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Abstract

An increasing public concern over the welfare of livestock species is motivating more producers to consider changes to production
practices. Providing environmental enrichment for intensively housed animals is one such potentially welfare-enhancing change. The goal
of environmental enrichment is to provide biologically relevant environmental stimuli that allows an animal to perform highly motivated,
species-specific behaviours. To date, there is no research specific to the applicability of environmental enrichment for commercial boars
(Sus scrofa domesticus), nor on commercial boar welfare in general. In this study, eight individually housed, mature boars were
observed to prefer interacting with hanging cotton rope enrichment over hanging rubber chew sticks when given the option. There was
a significantly negative correlation between the amount of time boars spent interacting with rope and the amount of time they spent
performing stereotypic pen manipulation, suggesting that the rope was more effective at reducing stereotypic behaviour than the rubber.
Such reductions in amount of time spent performing abnormal stereotypic behaviours could indicate that some of the animals’ behav-
ioural needs are being met by the enrichment object. Thus, the results of this study could help provide producers with more objective,
research-based suggestions concerning the efficacy of practical enrichment choices for individually housed boars.
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Introduction 
Commercial boars (Sus scrofa domesticus) have been
largely overlooked by recent studies into production animal
welfare. This could be due to their relatively small presence
in commercial facilities as compared to breeding sows and
market pigs. However, this does not preclude the impor-
tance of accounting for the impact of commercial housing
conditions and management styles on the welfare of this
particular population of animals.
In most commercial swine facilities, commercial boars are
housed individually, starting at approximately 20 to 30 weeks
of age, to prevent any potential injuries from mounting or
aggressive behaviour between sexually mature boars. This
social isolation mirrors that of wild and feral boars. Intact
males will leave their natal sounder around 26 to 43 weeks of
age; spending 8 to 10 h a day foraging for fibrous feed sources
(eg grasses, roots, nuts, berries, some invertebrates and small
animals) (Mauget 1981; Graves 1984). The size and
complexity of boar housing will vary among commercial and
breed stock facilities and are often contingent on the role of
the boar (eg heat-check boar, AI boar, or mating boar). In
many commercial swine facilities, the environment is made of
durable surfaces, such as metal gating and smooth or slatted
concrete floors, to prevent clogging of manure flush systems
(Westin et al 2013). Given the genetic tendency to gain weight

rapidly, commercial boars are fed restrictive diets consisting
of high concentrate (corn-soy) feed (Young et al 1994). Thus,
boars are often limited in the expression of complex foraging
behaviour in commercial facilities. 
Unfortunately, there is little information on the impact of
this limited environment on the welfare of commercial
boars. Previous literature on production sows and weaned,
grower, and finishing swine indicates that these animals
often develop orally fixated behaviours, such as sham
chewing and bar-biting, to compensate for a lack of oppor-
tunity to forage or utilise their highly developed oral senses
(Lawrence & Terlouw 1993; Spoolder et al 1995; Van de
Weerd & Day 2009). These behaviours are examples of
stereotypic behaviours, or abnormal repetitive behaviours
that serve no obvious function, aside from being maladap-
tive attempts to relieve frustration built up from the inability
to perform other highly motivated behaviours (Van de
Weerd & Day 2009). Thus, performance of stereotypic
behaviours, such as sham chewing, bar-biting and other
pen-directed oral manipulations, is often indicative of
negative mental states (eg boredom or frustration) in swine
(Lawrence & Terlouw 1993; Spoolder et al 1995; Mason
et al 2007; Van de Weerd & Day 2009).
Providing species-specific environmental enrichment to
encourage highly motivated behaviours can relieve frustra-

Universities Federation for Animal Welfare Science in the Service of Animal Welfare




