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Farrowing Management-Fostering  
Know How

Making sure that every pig is well looked after in a farrowing shed can take a special kind of 
dedication as well as specialised management.  Why is that? Because you have different groups 
of pigs that have different requirements and it’s not only the differences in requirements that 
you would expect between adults and their offspring - the ages of piglets in the farrowing area 
can vary from newborn to 4 weeks plus and the needs of a piglet change as they grow.  Pre-
weaning mortality is the major cause of production loss in the farrowing area and it can vary 
greatly from farm-to-farm.  Around 80% of piglet losses occur in the first 72 hours of a piglet’s 
life and mortality also increases with increasing litter size.  Good farrowing stockpeople look 
after large and varying populations of pigs while still managing to see and treat each pig as an 
individual. Getting the “one per centers” right and showing careful attention to detail is what 
is needed to care for all ages of pigs in the farrowing accommodation.  This sets up the health 
of the herd and safeguards the robustness of replacement breeders. in the farrowing shed one 
of the most important tasks is fostering piglets. Successful fostering results from the careful 
management of many different animal care procedures for not only piglets but for the entire 
herd.  The information in this manual is to assist farrowing stockpeople in the everyday tasks 
that impact on fostering success, especially the “one per centers”.
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1. Piglet and Sow requirements

Having the same animal at two very different stages of a life cycle can present a few problems 
as the needs for both differ dramatically.  But if you do meet the requirements of both the sow 
and her litter, it can greatly simplify work in the farrowing sheds. 

1.1 Sow Requirements

Basic needs for sows in the farrowing shed that you as a animal attendant can have an impact 
on are:

Correct temperature: Sows require an ambient temperature of about 18-20ºC.  At this 
temperature, sows eat well and stretch out at rest. Below this temperature, sows will eat more 
and tend to “hunch” their bodies in an attempt to reduce heat loss.   Above this temperature, 
sow appetite and feed intake is reduced, and they can become heat-stressed, all of which can 
interfere with milk production.  Heat stressed sows are also more likely to have stillborn pigs.

Correct feed (type and amount): Sow feed is formulated according to the needs of the  
sow at the different stages of production.  Different genetic companies may have different  
pre-farrowing feeding recommendations for the sows they produce. Namely:

• Some may recommend that sows are fed to a restricted level before they farrow with 
feed levels increasing after farrowing and when it becomes obvious the sow’s appetite is 
increasing.  

• Other pre-farrowing feeding programs recommend placing the sows on ad-lib feed at day 
114 of gestation.  Generally the next day, the sow’s appetite is a bit reduced but it will 
usually return within a day.  On the day of farrowing, sow appetite will probably also be  
less than usual, but appetite returns to normal (eating ad lib) a day or two after farrowing. 
This program works best on sows with a condition score of between 2-3 and that tend  
to have a gestation of 115+ days. 

Other points to note when feeding sows are:

• Check that the sows ate their last feed;

• Clean feeders out of any stale or mouldy feed before adding new feed;

• Check that there are no sharp edges in feeder where sows could hurt themselves;

• if sows aren’t actually farrowing, make sure they get up at feeding;

• Record how much feed a sow is eating each day (sentinel sows, once a month);

• To encourage sows to eat as much as possible each day, feed at least 3 times a day;

• Make an effort to feed the sows at the same time every day, and

• Report any problems with the feed (strange smells, colour, sows reluctance to eat) to the 
unit manager and leading hand

Water: Water needs to be available at the correct temperature and flow rate.  Up to 10 litres 
of water per day are required just for inclusion into milk.  Sows that produce large amounts of 
milk also have a high metabolic rate.  This in turn increases their heat production and also their 
water requirement. Dry sows require on average 11 litres of water/day (can vary between 5-18 
litres/day); lactating sows require on average 17 litres/day (can vary between 13-25 litres/day).  
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The flow rate of the drinker (output should be between 1-2 litres/minute) and also 
temperature of the water should be checked. Sows are a bit lethargic when it comes to 
drinking; they tend to prefer troughs, where they can drink large amounts of water quickly. 
So if a drinker doesn’t have a sufficient flow rate (between 1-2 litres/minute), sows won’t stay 
there drinking until they drink enough; they will drink a bit and then just lie down or move 
away.  Sows that don’t drink enough water, don’t produce enough milk and the piglets’ growth 
rates are affected. 

Water intake will also be affected by both environmental and water temperature.   An increase 
in the environmental temperature will result in increased demand for water, but pigs may refuse 
to drink water (even if the environmental temperature is quite high) if the water temperature 
is also high (eg. as a result of water pipes being in full sun).  

Post-farrowing sow checks: Sows should also be checked carefully and frequently just after 
farrowing to make sure they are healthy and that their litters have settled and are feeding well.  
Sick sows may have:

• Abnormal discharges (copious creamy or bloody in colour);

• Gross engorgement and firmness of the udder i.e. touching the udder will leave 
“handprints”;

• Sow and udder hot to touch, udder blotchy in appearance;

• Rectal temperature is greater than 400C;

• Sow has tendency to sit on udder;

• Sow is bloated;

• Sow may be constipated (hard rounded balls);

• Sow not urinating;

• if urinating, sow’s urine dark with distinctive nasty odour;

• Sow reluctant to get up;

• Sow not eating, drinking and

• It’s very difficult to draw milk from a teat

These symptoms may vary in number and severity, but if you are unsure, the best indicators of 
sow health are the piglets (Figure1). 

