
Head at the University of Nevada at Reno. As Dean, Dr. 
Thawley had a strong commitment to outreach at the 
College and saw the Leman Conference as a great oppor
tunity to help the swine industry. He encouraged faculty 
in their efforts to build a quality program each year and 
provided the staff to support a conference of this size. He 
will be remembered for his commitment to the growth 
and success of the Allen D. Leman Swine Conference. 

Regardless of all the efforts previously mentioned, you 
the individuals who attend the Leman Conference, are 
the most important reason for success. Without your pres
ence, there would be no need for this meeting. Your com
mitment to your education brings you here. You have chal
lenged yourself and others to be better. We want to meet 
that challenge. 

Thank you for attending the 1998 Allen D. Leman Swine 
Conference. Please feel free to suggest ideas to improve 
future conferences. 

- Charles H. Casey, DVM 
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Helping gilts become excellent sows 
Steven C. Henry, DVM, Dipl. ABVP 

Abilene Animal Hospital, P.A., Abilene, KS 

Introduction 
We want so many things from our gilts: strong bodies, 
early puberty, high fertility and fecundity, robust immu
nity, healthy appetite, excellent mammary system and 
strong lactation potential, as well as innate characteris
tics for longevity. As if these wishes are not enough, they 
also must have a predictable genetic stamp to transmit to 
their offspring-the ability to grow rapidly and to develop 
wonderful muscles both in quantity and quality. It would 
also be great if they would behave like kittens, gentle with 
both their caretakers and their offspring. 

If we accept these as the desired attributes, we must ask 
ourselves how our behaviors as caretakers, our structures 
and facilities, and our practices in diet, nurturing, and 
health management influence the system. All of these 
thoughts go into the concepts we, in our practice, share 
with clients. 

In standing back and looking at these lists as goals, there 
are two absolute prerequisites in achieving the goals for 
gilts to fit exactly as desired within any operation. Those 
prerequisites are: 

• Time 

• Control 

History of gilt management 
Before considering specific details and examples, a look 
back over the history of the last 20 years in gilt manage
ment is worthwhile. Beginning about 20 to 25 years ago, 
it became evident that genetic improvement from the 
maternal side was an absolute necessity for excellence in 
pork production. Breeding systems then in place such as 
rotational, roto-terminal, out-crossing, and back-crossing, 
were common ways to try to capture values of low herita
bility traits such as lactational performance and repro
ductive efficiency. The Fl female system rapidly sup
planted these breeding practices of the past. This change 
made it obligatory that females be purchased as replace
ments at some level, whether is at the grandparent, the 
parent, or the production level. Given the knowledge and 
market strategy of two decades ago, it is only natural that 
an entire industry built up around the production of ready 
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made, pubertal females as the standard replacement ani
mal. This transition made a world of sense in the genetic 
component. It came, however, with substantial costs in 
the areas of health, maturation, development, and behav
ior. Like some frozen TV dinners, the ingredients are fine 
but the presentation, preparation, and customer satisfac
tion often left much to be desired. Individual genetic goals 
were achieved but at the expense and the loss of many 
other attributes. Today, in looking at the modem swine 
herd, an annual replacement rate of over 50% is com
mon. Production female mortality is 2 to 4 times that of 
20 years ago in the breeding herd. Piglet output per life
time female is quantitatively little different, although per
haps qualitatively improved. The true female genetic cost 
per pig marketed has more than doubled. A review of these 
two decade old practices and habits suggest that we can 
certainly do better. 

Time 

Immune status 
Several items on the wish list simply require consider
able time to accomplish. For example, the robust immune 
status with immunity specific to the team of sows that the 
gilt will join, takes time. Nearly all of the important im
munity in the sow herd comes from the life experience of 
the gilt and not from of a bottle of vaccine. The failure of 
the veterinary biologics industry to produce predictable, 
efficacious, and safe products for sows is regrettable but 
very real. With those lessons learned, we believe in the 
need to leverage the maturation time and herd experience 
to develop effective immunity for the female lifetime. 

Animal behavior 
Animal behavior is, in large part, a function of those who 
take "ownership" of animals while they are very young 
and who care for them and tend to them in a fashion that 
produces the animal to fit a particular system. While not 
impossible to do with a pubertal animal, it is very difficult. 
The experiences related by Dr. Gonzalo Castro in the op
erations in Chile serve as a great example of the impor
tance of animal behavior. The work of Paul Hemsworth 
reported at previous Leman Conferences defines and docu
ments this reality. "Start young, be consistent, be gentle." 
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Maturation 
The transition from a growing pig into a reproductive fe
male is not instantaneous. Operations with high success 
rates in gilt mating know, in detail, the estrus cycles of 
their animals and their behavior. They know when pu
berty occurred. They have animals that are comfortable 
and familiar with the facilities and the personnel, leading 
to easier breeding and better fertility. 

