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This document summarises statements, experiences etc. of the FFL21 workshop. The 

complete list of and links to presentations can be found at 

https://www.freefarrowing.org/research/references/freedom-in-farrowing-and-lactation-2021-

ffl21/  
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The big picture 

Pigs are produced in a variety of settings ranging from family farms to large companies. Pig 

farm income may depend on pig prices alone, or on a combination of pig prices and 

subsidies. There may be virtually no legal minimum requirements, or regulations regarding all 

aspects of the farm, ranging from husbandry, over employment to emissions. The majority of 

sows across participant countries currently farrow in crates. 

Aspects of pig production may have effects beyond the pig farm. A much discussed aspect 

was the size of a free lactation (temporary confinement) or free farrowing (zero confinement) 

pen. Pen size may influence the success of free farrowing, work quality, construction costs, 

building size and thus land use (unless sow numbers are halved, which in turn affects 

viability).  

Pig production is a part of society which can only be changed successfully, if all stakeholders 

are involved in the process. Society needs to decide, how it wants pig production to be, and 

adjust the limitations and facilitators accordingly. The Swedish example shows, that a 

national market may be steered according to society’s wishes, but the transition is costly and 

there is no final steady state.  

Label production was considered to have potential supportive effects on change, but also 

many limitations. Producing for a label may be risky for farmers, because label criteria can be 

changed much faster than new barns can be built, and the success of a label depends on 

marketing by retailers.  

The construction of a new barn is a major investment and funding schemes were regarded 

as a very helpful tool for facilitating change. They need backing-up though, by knowledge 

transfer and exchange and a change in opinions. Especially family farms may have to 

overcome opposition of their peers and lack of support by advisory bodies.  

Free lactation was mostly regarded as a stepping stone on the way to free farrowing, except 

for those who view large litters as the future solution. Several participants told of farmers 

moving from farrowing crates to free lactation because of the better possibilities to control the 

sow compared to free farrowing. Many farmers then moved on to free farrowing after they 

gained confidence in their sows. This may require different pens again, because despite 

different pen types, overall opinion was that free lactation pens are not optimal for free 

farrowing.  

The key success factor in running a free lactation or free farrowing system are the humans 

working in it. Systematic investigations of social facilitators are needed, so that change 

processes can be efficiently supported. This includes the support of knowledge exchange, for 

which there is a high demand, also across borders. 

Regarding the change of farrowing systems, planning security is key. Nobody will invest 

large amounts of money in a system which might not suffice legal requirements in five years. 

Farrowing barns are planned to last 20 to 30 years. This needs to be borne in mind for policy 

planning and other steering measures. 

Any decisions on change, support or regulation should be knowledge-based. Due to the very 

large number of factors and trade-offs involved, knowledge generation needs to range from 

the investigation of details to large-scale studies. Modelling may help with areas of 

uncertainty. The collaboration across different fields and backgrounds should be intensified 

to ensure relevant outputs, including social science for addressing the human factor. 



Building, room and pen design 

The design of a building has stronger effects on free lactation and free farrowing than on 

farrowing in crates. Temperature regulation may influence piglet mortality, ventilation may 

affect pen soiling, passageway organisation may influence human-animal interactions. 

Flooring and manure handling influence environmental impact but also room climate. 

Rooms should not be too large with too many pens per room in order to have a quiet 

environment. Effective cooling systems are necessary and more important than in crated 

farrowing, not only in hot countries.  

Pen design will impact pig behaviour and piglet mortality, but also work quality and safety. 

Pens should allow easy inspection of the animals. Each pen needs to accommodate the 

feeding trough, a piglet nest large enough for the entire litter and milk supplementation for 

large litters, and still allow easy movement for the sow. The position of the piglet nest is 

important, especially in free farrowing but also for inspection in free lactation.  

In free lactation systems, some crating options may be easier to handle than others. 

Free farrowing needs more space than free lactation. Discussion tended towards a minimum 

pen size of 7 m2, but the number is not definite. A separation between lying and dunging area 

may help to keep the lying area clean. 

All farmers stressed the importance of visiting other farms with different systems before 

deciding on a new system.  

Management, management, management 

Throughout the workshop, discussion came back to aspects of management. This includes 

feeding, daily routines, health management, timing of measures and handling of sows. The 

same system structure may work well for some but not at all for others.  

Sows show individual behaviour which is relevant for and needs to be recognised and 

handled in free lactation and free farrowing. Breeding may help at population level, but there 

will still be individual differences. 

Free lactation may be a compromise to give more freedom to the sows and more protection 

for the piglets at birth. Different confinement durations and time points for closing and 

opening the crate were discussed and will be further investigated. 

Good human-animal relationship is very important for free lactation and free farrowing. A 

change in barn staff may change the study outcome regarding mortality. Individual sow 

behaviour also influences the amount of work input. 

