
PANEL DISC'USSION

The relevance of disease in the
evolving swine industry and the
changing role of the vet

M
OStswineveterinariansare aware that the swine industry
is undergoing a period of dramatic change. This will
mean that the waywe practice veterinary medicine will

evolve as numbers of farms decrease and farm sizes become

larger. Recently,Dr. KirkClarkof Purdue Universitymet withDrs.
Harry Snelson, Gene Nemechek, and Max Rodibaugh to discuss
how the swine veterinarian 'will continue to playa role in the
changing swine industry.

As industry implements high health
strategies, will the veterinarian's
knowledge of disease play an important
role?
Max: Yes-It will change the diseases you look at, but disease will

still be an important part of what a veterinarian does. It will still
often be what gets the veterinarian onto the farm.

Gene: The veterinarian's role is going to be very important-it will

change as people decide what high health status really means. I
don't think we've really defined what that is. It means different
things to different people. The veterinarian, who is supposed to be
the one who understands the roles of diseases, will be the one who

leads the pork producer in the direction of high health status.

Harry: High-health herds are high-risk herds, especially if you are
using them in a swine-dense area. The veterinarian will still playa

major role in the earlier stages in figuring out how to raise those
pigs without getting into trouble with health. Also, in the later
stages, veterinarians will take on a more preventive role.

Max: Biosecurity is an issue that's going to be important. We'll
need to learn more about epidemiology, immunity, and how to
measure those factors.

Harry: The veterinarian's role will be important in auditing those
biosecurity systems. The veterinarian will need to be able to estab-
lish the basics and determine where there are breakdowns in the

system.

Kirk: We'll need to know how to handle acute outbreaks of dis-

ease, some of which we've never seen before. We'll need to know

the pathogenesis of individual diseases and how each can be
treated and controlled because they will not present as groups of
interrelated diseases.

Harry: You'll need to be well aware of the health status of your
client's herd and the health status of the source of his or her re-

placement pigs-vaccination schedules or whatever-to set up
these preventivestrategiesand isolationfacilities.

Kirk:We'll need to be well aware of diseases within the source

herd and the recipient herd so that a match can be made between
the diseases and vaccinationprograms of the two herds.

Gene: We will also have to get involved in knowledge of what the

cost of disease is on production-what it costs if the disease goes
untreated or what it costs to prevent the disease. We have to start
making these decisions based upon some economic value to the
industry rather than, "Well, I think that if we vaccinate that we're

going to see an improvement." If vaccination costs more than the
benefits of improved performance, then we may have to decide not
to vaccinate or treat.

Kirk: Vaccination does have a cost-not just buying the vaccine,
but administering it, and the effect of vaccination on performance.

Gene: As this industry changes, and herds get larger and larger, la-
bor will get more and more expensive, so the route of administra-
tion and the individual treatment of the pig is going to become
more expensive. So, if we can get a higher-health-status herd
where those things either don't have to be done or find another
way to vaccinate or treat, it's going to be very important.

Max: Are diagnostics going to change? Are we going to need to find

a way to make a quicker diagnosis? This will become even more
important with multi-site systems. If we move pigs from multiple
sow sites into a common nursery, are we going to have to move
pigs regardless of the diagnosis?

Gene: A lot of times, you'll get locked into having to move pigs to
certain destinations regardless of disease outbreaks.

Max: But do we need to think about having other options in those

systems?

Gene: You may not have the facilities to do that, and the system

may not allow for that. If you figure that into the economics and
say,well, you might have a TGEoutbreak but you know you have to
move these pigs, you go ahead and move the pigs as long as you
don't infect other sow farms. You adjust the movement of the pigs.

But rapid diagnosis will be critical-you'll need to have a diagno-
sis quickly so that you can adjust the animal movement system
(biosecurity) and have a plan to minimize further problems. You
may need to postpone animal movement for a couple of days to
prevent contaminating a sow herd.

