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Performance is not an indication of the genetic merit of sows

In 2008, this herd weaned 32.0 piglets per farrowed sow per year, which was an
increase of 4.2 piglets since 2003 (Table 1). The main drivers for this improvement
were:
-

a reduction of pre-weaning mortalities of 1.1 piglets per litter equivalent to 2.6
extra piglets weaned per farrowed sow per year.
a reduction in farrowing interval of 5 days equivalent to 1.1 extra piglets weaned
per farrowed sow per year due to more litters per farrowed sow per year.

.

Optimal sow performance relies on the attention to detail for a wide range of aspects of
pig husbandry including gilt development, nutrition, housing, health status and general care
of the sow and her piglets. It is not possible to outline all factors that contributed to the high
reproductive performance at EARL Dartois and only some general aspects are mentioned. A
description of management practices of highly prolific sows in French herds was provided by
Boulot et al. (2008).

Genetic trends for litter size and pre-weaning mortality were shown by Guéry et al. (2009) for the
Large White breed of the French National pig breeding program. Since 2002, there has been no genetic
gain in number of piglets born in total due to a shift of selection emphasis towards number of piglets born
alive. The average genetic gain per year was 0.14 piglets born alive/litter and 0.15 piglets weaned/litter
from 2002 to 2007. Research is underway to include the number of surviving piglets until weaning as an
additional trait to improve pre-weaning survival of piglets. So far, weaning to conception interval has not
been considered in genetic evaluations of the French National pig breeding program
The potential annual genetic gain in individual traits is determined by the additive genetic variation
available for each trait. Reproductive traits of the sow are generally lowly heritable. However, this
limitation in regard to genetic improvement is offset by considerable variation in these traits. In practice,
pig breeding programs achieve annual genetic gains in individual traits of approximately 5 to 25% of the
additive genetic standard deviation available for each trait (Hermesch, 2006). The expected range in annual
genetic gain in reproductive traits of the sow given the genetic variation observed in Australian studies for
each trait is shown in Table 3 for illustration purposes.
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