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The objectives of this study were to estimate 
the amount of feed and associated costs that 
are necessary to add weight to cull sows, 
and to evaluate the cost / benefit of adding 
weight to cull sows that are from modern, 
lean genetic lines. 
 
Twenty-nine sows from current genetic lines 
were purchased from a large production 
system. The health status of each sow was 
evaluated by an Iowa State University swine 
veterinarian and medications were 
administered accordingly throughout the 
trial. Initial body condition scores (BCS) 
were assigned using last-rib backfat 
measurements as outlined by the Tri-State 
Nutrition Guide. The measurements were 
obtained using Real-Time ultrasound 
equipment and a NSIF certified ultrasound 
technician. Additionally, backfat, loin 
muscle area and depth were evaluated at the 
10th rib using the same machine. Seventeen 
of 29 sows had an initial BCS of 1while 8 
and 4 sows had an initial BCS of 2 and 3, 
respectively. Sows were weighed bi-weekly 
and feed intake was recorded daily. 
 
The most rapid and efficient weight gain 
was attained just after weaning. Sows that 
began the trial at a BCS 1 had an ADG of 
4.3 lbs. per day and FE (Feed:Gain) of 2.3 
when taking them to BCS 2. The 
performance of these same sows dropped to 
2.5 ADG and 4.1 FE when adding the 
second BCS. The same can be said for sows 
that had a BCS of 2 at the beginning of the 
trial. The performance of the sows with a 
beginning BCS of 2 was 3.4 ADG and 3.9 
FE. When adding the second BCS to the 
same sows, their performance dropped to 2.9 

ADG and 4.7 FE. It is likely that the sows 
have some compensatory gain that is 
efficiently added when adding the first BCS 
as previously reported (Moser and 
Zimmerman, 1977; Plain, 1983). If 
producers decide to feed cull sows, it is 
imperative that they carefully monitor 
performance relative to market price. In 
most cases, producers can only justify 
adding additional weight to sows that are 
thin (BCS 1and 2 or in the 300 to 450 lb. 
weight category). This is where the fastest 
and most efficient weight gain occurs and is 
where the greatest increase in market price 
occurs (taking sows from the 300 - 450 lb. to 
the 450 – 500 lb. weight class).   
 
Producers should determine if health is the 
likely reason that an individual sow is thin 
when making culling decisions. Because of 
increased mortality risks, sows with obvious 
health issues are not good candidates to feed 
to heavier weights. Producers will have to 
identify whether existing, relatively low cost 
facilities are available for feeding cull sows. 
High operational costs (due to labor 
allocation and / or facilities) can make 
feeding cull sows unprofitable. Profit can be 
attained only when feeding healthy sows, 
utilizing the lowest price feed available, and 
with cheap, underutilized or depreciated 
facilities.  
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