
og farmers have a long history 
of making production and 
management changes, whether 

it involves revising diets, adopting new 
technology or adjusting management 
practices; that’s how progress is made.  
However, changes are usually based 
on science; they are tested and proven 
before moving to the farm. That is not 
the case with California’s Proposition 
12 (Prop 12), which addresses housing 
for gestating sows, laying hens and 
veal calves. 

Prop 12 Requirements
Originally slated to go into effect Jan. 
1, 2022, Prop 12 has been delayed at 
least 6 months. But don’t settle into a 
false sense of security. “This transition 
is coming, so we need to reconcile that 
there will be changes and try to find 
solutions,” says Kristina Horback, PhD, 
associate professor of animal behavior 
at the University of California–Davis, 
who spent 5 years studying group sow 
housing in the field. 

Prop 12 spells out rules for laying 
hens, veal calves and gestation sows 
and any of their food products sold in 
California, whether raised in state or 
out of state. Here are specifications for 
female swine:  

• Space requirement of 24 square feet 
 per gilt or sow. “I don’t know where 
 they came up with that,” Horback says.

• Applies to any female pig kept for 
 commercial breeding that is 6 months 
 old or older or is pregnant. Note 
 that the animal doesn’t have to 
 be pregnant for the rules to apply, 
 Horback points out.

• Temporary confinement is allowed 
 only for animal husbandry purposes 
 such as breeding, pregnancy 
 checking, etc. It cannot exceed 6 
 hours in a 24-hour period and a 
 maximum of 24 hours within 30 days. 
 “I don’t know how the 6-hour limit 
 was determined either,” Horback says.

• Exemptions include animals needing  
 veterinary treatment, involved in  

Change is a regular occurrence in daily life 
and in business. Think about the pace of the 
technological changes that have occurred in 
just the last 5 or 10 years, and try to imagine 
what is yet to come. Pork production has 
benefitted tremendously from changes driven 
by advances in technology, research and even 
trial and error. The exchange of ideas and 
information are among pork producers’ most 
valuable tools.

Still, it is a universal truth that change makes 
people uncomfortable. It’s human nature to 
embrace the predictable and the routine.

Certainly, pork producers regularly 
adapt to changes within their businesses. 
However, that step is especially hard to take 
when others, less-informed of the daily 
management of animals, drive the change and 
when science is pushed aside. Such is the case 
with gestation-sow housing and the fact that 
production agriculture has not had an equal 
seat at the decision-making table. 

Another universal truth is that pork 
producers have an innovative, problem-
solving spirit. While there are plenty of 
unknowns, some producers have begun to 
comply with California’s Proposition 12 
gestation-sow housing rules. Whether those 
rules go into effect in 6 months or 2 years, 
change is inevitable. Careful planning, along 
with animal management and care, will 
determine success.   

Although updating a barn and revising animal 
management are huge steps, Farmweld is 
here to help, and our priorities always include 
maintaining a safe environment for people 
and pigs.

Whether you have questions about pen design 
or other production-related issues, Farmweld 
can recommend the right equipment for your 
layout. Call 1-800-EAT-PORK (328-7675) 
or visit  farmweld.com.
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Considerations and Implications 

The California law has been delayed from its Jan. 1, 2022, 
start date, but gestation-sow housing will be forever changed.

http://www.farmweld.com.
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 research, being transported, at  
 slaughter or exhibition.

• Sows can be placed in farrowing crates  
 5 days prior to farrowing until weaning. 

• Penalties include a fine not to exceed  
 $1,000 and/or imprisonment for up to  
 180 days per occurrence. 

• The California Department of Food and  
 Agriculture will oversee third-party  
 audits to verify compliance, but how 
 that’s done and how “crate-free” pork 
 will be labeled are yet to be determined.

Housing Options
What is not spelled out in Prop 12 are 
any details for housing design, layouts or 
management. Each producer will need 
to evaluate and select the best options 
for their system, says Bill Hollis, DVM, 
Carthage Veterinary Service (CVS) and 
Professional Swine Management. “Visit 
with swine equipment companies; they’ve 
done a lot of work in this area and they 
can help,” he adds.