Figure 1.  Scouring litter of piglets (sow required treatment for mastitis). 
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if the sow is sick, 

• The piglets tend to be unsettled; 

• The piglets tend to crowd the udder line and try to sleep close to the sow (even if the 
heating in the piglet area is perfect); 

• Piglets may have hollow flanks, facial fight marks, scrapes and abrasions on feet and joints 
from trying to gain access to teats, they may be scouring and

• Will “vocalise” (whinge, be sooky) for extended periods when other litters have settled.

TAKE HOME MESSAGES

Take care of the sow and she will be able to take care of her pigs. So…
• Check she is comfortable
• Check she is eating
• Check she has water
• Check her litter, and
• Get involved sooner rather than later

1.2 Piglet Requirements

Newborn piglets have two main requirements that must be met soon after birth if they are to 
survive.  These are warmth and colostrum (Figure 2).

Figure 2.  Heat lamps set up at the front, mid-way and rear of a farrowing crate. Rear heaters 
were turned off 24 hours post-farrowing. Heaters midway were turned off  
48 hours post-farrowing.   
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Warmth: Temperature needs of piglets and sows differ dramatically. Newborn pigs have very 
little stored energy reserves. if their thermal requirements are not met, their energy reserves 
will be mobilised rapidly.  Chilled piglets cannot compete for teats, suckle properly, are more 
susceptible to infections, can’t get out of the sow’s way quickly enough and are therefore at 
risk of being overlaid by the sow.  There are a number of drying agents available that producers 
can use to dry piglets immediately after birth which reduces the risk of the piglets becoming 
chilled.  The drying agents allow the pigs to dry off and get warm without using up too much 
energy, so they can direct more energy towards finding a teat and drinking colostrum.

The temperature requirements of the sows and piglets in the farrowing shed can be 
summarised as follows:

• SOWS  

 – 18-20oC pre/post farrowing

• PiGLETS  

 – 30-36oC first 48 hours

 – 30-32oC rest of the first week

 – 28-30oC second week

 – 26-28oC third week

 – 24-26oC fourth week

Piglets are very good indicators of the temperature of their creep area.  You must look at  
the piglets carefully; interpreting their behaviour will give you the best idea of the temperature. 
if they’re huddled in a pile directly under the heat source, or next to or on top of the sow - 
they’re too cold (Figure 3).

Figure 3.  Piglets huddling to keep warm. Lamp is set too high to provide sufficient heat.



9GUiDELiNES FOR FOSTERiNG GETTiNG THE “ONE PER CENTERS” RiGHT

if piglets are spread out well away from the heat source - they’re too hot. So, adjust heater  
height accordingly.   Also when piglets huddle next to or on top of the sow this can also mean 
they’re sick; check crate surrounds and piglets carefully for signs of ill-health.

Colostrum: Colostrum is essential for the survival of many young animals because it is rich 
in energy and it is also the way that immunity is transferred from the mother to her offspring.  
Colostrum is very important and without it, piglets cannot survive.

TAKE HOME MESSAGES

Newborn pigs have very little stored energy reserves. If they get cold they  
can’t compete for teats very well, suck properly, are more at risk to infections 
and are at greater risk of being overlain. So….make sure all lamps or heaters are 
working properly and lamps are set at the right height - check temperature at 
piglet level with a laser thermometer. Also check for draughts at piglet level using 
smoke pens.  In farrowing huts, make sure there is sufficient straw to provide 
warmth and protection, but not too much so the piglets get lost and struggle to 
reach the sow.
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2. The Importance of Colostrum

Colostrum is the first milk produced by a sow and other mammals as well. Colostrum can 
be gently squeezed from a sows teats for a few hours before birth and can flow quite freely 
during the birth. Its production decreases rapidly during the first 14 hours post-farrowing and 
has been completely replaced by 34 hours post-farrowing with a fatty milk containing less 
antibodies. 

Colostrum is a good source of energy - its rich in protein, fat and carbohydrates, while 
also having antibodies and many nutritional factors that aid piglet growth and development.  
Colostrum is very important for piglets as they are born with very little energy reserves and at 
birth, piglets are suddenly exposed to a drop in temperature, as well as being cut off from their 
nutrition source when their umbilical cord breaks.  The combination of the drop in temperature 
and the lack of energy reserves mean that a newborn piglet will rapidly become colder, while 
also using up the energy reserves they have. So, finding a teat quickly is crucial for the newborn 
piglet.   As a piglet begins to suck and receive colostrum, both energy and warmth are provided 
which act together to increase body temperature (Figure 4), increasing the piglets’ chances of 
survival.  Piglets cannot survive without colostrum.

2.1 When is colostrum produced?

Colostrum production in the mammary gland occurs prior to the birth of the first piglet and 
the total amount produced can vary greatly. Colostrum is secreted from the udder immediately 
after farrowing and is continuously supplied to piglets from farrowing for approximately two 
to four hours after farrowing commences. Colostrum concentration is highest at farrowing but 
decreases rapidly during the first 14 hours, and by 34 hours has been replaced with a fatty milk 
containing less antibodies.  Piglets feed about 15 times in the first 12 hours of life drinking about 
15 ml per feed, spending about a third of their first day suckling on the sow. 

