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Correct handling of large litters for maximum performance

Success in managing hyper prolific DanBred 
genetics is reliant on the correct management of 
piglets and large litters. As a result of the success-
ful development in litter size, knowing how to rear 
the additional pigs is necessary to capture the full 
production potential of the DanBred female.

Successful management of litter equalisation, where 
excess piglets from large litters are distributed among 
sows with smaller litters, is a critical management 
step. Nurse sows, where excess piglets from large 
litters are placed with a foster mother is essential  
to improve the number of full value weaned pigs.

Success when cross-fostering piglets

The correct management of litter equalisation and setup of nurse sows to raise additional piglets from 
hyper prolific sows will increase the number of weaned pigs per sow per year, increase growth rates and 
reduce weight variations among piglets.

Results have shown that the use of nurse sows 
will give a significant increase in average daily 
gain as well as weight at weaning (Thorup & 
Nielsen, 2017).

The fact that a sow has been fostering excess 
piglets from large litters does not affect the sub- 
sequent litter performance, on the contrary, re-
sults from nearly 80,000 farrowings where sows 
raising their piglets were compared to nurse sows

Large litters – Correct handling

How to set-up and manage foster sows 
for large litters

Success in managing hyper prolific DanBred sows is 
centered around piglet management. Knowing how 
to rear the extra piglets is essential to capture the 
full production potential of the DanBred female.
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raising excess piglets from large litt ers, showed an 
increase of 0.57 total born piglets in subsequent 
litt ers of the nurse sows (Bruun et. al., 2015).

Furthermore, it has shown that nurse sows do 
not suff er from stress any more than other sows 
during lactati on (Amdi et. al., 2017).

It is imperati ve for success with nurse sows to 
focus on the correct nurse sow selecti on- this 
important management strategy will help to en-
sure the maximizati on of quality weaned piglets.

A successful system is the 2-step-foster sow 
where the piglets from a sow 21 days into lac-
tati on are weaned (intermediate sow). This sow 
receives the full litt er from a sow which farrowed 
4-7 days ago (foster sow).

Newborn piglets from large litt ers are then 
placed with the foster sow. Piglet mortality 
with the 2-step sow was signifi cantly lower and 
weight at weaning was signifi cantly higher when 
comparing nurse sow systems in a Danish setup 
(Thorup & Sørensen, 2017).

When working with nurse sow systems it is important to focus on health and never move piglets if it can 
compromise the health- if in doubt consult the herd veterinarian.

Always choose sows in good body conditi on that is eati ng well, with healthy large piglets, as she must be 
able to tolerate the extended lactati on period.

Easy steps for setti  ng up successful cross-fostering

Successful management of  litt er equalisati on and the correct nurse sow identi fi cati on is essenti al to 
increase the number of weaned pigs from large litt ers in professional pig producti on systems. At entry into 
the farrowing unit, note the number of available and functi onal teats and make an overall evaluati on of 
how many piglets each sow is expected to raise.

Colostrum
New-born piglets are not protected by an acti ve 
immune system, which is why their health relies 
on the passive immunisati on gained from colos-
trum. Before moving any piglet suffi  cient colos-
trum intake should be ensured.

• Ensure all new born piglets get to the udder

• Ensure all piglets get at least 12 hours for 
colostrum intake with their mother
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Split suckling

• Split the litt er into two groups – smaller piglets 
and bigger piglets.

• Keep the group of bigger, viable piglets enclosed

• Allow the smaller piglets to suckle for 60-90 
minutes

• Swap the groups over and let the bigger piglets 
get 30-45 minutes of suckling

Litt er equalisati on

• Equalise the litt ers to the number of piglets the 
sow has been assessed to nurse

• Young sows must nurse at least the same 
number of piglets as the number of good acti ve 
teats available (if capable, an additi onal piglet 
should be given)

• Move the bigger excess piglets and leave the 
smaller piglets with their mother

• Equalise the litt ers unti l 48 hours aft er far-
rowing, aft er which ti me piglets should not be 
moved unless absolutely necessary

Choosing the right nurse sow

• 1st or 2nd parity sow.

• Ideal body conditi on and opti mum back fat 
thickness is 16-19 mm.

• Calm temperament

• Small acti ve well placed teats and good onset of lactati on

• Good strong piglets from her own litt er

• Good appeti te and feed intake

The 2-step-nurse sow

• Give the nurse sow the same number of piglets as were moved

• Separate the piglets from their new sow

• Give the sow a feed rati on

• Release the piglets when the sow lays down

• Make sure all piglets get to the udder

• Reduce feed allowance of the nurse sow to 2 kg per day (this can be increased as the piglets grow)

Piglets from multiple litters

4-7 days old piglets

Two-step foster sow

The largest piglets 
in the litter 

Sows with large litters

Weaning

The piglets are weaned and moved 
to a sectioned weaning unit

Intermediate foster sow
Minimum 21 days after farrowing
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Nurse sow for smaller piglets

Using a sow for the smaller piglets can increase the average weight gain.

Setup in 3 steps:

1.	A newly farrowed nurse sow receives smaller excess nurse-piglets from large litters.

2.	The largest piglets from the newly farrowed nurse sows are moved to a sow 4-7 days into lactation.

3.	The 4-7 days old piglets are moved to a sow which has just weaned piglets after 21 days of lactation. 

Important factors to remember:

•	The newly farrowed nurse sow should be a 1st, 2nd or 3rd parity sow.

•	The nurse-piglets must have had colostrum for at least 12 hours before they are moved.

•	The nurse sow must have small accessible teats and have show good milking abilities. 


