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Managing sows in gestation stalls has been thoroughly researched and documented. There is 

a growing trend to make gestation stalls unacceptable in terms of animal welfare. Some companies 

are now demanding pork from farms that do not use sow gestation stalls. Also, most producers in 

Louisiana use gestation pens instead of gestation stalls. With more producers using sow gestation 

pens, management techniques need to change to alleviate some of the problems associated with 

gestation pens such as lameness, leg injuries and variable body condition. 

Some of the biggest problems with gestation pens are lameness and leg injuries. To alleviate 

these problems in the swine industry, research at Purdue University has been conducted to evaluate 

the impact of gestation pen rubber mats on sow health, behavior and welfare. Sows prefer to rest in 

stalls with mats and show a reduction in lesions and an increase in postural changes. Therefore, 

researchers concluded that rubber mats should be considered in pens to improve sow welfare. 

The USDA estimates that lameness is the number three reason why sows are culled on farms, 

representing 15% of all sows. Concrete has been associated with hoof lesions in finishing pigs.  The 

high incidence of leg injuries in pigs may be an indicator that the comfort needs of pigs are not being 

met. Lying comfort is an important aspect of modern swine production. It is estimated that confined 

hogs spend 80% of their day resting. Straw offers a means of providing comfort but can increase costs 

and create manure handling issues. Rubber mats offer an inexpensive and simple alternative to straw. 

In the Purdue study, health (lesions and lameness) and behavioral measures (resting behavior 

and frequency of postural changes) were documented to determine the impact of mats on sow 

welfare. Results showed that resting behavior was improved in matted gestation pens. Lesion scores 

and lameness were higher for sows on concrete than sows on mats. 

 

Pen Gestation Suggestions: 

1. Employ mats in gestation pens where possible 

2. Fill pens based on weight, parity and size 

3. Manage feeding to reduce stress 

4. Not all sows are meant to be housed in pens, this includes thin, overly dominant and sick or 

lame females; some sows may have to be stalled separately 

5. Immediately move any sow that shows difficulty holding up in a pen environment to a stall 

6. The ability of a farm to effectively manage the challenges posed by pen gestation will 

determine its success 
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