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SCIENTIFIC ABSTRACT

The farrowing crate is one of several common animal husbandry practices facing increased
public scrutiny across the globe. Like a gestation stall, people are expressing welfare concerns
about practices that restrict the movements of animals and are asking for alternative housing
regimes. Unlike the gestation stall, the needs of the piglets also need to be considered when
assessing welfare during this phase of production. The goal of this report is to review the
scientific literature relevant to North American swine production on both sow and piglet welfare
in different lactational housing systems. A systematic review process was adopted in an effort to
achieve quantitative data synthesis of related research findings through inverse variance
weighting meta-analysis. Two study subpopulations, sows and piglets, with in the population of
sows and litters of modern, commercial breeds were identified, as well as 4 housing interventions
(farrowing crate, hinged crate, individual pen, and group pen) and a variety of welfare outcomes
that could be grouped in to 3 general categories (behavior, physiology, and performance). Given
the paucity of relevant peer-reviewed reports on lactational housing, meta-analysis was
abandoned and qualitative data synthesis pursued. Despite the scarcity of information on this
topic, the following important themes emerged from our review. Farrowing crates likely provide
welfare challenges to sows during the nesting and lactation phase of this stage of production.
Resulting aberrant sow behaviors such as restlessness during farrowing and unresponsiveness to
piglet vocalizations can contribute to piglet mortality observed in crates. However, the emerging
consensus suggests that farrowing crates can provide a welfare advantage to the piglet by
limiting additional mortality, especially during early lactation. Alternative farrowing systems
can, but do not always, have comparable piglet performance, perhaps related to the role of
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humans in the management of these systems. A secondary goal of this review was to detail
knowledge gaps in the literature. Several possibly fruitful areas of future research are described
that promise to contribute to the design of a lactational housing system that best optimizes the

needs of the sow, the piglet, and the farmer.