Figure 4.  Thermal image detecting skin temperature of newborn piglets that are  
receiving colostrum (left: 36.3˚C), and a piglet who has not received colostrum 
(right: 22.1˚C). Image taken by J. Alexopoulos. 
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2.2 Colostrum and piglet protection

Antibodies and immunoglobulins form part of an immune protection system that helps fight 
diseases that animals may come into contact with during their life.  Piglets are born with 
very little immunity to diseases and gain a great deal of their immunity from the antibodies 
in colostrum.  Although colostrum is produced in the sow’s udder, the vast majority of 
immunoglobulins in colostrum come from those antibodies which are already circulating in the 
serum of the sow or gilt.  Good management practices such as careful gilt preparation through 
puberty and the pre-mating period as well as vet recommended vaccination programs are the 
best ways to maximise antibody levels in colostrum. immunoglobulins are concentrated in the 
colostrum during the last few days of gestation.  if gilt preparation is inadequate or vaccination 
programs for both sows and gilts have not been followed, colostral immunoglobulin levels in 
the herd may not be sufficient to protect piglets.

2.3 Colossal Colostrum- whole of life importance

The beneficial effects of colostrum are felt for much longer than just the piglet phase; 
colostrum actually influences growth and development for most of the pig’s life.  For example 
piglets with increased colostrum intakes have shown improved growth and higher weaning 
weights.  Colostrum intake also improves the development of the small intestine and could 
positively influence feed conversion later in life. Colostrum has also been shown to stimulate 
the development of brain, skeletal muscle and heart muscle in pre-weaned pigs.  This stimulation 
is not just associated with crucial nutrient intake.  instead, some colostral components 
are required to achieve a maximum rate of protein synthesis and growth. So, colostrum is 
important as a source of nutrients, potential growth stimulators as well as antibodies for 
passive immunity. 

The impact of lower colostrum intake can even last to when a female piglet has her own litter. 
The offspring of sows that had low colostrum intakes as piglets have been shown to have lower 
growth rates with lower levels of immunoglobulins early in life.  So lower colostrum intake may 
affect a female piglet’s ability to make good quality colostrum when she has her own litter.

2.4 Best timing for colostrum intake

immunoglobulins present in the colostrum are very large compounds that can only be 
absorbed properly for about the first 24 hours after birth.  The small intestine of newborn 
pigs is able to non-selectively absorb these and other large compounds eaten and released 
by digestion.  The piglet’s ability to absorb immunoglobulins falls rapidly and gut closure is 
usually complete by 24-36 hours after birth.  The control of this gut closure is directly linked 
to the non-specific absorption of nutrients i.e. glucose, lactose as well as artificial and natural 
colostrum. Pigs that were starved or given water only show a delayed onset of gut closure.  
So, disadvantaged piglets should receive supplementary colostrum before they receive  
glucose or any other supplemental feed.
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TAKE HOME MESSAGES

Colostrum is a good source of energy - it is rich in protein, fat and carbohydrates, 
while also containing antibodies and many nutritional factors that aid piglet 
growth and development. 
• Colostrum concentration is highest at farrowing but falls rapidly during the first 

14 hours; by 34 hours post farrowing has been replaced with milk
• Careful gilt preparation and vaccination programs maximise antibody levels in 

colostrum
• Colostrum influences growth and development for most of the pig’s life
• Colostral immunoglobulins are only absorbed properly for the first 24 hours 

after birth
• Disadvantaged piglets should receive supplementary colostrum before they 

receive glucose or any other supplemental feed

2.5 Disadvantaged piglets

Given the opportunity, piglets can consume much more colostrum than they normally drink 
from a sow.  The amount of colostrum a piglet will normally drink will depend upon the piglet’s 
ability to reach the teat, attach properly and the piglet’s own liveliness.  On occasions, some 
piglets fail to thrive on their own mothers and the skill required here is to be able to detect 
that this is going to occur, before the piglets have actually lost too much condition.  The easiest 
way to pick up a fall-back before they lose too much condition and give up is to watch how the 
piglets behave. Look for piglets that:

• Keep trying to scrounge a drink when the others in the litter have settled for a sleep; 

• Appear hollow or if their coats are “fluffy”;

• Don’t settle down quickly to feed i.e. they try to push others away to attach to a teat 
several times in a feeding session;

• Are “whinging”or “sooking”, and

• Huddle near the teats (even if creep temperature adequate) instead of the creep area. 

if you can recognise these signs and attend to the piglet’s needs, you’ll stop them from 
becoming a statistic.  

Other piglets which are also disadvantaged include:

• Piglets born into a very large litter;

• Runts or low birth weight piglets;

• Piglets born towards the end of the farrowing;

• Exposed or chilled piglets;

• Anaemic piglets, and 

• Splay-legged piglets.
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Piglets born into a very large litter (Figure 5): A useful technique to try and maximise 
colostrum intake for all piglets in a very large litter is “Split suckling”, which should occur as 
close to farrowing as possible and prior to 24 hours post farrowing.  Split sucking is useful when 
a sow has given birth to a large litter and you need to make sure that all of them have enough 
colostrum before moving them to another sow. 

