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Abstract 

The organic piglet suckling period typically takes about 6 weeks due to the minimum requirement of the EEC Regulation 2092/91 of 40 days. But piglets weaned in such a period are often characterized by inferior performance and health status. It is the aim of the present study to examine whether a prolonged suckling period of 63 days results in better performance and health status of the piglets. Therefore 36 sows were divided into 2 groups of 18 sows each as a control group with 42 days suckling period and a test group with 63 days suckling period. The rearing period for both the control group and the test group ended on day 77 p.n., which was also the end of the piglets´ data collection period. Three farrowing cycles with 108 litters were recorded. The extended suckling period resulted in an improved growth rate and in a reduced number of medically treated piglets and did not negatively affect the body condition and teats of the sows. Hence a prolongation of the suckling period compared to the minimum requirement of the EEC Regulation 2092/91 seems to be advisable.
Introduction 

In many cases organic piglet production is characterized by inferior animal health status and level of performance. Whereas the number of piglets born alive is satisfactory, the number of reared piglets is definitely too low (Löser, 2007). It is postulated that one of the reasons for this could be the piglets´ weaning date. The organic piglet suckling period typically takes about 6 weeks due to the 40 days minimum requirement of the EEC Regulation 2092/91. But at this point of time piglets are in a fragile physiological status, partly as a result of their limited feed intake capacity and their simultaneously high nutrient requirements (Zollitsch, 2007). Hence piglets are ill-equipped to cope with the burden in the context of weaning. It is the aim of the study to examine whether a prolonged suckling period of 63 days results in piglets with an improved immune status (see Ahrens et al. 2008 in the present volume) as well as an enhanced status of health and performance.

Materials and methods 

The trial was performed from midyear 2005 to midyear 2007 at the experimental organic farm of the Institute of Organic Farming of the Federal Agricultural Research Centre (since 2008: Johann Heinrich von Thunen-Institute, vTI) in Trenthorst, Germany, in accordance with the Regulation 2092/91/EEC and IFOAM Basic Guidelines. A total of 44 sows of the genotype “Schaumann” (crossbreed of German Landrace, German Large White, and Duroc) were kept: 36 sows were used for the investigation and 8 sows were kept in reserve in a parallel farrowing rhythm in order to replace sow losses. The 36 sows were divided into 2 groups of each 18 sows: control group with 42 days suckling period and test group with 63 days suckling period. In-pig sows were kept outdoors on grass clover. Farrowing and suckling period were indoors. Fourteen days after single grouped farrowing the sows were grouped in threes with their respective litters and were group housed till day 42 or 63 p.p., respectively. At the weaning date the sows came outdoors again. Insemination started with the first oestrus after weaning. At the end of pregnancy the sows were randomly reintegrated in the experimental design. The weaned piglets remained in their familiar surroundings for 4 days. Then they were housed in separate indoor rearing pens in the composition of the previous sucking pig groups. The rearing period for both the control group and the test group ended on day 77 p.n. (after birth) which is the end of the piglets´ data collection period too. The trial included 3 farrowing cycles.

Data collection of sow and piglet performances included biological production traits. Health status was mainly characterized by the documentation of significant diseases (incl. post mortem examination and repeated parasitological faeces examinations), number of treatments, amount of drug use and number of losses. The present paper only deals with a limited amount of the corresponding criteria, which can be seen in the following chapter “results”. 

The data base rested upon a total of 3 farrowing cycles with 108 litters of 36 sows. Statistical analyses were performed with the GLM and MIXED procedure in SAS (SAS Inst. Inc., version 9.1) using a linear model with the fixed effects of suckling period, dam parity, sex of the piglets, and the interaction of suckling period and dam parity.

Results
A selection of the most important biological production traits of sows and progeny are presented in the Table 1. There were no teat problems recorded for the sows, either in the control group or in the group of 63 days suckling period.

Table 2 outlines the amount of treated piglets in the first 14 days after weaning without a specification of the related diagnoses. The dominating clinical picture during the whole trial was related to piglets´ diarrhoea with a total of 470 treated piglets. In both suckling groups about 65% of the cases occurred in the first 10 days after birth. Most of the findings were surveyed in the first of the three farrowing cycles assumedly due to the well known fact of an inferior immune status of gilts. Medical intervention (antibiotic and/or homoeopathic) took place when the piglets´ faeces were thin mushy (stadium between thick mushy and liquid). Further clinical pictures were mainly related to stunting of piglets and in a few cases related to dermatitis. Respiratory diseases did not occur and all animals (sows and piglets) were free of gastro-intestinal parasites.
Total piglet losses were 232 animals: 125 piglets i.e. 17.8 % came from the 42 days suckling period group and 107 piglets i.e. 14.8 % originated from the 63 days suckling period group. In both suckling groups about 95 % of the losses occurred during the suckling period and 82.5 % during the first 10 days respectively. A total of 23 piglets were lost due to diarrhoea. The differences between the two systems were statistically insignificant. Three sows were lost due to rupture of liver, urinary tract infection with Clostridium septicum, and rupture of uterine vein, respectively. The losses occurred outdoors during pregnancy and were not related to the experimental conditions.
Tab. 1: Some biological production traits of sows and piglets (LSQ-Means)

	
	S  u  c  k  l  i  n  g       p  e  r  i  o  d
	Signifi​cance

	
	42 days
	63 days
	

	Litters, n
	54
	54
	

	Piglets per litter born alive, n
	13.1
	12.8
	n.s.

