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Overview and instructions for application 

 
 

Introduction 
 

This protocol was developed to perform on-farm assessment of the welfare of pigs in New Zealand. A stated 
objective was for it to be a practical and easy-to-implement tool, which could be applied by inspectors with a 
wide range of experience and knowledge across a range of operation types.  The emphasis lies primarily on 
animal-based indicators for the assessment of welfare, in this way the legal obligations of New Zealand pig 
farmers for the care of pigs on-farm under the Animal Welfare Act 1999 can be assessed. The protocol also 
incorporates an assessment of the Minimum Standards as specified in the Animal Welfare (Pigs) Code of 
Welfare (2005) or its subsequent amendments. Through an assessment of both the pigs‟ environment and the 
pigs themselves, the overall welfare state of a farm can be determined. 
 

 

 
.Methodology: instructions on how to perform a welfare assessment using this protocol 
 
The protocol consists of three parts, as summarised in the flow diagram: 
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2. Modular welfare

assessments

Farrowing

(pens & crates)

Post-weaning

(weaners, growers

& finishers)

Dry sows and boars

(pens & stalls)

Site 1

Site ...

Site 2

Site 1

Site ...

Site 2

Site 1

Site ...

Site 2

3. Compilation of problems

& action items

Discussion with farmer

& sign-off

1. Questionnaire interview

(stockmanship, husbandry and management)

 
Some details on the three components: 
 

1. Questionnaire interview with the producer / manager or personnel  
 The aim is to elicit information on practices relating to husbandry, stockmanship and management, as 

some of these cannot be fully determined by inspection of the animals and farm premises alone. 
Delivery is via a face-to-face questionnaire with the owner, manager and / or stockmen. This section 
may also capture some background and production information such as mortality levels, culling rates, 
growth rates that are indirect indicators of animal welfare. 

 Husbandry  parameters can be checked during the site visit as suggested below. 
 
 Restraint, handling and movement: 
 During the assessment ask a staff member to demonstrate how they pick up piglets and newly weaned 

pigs.  With other sized pigs, you may ask the farmer to demonstrate how he would isolate and then sort 
a growing pig from its penmates , During this demonstration, the assessor would look for quiet handling 
of the pigs and proper use of a stock board. 

Husbandry and management 
 In assessing procedures such as tail docking and teeth clipping, the assessor may ask to see the 

equipment used and/or inspect recently processed pigs to note the age at which these processes occur, 
and/or watch the procedures being done.  
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Weaning  
 Process includes gently handling and removal of pigs from farrowing area, quiet movement, clean 

facilities, warm room, use of high-quality bedding when required, and ready access to a nutritional 
balanced diet. 

Pre transport selection 
 What criteria are used to determine pigs are fit for transport e.g overall health, lameness, injury, 

observation of appropriate pre-slaughter withdrawal times from medication .  
 

 
2. Systematic inspection of the farm 

This is carried out in a modular fashion. There are three modular protocols, which have been tailored to the 
specific production sections: Farrowing, Post-weaning and Dry sows and mating. One protocol is to be 
completed for every site; multiple protocols may be required for some production sections if more than one 
housing system is being used – i.e. a farm that utilizes both outdoor paddocks AND small groups indoors for 
dry sows would require use of two Dry sows and mating protocols.. 
 

Site definition:   a physically defined area including directly comparable production 

facilities / environment that are under common management. 

 
Using this definition, one production section using different husbandry systems (e.g. group and individual 
housing) would be defined as different sites. Likewise, one production section with various buildings using the 
same husbandry system but having different persons responsible for its animals would be defined as multiple 
sites. Lastly, one production section under common management but encompassing differing environments 
(e.g. varying age and conditions of housing facilities) should be considered to be different sites. In this way, the 
assessment is inclusive of all animals within the different production sections on-farm, and it is „tailored‟ to the 
whole range of specific conditions existing on each farm. 
 