For example, if a sow has 16 piglets, split the litter into two groups of 10 and 6 piglets - group 
the 10 smallest piglets together and leave them to suck for three to four hours. in addition, 
tube or bottle feed the piglets that are away from the sow at least twice during a shift with 
supplementary colostrum.  if the small pigs are a concern and the nights are cold, leave the 
smallest pigs in a safe warm place overnight. Follow this routine until you can organise all 
piglets on a permanent mother.  A three hour session allows a few milk-let down events for the 
‘at risk’ piglets whilst balancing any potential impacts on the piglets removed from the sow. 

Runts or low birth weight piglets:  These piglets are under 800g.  These piglets should be put 
in a safe warm place where they are not in any danger from a sow.  Tube feed piglets regularly.   
if the piglet is very small, leave in the protected warm area (a crib is ideal) overnight1.  When  
the piglet is strong enough return to the sow.   if you have quite a few runts born at the same 
time and they are falling behind on their own mothers, try to put them all together onto a 
suitable mother i.e. a small sow with a good temperament that has small teats and low udder 
line who accepts the runts well.

Figure 5.  Selection and marking up of the largest piglets in a litter of 21 born alive  
that were tube fed colostrum before being placed in the crib during the first  
split suckling shift. 

(A) (B) (C)

1 Even without a night shift, it is possible to leave pigs in the crib overnight if you provide a drinker
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Piglets born towards the end of a long farrowing: Quite often these piglets are quite 
lethargic and slow to start feeding. Remove these pigs from the farrowing crate and place in a 
warm, protected place.   Tube feed regularly.  if they respond well to the treatment and seem 
strong enough, they can be returned back to the sow after 2-3 doses. 

Exposed or chilled piglets: Very easily recognisable, usually found well away from the heat 
source, eyes are glassy and staring, they may even appear dead. These piglets must be treated 
immediately.  Give the piglets energy through tube feeding them colostrum and then warm 
them up. Support the piglets in a warm bath until they start moving freely. Dry each piglet 
thoroughly and place in warm safe place.  Tube feed regularly. if they respond well to the 
treatment and seem strong enough, they can be returned back to the sow after 2-3 doses.

Anaemic piglets: Also known as “bleeders”.  if cord is still bleeding use a cord clamp or tape. 
initially, give piglets a dose of oral iron then give them an injectable dose at 4 days of age. Delay 
ear-notching (if done) and cutting the tails of anaemic piglets until the 4th day of age. if piglets 
are very weak, they should be placed in a warm safe place and fed supplementary colostrum 
until they are strong enough to go back to their mother.

Splay–legged piglets: Tape the piglet’s back legs a little bit more than the piglet’s hip width 
apart. if piglet is severely splayed in both front and back legs it may be necessary to make a 
harness.  After you’ve finished taping the pig’s legs, place pig in safe, warm, place and tube feed 
it colostrum.  Leave in the protected warm area (a crib is ideal) overnight.  When the pig is 
strong enough or walking well return to the sow. it can also help if a piece of carpet or thick 
sack is placed on the floor of the crib.  This helps the piglet’s feet to grip and it helps muscle 
development.

While their mother’s colostrum is the best source of colostrum for a piglet, other ways 
of ensuring colostrum intake of piglets is through supplementation of either milked sow 
colostrum, or artificial (usually bovine derived) colostrum products. 

These techniques are all useful and may help with improving a disadvantaged piglet’s chances of 
maximising colostrum intake and survival.  Quite often piglets may also need a different mother 
and this is where a good understanding of fostering is useful.

TAKE HOME MESSAGES

In the absence of physical signs in a piglet (such as splay legs), piglet behaviour 
is the key to detecting disadvantaged pigs before they lose too much condition. 
Disadvantaged piglets need to be kept safe, kept warm, given a few feeds of either 
sow or artificial colostrum, and have all their other needs met (e.g. splay legs 
taped up) to have any chance of surviving and thriving.
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3. What is fostering?

Fostering is a process by which piglets are moved from one sow to another.  The major reason 
for fostering is to improve a piglet’s chances of getting adequate nourishment and thriving.  it’s 
important to remember that when you move a pig you break the contact between a sow and 
her offspring; some sows and piglets adapt very well and some will not take to it at all.  So, with 
this in mind, try and also take into account the behavioural needs of the sows and piglets. 

Fostering can be carried out; 

• To even out litter size and numbers following a sow giving birth to more piglets than she 
can look after;

• When piglets appear to be losing condition on a sow; 

• When a sow is ill and unable to care for a litter, and 

• if a sow dies.

3.1 Selection of a foster sow

Not all sows will make successful foster sows - always check the sow’s recorded history to see 
how she has performed as a mother with previous litters.  if she has weaned good numbers 
of pigs with low or no mortalities, she may be worthwhile picking as a foster sow.  Whilst the 
sow’s performance history does not indicate the future performance as a nurse sow, it can be 
an indication, particularly if she did not raise the last litter well.   Try to pick a younger sow (less 
than parity four) that has at least 12 small but well-formed functional teats, is good natured 
(not shy or scared of people), tends to go from a standing to a sitting or lying position slowly, 
and positions herself to expose all her teats when feeding piglets.  Quite often a gilt will make 
the best foster mother if you have very small piglets that need fostering.

