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Survey of sow accommodation systems used in New Zealand
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Abstract Sow accommodation systems were
assessed at 76 farms in New Zealand during 1998.
The sample was representative of the sampling
frame which comprised around 90% of the sow
population in the country. During the farrowing to
weaning period, 67, 10, and 23% of the sows were
held in indoor farrowing crates, indoor pens, and
outdoor arks, respectively. During the pregnancy
period, 32, 40, and 28% of the sows were in dry
sow stalls, indoor pens, and outdoor paddocks,
respectively. The most common combinations were
farrowing in arks followed by holding in dry sow
paddocks (25% of the farms, 23% of the sows),
farrowing indoors in crates followed by dry sow
pens (26% of the farms, 35% of the sows), and
farrowing indoors in crates followed by dry sow
stalls (25% of the farms, 29% of the sows). From
an animal welfare perspective, New Zealand is in a
favourable position because it has well established
outdoor and group pen sow accommodation
systems.
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INTRODUCTION

The New Zealand pig industry has passed through
some clearly recognisable phases during the 20th
century. At the beginning of the century it was a
cottage industry, and there were more pigs in the
South Island than in the North Island. During the
first half of the 20th century pigs were an important
means of utilising separated milk and whey
surpluses on dairy farms and from dairy factories.
Between 1900 and 1930 there was a rapid expansion
in the dairy industry in the North Island, and, along
with this, pig production increased and became
more important in the North Island (Smith 1946).
The pig population peaked in the mid to late 1930s
(Anon. 1996). Since that time numbers have almost
halved. The most rapid periods of decline were
during World War II, when there was also a swing
from pork towards bacon production (Longwill
1948), and during the late 1960s and early 1970s,
when whole milk collection from dairy farms put a
virtual end to feeding pigs with separated milk and
whey products. Pigs are now usually fed either a
cereal plus meat and bone meal-based ration or, less
commonly, by-products from the bakery industry,
and the pig herds are no longer centred around the
dairy industry (Dobson 1996). Since the early 1970s
there has been a shift in the balance of numbers
back towards the South Island. There are now more
herds in the South Island, many of which use
outdoor production systems. Outdoor production in
the South Island has become a successful system
for farming pigs because of its lower capital cost,
suitability to the light free-draining soils of the
Canterbury Plain, proximity to the main cereal
growing area, and the easier management of effluent
than with indoor production systems. Indoor
systems used in pig production have become more
intensive since World War II. They now rely on
terminal meat sire lines, easy-to-manage sow
confinement systems in indoor units, earlier
weaning of piglets, and high prolificacy in the sows.

Judged from recent experience in the United
Kingdom, the New Zealand pig industry could be
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embarking on a new era as it enters the 21 st century.
On 1 January 1999, the use of dry sow stalls was
prohibited by law in the UK as a welfare initiative
against confinement systems. At about the same
time the Scientific Veterinary Committee of the
Commission of European Communities made the
following recommendations on the accommodation
for dry sows: dry sows should preferably be kept in
groups; all sows should have access to soil for
rooting or manipulable material such as straw;
housing facilities for dry sows and gilts should
include communal lying areas; no individual pen
should be used which does not allow the sow to
turn around easily (Scientific Veterinary Committee
1997). In view of these recent developments, it was
considered timely to review the accommodation
systems used in New Zealand's pig breeding herds
and to provide a record of the situation at the end
of the 20th century.

MATERIALS AND METHODS

The sampling frame for the survey was a list of
three-voter pig producers registered with the New
Zealand Pork Industry Board (NZPIB). A three-
voter had 50 or more sows or produced 500 or more
finishing pigs per year. The New Zealand Pork
Industry Board estimates that there are 42 390 sows
in the three-voter herds (around 90%) and 4240 in
the smaller one- and two-voter herd category
(around 10%). When the list of three-voters was
compiled there were 108 three-voters in the North
Island and 173 in the South Island. A sample of 91
farmers was selected from the 281 three-voters
using random number tables (Rand Corporation
1955). Each of the 91 producers was invited to take
part in the survey, and 72 agreed. Four of those
producers each managed two breeding herds, and
in each case both their herds were included as
separate units in the survey, making a total of 76
herds. Eight producers who were excluded from the
sample explained that they were no longer in pig
production, six producers managed finishing units
rather than breeding herds, two farmers refused to
take part in the survey, and we were unable to
contact the three remaining producers. The 72
producers were interviewed at their farms, and the
sow accommodation was inspected by the inter-
viewer at 64 of the 76 farms (84%). During the
inspection the dimensions and available lying area
of the farrowing crates and stalls were measured.
The inspection also provided an opportunity for

correcting any misinterpretations that arose during
the interview.

The primary purpose of the interview and
questionnaire was to determine the type of
accommodation used in each herd, at each phase of
the breeding cycle. From this, the proportion of time
and the number of sows and gilts held in each
facility was calculated. The following definitions
were used when classifying the facilities: ark,
moveable individual-sow shed situated outdoors;
cubicle, open-ended stall with access to a corridor,
pen, or yard; dry sow stall, pen for confining dry
sows individually in which the sow is not able to
walk or turn round; farrowing crate, metal frame
which confines the sow during and following
farrowing; group pen, fully roofed pen in which a
group of animals are held and can walk and turn
round; individual pen, fully roofed pen in which
one animal is held and can walk and turn round;
kennel, partly roofed pen in which one or more
animals are held and are able to walk and turn round;
tether stall, cubicle in which the sow is confined by
means of a tethered halter or collar. Within these
definitions, suspended shade cloth was not
considered to be a roof, and fully roofed, open-
fronted sheds were not included as kennels or as an
outdoor system. A nursery pen was a pen used by
an unconfined sow with litter of piglets. Kennels,
group pens, nursery pens, and individual pens have
been included together in the general term "pen".

RESULTS

Herd classification
The survey included 33 herds in the North Island
(43%) and 43 in the South Island (57%), and 7361
and 8539 breeding females were represented in the
North and South Islands, respectively. Average herd
size did not differ between the two islands, but, as
expected, there were more pasture-based outdoor
herds and fewer indoor herds in the South Island
(Tables 1 and 2; P < 0.002).

For convenience, the breeding cycle was divided
into three periods; farrowing-to-weaning, mating
period, and dry period (main phase of gestation).
The accommodation systems used during these
three periods were divided into three categories:
crates or stalls, pens, and arks or sheds in paddocks.
The number of herds falling into each accommo-
dation system according to the breeding cycle
period is summarised in Table 3, and the total
number and average herd size of the breeding


