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  Be careful with the transfer of piglets 

Transferring piglets is moving them from one sow to another during lactation. However, it should be avoided as much as 
possible. If there are no alternatives, make sure to transfer the animals correctly by following the advice below. 

Why transfer? 
In intensive pig production, high-yielding sows are being used. However, the amount of teats has not increased equally 
with increased reproduction. Meaning that often the number of piglets born exceeds the number of teats that are present. 
In those cases, the transfer of piglets is one way of making sure each piglet has access to a teat. Because when piglets can 
all drink simultaneously, this is beneficial for the growth and health of each piglet. 

Disadvantages of transferring 
Each animal has its own collection of bacteria, viruses, and yeasts. When we transfer piglets, we are also transferring these 
microorganisms. Furthermore, sows can also carry pathogens to their offspring. When those piglets are being transferred, 
pathogens are also easily spread throughout the farrowing unit. Therefore, we do not recommend mixing more than two 
litters per sow. 

How to transfer? 
1. Have an equal number of piglets and number of functional teats per sow. 

2. Preferably transfer piglets from 12h after birth but before 24h of age. 

3. Transfer piglets only once. 

4. Do not mix more than two litters per sow. 

5. Carefully document the origin and destination of each piglet. 

 
Alternatives 
Alternatively, you can also use altered suckling. With altered suckling, the largest piglets 
are prevented to access the udder at certain times during the day. That way, smaller 
piglets can have more milk, causing the litter to become more uniform over time. 

Some farms also use foster sows. This is a sow that had piglets two to three weeks ago 
but is still in good condition and produces enough milk. Her own piglets might be 
weaned earlier to make space for the new piglets. Again, we advise mixing a maximum 
of two litters.  

 
 

Courtesy of veterinarian Evelien Biebaut, Porcine Health Management Team, Faculty of Veterinary Medicine, Ghent University 

 
More information?  
Would you like to have more information about Biocheck.UGent? Contact Prof. Jeroen Dewulf. 
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