Methodology of the assessment is summarised as follows:  

 Work systematically to inspect all sites. This could be by physical location (i.e. from one end of the farm 
to the other), or through the production chain (starting with the youngest animals, and working up to the 
oldest). 

 Per site, if conditions permit, do a „peep test‟: observe the animals from outside the housing, without 
intruding. 

 Quietly enter the housing facility, and form a general impression of the reaction of the animals to your 
presence. 

 Walk completely through the section. The emphasis of this assessment tool is on observation of the 
animals in their environment.  Avoid focussing your attention entirely on the environment.  This 
technique recognizes that we do not expressly know the needs of a particular pig, only that they are 
able to adapt to a variety of environment types if basic needs related to their welfare are met.  It also 
allows the assessor to examine a wide variety of farms and facility types without having to rely on an 
intimate knowledge of housing, ventilation, construction, and effluent management systems.  Rely on 
your observation of the animals and record your findings according to the animal-based indicators that 
are listed.  Following this, a more formal assessment of the environment in which the animals are kept 
(including measurements of pen size, lighting, water flow, etc) may be undertaken as and if required..  

 Regardless of production section, the protocol consists of indicators subdivided into three parts: Hunger 
and thirst; Interaction with the physical environment; Health, injury and disease.  

 For each part, the animal-based indicators are captured using observations of a set of generic criteria, 
which when combined will reflect the basic physical and well being state of the animals (specific detail is 
given on the forms).  
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 Each of these criteria is scored via a traffic light system, i.e.  

 Green: no action required 

 Amber: indication of a welfare problem that is considered to be less serious, constitutes a 
temporary problem, could easily/quickly be addressed, or requires further investigation. 

 Red: indication of a more serious welfare issue that requires immediate attention 

 The Minimum Standards corresponding to each of the three parts are evaluated in an adjacent column 
that uses a simple “ ok” / “not ok” indicator. In some instances, measurements may be required, or data 
may need to be collected to substantiate these standards. 

 Space for written comments has been included on the forms. This can be used by assessors to add 
explanation to their scores, justify their decisions, or to note areas of additional information to be 
requested. 

 The supplementary information, which enables common problems to be assessed in a more quantitative 
way, may be utilised to come to a decision if there is any doubt. 

An important outcome of a welfare audit is to measure changes in herd-level pig welfare over time.  While meeting the 
legal requirements of the Act and the minimum standards in the Code are the requirements of every farmer, 
improvements in the overall welfare of the herd that occur over time, above and beyond the minimum standards, is a 
goal of the Pig Care programme. 

3. Summary of findings and debriefing discussion  
After concluding the assessment, the inspector(s) should summarise any notable findings, comments or 
problems on the relevant form provided. This is specifically aimed at the „amber‟ and „red‟ scores, and 
instances where the Minimum Standards were not met should be highlighted, including any corrective action  
that are required. The inspector(s) should discuss these issues with the owner, manager and / or stockmen at 
this time in order to avoid any confusion after the visit.  
 
It is anticipated that „amber‟ outcomes will primarily consist of situations or areas on the farm where welfare 
should be improved‟, but may be relatively easily corrected by appropriate intervention. Possible actions to 
remedy the situation should be discussed. While these outcomes are recorded for reference in relation to 
future assessments, they should not result in immediate penalties or official welfare compliance activity 
 
On the other hand, „red‟ outcomes indicate more serious welfare problems that require urgent attention and 
resolution. Likewise, failure to meet the Minimum Standards represent infractions of the Animal Welfare (Pigs) 
Code, which should be addressed. If any such problems are identified, the farm manager (and preferably farm 
owner) must be notified prior to leaving the farm. The exact consequences and course of action may need to 
be determined in consultation with the farm owner, veterinarian or production consultant, and MAF compliance 
personnel; the matter may not necessarily involve direct discussion with farm staff.   
 
