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The euthanasia of small pigs
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2Department of Clinical Sciences, College of Veterinary Medicine, Mississippi State, Mississippi

Introduction
Despite our best efforts to provide for the pigs under our 
care, we will always encounter animals that have either 
failed to respond to treatment, are suffering from diseases 
for which there are no treatments, or suffer diseases that 
have effective, but prohibitively expensive, treatments. For 
these animals, euthanasia is the humane and responsible 
 solution.

Euthanasia is a tool for managers to alleviate the suffering 
of individual animals and protect the health of all animals 
under their care. Performing euthanasia is usually stress-
ful for the operator. However, if the euthanasia process 
is performed professionally, stress to the operator will 
be minimized and any stress the pig experiences up to 
the time of its death will be minimized. Euthanasia, by 
definition, must result in a painless death.

We are all aware that we now live in the age of the micro-
video and we have all seen the results of poor husbandry 
by uncaring or poorly trained staff. I think the attitude 
we need to foster is that all the time we are working on 
the farm we need to act as though the TV cameras were 
following us around. Most people are managing euthanasia 
well; however, some are still not and need to improve. This 
issue is important; we must re-energize our efforts.

A good euthanasia agent should:

• Result in death without pain

• Produce a rapid loss of consciousness

• Produce a rapid death

• Be reliable

• Be safe for personnel

• Minimize animal stress

• Be nonreversible

• Be nontraumatic for the operator

• Be economic

The euthanasia methods approved by National Pork Board 
and American Association of Swine Veterinarians (On-
Farm Euthanasia of Swine, 2008 National Pork Board, 

Des Moines, IA USA) for suckling pigs include carbon 
dioxide, non-penetrating captive bolt, electrocution (but 
only for pigs over 10 lbs), blunt trauma and a veterinary 
administered anesthetic overdose. In large farms the 
most commonly used methods are blunt trauma and 
carbon dioxide. In that context there are four aspects of 
euthanasia to discuss: the people, the pigs, the process, 
and the agents.

The people
People’s attitudes to euthanasia vary tremendously and it is 
imperative that farm managers must recognize these dif-
ferences among people in their aversion to euthanasia and 
delegate the responsibilities accordingly. Many people do 
not like euthanizing animals, even if the animal is in pain, 
and some find the task so stressful they will go to great 
lengths to avoid it. We still have much to learn but from 
one study (Thesis, Steven Matthis, 2004) we know:

• 71.6 percent of people (n = 275,) report that it is easier 
to euthanizing a pig that is sick compared to euthaniz-
ing a pig that does not appear sick.

• 45.7 percent of people (n = 175) prefer to not hold the 
pig while performing blunt trauma euthanasia.

• 80 percent of people (n = 304,) will choose a method 
that takes longer to perform if the new method causes 
less pain and stress for the pig.

• 44.4 percent of people (n = 176) agree that they deal 
with the stress of euthanasia by completing the pro-
cess quickly.

• 46.4 percent responded that they wish they did not 
have to euthanize pigs.

• The Spanish-speaking farm employees are the least 
willing to euthanize pigs (n = 59, 44 percent) com-
pared to 29 percent of English speakers.

• Of employees working in the farrowing area, 40 
percent (n = 25) have a negative attitude toward eu-
thanasia compared to 43 percent of those employees 
working in the finishing area.

• 49.4 percent would be willing to euthanize all the sick 
pigs on the farm if they got paid more or had more 
time off.
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The pigs
It is a basic tenet of euthanasia is that the process should 
be painless. To achieve that, those parts of the brain re-
sponsible for processing pain signals, the cerebral cortex 
or subcortical structures, must be blocked. That occurs 
when the animal is deprived of oxygen, is given depres-
sants, an electric shock, or a blow to the head resulting in 
concussion. Genetic differences have been implicated in 
the diverse reaction of pigs to CO2 inhalation (Grandin T. 
Effect of genetics on handling and CO2 stunning of pigs 
(http://www.grandin.com/humane/meatfocus7–92.html, 
accessed 14 Nov 2008) and may represent a means to 
improve producer and public acceptance of this method.