	Live weight per piglet born alive, kg
	1.5
	1.5
	n.s.

	Litter weight of piglets born alive, kg
	19.8 
	19.5
	n.s.

	Stillborn piglets per litter, n
	1.4
	1.5
	n.s.

	Total piglets per litter, n
	14.0
	14.1
	n.s.

	Weaned piglets per litter, n
	10.8
	11.2
	n.s.

	Live weight of piglets at weaning, kg
	12.1
	20.8
	* * *

	Daily weight gain of sucking piglets, g
	251
	323
	* * *

	Sucking piglet losses per litter, n
	2.3
	1.7 
	n.s.

	Live weight of lost sucking piglets, kg
	1.9
	2.0
	n.s.

	Reared piglets per litter, n
	10.7
	11.1
	n.s.

	Live weight of reared piglets1, kg
	26.7
	28.9
	* * *

	Daily weight gain of rearing piglets, g
	420
	506
	* * *

	Rearing piglet losses per litter, n
	0.09
	0.05
	n.s.

	Live weight of piglets 
   on day 42, kg
	
12.1
	
12.0
	
n.s.

	Daily live weight gain of piglets 
   from birth till day 42, g
	
251
	
249
	
n.s.

	Live weight of piglets 
   on day 63, kg
	
19.4
	
21.7
	
* * *

	Daily live weight gain of piglets 
   from day 42 till day 63, g
	332
	475
	* * *

	   from birth till day 63, g
	277
	323
	* * *

	Live weight of reared piglets 
   on day 77 ( = end of trial), kg
	
26.8
	
28.8
	
* * *

	Daily live weight gain of piglets 
   from day 63 till day 77, g
	541
	506
	* *

	   from day 42 till day 77, g
	420
	490
	* * *

	   from birth till day 77, g
	327
	360
	* * *

	Body weight loss per sow during
suckling period, kg
	
16.1
	
6.2
	
* *

	** Significant for P<0.01,  *** Significant for P<0.001,  1 corresponds with day 77 (end of trial)


Tab. 2: Distribution of piglet treatments for the first 14 days after weaning
	
	S u c k l i n g    p e r i o d
	Significance

	
	42 days
	63 days
	

	Total piglets1, n
	559
	592
	

	Treated piglets, %
	37.0
	5.4
	* * *

	1 All piglets alive at weaning day,  *** Significant for P<0.001


Discussion 
The data of Table 1 show that the production performance of the herd is high (Löser, 2007). It is consistent with the experimental design that there are no differences recorded between the two systems till day 42 after birth. Table 1 clearly shows the improved growth rates of the later weaned piglets. This corresponds with analogous findings in conventional piglet production systems (Main et al., 2004). The prolonged suckling period did not result in noteworthy body weight losses of the sows (Table 1) but enabled them to restock. Thus the piglets’ improved performance seems to be an effect not so much of the supply of mother’s milk but the maternal protection of the piglets and the longer period they spend in familiar relationships. Hence older piglets cope better with the stress of weaning (Mason et al., 2003). The opinion of the unimportance of mother’s milk supply towards the end of the 63 days suckling period is supported by the observation of considerable feed intakes of the elder sucking pigs. 
The necessity for treatment of animals is an effect of the individual local situation. In the present investigation the number of treatments after weaning was considerably lower in the long-suckling group compared to the short-suckling group (Table 2). These findings are in accordance with the assumption of reducing disease susceptibility by enhancing weaning age (Blecha et al., 1983; Main et al., 2004). 

The level of piglet losses is tolerable compared to organic production (Löser, 2007). More than 85 % of the losses happened in the first week after birth which is compatible with the mean live weights of the lost piglets (Table 1). The main reasons were crushing and hypothermia of weak piglets, which is connected with the high number of piglets born per sow (Table 1). Therefore losses are not strictly related to the suckling regime.
Conclusions
The data of the present investigation show that a suckling period of 63 days was unproblematic for the sows and resulted in improved growth rates and reduced medical treatments of the piglets, whereas the piglet loss rate remained unaffected. It is reasoned that a prolongation of the suckling period compared to the minimum requirement of the EEC Regulation 2092/91 seems to be recommendable. 
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