3.2 Choosing gilts as foster mothers

Gilts properly prepared and conditioned during puberty and prior to mating and farrowing 
should be able to care for as many pigs as they have teats and quite often make great foster 
mothers.  So, load them up!  A first parity sow must have all teats activated by piglets to 
maximise milk production for her future litters.  Whether she is a foster sow or looking 
after her own piglets, she should be allocated one extra piglet than the number of functional 
teats. This management technique is a common practice in many Danish herds and is also a 
recommendation in the McRebel fostering procedures (see section 4.2 - Fostering using the 
McRebel system) and can be applied across all sow parities. But this technique is especially 
important for gilts as it could set up her lactation production for the rest of her life.  if a gilt is 
loaded to at least teat capacity for the first two days, the improvement in milk production for 
the next litter will be apparent even after piglets are removed later during the first lactation.

Even though gilts may be quite capable of rearing a runt litter, it is probably better to use a 
parity 1-2 sow as a foster litter for runts.  You really need to maximise udder stimulation for a 
gilt mother, which is probably best achieved by using bigger and more vigorous piglets. 
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3.3 Udder Assessment 

The number of functional teats available per piglet is associated with piglet survival.  Fostering 
should take in to account the number of functional teats available.  A functional teat produces 
enough milk to rear a piglet.   A non-functional teat can be described as inverted, blind or small/
extra teat that cannot be suckled, or produces a reduced amount of milk; limiting rearing 
capacity and increasing vulnerability to mastitis. Piglets nursing from inverted teats cannot 
survive. Classifying a teat as functional can be performed at any time by visual inspection 
(Figure. 6), or if a teat is manipulated around farrowing to ensure production of milk.

1 2 3 4 5

Figure 6.  Guide for defining whether a teat is functional or non-functional on visual 
appearance. (http://www.thepigsite.com/pighealth/article/222/udder/)

Functional Functional Functional Non-functional Non-functional

inverted  
Damaged  

- teat necrosis  

Not only the number of teats, but also positioning for those teats, are important for access 
(Figure. 7).  On younger parity sows, teats are more accessible, but with older parities, larger 
udders may make teat access for piglets more difficult.  Older sows may also have very large 
teats which may prove very difficult for smaller pigs to attach successfully. 

Figure 7.  Parity 2 sow with 14 small well positioned functional teats, raising 12 piglets
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3.4 Calming foster sows 

Sometimes foster sows will not take their pigs willingly and you may have to calm and soothe 
them into accepting their new pigs. Some techniques which can work to soothe a stubborn 
sow include:

• Give her special feed/mash; 

• Give her bran or sawdust to “play” with;

• if she’s just farrowed, rub her afterbirth over the piglets you want to foster onto her and 
lock her own piglets and the fostered piglets up together for at least 20 minutes or so;

• if the afterbirth has already been picked up, spray her piglets and the foster piglets with air 
freshener.  Then confine her own piglets and the fostered piglets up in the same space.  Just 
before you put all the piglets back on the sow, spray around her nose with the same air 
freshener, and 

• if she is really upset, sedate her.

Leave fostering until late morning or early afternoon when the sows have settled down.  This 
also gives you the opportunity to observe the sow and make sure she is feeding them and not 
sulking (laying on her udder) or aggressive towards the piglets. it also gives you a chance to split 
suckle any sows that farrowed overnight before the piglets are moved.

Continue to check litters frequently especially for the first two to three days after fostering to 
ensure that the sow and piglets have settled down and piglets have started to put on condition.  
You will be able to determine whether piglets have settled in well by their behaviour (see 
previous descriptions above in Section 2.5 Disadvantaged pigs for behavioural descriptions of 
pigs that haven’t settled into a drinking routine). From time to time, it will be necessary to also 
provide supplementary milk in drinkers for the foster litters to ensure they don’t fall back.  You 
need to watch these litters very carefully; do not leave intervening until the last minute when 
piglets have already started to fall back in condition.

TAKE HOME MESSAGES

Fostering should only be carried out to make sure a piglet gets a drink. Not all 
sows will make good foster sows, so choose them with care.  Try to:
• Select a young sow with at least 12 well-formed functional teats
• Check teat accessibility when the sow is lying down
• Leave fostering until late morning or no later than early afternoon after sows 

have settled down from the morning routine.  This also gives you enough time 
to make sure sows have accepted the new pigs before you finish work for the 
day, and 

• Check foster litters frequently especially for the first two to three days after 
fostering.

Gilts properly prepared and conditioned should be able to care for as many  
pigs as they have teats and quite often make great foster mothers. Gilts:
• Should be allocated one extra piglet than the number of functional teats, and
• Must have all teats activated by piglets to maximise milk production for her 

future litters.
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4. Piglet Fostering

The major reason for fostering is to improve a piglet’s chances of getting adequate nourishment 
and thriving.  You have to work out a system that provides the best results and suits your farm 
situation the most.  This system should be developed in consultation with your veterinarian 
and farm manager.  Fostering works better when carried out earlier during lactation i.e. in the 
first 24 hours.  Piglet movement after that time had reduced suckling success on foster sows, 
vocalisations were more frequent and they were the target of more sow aggression than those 
moved at less than 24 hours of age. 