The process
Before you can euthanize an animal first you must control 
it. With small pigs this is usually not an issue; however, 
when blunt force is applied, control of the force and posi-
tion of the pig is paramount. But the most important part 
of the process is that euthanasia should only be carried 
out by a trained technician and preferably one who has 
volunteered for the task.

The respondents to Steven Mathis’ survey agreed (n = 
302, 79.3 percent) that more training in the euthanasia 
process would be helpful. A better understanding of the 
physiological aspects of euthanasia could improve job 
satisfaction as it relates to comfort level in dealing with pig 
euthanasia. The employees’ preferred training method is 
on-farm training (n = 295, 76 percent). Hands-on training 
is considered to be the best training method.

• Our respondents agreed that performing the eutha-
nasia process quickly (n = 176, 44.4 percent) is their 
way of coping with stress.

• Stress in daily jobs can be reduced by familiarity 
with tasks. Euthanasia falls in this category, with 65.3 
percent of the respondents agreeing that euthanasia 
becomes easier the more times they complete the 
 process.

• The respondents agree (n = 175, 45.7 percent) that 
they do not like to hold the pig while euthanizing the 
animal. A less physical method that does not require 
the employee to hold the pig would help eliminate a 
degree of employee stress.

Similar to recommendations for animal shelter employees 
(Baran BE, Allen JA, Rogelberg SG, et al. Euthanasia-re-
lated strain and coping strategies in animal shelter employ-
ees. JAVMA 2009; 235:83–88), training on the death and 
dying process could help alleviate stress associated with 
pig euthanasia. Questions continue to arise about “what 
the pig feels” during the process. Employees need train-
ing on involuntary muscle contractions and brain stem 

activity associated with euthanasia. The farm employees 
need to have a working knowledge of the dying process 
associated with a prescribed company euthanasia policy. 
Employees need to understand the importance of certain 
protocols, why they are enforced by the company and the 
importance of following them.

The agents
Blunt force trauma is a quick, firm blow to the top of 
the head over the brain. It is essential that that the blow 
be administered accurately and with resolve to ensure 
euthanasia and not just stunning.

• The respondents agree (n = 274, 71.2 percent) that 
the blunt trauma method of euthanasia is the quick-
est method despite being aesthetically displeasing for 
personnel performing or observing the procedure.

Carbon dioxide: The most recent AVMA Guidelines on 
Euthanasia (June 2007) states: “Several investigators have 
suggested that inhalation of high concentrations of CO2 
may be distressing to animals, because the gas dissolves 
in moisture on the nasal mucosa. The resulting product, 
carbonic acid, may stimulate nociceptors in the nasal mu-
cosa. Some humans exposed to concentrations of around 
50% CO2 report that inhaling the gas is unpleasant and that 
higher concentrations are noxious. A brief study of swine 
examined the aversive nature of CO2 exposure and found 
that 90% CO2 was aversive to pigs while 30% was not.” 
While not disputing these findings one has to wonder if 
the consequence of this experience is sufficiently aversive 
to be of concern; we think not.

In the field, CO2 chambers are usually not pre-charged; 
pigs are placed in the chamber and the gas flow started. 
This method tends to prolong the time to unconscious-
ness, waste CO2 and increase the duration of the excite-
ment phase that most operators find distressing. Loss of 
consciousness may be induced more rapidly by exposing 
animals to a CO2 concentration of 70% or more by pre-
filling the chamber. Some have advocated adding other 
gases helps to alleviate the distress; however, the noble 
gases (e.g., argon (Ar), and xenon (Xe)) are usually far too 
expensive and the relief is marginal. Adding O2 seems to 
simply prolong induction giving no advantage.

Advantages of CO2:

• Inexpensive

• Nonflammable

• Nonexplosive

• Presents minimal hazard to personnel

• The rapid effects of CO2 are well established

• Purchased in cylinders
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Opportunities
Given the inadequacies of a CO2 system that does not 
pre-charge the container there are efficiencies to be gained 
by engineering a system that enables the easy operation 
of a pre-charged container similar to the systems used 
in commercial slaughterhouses. Because it is important 
for any euthanasia system to be 100% effective, a system 
that incorporates 2 methods of euthanasia would have 
advantages. For example, an operator would not have to 
verify that every pig is dead before removing it from the 
chamber; this would reduce the time taken and improve 
the experience for the operator.




