
 
Novel birth-weaning feeder reduces time spent learning to drink from an open vessel. 
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An open vessel birth-weaning feeder was designed to take advantage of the piglets’ neonatal 
behaviors in order to reduce the time to learn to drink from an open vessel.   Because prior 
suckling at the udder may alter the piglets’ motivation to ingest milk replacer from an open 
vessel, piglets (n=115) were either permitted or prohibited from suckling the sow before being 
placed in an open vessel Individual Pen feeder (IP, n=60) or a commercially available Group Pen 
feeder (GP, n=55) and observed for 6 hours.  Blood lactate and glucose levels were measured 
immediately after birth as an indication of hypoxic status. Data on the time to first drink and the 
amount of standing, nosing and sucking were recorded for each piglet.  The average blood lactate 
and glucose values for pigs born alive indicated that mild hypoxia may actually enhance the 
ability of piglets to drink from an open vessel.  More IP piglets learned to drink than did GP 
piglets (82% vs. 16%, p<0.01). Prior suckling did not affect the number of pigs drinking in either 
pen (p=0.41).  GP piglets showed more standing behavior (p<0.01) but there was a time x 
treatment interaction with the amount of standing in the GP being high and declining and the IP 
remaining low and constant.  GP piglets carried out more nosing (p<0.01) and sucking (p<0.01).  
Suckling treatment did not affect standing or nosing behaviors (p=0.74 and 0.38, respectively).  
Unsuckled piglets had a higher incidence of sucking behavior that approached significance at 
p=0.053.  Overall, the novel, individual pen, open-vessel feeder allowed piglets to learn to drink 
faster than the traditional feeder in a group pen situation. 

 