There are several types of fostering methods.  The ones that work most effectively are:

• Fostering to make sure piglets from big litters all have a teat, and

• Back fostering - creation of nurse sows

4.1 Fostering to make sure piglets from big litters all have a teat

For example two sows farrow with 15 and 6 piglets respectively.  The sow with 15 pigs has 12 
functional teats, while the sow with 6 pigs has 11 functional teats.  Move 4 pigs from the sow 
with 15 pigs and place with the other sow with 6 piglets.  it is not necessary to completely 
even up litters.  Remember every time you move a piglet, it stresses the piglet and unsettles 
both mothers.  You only foster the pigs to get them a drink.

While younger sows may give birth to large litters of piglets that may be of similar weight, 
older sows may give birth to large litters where the individual pig weights can vary greatly.  
in cases where a sow gives birth to a large litter that has a few small piglets that are drinking 
well, it may be better to move the larger piglets and leave the smaller ones with their mother.  

Figure 8.  Two smaller piglets (circled in red) that are healthy and thriving although they are 
the smallest of the pigs in the litter.



GUIDELINES FOR FOSTERING GETTING THE “ONE PER CENTERS” RIGHT 19

On the other hand, if there are only one or two small piglets that look like they are struggling 
(sow may not have enough functional teats or the teats they’ve attached to aren’t providing 
enough milk) then they can be fostered to a sow with other small piglets.  However, just 
because a pig is small doesn’t mean it’s a runt or even that it won’t thrive when left with 
larger litter mates; being small is NOT a reason to move a pig; a small piglet that has attached 
to a good teat and kept its place by the end of 24-48 hours of age will continue to thrive 
(Figure 8) - missing out on a drink is the only reason to foster a piglet.  But regardless of 
whether these small piglets remain with their mother or are fostered to another sow, they 
need to be regularly checked to make sure they continue to thrive.  Careful monitoring of runt 
litters should also occur.

Can we foster to create piglet size or sex uniformity in litters? e.g. 5 sows farrow with a 
total litter size of 60 with some variation in sizes but really not major size differences.  Piglets 
are all grouped together and re-sorted onto the 5 different sows so that all sows have 12 pigs 
of similar weight and size even though many of them will not be their original litter mates. 
Does this really work? Creating litter uniformity through “grading” does not assist optimising 
piglet survival and growth and will in fact do the exact opposite. So when should this “grading” 
happen………?

NEVER!
Routine sorting of pigs according to sex or size even within the 24 hour time limit can result 
in less than 20% of piglets being raised by their own mothers, while also effectively spreading 
bacterial pathogens to other litters.  Moving and mixing so many pigs also upsets the piglets 
delaying their successful attachment to a teat which increases the risk of a piglet not thriving.  
This situation is even worse for weak piglets, who may not have the energy to persist in trying 
to get a drink, and remain close to the foster sow’s udder for warmth instead of staying in the 
creep area, increasing their chances of becoming overlain.

People may think that with group housing, mixing of sows after mating and also the close 
proximity of sows to each other in farrowing sheds or paddocks should even out any contact 
with various bacterial pathogens should even out so that sow immunity would be pretty well 
standard across the sow herd.  Unfortunately, this is not true; the immunity of sows can vary 
across and within parities, across various groups of sows or even within the same group of 
sows for many different reasons.  This variation in immunity also results in variation in colostral 
antibodies. 

So when you extensively foster pigs within the first 24 hours of life to sex them or grade them 
for size, all you really do (besides stressing the piglets and sows), is to have made sure that pigs 
come into contact (and sometimes a great deal of contact) with pathogens they may have very 
little immunity against because:

1. Their mother may not have produced enough colostral antibodies, 

2. You’ve moved the piglets before they’ve had a chance to really have sufficient colostrum 

3. They may be too distressed to really attach properly to the foster sow and drink to keep up 
their temperature and energy levels, and 

4. The foster sow may have already stopped producing colostrum, so the fostered piglets are 
at a terrible disadvantage.
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TAKE HOME MESSAGES

• You only foster the pigs to get them a drink;
• Fostering works better when carried out earlier during lactation i.e. in the first 

24 hours
• Being small is NOT a reason to move a pig; a small piglet that has attached to 

a good teat and kept its place by the end of 24-48 hours of age will continue to 
thrive; missing out on a drink is the only reason to foster a piglet, and

• NEVER foster pigs to create size or gender uniformity in litters.

4.2 Fostering using the McRebel system

This mismatch in immunity occurs with both bacterial and viral pathogens.  Fortunately, 
fostering systems developed in other countries to assist with the management of viral 
diseases such as porcine reproductive and respiratory syndrome (PRRS) will also work for the 
bacterial diseases present in the Australian herd.  The most publicised and successful fostering 
management system is known as McRebel (Management Changes to Reduce Exposure to 
Bacteria to Eliminate Losses) system. 

The McRebel procedures2 were developed in 1994 by Dr. Monte McCaw, DVM, North Carolina 
State University (NCSU). The McRebel system limits fostering to the first 24 hours of a piglet’s 
life. There are only two exceptions: when a sow is sick or dies and when the sow’s udder is 
drying up and the piglets need to be moved to a functioning teat. 

