
Disease is one of the most important factors that can

affect welfare as well as productivity.  Many modern

breeds of pig are not well able to cope with disease.

If they catch a disease, it can soon spread through

the whole herd.  This can lead to reduced production,

considerable suffering and eventually death.

The most important consequences of diseases for

welfare are the pain and stress that they cause.

Welfare is affected by both the severity of pain and

the duration.  Diseases can differ greatly in the

amount of suffering they cause.  However, the

clinical signs of disease and the rate at which they

change are poor indicators of how much pain or

stress is experienced by an individual pig.  In some

cases, the degree of suffering can be assessed from

changes in the pigs’ behaviour.  

Pigs in poor health are less able to cope with their

environment and therefore in general have poorer

welfare.  Disease can affect all the Five Freedoms

by preventing the animal from behaving normally.

The incidence of disease can be reduced by:

• Good biosecurity and hygiene practice

• Good stockmanship

• Vaccination and good veterinary care

• Good environmental control

• Good nutrition

• Reducing stress

• Improving welfare through social and 

environmental enrichment

• Selectively breeding for disease resistance

Good biosecurity and hygiene practice can greatly

reduce disease.  It is often common practice for

farms to refuse entry to visitors who have been

near pigs in the previous three days. Most use

disinfectant foot-dips for anyone approaching the

pigs. In all systems, good stockmanship involves

monitoring disease using on-farm observation,

medical records and information from the abattoirs. 

Sick animals should always be appropriately treated

with antibiotics if necessary, but prevention is better

than cure. The routine use of antibiotics should be

avoided for reasons of human health. Dependance

on antibiotics may also have allowed breeders to

place less emphasis on disease resistance.

Vaccination is one appropriate method of prevention

for many diseases. 

The health of pigs is highly influenced by

environmental factors such as temperature and

humidity. Keeping stocking density low can be vital

in controlling these. It also helps to reduce stress.

Pigs with poor welfare are more susceptible to

disease because stress can reduce the functioning of

their immune systems (see Chapter 13 on stress).

Along with better biosecurity, late weaning to reduce

stress has been key to controlling disease in Sweden

since the ban on the routine use of antibiotics in

1985. It is likely to become more common in Europe

after the EU ban comes into force in 2006. 

Pig herds across the world are continually being

challenged by new outbreaks of disease such as

Classical Swine fever and Foot and Mouth disease.

Post-weaning, Multisystemic Wasting Syndrome

(PMWS) is an emerging health problem in the USA

and Europe. It is linked with the Porcine Circovirus

Type 2 Virus and, as yet, there is no known cure. It

is also thought to be linked with poor natural

immunity that is further challenged with the stress

associated with both early weaning and poor

environments. It starts in pigs between 6 and 16

weeks though most commonly around week 10.
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Chapter 14. Disease

Strict biosecurity rules including restricted access
and disinfectant foot-baths are an integral part of
intensive pig farming

Vaccination



Pigs show chronic wasting, pale skin colour, jaundice

and a decreased growth rate. The proportion of

weaners affected varies but the mortality in those

that are affected is high. 

Stress can also be caused by long-term discomfort or

by persistent fear and distress through poor

stockmanship. Good handling and environmental

enrichment can do much to improve the health,

welfare and productivity of pigs (see Chapters 11 and

15 on environmental enrichment and stockmanship).

Intensive systems

It was long held that intensive production systems

provided an opportunity to reduce the risk of disease.

The environment could more readily be controlled

and animals could be more effectively separated from

their dung.  Biosecurity systems that limit the

transmission of disease could be more readily put in

place.  With intensive production came a rise in the

potential of using antibiotics and vaccines to control

disease.  However, in practice, one set of disease

risks has been replaced by another.  

Modern breeds of pigs have not been selected for

strong immune systems.  This makes them more

prone to disease. One survey in 1994 showed the

extent of disease in intensive pig production. It

showed that many suckling pigs and weaners died

from viral gastroenteritis or coli enterotoxaemia. Of

all growing pigs, 21% suffered from pneumonia,

and 34% of fattening pigs losses were due to

cardiovascular failure. At slaughter, only 29% of

finishing pigs were found to be disease-free

(Hartung, 1994). Although there have been some

improvements since then, disease levels in intensive

production remain a major concern.

Pigs housed intensively often have to cope with a

greater number of stressors. These stressors further

impair their immune system. They include close

confinement, overcrowding, lack of bedding and

prevention of normal feeding, defaecating and

resting behaviour. 

In intensive buildings, it can be difficult to control

the heat, humidity and air-bourne pollution that

allow the agents that cause disease to thrive.  Pigs

have a limited ability to control their body

temperature and yet many are confined to houses

designed to maintain a temperature at the upper

limit of their thermal comfort zone.

