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More Focus needed on Lactation Feed Intakes

Ciarán Carroll, Teagasc, Moorepark

The modern sow has enormous potential for milk production and producing

piglets. She has the genetic potential to produce about 30 piglets per sow

per year but is currently falling well short of this mark with an average figure

of 23.3 produced in recorded herds in Ireland (Teagasc PigSys Report, 2009).

The top 25% of herds in this report produced 25.8 pigs per sow per year.

Nutrition is the key element that enables the modern sow to achieve her

genetic potential for reproduction and milk production.

While nutrition at all stages of the sow’s reproductive cycle is crucial, lactation

feeding is the most critical and perhaps the most difficult area to manage.

The aim during this period is to maximise feed intakes, minimise weight loss

and thus, optimise piglet growth and subsequent reproductive performance.

Increases in lactation feed intake can increase litter weaning weight, reduce

weaning to oestrus interval, reduce the occurrence of reproductive failure and

increase subsequent litter size.

Considerable debate exists as to how best achieve higher feed intakes during

lactation. All phases of the sow’s reproductive cycle are related. Therefore,

the feeding programme in one phase will have significant effects on

performance in another phase. The effects of underfeeding in any one phase

may not be seen for several parities.

Measure Feed Intakes

The first challenge is to measure feed intake. Do we really know how much

our sows are eating? The Teagasc PigSys Analysis reported average feed

intakes of 1.22 per sow per year (2009). But how is this broken down? What

are our sows consuming at the various stages of their reproductive cycle? A



closer look at feed usage levels on many units indicates that, quite often

producers think they are giving lactating sows more feed than they actually

are.

Calculate Lactation Feed Intake

Intakes can be relatively easily calculated for any period once we know the

following: lactation feed delivered, number of litters farrowed, number of pre-

farrowing days and amount feed fed per day during this period, average

weaning age. As an example, consider the following data for a unit:

 Lactation feed delivered (t) = 42.6

 No. litters farrowed = 293

 Ave no. pre-farrowing Days = 5

 Pre-lactating feed levels (kg/day) = 2

 Ave weaning age = 26 Days

The lactation feed intake / day is calculated as follows:

 42.6t / 293 litters = 145.4 kg / litter

 Pre-farrowing feed (5 days * 2 kg) = 10 kg

 Lactation feed fed (145.4 kg – 10kg) = 135.4 kg

 Lactation feed fed / sow / day (135.4 / 26 days) = 5.2 kg

This is a very useful management tool which should be used routinely to help

ensure lactation intakes are maximised. Lactation feed should account for

about 35% of the total sow feed purchased.

Causes & Remedies

Causes of poor lactation feed intakes are numerous. Main areas to focus on

include:

1. Gestation Feeding: Do not over-feed sows during gestation. There is

an inverse relationship between gestation and lactation feed intakes. As the

level of feed intake during gestation increases, the level of feed intake during

lactation decreases. Target feed intakes of 2.1kg to 2.4kg (26-30 MJ DE) per



day should be sufficient for gestating sows. Individual sows will vary and

these need to be monitored and fed accordingly.

2. Temperature: High temperatures reduce feed intakes. Moorepark

Research showed a reduction in daily feed consumption of over 100 grams,

for each 1OC rise in average house temperature during lactation. Reduce

farrowing house temperature to 20oC when the youngest piglets are over two

days old.

3. Ad Lib Versus Restricted Feeding in Early Lactation: current thinking

in the U.S and Canada is that the lactating sow should have access to feed at

all times. If a trough has been licked clean, the sow has not been offered

enough feed. If you seldom have to minus individual sows from the feed

curve then it is reasonable to assume that the curve is too low and that the

sows are underfed. In Ireland we have tended to restrict feed in early

lactation and gradually increase feed levels to reach a peak by day 8-12 of

lactation. This practice has been adopted because of the belief that over-

feeding sows in early lactation may cause udder congestion, hypogalactia,

piglet scours, sow constipation and sows “going-off” feed in mid-to-late

lactation. However, many farms feeding ad lib soon after farrowing show no

detrimental effects. The U.S. / Canadian advice is to ad lib feed all the sows

as soon as possible after farrowing and then cater for individual sows which

may have problems as they arise.

Work at Moorepark showed that lactation feed intake (wet feed system) could

be increased 30% above those achieved with commonly used lactation feed

curves. Feed intake was also increased by providing supplemental dry feed to

liquid-fed sows. This increase in lactation feed intake resulted in reduced

weaning to oestrus interval and increased subsequent litter size.

4. Water: is the forgotten nutrient. Many sows are dehydrated during

lactation. At peak lactation sows may drink more than 35 litres per day. To



achieve this, a minimum water flow rate of 2 litres / minute is required.

Providing extra water to sows at feeding will help increase feed intakes.

With wet feeding systems give careful consideration to water:meal ratios.

Large volumes of wet feed may be difficult to consume for sows that don’t

have sufficient gut capacity, resulting in low feed intakes.

Other Factors

Other factors which can influence lactation feed intakes include:

 Feeder Design: Quite often feeders are not large enough. Large

feeders with a trough capacity exceeding 15 litres are ideal.

 Lighting: sows exposed to 14-16 hours light per day have higher

intakes, increased weaning weights and improved reproductive

performance. Put the lights on a timer switch.

 Feeding separate gestation and lactation diets makes it easier to

control body condition and weight.

 Feed a high fibre (8%) gestation diet to increase gut capacity. This

should encourage increased consumption during lactation.

 Lactation Diet: 14.2 MJ DE per kg and 0.9% Lysine. This lysine level

may need to be increased where feed intakes are low.

 Feed sows three times daily

 Feed pellets rather than meal.

 Monitor herd health. Implement and maintain a thorough vaccination

and parasite control (mange, lice & worms) programme.

 Stockmanship can never be underestimated. Quiet and attentive

stockpeople who are good to judge individual sow needs and quick to

react to them are ideal for the farrowing room.

Target Intakes

The lactating sow should consume 155kg feed (2201 MJ DE) over a 25-day

lactation. This is equivalent to an average daily feed intake of 6.2kg (88MJ

DE). A general rule of thumb is that the average sow requires 2kg feed/day



for maintenance plus 0.5kg / piglet nursed, e.g. a sow with 10 piglets should

be fed 7kg feed/day. If sows are consuming less, steps need to be taken to

increase intakes.


