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For many years, the pork industry has attempted to deal with and decrease lameness in all 

classes of hogs. The pork industry estimates that over 80% of all hogs are affected by lameness, 

and lameness is one of the primary reasons for culling sows from herds. Also, lameness 

negatively affects a large number of 4-H and FFA show pigs across the country every year. 

 

Lameness, or osteochondrosis, is the failure of cartilage to fully develop into bone which leaves 

the cartilage area exposed and susceptible to damage. The condition is very painful because of 

the large amount of nerve endings that are vital to maintain balance and movement. The two 

primary changes in cartilage that have been identified with osteochondrosis are the loss of 

proteoglycans and collagen type II (two of the proteins within cartilage). When these two 

proteins are present in lower quantities than normal, the ability of the cartilage to repair itself 

is severely impaired. Then, abnormalities form in the joints that reduce the ability of the joint 

surface to support the weight of the pig. The protein deficiency causes structural change of the 

main cartilage. 

 

Research with growing/finishing pigs suggests that nutritional supplements may reduce the 

incidence of osteochondrosis. Pigs fed diets containing fish oil or silicon tend to have a higher 

severity score for abnormalities when compared to pigs fed other diets. Pigs fed high levels of 

methionine and threonine, or copper manganese; tend to have lower cartilage lesion severity 

scores compared with pigs fed other diets. Also, pigs fed high levels of methionine and 

threonine tend to have lower total severity scores than pigs fed diets with fish oil. 

 

It should be noted that lameness in pigs initially can be caused by the presence of disease 

organisms in joints. The disease can be treated and even eliminated in many cases. However, 

damage done to the joints and cartilage while the disease was present may not allow for the pig 

to overcome the lameness. In these cases, dietary supplementation of high levels of certain 

amino acids (methionine and threonine) and minerals (copper, manganese) may be of some 

benefit in reducing the severity of the lameness by promoting more healthy cartilage and bone 

metabolism. As always, consult your veterinarian before instituting any treatments to show 

pigs. 

 

Although not foolproof, purchasing show pigs that are sound from the ground up can 

significantly reduce lameness problems as pigs grow and become heavier. Never purchase show 

pigs with soundness problems. They never get better, they only get worse. 
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