Note that this welfare assessment does not rely heavily on an analysis of production records; by design the 
focus of the assessment is on the observation of pigs in their normal production environment. However, as 
such data does often provide information about the overall level of management, health status, and pig 
performance, production records may be requested by the inspector(s). The absence or unavailability of 
production records should not be considered negatively in your assessment of the herd‟s welfare status.  
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Material requirements 
 
To carry out an on-farm assessment, the following equipment is required or at least advisable: 
 

 Sufficient copies of the evaluation forms: 
Ǒ This instruction sheet, which includes guidelines for decision-making support on several common 

conditions affecting health and productivity, and on the state of facilities and housing. It also 
includes a body condition scoring chart, tables for calculation of group-level prevalence and 
scoring sheets as required, which are provided as an adjunct to assist with the decision-making 
process in cases in which the inspector feels it would be helpful to quantify the observations, e.g. 
to confirm that lameness prevalence is higher than expected. 

Ǒ One questionnaire form “Evaluation of stockmanship, husbandry and management related to 
welfare provision”. 

Ǒ As many of the modular assessment forms for “Farrowing”, “Post-weaning” and “Dry sows and 
boars” as required to cover all the farm sites. 

 
 Supporting documentation. As a minimum, a copy of the Animal Welfare (Pigs) Code of Welfare (2005) 

is required. As mentioned above, some supplementary information is included with the protocols  
 
 Material requirements include: 

Ǒ A tape measure. 
Ǒ A measuring jug (for flow rates, if required). 
Ǒ A torch may be useful. 
Ǒ Clipboards and writing material. 
Ǒ A digital camera is recommended. 
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Supplementary information for assessment and recording of animal-based 
observations 

 

This section contains: 
 Information to assist interpretation of the generic animal-based indicators, specifically applied to hunger and 

thirst, facilities and environment, and health and disease. 
 Supplementary tables for the calculation and interpretation of group-level prevalence. 

 
 

1. Hunger and thirst 
 

a. Animal indices 
 

Vocalisation / noise 
If the animals have insufficient access to water, the noise level may be elevated, and there may be squealing etc . In 
the farrowing area a normal  level of vocalisation between sows and their litters should be expected. This is related to 
Behaviour and Mobility (see below). 

 
Physical appearance 

 Primarily consider the body condition score (refer to the chart): 
Ǒ this should be appropriate for the production stage 
Ǒ it is also important to note the variability (between individuals and between groups) 
Ǒ no animals should have a score under 2.5, except where the stockperson can demonstrate that 

remedial action is being undertaken. Depending on the cause, euthanasia may need to be considered 
as an alternative to alleviate suffering 

 Hunger and thirst may also lead to competitive aggression, which may be visible as skin scratches and lesions. 
 Indicators of chronic underfeeding may include prominent backbone and a hairy appearance. There may be a 

higher prevalence of shoulder ulcers than expected. 
 In sows (especially in outdoor systems), the udder shape may indicate too little access to water. 

 
Behaviour 
Behavioural indicators of hunger and thirst include: 

 Agitation and bossiness; fighting. 
 Restlessness. 
 Attraction to water: the pigs will smell and compete for a bucket of water, if introduced into the pen. 

 
Mobility 
 Healthy, well nourished pigs in a stable social group, provided with good, well designed hygienic facilities, with 
correct ventilation and temperature will spend a substantial part of their day resting. Most pigs respond to the 
presence of people and will stand up. Other situations may occur when feed is short, the social group is not 
stable,pigs will be more restless. Sows in oestrus and in the farrowing area will tend to be more active and vocal. 

 If there is a partial block of water, there will be a high level of activity, congestion at the drinking point(s) and 
fighting. 

 If there is a total block of water, there will be no congestion; general restlessness will be common.  
 In an advanced stage of deprivation of food or water, the activity level will be reduced (lethargy). 

