
Our Researchers
Internationally recognized swine researchers at the University of Guelph are helping the Ontario pork industry 
be globally competitive. Over 50 expert researchers focus on priority issues such as pig health and welfare, 
nutrition and productivity, as well as pork safety and quality for the consumer. 

Our Facilities
State-of-the-art facilities and equipment enable our researchers to conduct innovative research. The Arkell 
Swine Research Station is a 4,600 m2 bio-secure, closed-herd facility with capacity for more than 360 sows. 
It is divided into 3 sections for gestating, farrowing and growing/finishing pigs. The Ponsonby Research 
station allows researchers to bring in pigs from different sources for temporary housing for specific 
projects related to health status or pig genotype. Metabolism, biotechnology, genomics and other high tech 
laboratories, as well as level 2 isolation units, are examples of the many facilities available to researchers at 
the University of Guelph. 

Our Herd
A high-health status, closed Yorkshire breeding herd is maintained at the Arkell Swine Research Station.   
This enables researchers to run reliable studies using a trusted source of pigs. More than half the gestating 
sows are in loose housing.

Our Research Program
University of Guelph researchers work with industry and government to develop leading edge solutions to 
priority issues. Our main partners include provincial and federal government agencies, Ontario Pork and 
Swine Innovation Porc.  Industry support is also provided by various feed, pharmaceutical and service sector 
companies. Examples of some of our projects include:

Health and Welfare
In order to improve pig health and welfare and increase productivity, research into the diseases that most 
significantly impact the pork industry is ongoing.

Porcine Reproductive and Respiratory Syndrome (PRRS) is a viral disease that causes reproductive failure 
in breeding animals and respiratory disease in pigs of any age. PRRS is considered to be the most costly 
endemic swine disease in Ontario and significantly impacts the health and welfare of pigs. PRRS is a complex 
disease which makes it difficult to eliminate and control its spread. Our researchers have been on the forefront 
of characterizing this disease in order to develop improved control measures. Currently, researchers are using 
statistical modelling techniques to develop risk based surveillance tools used for PRRS area regional control 
and elimination projects. Identifying disease risk factors are key elements of control and elimination programs, 
which improve pig health and minimize economic loss.

Porcine Epidemic Diarrhea (PED) is a viral disease that was first diagnosed in Canada in January 2014. PED 
causes acute severe outbreaks of diarrhea and vomiting in immunologically naïve herds. The disease is most 
serious in piglets under 7 days of age where mortality can reach 100%. The virus is very hardy and can be 
spread directly between animals or indirectly on items contaminated with infected manure, such as clothing, 
boots, feed, farm supplies, and vehicles. Our researchers have been working with stakeholders in the Ontario 
pork industry to determine the most effective biosecurity, disinfection and management strategies for the 
containment and elimination of the PED virus. Initial epidemiologic studies into the source of introduction of 
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PED virus into Ontario pointed to feed containing porcine blood plasma as a common risk factor. University of 
Guelph researchers will continue working with industry stakeholders on applied on-farm research, surveillance 
and sampling at critical access points, as well as control and elimination projects. To date, this co-ordinated 
effort has helped minimize the impact of PED on the Ontario pork industry, compared to the situations in the  
US and Asia.

Glasser’s Disease, caused by the bacterium Haemophilus parasuis, mainly affects young pigs and has a high 
mortality rate. There are many strains of H. parasuis and the majority of pigs carry this bacterium in their 
respiratory tract without disease ever occurring. Some of the factors that lead to the development of Glasser’s 
disease are still unknown. Our researchers have recently developed an efficient and affordable testing method 
to distinguish between strains of H. parasuis. Studies are also looking at disease-causing genes within the 
different strains of H. parasuis and how they factor into the predisposition to cause disease. Further research to 
better understand H. parasuis will help establish better control strategies for producers. 

The stress on transported market pigs can have significant welfare implications. Stress can also lead to  
in-transit losses and reduced meat quality. Our researchers assess parameters such as truck design, ventilation, 
temperature and humidity, density, distance travelled, and loading and unloading techniques in order to 
improve conditions for pigs during transport and minimize economic losses.

Nutrition and Productivity
Good nutrition is essential for pig performance and meat quality. Our researchers continue to evaluate 
the nutritional requirements of pigs at all life-stages in order to improve and customize diets for optimal 
productivity and economic benefit, while minimizing nutrient losses into the environment.  Another aspect 
of nutrition research includes assessing the use of alternate feeding systems and feed sources to reduce 
production costs. Approximately 20% of pigs in Ontario are raised using liquid feeding. A unique state of 
the art liquid feeding unit at the Arkell Swine Research Station allows researchers to explore ways to further 
develop this technology to improve economics for producers. Alternate, inexpensive feed sources, such as 
wheat shorts and distillers dried grains with solubles (DDGS) which are co-products from the biofuel and 
food industries, continue to be evaluated for nutritional value and safety. Research has shown that pre-treating 
co-products with enzymes and microbial inoculants and delivering them in liquid form is more effective in 
promoting feed intake and weight gain than in dry feeding systems. Follow-up studies will test this feeding 
approach over the entire grower-finisher phase and evaluate carcass and meat quality. Pre-treated co-products 
also have the potential to decrease the use of in-feed antibiotics and decrease bacterial contamination of pork 
products by improving gut health. 

Food Safety and Quality
Consumers expect safe, quality pork products. Our researchers study bacteria and viruses that can potentially 
contaminate pork in order to better understand these pathogens and their interactions. This has resulted in 
improved management recommendations and on farm interventions to decrease foodborne illness in people. 
Reducing the prevalence of foodborne pathogens at the farm level helps to ensure consumer confidence in pork 
products which in turn has economic benefit for producers.

Antimicrobial resistance (AMR) and the use of antimicrobials (antibiotics) in food production have created 
public concern and trade pressures. AMR can lead to the reduced ability to effectively treat bacterial infections 
in both people and animals. Our researchers continue to assess the issues so that they can make informed 
recommendations for the prudent use of antimicrobials in pork production. This will help improve consumer 
confidence and maintain export markets.

Boar taint is the offensive odour or taste in pork caused by the metabolites skatole and androstenone. To 
prevent boar taint, male piglets are castrated at a young age. This practice raises concerns for animal welfare 
and reduces production efficiency as entire males have a higher growth rate, better feed efficiency and leaner 
carcasses than castrated males. Ongoing research has been investigating alternate means of controlling boar 
taint. Our researchers have identified and validated several genetic markers that will assist in breeding selection 
programs to develop pig lines free of boar taint. Researchers have also demonstrated that using a commercial 
vaccine eliminates boar taint and the need to castrate while improving production efficiency. Recent diet 
manipulation study results have shown that the use of binding compounds (such as activated charcoal) in the 
finisher diet can decrease the levels of androstenone. Further studies will determine the most effective feeding 
protocols to reduce boar taint.

Contact Us
To learn more about the 
Pork Research Program at the
University of Guelph, contact

Dr. Robert Friendship 
rfriends@uoguelph.ca
519-824-4120 x 54022

www.uogue lph.ca/omaf ra_par tnersh ip
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