Control 

Pathogens 
"Health" is a relative term measured in the final analysis 
by performance. It is not a wrapper on an animal that is 
purchased and is a dynamic state. Pathogenic organisms 
are a part of this. Pathogens' presence or absence relates 
to potential for disease but not necessarily an absence of 
health. 

The younger the animals that are acquired, the less likely 
they are to be carrying potential pathogens with them. 
Also, the younger the animal enters a system, the greater 
are the chances that passive protection, still with them 
from their mother, offers a substantial barrier to patho
genic agent activity. 

The prevention of pathogen introduction and the stimula
tion of herd specific immunity demands control over di
agnostic monitoring systems. It demands control over the 
exposure to the destination herd, as well as the time to 
accomplish it. 

Diet and environment 
How an animal grows depends, in large part, on diet com
position, diet management, the facility, and the competi
tion that surrounds the animal. Obviously this takes time 
as well as control. We believe that body composition, 
growth rate, size, and cost of growth can be much better 
controlled when animals are purchased at a very young 
age and grown to the standards and needs of the farm in 
which the sow will live. 

Plans and procedures in gilt 
introduction 

I. F I animals designed to meet operation objecti ves are 
essential. A source that can meet long-term objec
tives of the enterprise and its customers must be 
identified. 

2. These Fl animals would ideally be purchased at ap
proximately 3 weeks of age from the supplying source 
FI herd. 

3. New arrivals should come to the farm as deliveries 
approximately every 8th week. Approximately 7% of 
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a sow herd's population should be delivered every 8th 

week as weaned, 3-week old gilts. 

4. Pigs must be housed in a facility away from the op
eration. Care should be taken to handle them as a sepa
rate farm, with caretakers and management treating 
them as if they are a real risk to introduce a dread 
disease. 

a. A testing protocol for significant diseases must 
be put into place. Depending on the diseases on the 
list, sampling should be conducted at about 5 weeks 
after arrival. The goal is to have all results complete 
and interpreted at least a week before the next antici
pated delivery. This allows some time for judgment 
and actions. Depending upon the source herd and the 
destination herd, the concerns may be for very few 
pathogens or very many pathogens. Testing for patho
gens may be direct, indirect, or both. 

b. A medication program based on the concerns of 
the source and recipient herd must be put into place. 
The therapeutic plan, and biologic application, if any, 
must be tailored to the situation. 

c. Dietary management and feed application based 
on KSU standards should be put into place. Attempts 
must be made to manage growth for development of 
the best possible replacement gilt within standards 
of practical economics. 

5. After the first 8-week barrier is crossed in isolation, 
gilts should be moved into a facility to allow further 
growth. This may be achieved through a variety of 
arrangements. For example: 

a. A separate growth facility may be in place that is 
not connected to the main unit. 

b. Accommodation for growth within the gestation 
facility itself can be effective. 

c. Gilts may join the production flow from the farm of 
destination. 

6. During this acclimatization phase, three areas are most 
important: 

a. exposure to, infection with, recovery from, and 
immunity developed by indigenous pathogens in the 
herd of destination 

b. dietary management to assure strong legs, bones, 
and bodies 

c. a human interaction plan to adapt and develop 
the behavior and docile character desired in the gilts 

7. The final phase begins at about 140 days of age and 
carries through until the animal is safely pregnant in 
the gestation facility. 
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a. Age at onset of puberty must be monitored by 
careful, daily interaction with gilts. 

b. After identification of puberty, a plan and a sched
ule must be made to look toward the anticipated first 
mating. 

c. Behavioral support and care must continue. 

d. Diet management for growth and reproduction 
now should begin to focus on the immediate pre
breeding and post-breeding period. 

Conclusion 
This sounds like, and it is, a lot of work and a lot of disci
pline. The rewards are in the future. The benefits are seen 
when voluntary as opposed to involuntary culling becomes 
the norm. It is also seen in age at first farrowing. With 
this approach, we believe the age at first farrowing is re
duced by over 50 days when compared to animals pur
chased near puberty. A solid knowledge of the animal 
health and pathogen presence will develop over time. Herd 
management and herd veterinarians will have increased 
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confidence in their ability to control or manage animal 
health. Done properly, the economic rewards can be real
ized with less genetic cost per pig weaned. 

In the end, this system involves end-user acceptance of 
responsibility and ownership for a lot of details much 
earlier in the life of replacement animals. It was tempting 
and attractive to hope that the "frozen TV dinner" model 
for replacement gilts would answer all needs. It is our 
belief, however, that it does not, and it is unlikely we can 
make pubertal animal replacement work predictably over 
time. To accomplish a better performance over time, the 
replacement breeding animals need to enter the herd as 
young as possible. Perhaps, in the future, frozen embryos 
will eliminate the need for complex schemes to introduce 
new genetic material into herds. Until that time, however, 
we believe that Isowean, 3-week old gilts offer the most 
opportunity, if we can rise to meet all the challenges and 
responsibilities they require. 
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