 
Faeces 
Two indicators to observe: 

 Consistency of the dung (dry or loose; well or poorly digested). 
 Quantity of freshly-voided dung (this is dependent on when the housing was last cleaned). 
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b. Facilities indices 
 

Water supply and quality: 
 Number of pigs per nipple or bowl. 
 Water flow rate. 
 Appropriateness of design of drinkers (nipples, bowls). 
 Water quality (especially in troughs). 
 Wet floors (indicate messing with water). 

 
Feed supply and quality: 

 Excessive wastage (this may indicate feed is unpalatable, e.g. due to mycotoxins). 
 
c. Stockhandler indices 
 

Stockhandler indices related to hunger and thirst include: 
 Is capable of recognising hunger and thirst. 
 If required, inspection of the production records (specifically, growth rates). 
 Feed levels. 

 
 

2. Interaction with the physical environment 
 
a. Animal indices 
 
Interpretation of the generic animal-based indicators, specifically applied to facilities and environment, includes the 
following: 
 

Vocalisation / noise 
This is reflective of social communication and conflict between pigs (see Behaviour below). 

 
Physical appearance 

 Hygiene (clean / dirty pigs). 
 The following consequences may occur due to poor housing conditions: 

Ǒ elevated lameness prevalence 
Ǒ skin lesions / wounds as a consequence of injury or fighting 
Ǒ tail / vulva / ear biting 
Ǒ pressure wounds (ulcers) 

 
Behaviour 

 Temperature indicators: 
Ǒ huddling 
Ǒ proportion shivering 
Ǒ proportion panting  

 Poor housing conditions may influence social relationships and interactions between pigs, e.g.  
Ǒ nervous or evasive  behaviour 
Ǒ fighting/vices 
Ǒ stereotypic behaviour 

 Good housing conditions result in a high percentage of pigs lying or giving and impression of being relaxed or 
“content” 

 
Mobility 
Mobility may be restricted in poor housing conditions. Uneven or broken surfaces may result in elevated prevalence of 
lameness. 

 
Faeces / discharges 
Are the pigs dunging in the appropriate area? Traces of blood or discharges as a consequence of injury or fighting? 
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b. Facilities indices 
 

Insofar as not directly covered by the Minimum Standards, the following factors can be considered: 
 Stocking rate (see specifications in the Code). 
 Presence of sufficient light 
 Rodent control? 
 R + M. 
 Presence of draughts? 
 Access to feed and water. 
 Ability to stand and lie down. 
 Maintenance, repair and presentation (sharp projections, fittings, floor quality etc.). 
 Presence / provision of manipulative materials 
 Management of bedding in deep litter housing systems 

Air quality and temperature: these are relatively changeable indicators (in contrast to more „fixed‟ facilities) – hence, a 
traffic light score has been included to allow more flexible scoring. There is a trade-off between the two (i.e. too much 
ventilation lowers temperature and vice-versa). Poor air quality is often characterised by a strong odour of ammonia, 
excessive humidity, dustiness, etc.  

 
c. Stockhandler indices 
 

Stockhandler indices related to facilities and environment include: 
 

 Use of appropriate equipment, e.g. for moving stock. 
 Response of stock to handler and / inspector(s) (fearful or inquisitive; flight distance and approach time). 
 Stockhandler style and temperament. 

 
Note that some of the indicators mentioned under Behaviour could also be a consequence of poor 
management (e.g. mixing and constitution of groups). This is more likely to be the case if such indicators are 
observed, but the housing is adequate (i.e. conforms to the Minimum Standards). 
 
 

3. Health, injury and disease 
 
Farm records may be useful to support assessment, and, depending on the observations, could be consulted to support 
decision-making. 
 
a. Animal indices 
 

Vocalisation / noise 
 Specifically, be aware of noise as a result of respiratory illness (coughing, snuffling, wheezing etc.). As a rough 

guideline, perform a „cough count‟: more than 3 coughs per minute indicates a possible problem.  
 Alternatively, an apparent lack of noise when expected (i.e. pigs are too quiet) may also indicate a health 

problem. 
 