Some of the current housing options that 
can be applied include:

• Free-access or flex stalls, which can 
 be particularly helpful for heat checking, 
 breeding, pregnancy checking and 
 embryo implantation. Originally, these 
 stalls allowed sows to enter and exit at 
 will, but because Prop 12 limits time in 
 stalls to 6 hours in 24 hours, producers 
 will have to control animal access and 
 provide a public space. 

• Electronic feeding systems are an 
 option, although they carry a high price 
 tag and require significant training for 
 people and pigs. 

• Open pens with shoulder stanchions 
 and trough feeding. Also, conversions 
 where the backs of gestation stalls are 
 removed to allow individual feeding, with 
 a shared loafing area. 

• Open pens with trough or floor feeding. 

“Generally, barns will be converted by 
removing stalls and changing layouts,” 

Hollis says. “Adding new facilities will 
increase costs a lot.” 

When considering costs, producers also 
have to factor in lost productivity.

He points to an example of a 3,800-head 
sow farm that’s keeping the same facilities 
but, upon conversion, will accommodate 
only 2,900 sows. Currently weaning 
103,906 pigs annually, that number is 
projected to drop to 77,907 head. 

As a rough estimate, Hollis says to plan 
on $11 per pig for remodeled facilities 
and another $4 per pig if adding new 
construction. 

“A big part of making the decision depends 
on the packer,” he adds. “If you’re going 
to make the investment, what will it take in 
terms of their commitment?”

Hollis says there’s been a lot of negotiation 
attempts, but out of the 31 sow farms that 
CVS’s Professional Swine Management 
oversees, none have made conversions 
to comply with Prop 12. Of the veterinary 
clinic’s clients, only two have made 
conversions, and their herds were closely 
tied to a packer, which makes the decision 
more cut and dried.  

Execution Decisions 
There are space utilization and management 
decisions to make before venturing too far 
into the conversion consideration. 

Start by working backwards from pig-flow 
requirements. “Determine how many pigs 
you’re going to need each week,” Hollis 
advises. “That will tell you whether you 
need to add sow spaces, or you may want 

California’s Proposition 12 gets all the 
attention, largely because the state 
accounts for about 15 percent of U.S. 
pork consumption. But it’s not the only 
challenge to gestation-sow housing. 
Twelve states have banned gestation-sow 
stalls, with various implementation dates. 
Most are minor pork-production states, 
with Michigan and Ohio the exceptions. 

There’s also a long list of food distributors, 
grocers, restaurants and packers who’ve 
made proclamations to eliminate 
gestation stalls, and they will do what’s 
needed to protect their brands.

Animal-housing regulation efforts in 
California began in 2007 with the passage 
of Proposition 2. It targeted laying hens, 
veal calves and pregnant sows, using vague 
language such as: Animals must be able 
to stand up, lie down, turn around and 
extend limbs. Following court challenges 
to Prop 2, Prop 12 was introduced in 2018 
to spell out details on space requirements, 
the animals to be covered and penalties. 
California voters passed Prop 12, which 
was to begin on Jan. 1, 2022.  

Because the California Department of 
Food and Agriculture is more than 2 
years late with final rules for inspection, 
auditing and labeling, the California 
Supreme Court delayed implementation 
by 6 months. “I cannot tell you if the delay 
will be extended,” says Kristina Horback, 
PhD, University of California–Davis. “It 
depends on lawsuits and the courts.” 

The North American Meat Institute has 
sued the state of California, arguing that 
Prop 12 violated the commerce clause of 
the U.S. Constitution. However, the 9th 
Circuit Court of Appeals ruled it’s not 
applicable because Prop 12 affects in-state 
and out-of-state producers equally.

The American Farm Bureau Federation 
and National Pork Producers Council have 
petitioned the U.S. Supreme Court to hear 
the case, again on constitutional grounds. 
In a recent decision, the high court has 
agreed to hear the case.

Note that Massachusetts also passed a 
ballot measure in 2018 that mirrors Prop 
12, known as Question 3. It’s also delayed 
6 months from its Jan. 1, 2022, start date 
for failing to spell out the final rules.

How We Got Here

Kristina Horback, PhD, 
associate professor of animal behavior, 

University of California–Davis



SOW SAFETY
AND COMFORT
Farmweld’s Free Access Stall offers 
sows the safety and comfort of eating 
without interruption from other more 
dominant sows. It also allows for a private 
retreat for the sow when she needs to 
escape the busy gestation environment. 
It is made with durable, high-quality 
materials  that ensure longevity of the 
gating as well as enhance the safety of 
workers and pigs alike.