Establishing good work routines and high staff motivation are much more important in free 

lactation and free farrowing than in crated farrowing. 

Welfare: behaviour + health 

Being free allows nest building behaviour, though there seems to be considerable variation 

between individual sows regarding duration and intensity of nest building.  

Being free leads to more movement, though somewhat depending on pen design. More 

movement makes the sow fitter and may reduce farrowing duration and thus risk of stillborns. 

On the other hand, free farrowing increases piglet risk of death of live-born piglets especially 

in large litters.  

Freedom to move also increases interaction between sow and piglets. This may improve 

piglet fitness after weaning, e.g. by promoting feeding together with the sow. There are also 



indications of better weaning weights, possibly due to better access to the udder without a 

crate. 

Measuring welfare 

Comparison of different systems requires measurement methods that can be applied in 

settings as different as in a temporary crate or completely free. Several methods were used 

across studies including two measures not much applied to farrowing research yet: tear 

staining as a potential welfare indicator and Shannon Entropy as a potential measure for 

diversity of behaviour. The definition of nest building behaviour needs to be refined in a way 

which allows the comparison of different nest building materials in different settings. 

Positive effects of free farrowing / lactation 

Besides the effects on behaviour, free lactation and/or farrowing may lead to higher piglet 

weaning weights and better piglet fitness after weaning, as well as better sow health and 

fitness. There may also be benefits regarding fertility and longevity. These effects may also 

influence economic outcome and should be investigated more. 

Facilitating change 

Key points for facilitating change are: 

• Cooperation between stakeholder groups 

• Clear aims of society that include decisions on trade-offs 

• Long-term planning security 

• Funding (through funding programmes and/or the market) 

• Knowledge exchange 

• Evidence to support decisions 

External references posted by participants 

• China: see CIWF website for case study of a very large Chinese company which 
decided to go free farrowing: 
https://www.compassioninfoodbusiness.com/media/7439835/china-case-study-group-
housing-for-sows.pdf  

• Norway, Emma Baxter in chat: Norway - Kielland et al. 2018 paper on pre-weaning 
mortality in loose herds: https://doi.org/10.1017/S1751731117003536  
I had to google translate a lot: https://www.animalia.no/globalassets/ingris---
dokumenter/arsstatistikk-2020-007---endelig.pdf 

• Calculation of the carbon footprints by Christian Fink Hansen et al.: Product 
Environmental Footprint (PEF):  
https://ec.europa.eu/environment/eussd/pdf/footprint/PEF%20methodology%20final%
20draft.pdf  

• Comparison of nest-building materials in farrowing crates 
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.applanim.2018.02.008  

• DeBoer SP, Garner JP, McCain RR, Lay DC Jr, Eicher SD and Marchant-Forde JN 
2015. An initial investigation into the effects of social isolation and enrichment on the 
welfare of laboratory pigs housed in the PigTurn system, assessed using tear staining, 
behaviour, physiology and haematology. Animal Welfare 24, 15–27. 
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• H. Telkänranta J. N. Marchant-Forde and A. Valros. Tear staining in pigs: a potential 
tool for welfare assessment on commercial farms Animal (2016), 10:2, pp 318–325 

• Marchant-Forde AEM and Marchant-Forde JN 2014. Social status and tear staining in 
nursery pigs. The Proceedings of the 48th Congress of the International Society for 
Applied Ethology, Vitoria-Gasteiz, Spain, 145 pp 

• Nest-building behaviour and activity budgets of sows provided with different materials 
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/abs/pii/S0168159117303313  

• Rebecca Veale: In the UK our government has categorised enrichment as optimal 
and sub-optimal - this is applicable to all pigs. 
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachm
ent_data/file/908108/code-practice-welfare-pigs.pdf  

• Re.: Does the fearfulness of the piglets to humans after weaning show any correlation 
with that of their mother during lactation: Like Mother Like Child: Do Fearful Sows 
Have Fearful Piglets? https://www.mdpi.com/2076-2615/11/5/1232  

• Straw vs. peat as nest-building material – The impact on farrowing duration and piglet 
mortality in loose-housed sows 
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/abs/pii/S1871141318304396  

• Swedish Sow Money (“Suggpengen”): https://jordbruksverket.se/stod/lantbruk-
skogsbruk-och-tradgard/djur/extra-djuromsorg-for-suggor (in Swedish; Google 
translate “hole” means “body condition”) 

• Re.: Combined farrowing/nursery pens: Video of a German demonstrator farm: 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=BOnzfkLFzjw (a little view inside is possible by 
this Video) 

• Re.: Retailers, consumers, citizens and welfare. AHDB in the UK has some interesting 
work on consumer insights https://ahdb.org.uk/retail-and-consumer-insight  
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