Physical appearance 
 Physical abnormalities which may indicate poor include: 

Ǒ skin lesions / wounds as a consequence of injury, fighting, tail / vulva / ear biting, pressure wounds 
(ulcers and abrasions), scratching, etc. 

Ǒ bruising 
Ǒ abnormal skin colour; petechiae (subcutaneous point bleeding) 
Ǒ loss of body condition, caused by chronic conditions 
Ǒ abnormal discharges may be visible, e.g. scouring and diarrhoea may lead to skin soiling 
Ǒ hernias 

 In contrast, signs of good health include: 
Ǒ "bright eyes" 
Ǒ fine haired, pink skinned 

If you can easily read this at a distance of 
approximately 40cm, there is enough light! 
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Behaviour 
The following behavioural indicators may signal a health problem: 

 Apathetic / lethargic. 
 Huddling. 
 Scratching and restlessness. 
 Agitated behaviour? 

Mobility 
Where the pigs do have freedom of movement, assess the following: 

 Evidence of lethargy and / or elevated mortality. 
 Lameness prevalence (guidelines for decision-making are provided below). 
 Stiff or abnormal gait 

 
Faeces 
Scouring; abnormal consistency, traces of blood etc. 

 
Other discharges 
Nasal discharge; tearing / discharge from eyes; discharge from wounds, ulcers or abscesses. 

 
b. Facilities indices 
 

 Facilities for treatment and housing of sick pigs. 
 Drug / medication use, from records. 

 
 
c. Stockhandler indices 
 

The capacity of the stockperson is covered in the questionnaire interview, but can be further assessed by observation 
of the stock: 

 Capacity to recognise the range of symptoms. 
 Capacity to recognise the point of intervention for treatment and destruction. 
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A. Body condition scoring 
 

 
 

 



Version 2.1: June 2010 

B. Guidelines for quantitative interpretation of health and facilities criteria 
 
These guidelines may be used to come to a decision when there is doubt about the measurable degree of potential 
problems. They are derived from the US Swine Welfare Assurance Program handbook (2003), and have not been 
validated in New Zealand. Hence the figures listed in the tables may need to be interpreted with some caution.  
 
A scoring sheet has been provided for recording observations.  
 
For conditions related to health and injuries, score the pen- or group-level prevalence and compare with the guidelines 
in Table A to come to a decision. For criteria related to facilities, score the conditions within a defined site and compare 
with the guidelines in Table B to come to a decision. 
 
Table A. Prevalence of conditions related to health and injuries 
 

 
   

Gilts, sows and boars 

- Lameness < 0.1% 0.1 to 2% > 2% 

- Abscesses < 1% 1 to 2% > 2% 

- Wounds:   on shoulder < 5% 5 to 15% > 15% 

on vulva < 5% 5 to 15% > 15% 

on other parts of the body < 5% 5 to 15% > 15% 

- Scratches < 15% 15 to 40% > 40% 

- Body condition score < 2 < 0.1% 0.1 to 2% > 2% 

 

Neonatal piglets, nursery and finisher pigs 

- Pigs euthanised (as % of total deaths) > 20% 5 to 20% < 5% 

- Lameness < 1% 1 to 5% > 5% 

- Abscesses < 1% 1 to 5% > 5% 

- Wounds < 5% 5 to 15% > 15% 

- Scratches < 15% 15 to 40% > 40% 

- Body condition score < 2 < 0.1% 0.1 to 2% > 2% 

 
 
Table B. Criteria related to facilities 
 

 
   

 

- Insufficient space: gilts, sows, boars < 1% 1 to 10% > 10% 

nursery / finisher pigs < 1% 1 to 10% > 10% 

- Pens with: damaged flooring < 1% 1 to 2% > 2% 

                   damaged fencing < 1% 1 to 2% > 2% 

                   damaged equipment < 1% 1 to 2% > 2% 

                   inappropriate feeder space < 1% 1 to 2% > 2% 

                  inadequate water availability < 0.1% 0.1 to 0.2% > 0.2% 
 

 


