
 

Farm advice 
Drinking water pregnant sows 
Did you know:  
 
Three animal factors determine drinking water usage 
The drinking water usage of swine consists of three main streams. The animals:  

1. drink water because they’re thirsty. This is the physical need of water to maintain its body 
function; 

2. drink too much (excessive water intake); 
3. spill water while drinking. 

 
The total water usage is the sum of all three above, of which only the first one is important. We have to 
prevent the other two as much as possible. Boredom, stress and hunger feeling can lead to a higher 
excessive water intake but also to more spilling. Also the drinking system design (nipple of trough) and 
the nipple yield determine the amount of spilled water. A drinking trough for pregnant sows should be 
coverless. The covered ones are only suitable for piglets and finishing pigs since sows have difficulty in 
drinking from them. The nipple yield should be about 1-1.5 litre per minute. 
 
Minimal water-feed ratio 2.8 : 1 
The physiological daily water requirement of a pig depends on the pig’s age, feeding level, feed 
composition, ambient temperature, stress, and its health. During her pregnancy the feed-water ratio has 
to be at least 2.8 to 1 (meaning at least 2.8 litres of water per kg of feed). 
 
Extra water for pregnant sows above 20 oC 
As a rule, as soon as the ambient temperature exceeds 20 oC a pregnant sow needs 0.2 litres of extra 
drinking water daily for each degree over 20 oC. 
 
Warming 17 degrees takes 45 grams of feed 
To warm up drinking water to body temperature (37 oC) takes energy. Warming up one litre of water by 
one degree Celsius costs 1 kcal ME. Presume the water temperature is 20 oC and the sow drinks 8 litres a 
day. Then the sow needs to warm up the drinking water by 17 oC. For this she needs about 45 grams 
extra feed a day. Do you know the temperature of your drinking water? 
 
Group housed sows drink 9-12 times a day 
Research with sows in group housing (25 sows with one feed station and one water station) showed that 
pregnant sows are drinking water 9 to 12 times a day. The total drinking time in the trials was on 
average 15-16 minutes. Low ranked sows drank less often than high ranked sows.  
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Large variation in water consumption 
The water consumption of pregnant sows shows a relatively large variation. Previous research showed a 
ranged in water usage of 4 to 27 litres per sow per day. For reasons yet unknown, the sows which drank 
most grew less during pregnancy and were less productive (less live born piglets) than the sows which 
drank an average or small amount. A possible explanation is that these sows have been using more feed, 
or a larger proportion of it to warm up their drinking water to body temperature. 
 
Group housing saves water 
The above mentioned research also concluded that sows in a group housing system with unlimited access 
to water use about 8-9 litres of water per day. In the previous system with individual housing and 
unlimited access to water sows used up to 14-15 litres per day.  
 
 
For more information contact: Anita HOOFS, phone + 31 (0)317- 480586, email: anita.hoofs@wur.nl  
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