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Experience with E. coli: Trial or error?
Lisa J. Becton

Premium Standard Farms

Post-weaning scours contributes to as much as 40% of
total death loss reasons within our nursery system. Es-
cherichia coli is the primary pathogen in our system. A
K88+ strain was identified at several farms starting mid-
year in 1999. Death loss became progressive and num-
bers of suboptimal pigs worsened within the nursery sys-
tem and we saw death loss creep from 2.5% up to as high
as 10% in certain site closeouts.

Intervention up to that point consisted of room sanitation
and therapeutic treatment with Neomycin or Garacin in
the water and several swine labeled drugs for injection.

At the time of the initial break with E. coli, no commer-
cial product was available for prevention of post-wean-
ing scours. Consistent diagnosis by both Iowa State Uni-
versity and University of Minnesota showed a pathogenic
K88+ strain of E. coli was becoming more and more re-
sistant to traditional medications. The cost and risk of
continued use of antibiotics led our production team to
seek out other measures for effective E. coli control. Con-
tact was made with a third party that was working with
an oral E. coli inoculum. There was no trial data that out-
lined the cost:benefit of this product. With no other op-
tion, and owing to lack of organized data, our production
team at PSF decided to initiate a trial.

The theory was that the use of a non-pathogenic strain of
K88+ E. coli would help block out the pathogenic strain
and prevent clinical signs (death loss). Administration
procedures were developed to target the best timing of
administration and to head off clinical signs before they
started. Product would be given to newly weaned piglets
within the first few days in nursery. A freeze dried alloquat

of non-hemolytic E. coli was sent to Penn State Univer-
sity for PCR testing to confirm that is was the correct
K88+ inoculum. Each master seed was tested prior to use.
Terre Haute offsite was the production location used dur-
ing the trial. The barn was the trial unit used. Two barns
per week were randomly selected: 1 Rx; 1 control. This
allocation continued for a total of 13 weeks. Major data
measured included: mortality; % dead; ADG, and FC.

Prior assumptions:

• E. coli was causing at least .75% mortality;

• other production parameters suffered (ADG; FC);

• to recover cost of vaccine = save at least 35 pigs/
week.

Data

The E. coli vaccination project yielded better than ex-
pected results. The number of dead was reduced 60 head/
week. The improvements in death loss not only cover the
cost of the product but also have decreased the overall
amount of water medications that are used. Traditional
medications for E. coli control decreased by half before
and after pigs were inoculated.

E. coli has been continued in the offsite system and initi-
ated in the other production pods after the completion of
this trial. Initially started with only K88+. However, in
April of 2001, F18 was causing increased death loss within
post-weaned piglets. An isolate was obtained and propa-

vaccinated control difference P value*
mortality 95.69 155.89 60.2 .0013
%mortality 2.73 4.44 1.71 .0014
ADG .87 .86 .01 .4269
FC 1.50 1.55 .05 .0246
wt. in 11.76 11.89 .13 .6778
# placed 3501.2 3510.6 9.4 .1461

* Pvalue <.05 is statistically significant

Table 1: E. coli vaccination project results
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gated for administration to nursery piglets. This, too, was
successful.

In summary, the use of a non-pathogenic E. coli inocu-
lum for prevention of post-weaning scours has yielded
tremendous benefits within our system. The benefits are
two-fold: reduction in death loss and suboptimal piglets
and reduction in use of antibiotics.

We are still working to maximize timing and administra-
tion of the inoculum, but foresee use of this technology
for some time to come.


