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Description

Extending the lactation is one strategy to reduce the 
risk of post-weaning diarrhoea. 
 In Denmark, a few large-scale pig producers 
successfully extended lactation to ten weeks in pas-
ture systems. Ten vs. seven weeks of lactation was 
compared in an experimental design with 20 sows 
in individual paddocks and piglets weaned on pas-
ture. Piglet weight at 10 and 14 weeks of age was 
comparable between treatments (see Table 1). No 
piglet diarrhoea was observed after weaning. Pig-
lets weaned after ten weeks consumed on average 
845 g per pig and day from seven to ten weeks of 
age but with a substantial variation between litters 
(388 g to 1,266 g). 

Legislation

 • EU organic Regulations 2018/848 and EU 2020/464 
stipulate that pigs shall be fed with maternal milk 
for a minimum period of 40 days. 

 • In Switzerland piglets should not be weaned from 
natural milk before day 42 for label production 
(Bio Suisse regulation). 

 • In many European countries, including Denmark 
and France, industry agreements recommend a 
minimum average weaning age of 49 days.
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Table 1: Comparison of weaning piglets at  
7 or 10 weeks of age

Piglet performance and daily piglet feed intake when weaned at 
seven and ten weeks of age, respectively. All piglets were moved 
to outdoor paddocks after weaning.

1w = weeks; Mean = mean value; SD = standard deviation
2In weaner paddocks (n = 4)
3In sow paddocks (n = 10), exclusive intake of sow feed

Parameter
Weaning age

7 w1 10 w1

Mean1 SD1 Mean1 SD1

Piglet weight at 7  w1, kg 19.7 4.5 19.4 4.2

Piglet weight at 10  w1, kg 34.5 5.8 35.9 7.0

Piglet weight at 14  w1, kg 65.8 9.1 66.7 9.0

Daily feed intake 
7–10 w1, g/pig

1,2242 – 8452 247

Daily feed intake  
10–14 w1, g/pig

2,4002 – 2,3003 –

1 2
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Relevance for animal welfare

Under semi-natural conditions, the weaning pro-
cess is gradual and is not completed before 13 to 
17 weeks postpartum. An increased weaning age 
thus corresponds well to the central aim in organic 
livestock farming of allowing animals to express 
their natural behaviour. Further, it is expected to 
decrease the risk of weaning diarrhoea thanks to a 
more gradual shift from maternal milk to a plant-
based diet, favouring the adaptation of the digestive 
abilities. 

Relevance for environmental  
impact

 • At weaning heavy and healthy pigs improve 
the overall feed efficiency in the fattening stage, 
which is important for reducing the carbon foot-
print of organic pork. 

 • However, the risk of nutrient losses in pasture 
systems will increase if the paddock area is not 
enlarged to take into account the higher N and P 
deposited per sow and piglets per lactation.

Cost and labour

 • With extended lactations, fewer litters per sow 
are produced per year unless it is possible to in-
duce lactational oestrus and successfully breed 
the majority of sows. 

Recommendations

 • Length of extended lactation: Weaning at 7 or at 
10 weeks of age both seem to be equally suita-
ble strategies to obtain good piglet health and 
very high piglet growth rates until 14 weeks of 
age if high piglet feed intake in addition to the 
sow’s milk can be achieved before weaning and 
if piglets stay in an outdoor environment after 
weaning.

Ten-week-old piglets that weigh on average 35 kg take up a lot 
of space at the udder. Although the sows were still lactating, no 
udder or teat lesions were observed after ten weeks of lactation in 
the POWER project.

Average daily sow-feed intake in the POWER project was 14 kg/
sow from 7 to 10 weeks of lactation. A part of the sow feed was 
consumed by the piglets. After 10 weeks of lactation, all sows 
were in good body condition (body condition score 3 out of 5) 
with an average back fat depth of 12.4 mm.

Hut- and nest size is an important aspect to take into account as in 
the POWER project each sow weaned on average 415 kg of pig-
lets after ten weeks of lactation.
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 • Piglet feeding before weaning: Piglets should have 
access to feed starting at 2 weeks of age. The pig-
let feed dispensers should be located close to the 
hut and should be of sufficient size to allow sev-
eral pigs to eat simultaneously. Shelter should be 
provided at the dispensers to protect the piglets 
from rain and wind while eating. 

 • Piglet feeding after weaning: Mix pre- and 
post-weaning feed mixtures the first few days 
after weaning to avoid an abrupt change in feed.

 • Lactational oestrus: If breeding/insemination 
is not possible before weaning, lactating sows 
should be kept in single paddocks and without 
boar contact to reduce risk of lactational oestrus.

 • On the pasture: Paddock size should be increased, 
huts and feeders should be regularly moved and 
sow-feed protein content should be reduced at 
the end of lactation when the milk production is 
declining to reduce risk of nutrient losses

Further Information

 • Bio Suisse (2021): Standards for the production, 
processing and trade of BUD products. At: www. 
bioaktuell.ch [Link].

 • EU (2018): Regulation (EU) 2018/848 on organic 
production and labelling of organic products. At: 
eur-lex.europa.eu [Link].

 • EU (2020): Commission Implementing Regula-
tion (EU) 2020/464 of 26 March 2020 laying down 
certain rules for the application of Regulation 
(EU) 2018/848. At: eur-lex.europa.eu [Link].

 • ICROFS (2021): POWER, Extended lactation to 
improve pig health and growth. Video. Interna-
tional Center for Research in Organic Food Sys-
tems ICROFS, Tjele. Available in English: www.
youtube.com [Link]. 

https://www.bioaktuell.ch/fileadmin/documents/ba/Bioregelwerk-2021/deutsch/bs_all_d/rili_e.pdf
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/eli/reg/2018/848/2018-06-14
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/eli/reg_impl/2020/464/oj
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=2Zo0yjAHkJU
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The project “POWER – Proven welfare and resilience in organic 
pig production” is one of the projects initiated in the framework of 
Horizon 2020 project CORE Organic Co-fund (https://projects.au.dk/
coreorganiccofund/) and it is funded by the Funding Bodies being 
partners of this project (Grant Agreement no. 727495). The opinions 
expressed and arguments employed in this factsheet do not necessarily 
reflect the official views of the CORE Organic Cofund Funding Bodies 
or the European Commission. They are not responsible for the use 
which might be made of the information provided in this factsheet.

https://orgprints.org/view/projects/POWER.html
https://projects.au.dk/coreorganiccofund/core-organic-cofund-projects/power