The McRebel procedures are:

• Stop fostering of piglets between litters for grading, sexing or saving sick pigs,  
fall-behinds, and runts.

• Foster piglets to equalize number of piglets per litter only within the first 24 hours of 
age. Load sows with only the number of pigs they can successfully nurse plus one additional 
pig based upon their past weaning performance and udder condition. 

• Only move pigs within farrowing rooms at birth. Do not move sows or piglets 
between rooms.

• Stop use of nurse sows for weak-born or infected pigs, fall-behinds, and runts.
• Immediately euthanise piglets that become very sick and are unlikely to recover 

completely.
• Minimize handling of piglets, especially routine antibiotic or extra iron injections.
• Hold NO pigs back. DO NOT move fall-behind or lightweight pigs backward to 

younger rooms or nurse sows. Euthanise small piglets with poor body condition at 
weaning rather than holding them back! Hand feeding, high quality pre-starter rations, 
ensuring they find the waterers, supplemental heat sources, etc. will help HEALTHY small 
pigs at weaning successfully adapt to the nursery.

2 Adapted from https://projects.ncsu.edu/project/swine_extension/healthyhogs/book1995/mccaw.htm
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As long as fostering is conducted within the first 24 hours, there is limited impact on the 
pigs or the sows.   After 24 hour’s and if pigs are continually moved, fostering becomes a very 
negative experience for both sows and piglets with detrimental results including disrupted 
nursing episodes, increased fighting between piglets, increased likelihood of sow aggression, all 
of which affect the welfare and growth rates of both the original litter and fostered piglets. 
 

TAKE HOME MESSAGES

The McRebel system is a set of guidelines to manage fostering in a way that will 
minimise the potential negative impacts of fostering on the health of not only the 
piglets but the entire herd.  In the McRebel system fostering of piglets between 
litters for grading, sexing or saving sick pigs, fall-behinds, and runts, is not allowed. 
Fostering to equalize number of piglets per litter should only be done within 24 
hours of birth.

4.3 Nurse Sows- Fostering after 24 hours. 

Sometimes fostering must be done after the 24 hour time limit for a number of reasons 
including the death of a sow, or a sow becomes very sick and cannot look after her pigs or (on 
a more positive note) to provide udder space when the litter size that day may be very high i.e. 
the number of piglets born exceeds the available number of teats.   The best way to manage this 
is through nurse sows.  Nurse sows are sows or gilts that rear pigs which are not their own. 

Nurse sows should be chosen carefully.  A nurse sow should be:

• Young - preferably parity one to three;

• Have at least 12 well-formed and functional teats;

• is well natured (calm, responds well to humans, does not have a history of savaging or 
overlaying pigs); 

• is in good body condition, and 

• Has looked after her piglets very well. 

Nurse sows cannot be allowed to remain in lactation for extended periods of time, and must 
be weaned after they have been lactating for 40 days or preferably earlier. 

The process to setting up a nurse sow can either be: 

• direct (older piglets are placed on to the weaned nurse sow) or

• indirect involving a staged approach which may include two or more sows and their litters. 

Process for setting up a nurse sow: Example 1 - the DIRECT process (Figure 9): You have 
a sow that has been sick for 2 days and you’ve been treating her according to the instructions 
from your vet, but her condition has not changed very much at all.  She has 11 piglets that are 
17 days old (the average weaning age on your farm is 28 days) and you’ve placed a milk drinker 
in the pen with them, just to make sure that if the sow’s milk supply is affected, they won’t miss 
out on a feed.  
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On the third day, the sow dies. Place her piglets in a safe place while she is removed.  Then 
select a sow that will be weaned that week, that is rearing 12 good piglets and move her into 
the farrowing pen or crate with the dead sow’s piglets.  You should always move the sow 
because the piglets should remain with the same aged piglets in that room. if at all possible 
younger piglets should never be moved into a room with older piglets.  The age difference of 
piglets in the same area, room/shed (preferably) should be no greater than about 7 days.

Figure 9.  Process for setting up a nurse sow: Example 1- the DiRECT process

A sow that has been sick for 2 days and has been 
treated according to vet advice, but her condition 
has not changed very much at all.

Sick sow

She has 11 piglets that are  
17 days old.  On the third 
day, the sow dies.

Select a sow that is rearing 12 good pigs  
and nearly ready to wean.

Potential  
nurse sow

Wean her pigs early

Nurse sow

Move her into the farrowing pen or crate  
with the dead sow’s piglets

Nurse sow
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Process for setting up a nurse sow: Example 2 - the INDIRECT process (Figure 10 a, b 
and c): You’ve just walked into the farrowing shed and you have 4 sows that have farrowed a 
total of 62 pigs born alive. Before you start organising movements, divide each litter individually 
to set up split suckling (to make sure the all the piglets will have received sufficient colostrum) 
(Figure 10a).  

Figure 10a.  Split sucking for litters with more piglets than teats available to ensure   
 adequate colostrum intake for all piglets.