Farmweld Free Access Stall

PROP 12 FRIENDLY

to find a sow farm and build a relationship 
to provide the space.” 

How are you going to organize the 
space? Breeding areas, hospital pens, 
gilt training and boar exposure all need 
to be approached differently for the new 
layout. Determine feed location, delivery 
and schedule for efficiency but also to 
minimize aggression. Large animals in 
open spaces will test equipment and 
gating durability. Address air-quality and 
ventilation issues that may be affected 
by the new layout. Lighting may need 
to be improved, and Hollis recommends 
setting up breeding in areas with the 
best light and access to supplies. Also, 
think about flooring for the different 
areas and how that might impact 
manure management.   

“You’re going to have empty space 
periodically,” he adds. “If you use static 
groups and have large pens, you’ll have 
large portions of unutilized space as 
sows fallout or are identified as non-
pregnant; think about that space.” That’s 
why he prefers small pens. 

Of course, sow-group composition 
— the age, size, parity and familiarity 
between animals — along with mixing 
and management practices are critical 
individual considerations. Horback’s 
research has shown that some sows are 
always aggressive, some are moderately 
so and some are not at all. She has 
found that gilts and parity-1 and parity-2 
sows gravitate to past associates and 
sleep together. Parity-4 and parity-5 
sows are loyal to their group but will 
interact with younger and older sows. 
Parity-6 and higher sows do as they 
please, pick the best sleeping spots and 
don’t share. 

“We’ll need people who are really good 
at picking out which females should be 
placed together and in which pens,” 
Hollis says. “If they’re not trained and 
it’s not executed, we’re going to have the 
wrong animals mixed together, and it will 
lead to injuries and fertility problems.” 

The 2-week period after weaning and 
before breeding is when sows are most 
active and aggressive, Horback notes. 
“When are you going to mix sows, and 
how are you going to manage that?”

Post-breeding is a critical period for 
fertility and reproduction. “We know 
that if we mix sows in the first 5 days 
after breeding, it will negatively impact 
fertility and total born,” Hollis says. 
“We hold firmly that we need to confirm 
pregnancy before moving a sow to a 
pen.” But current Prop 12 rules don’t 
fully accommodate that option.

Another challenge — how are you 
going to identify “open sows”? That’s 
certainly easier to do in a stall, but 
that may not be an option due to time 
limits. And, is there a way to provide a 
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Farmweld is an industry leader in designing and 
manufacturing hog feeders. Put our innovative 
products to work for your hog production system. 
From the sow to the nursery to the finisher, we 
have a pig feeder that fits your needs.
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“parking area” for those open sows 
and also prevent fighting?

How To Succeed 
Like most processes on hog farms, 
success depends on the people, and 
that means communication. Hollis 
says operations must bring production 
teams in to discuss the changes and 
collect ideas. “They may not want to 
have anything to do with group housing 
because it goes against years of 
husbandry and instruction,” he adds. 
Not only will they need to learn new 
management and safety techniques 
but also how to evaluate the animal 

differently — who’s getting picked on, 
who’s not bred, who’s not eating. They 
need to understand the law — what can 
and can’t be done. Also, there will be 
increased sow injuries, mortality and 
production declines. 

“But it’s not all doom and gloom,” 
Hollis says. One of the CVS clients 
that uses pen gestation once a sow is 
confirmed pregnant is among the leading 
production farms, recording 31 pigs per 
sow per year.

There are advantages to group 
gestation housing, Horback says. More 
space allows the sows to exercise, 
which improves muscle and bone 

dimension and adds greater strength 
when farrowing. It also allows for more 
species-appropriate stimulation. 

“Regardless of what happens with the 
Prop 12 sow-housing requirements, there 
is strong pressure on food companies, 
and they are very protective of their 
brands,” Horback says. “There’s also 
change happening in global pork 
production as other countries are following 
similar group sow-housing measures.” 

And, more change is coming. “Prop 12 
could set a precedent for future food-
related measures,” she adds. “Pain 
associated with tail-docking is coming 
down the pike, too.” 
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