These factors have lead to an increasing dependence

on antibiotics and vaccines in intensive systems.

Antibiotics are widely used in intensive pig

production. In fact, some have argued that the use

of antibiotics has made intensive farming possible.

On many farms, antibiotics are routinely given to

healthy pigs as a form of insurance policy to prevent

them getting a disease.  They are also given to pigs

to promote growth.  However, there is growing

concern about increasing bacterial resistance to

antibiotics and the consequences for human health.

The use of all antibiotics as growth promoters in the

EU was banned from January 2006.

For diseases that cannot be controlled by these

means, intensive pig production is almost entirely

dependent on preventing the disease from entering in

the first place.  This has meant greater dependence

on strict biosecurity and hygiene regimes.

A poor physical environment can directly affect the

health of pigs, as discussed in previous chapters.

Urinary infections can be more common in

confinement systems where the sow’s natural hygienic

behaviour is restricted. Conditions such as lameness

are more frequent in systems without bedding.

Extensive systems

In extensive systems, the control of disease has taken

a different approach.  This is because in free-range

and organic systems, they are less able to control the

transmission of disease by using biosecurity

techniques.  Indeed, the philosophy of the organic

movement is that disease should be controlled more

by natural immunity rather than relying on medicines.  
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Intensive production is seen by some as the solution to
disease problems. Others believe that, without widespread
antibiotic use, intensive farming wouldn’t have been possible

Intensive pig farming has become very dependent on the
routine use of antibiotics with potential risks for human health



Organic standards outlaw the routine use of

antibiotics and lay down strict rules about the use of

vaccines.  Vaccination is only permitted where there

is a known risk of a disease, which cannot otherwise

be controlled.  Instead, organic farmers are

encouraged to use complementary or natural

therapies where they are appropriate.  Where they

are not appropriate, antibiotics and other

conventional medicines should be used when a

veterinary surgeon considers them necessary.  

The organic farmer is potentially more exposed to

disease and does not have recourse to the large

range of veterinary medicines that are available to

intensive farmers.  However, a number of other

methods can be used to control disease.  

Most free-range and organic systems use, or are

encouraged to use, local or traditional breeds of pig.

These generally have a stronger immune system

and therefore are more resistant to disease.

Keeping a range of breeds is good for biodiversity. The

current reliance on Landrace and Large White genetics

could make the global pig industry susceptible to new

outbreaks of disease and their spread. The trend

towards keeping imported breeds which are more

productive but less resistant to disease is a particular

concern for developing countries (see Chapter 17 on

economic, environmental and social aspects). 

One of the main goals in organic farming is to

produce all replacement stock on farm rather than

importing them from elsewhere.  This helps ensure

that the replacement stock continue the immunity

to cope with local conditions that have been built up

by their parents.  It also reduces the risk of

imported stock bringing in disease. 

Free-range and organic systems also practise

rotation where animals are moved onto new pasture

each year.  This can break the life cycle of the

organism causing the disease, so that the build up

of a disease in one area does not occur.  

Herd and group sizes are generally smaller and

stocking densities are lower in free-range and

organic systems, which helps reduce the

transmission of diseases between individuals.  Free-

ranging pigs have greater behavioural freedom

which generally means that they have lower levels

of stress.  This reduces the risk of disease.  

Organic systems place a high emphasis on good

stockmanship.  This is to ensure the factors that

reduce pig immunity and increase the risks of

disease are prevented. 
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Organic farming has a completely different approach to
disease control

Summary

Disease is bad for welfare and production. Disease
control is a complex issue beyond the scope of
this book, but a few general points can be raised.

Intensive farms can reduce many diseases by:

• Applying strict biosecurity measures

• Vaccination

• Routine use of antibiotics

The incidence of many classical diseases has
been reduced in this way. However
environmentally-induced diseases and conditions
can be more prevalent in modern intensive farms
because:

• Crowded and humid conditions encourage 
the spread of diseases such as pneumonia

• Ammonia pollution and stress can reduce 
disease resistance

• Modern pigs are inherently less disease-
resistant

• Urinary infections can be more common in 
confinement systems

• Lameness is more frequent in systems 
without bedding

An alternative approach, applied by organic
farmers in particular, is to control disease by
pasture rotation, closed stock systems and by
encouraging natural immunity through:

• Weaning later to reduce stress

• Breeding for disease resistance

• Good stockmanship

• Other measures to improve welfare

Organic farmers use vaccination selectively,
when it is necessary, and antibiotics are used to
treat animals which become ill.