16 piglets born

10 smallest  
on sow

10 smallest  
on sow

10 smallest  
on sow

Split 
Suckling

Split 
Suckling

Split 
Suckling

10 smallest  
on sow

6 in warm place 6 in warm place5 in warm place 5 in warm place

16 piglets born15 piglets born 15 piglets born

Sow 1 Sow 3Sow 2 Sow 4

Then select a sow that is due to be weaned that week (the average weaning age on this farm 
varies from 25-28 days of age) and wean her litter.  
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Figure 10b.  Process for setting up a nurse sow: Example 2-the iNDiRECT process
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Sow C feeding 
eleven 7 day 
old piglets

Sow B

Sow D
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Figure 10c.  Fostering excess piglets onto nurse sow (Sow E)

3 largest 3 largest3 largest 3 largest

Sow 1 Sow 3Sow 2 Sow 4

Nurse sow 
(Sow E)
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Move other litters down the line until you have an “empty” sow that farrowed 2-3 days previously.

This process takes a bit more skill than the direct process as you’re dealing with different aged 
pigs that are drinking different amounts of milk that is different in composition. So there are some 
rules of thumb which may help in selecting sows and litters to be involved in the indirect process.

• Piglets between one to two weeks of age are placed on a sow that has been lactating for no 
more than five to seven days of difference the age of the piglets e.g.  A litter 10 days of age 
could be placed on a sow that has been lactating for 15 days but not a sow that has been 
lactating 19 days.

• Piglets between three to seven days of age should be placed on a sow that has been lactating 
for no more than three days of difference the age of the pigs e.g.  A litter four days of age could 
be placed on a sow that has been lactating for six days but not a sow that has been lactating 
seven days.  

• Piglets that are between one to two days of age should only be placed on a sow that has been 
lactating for no more than 1 day of difference the age of the piglets e.g.  A litter one day of age 
could be placed on a sow that has been lactating for two days but not a sow that has been 
lactating three days.  Make sure that the piglets you place on this sow have had their  
full requirement of colostrum and try to put the biggest piglets possible onto that sow 
(Figure 10c). 

• Monitor the nurse sow and her nurse litter carefully to make sure that she has accepted the 
new litter. See section 3.4 - Calming foster sows for suggestions for calming sows that may not 
be accepting their new litter willingly.

These “rules of thumb” are important to remember so that the transition of mothers for the 
piglets is as smooth as possible. Also, if possible move only whole litters/littermates.

A less commonly studied or utilised approach is double nursing, in which a sow nurses her own 
litter for half the day, and another litter of piglets for the remainder.  This may be an attractive 
option when no sow can be weaned for nurse purposes, or when farrowing crate space is limited.  
Artificial rearing is another means to deal with excess or weak piglets, and while similar growth 
rates are possible, very strict attention to hygiene is required.  Supplemental milk may also be 
provided in the farrowing crate to assist weak piglets, and has shown to result in improved growth 
especially in later lactation. 

TAKE HOME MESSAGES

Nurse sow are sows or gilts that rear pigs that are not their own. A nurse sow 
should be:
• Young- preferably parity one to three
• Have at least 12 well-formed and functional teats
• Is well natured (calm, responds well to humans, does not have a history of 

savaging or overlaying) 
• Is in good body condition 
• Has looked after her own pigs very well 

In making up a nurse sow, plan movements so that the litters moved will still be 
with pigs of approximately the same age i.e. younger pigs aren’t moved into a 
room/shed with older pigs and vice versa.
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5. Summary 

Piglet fostering depends on the results of many animal husbandry tasks which must be done 
well to provide the tools to guarantee fostering success.  There are a number of key principles 
which are important to consider when fostering piglets and these are: 

• Colostrum gives piglets’ energy and warmth, as well as immunity.  it is best accessed in the 
first 12 hours after farrowing from the birth sow. Therefore no piglet fostering should occur 
before piglets are 12 hours old. 

• The piglet’s ability to absorb immunoglobulins in colostrum falls rapidly and gut closure is 
usually complete by 24-36 hours.  The control of this gut closure is directly linked to the 
non-specific absorption of nutrients i.e. glucose, lactose as well as artificial and natural 
colostrum.  

• Stop fostering of piglets between litters for grading, sexing or saving sick pigs, fall-behinds, 
and runts.

• Piglet fostering should occur when the pigs are between 12-24 hours of age, but movement 
should be minimal to reduce disease spread.

• Foster piglets to equalize number of piglets per litter only within the first 24 hours of age. 
(Load sows with only the number of pigs they can successfully nurse plus one additional pig 
based upon their past weaning performance and udder condition). 

• Just because a pig is small doesn’t mean it’s a runt or even that it won’t thrive when left 
with larger litter mates; being small is NOT a reason to move a pig; a small piglet that has 
attached to a good teat and kept its place by the end of 24-48 hours of age will continue to 
thrive; missing out on a drink is the only reason to foster a piglet.

• Piglets should not be fostered after 24h of age and alternate strategies, such as setting up 
nurse sows, should be used when piglets need to be moved later in lactation.

• Colostrum intake impacts on the lifetime performance of the pig.  Management techniques, 
such as split suckling, can achieve a more even intake of birth sow colostrum. These 
techniques must be used before pigs are moved. 

• Udder assessment should occur as close to farrowing as possible for the number of 
functional teats as well as teat accessibility.

• Gilts should receive as many piglets as the udder allows, but older parities (>P6) should be 
carefully assessed for rearing ability. 

if these principles are followed, piglet survival and growth should be maximised.
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