_code_of_practice.pdf 

Table 1.  Audit results from farms group sow housing systems, 9 farms

Category Average Percentage of Farms

Are all Sows fed same gestation diets* 21 % 79 % 0 %

Time of Group Formation 100 % 0 % 0 %

Sows are Sorted by Size (room or pen) 100% 0% 0%
Type of enrichment used 88 % 13 % 0 % 

* audit included 21 farms representing stall and group housing system.
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