In addition, the preferences of the animals in terms of environmental conditions can be
tested by appropriate techniques. Using this whole set of criteria, it is possible to try
to improve the wellbeing of animals either by modifying the environment so as to optimize
the expression of species-specific behaviour or by decreasing the sensitivity of animals to
environmental stresses. Further progress in the field of animal welfare is depending of a
better understanding of the relationships of animals with their environment.
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Descriptive analysis of the variation from 1972 to 1981 of five components of the
numerical sow productivity (number of born piglets, born alive and weaned per litter,
lactation length, weaning-fertilization interval) was made on a total of 299 464 litters born
in 325 French production herds subjected to the « National computerized programme f or
analysis of on-the-farm sow records. Herds were distributed into 4 regional sectors to take
into account climatic variations : Brittany, South, Centre, North-East. Then, independently
for each region, data were subjected to an analysis of variance including three fixed effects
(litter size at 6 levels, year-month of farrowing combination and year-herd combination) and
to a random effect (within herd sow) so as to obtain the best estimates of the year effect.
Moreover, the effect of the lactation length of order (n-1) on the litter size at birth
and the weaning-fertilization interval of order (n) was studied.
In all the regions a decrease of 0.25 unit was observed in the number of piglets born
per litter in the summer as compared to the winter months, while the opposite was
observed at weaning with an increase of 0.3 unit in litters born in the summer. The
weaning-fertilization interval was 3 to 5 days longer according to the region when weaning
took place in late spring or early summer.
In Brittany and in the South of France the litter size at birth decreased by about
0.4 unit during the first five years and increased again up to the initial level during
the next five years. This variable was steady in the Centre, while it was 0.5 unit lower in
the North-East during the same period. Except in the North-East, the litter size at weaning
increased regularly in the other three regions from 1975.

This variation may be partly explained by the decrease of about 9 days in the
lactation length from 1972 to 1976 in the four regions followed by a decrease of about
3 days from 1977 to 1981. The number of piglets born per litter decreased on an average
by 0.2 unit for a 10-day reduction in the duration of the previous lactation. The weaningfertilization interval decreased by about 3 days except in the North-East. This variation
may partly be explained by that of the lactation length.
The numerical sow productivity increased on an average by 0.23 piglet weaned/sow/year
from 1972 to 1981 with regional variations ranging from 0.19 to 0.30 piglet/sow/year.
This study showed that the increased sow productivity observed the last ten years was
mainly due to the new herd management systems leading to an accelerated rhythm of
reproduction. As this situation is now becoming stabilized for biological and economic
reasons future advances should be obtained by increasing sow prolificacy and piglet survival rate.

