
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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Putting growth curves into practice 
Brian Caldwell, DVM 

South Central Veterinary Associates, Wells, MN 

Growth curves are decision aids for proactive manage
ment of active finishing groups. This paper will address 
methods of data collection and applications that we use 
to manage finishing systems. 

Sample selection 
When pigs are placed in nursery pens post-weaning, they 
are sorted for size within pen peer groups. Twenty pens 
are randomly selected by a drawing. One pig per chosen 
pen is selected (hopefully with little selection bias). Each 
selected pig is ear-tagged for easy identification during 
subsequent weighing. By weighing the same pigs each 
time, an estimate of the rate of gain distribution can be 
made, as well as the distribution of weights. 

The ear-tagging may confound the data by potentially 
decreasing gains compared to the population. Delaying 
the tagging until approximately six weeks post-placement 
may minimize this effect. 

Due to the labor intensity of weighing individual pigs, 
sampling of groups as representatives of the system is 
more practical than weighing each group every two weeks 
through the growth phase. We select one group out of 
each eight-group rotation to weigh for growth rate moni
toring. Other groups can be spot weighed if there are per
ceived differences from the normal. We are only weigh
ing approximately three times through the finishing 
group's cycle to monitor the weights. However, due to 
the importance of this information for developing mar
keting projections, we currently weigh a sample of every 
group once at approximately three to four weeks pre-mar
keting. 

Data management 
The weight data is entered in an Access database and ex
ported into a spreadsheet template. The database queries 
allow sorting by farm, individual animals, weighing dates, 
group, and sex. 
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Practical applications of growth 
curve information 
Growth curve monitoring is a pro-active approach allow
ing potential intervention to growth management while 
the group is still in the barn rather than waiting until the 
group is closed-out and hoping the next group performs 
better. An accurate estimate of growth monitoring can be 
achieved by monitoring ongoing feed disappearance with 
much less labor than weighing individual pigs. However, 
growth curve information from individual pig weights 
allows assessment of growth variation within the group 
that is not available with total popUlation feed disappear
ance records. 

Projecting optimum marketing dates for truckloads of pigs 
prior to the closing date of the group is a major practical 
application of growth curves. Estimates of current distri
bution of weights and gain per day can project the distri
bution of weight for any future date. This data is com
bined with historical, farm-specific carcass value 
information to determine carcass value over feed costs 
by live weight category. The model 'sells' each truckload 
in successive days and selects the date with the maxi
mum truckload value over feed costs. This tool has proven 
very useful in marketing decision-making. 

Growth curves are a necessary component of developing 
optimum profitability models for determining finishing 
capacity and marketing strategies for the system as well 
as individual groups of pigs. Assessment of actual growth 
rates and feed efficiency are necessary for determination 
of incremental revenues and costs for the system. Model
ing with actual known performance and cost information 
should help answer 'system' questions such as: 

• the effects of topping pens off; 

• the cost of down time associated with washing; 

• the economic effects of changing the rate of gain; 
and, 

• the optimum days of finishing capacity forthe system. 
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Summary 
Growth curve information is a practical tool for proac
tive finishing management as a growth-monitoring tool, 
variation management tool, marketing projector, and big 
picture systems analysis aid. Its strategic use can be com
bined with group performance closeout records, market
ing data, and financial information to more precisely man
age the finishing phases for profit optimization. 

1998 Allen D. Leman Swine Conference 

Putting growth curves into practice 

143 


