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Impact of the use of hormones (esp. eCG, GnRH-Analoga, hCG,) on pig welfare

The use of hormones in intensive farming of sows for economic reasons is very
common. These hormones regulate the fertility cycle of sows and synchronise the
individuals to the same level of oestrus. This management leads to a high facilita-
tion of working processes by creating homogeneous pig groups in every section
and minimising individual handling of the animals. Furthermore the hormones en-
sure an increase in performance per year. After weaning of the piglets the sow
comes in heat earlier by using hormones and can be inseminated earlier than under
natural conditions. This leads to a higher number of piglets per sow each year and
to an increased economic efficiency of the farm.!

Application range of hormones 2345
e Induction of puberty: earlier age of first insemination and synchronisation of
cycle of gilts
e Synchronising of oestrus and ovulation within a group of gilts/sows for simul-
taneous insemination of the whole group

e |Initiating the birth in the whole group at the same date

e Shorten the duration of birth

e Optimize the milk production of the sow (to be able to nurse more piglets)
e Initiate the next heat of the sow sooner to reach more litters per year

e Increase the litter size

First of all there is no medical indication for the frequent application of hormones in
sows. In truth the practice only serves economic interests by stimulating and acceler-
ating physiological processes in sows and this may not be a reason for the application
of a medicine. Taking this into account, the application without medical indication
has to be generally rejected.

Welfare problems

The increase of the reproduction performance to the maximum level with the focus
on bearing more and larger litters per year extremely stresses the sow's organism and
leads to severe welfare problems.® For the uterus it is not possible to involute and

1 Briissow, K.-P., M. W3hner (2011): Biological and technical background of estrus synchronization
and fixed-time ovulation induction in the pig. Biotechnology in Animal Husbandry 27, 533 - 545,

2 Pozzi, S. P, Rosner, A. (2009): Hormonal therapy in sows (Sus scrofa domestica): a review. Israel
Journal of Veterinary Medicine 64(4):95

3 Fries et al. (2010): Induction and synchronization of ovulation in sows using a Gonadotropin-re-
leasing

Hormone Analog (Lecirelin). Anim. Reprod, v.7, n.4, p.362-366

* De Jong, E., Jourquin, J., Kauffold, J. et al. (2017): Effect of a GnRH analogue (peforelin) on the
litter performance of gilts and sows. Porc Health Manag 3, 6

5 Naskar, S., Kadirvel, G., Khan, M.H., Lamare, A. (2012): Effect of PMSG followed by hCG on es-
trus synchronization in weaned sows. Exploratory Animal and Medical Research, Vol. 2, no. 1, pp.
51-55

5 Rutherford, K.M.D., Baxer, E.M., Ask, B. et al. (2013): The ethical and welfare implications of
large litter size in the domestic pig. Project Report 17, Danish Centre for Bioethics and Risk Assess-
ment, 146



Page 3

recover between two litters which enhances the risk of endometrial problems and
those concerning all reproduction organs.” In that case again hormones are used as
treatment and to support a weakened reproduction caused by bad husbandry condi-
tions, stress, bad hygiene or other diseases. All that leads to fertility problems which
are the main reason for an early departure of the sow to be slaughtered. Furthermore
the high frequency of injections causes stress, pain and the risk of skin/tissue damage
with associated punctual inflammations in the sow.

The hormones can also lead to a surplus of suckling piglets (especially by eCG). Large
litter size leads to a decreased animal welfare in piglets and sow. It is associated with
increased piglet mortality, caused by undernourishment or management reasons. But
also in surviving piglets there is a high risk of suffering caused by teat competition
and an inadequate access to milk. Starvation and long-term detrimental effects to
health are the consequences just like the occurrence of low birth weights.®

At least the application of hormones in a usually very early age of the sow and induc-
ing puberty in an unnatural stage of development has negative effects on the whole
hormone balance of the sow and for that can have a negative impact on its develop-
ment and mental state.

From the view of animal welfare the health problems and their acceptance for the
benefit of financial gains must be rejected.

Besides the welfare issues the use of hormones must also be rejected for environmen-
tal reasons. Excretions of the sows still contain traces of hormones which can enter
surface and ground water and further contaminate the drinking water,910111213

In general the synchronising of the sow's oestrus has advantages from the view of
animal protection: it is a precondition for holding sows in stable groups to prevent
severe fights for ranks and associated lesions caused by mixing of sows after weaning.
But in animal-friendly farming systems (e.g. organic farming) the use of fertility hor-
mones for this purpose is not necessary and prohibited as a general rule. There are
alternate methods to control the reproduction and synchronise the sow's oestrus
which are only feasible with more effort (and workload) in high welfare standards and
holding conditions: animal friendly environment {enrichment, space, mobility, light,
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temperature, air) adjusted nutrition, good health, intense contact to a boar and other
sows in heat.’

The use of hormones to minimize workload and to optimize economic gains has highly
negative effects to the welfare of sows and so we call for a ban of the use of hormones
for others than medicinal indications.
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