Swine Health and Production- Volume 3, Number 3 93



Kirk:It's prettyobviousthat the veterinarian's role will be chang-
ing, but our base knowledgewill continue to be very useful to
us-continuing education will even be more critical than it has
been.

How does all-in-all-out management
influence the role of the veterinarian?
Max: It forced the veterinarian to think of disease in terms of man-

agement and epidemiology rather than in terms of constant medi-
cation and/or vaccination for disease control.

Gene: We had to think about flow of pigs to provide maximum use
of space and we have economic decisions to make about what to
do with tail-enders. We will have to make some decisions in the in-

dustry about how to handle substandard pigs-it will affect all
phases of the industry. As we get into larger groups, we'll have to
think about sources of pigs, size of buildings, how many pigs can
fill a system, based on economics of construction, building de-

signs, transport costs/trucking, et<;.

Harry: I agree, Gene.AsRoySchultzmentionedat the LemanCon-
ference last fall, all-in-all-out (AIAO)is not a new technology-
we just understand better nowwhyand hoe it works.

Max: It has given the veterinarian better opportunities to analyze
performance records. With continuous flow, it's difficult to get ac-
curate wean-to-market or "close-out" data, whereas you can really
track performance with AIAO.

Kirk: Our research shows that AIAOstops lateral transmission of

disease-older to younger pigs-and segregated early weaning
(SEW) stops vertical transmission of disease from sows to off-

spring. If we use both of these tools, we can get high-health-status
pigs. The biggest problem I've seen allover the country is the ten-
dency to leave poor-doing pigs back a group. Over time, the health
status of a herd regresses and performance is reduced.

Have MEW strategies reduced the role of
the veterinarian?
Harry: No. If anything, they have given the veterinarian another

niche to get onto a farm. To do medicated earlyweaning (MEW)

properly, a veterinarian must know what diseases are to be elimi-

nated. That's the major role the veterinarian can play: the veteri-
narian has to diagnose what diseases are present clinically and
subclinica)ly, determine their economic importance, and then set
up a MEWprotocol that will do the best job to eliminate those
pathogens that are present over the long term.

Gene: I agree. The opportunities it presents to a producer-the
potential for improvement by getting rid of disease problems-
creates opportunities for the veterinarian to help keep it that way.
But, I also think we'll see many 'high-health-status pigs' that will

be susceptible to a lot of problems-these present an opportunity
for the veterinarian not only to treat them but to help prevent dis-
ease. Most people out there today probably don't have the exper-
tise or the knowledge to put the whole package together-nutri-
tion, disease control, animal flow-I think that veterinarians have

the opportunity to be that lead person in a production system, to

provide the technology and information to make an MEWsystem
flow right.

Max: MEWis great because the profession was already evolving to-
ward a herd-health type of approach-this is a wonderful tool.
The research and development of MEWhas been done by veteri-
narians and has been in the hands of the veterinarian from the
start. It shouldn't be a threat at all to veterinarians.

Kirk: First, MEWand SEWare similar, but not the same. SEWdoes

not rely on medication except in herds with a specific disease
problem. Seeing how pigs can grow when they are put through an

SEWsystem and are free from disease has rejuvenated my interest
in veterinary medicine as it relates to pork production -all of us
need to have the opportunity to observe the kind of performance
associated with this technology.

What challenges are there to practices
regarding SEW; what are clients asking?
Max: Theyare asking"Arewe big enoughto take advantageof this
technology? Are we in an OKlocation? How do we grind feed and
get it delivered? How do we transport pigs and people? How do we
adapt old facilities to SEW?"I also hear that "it's too expensive-

cost-wise, I can't justify this." Surprisingly, I'm getting this re-
sponse even from people doing new construction.

Gene: I hope people aren't trying to implement SEWthinking that
it's going to end all problems. Sometimes it creates more prob-
lems than it solves. We need to be careful to tell our clients that it

is not a panacea for all the problems within swine production.
Problems stem from where these facilities are located in relation

to other pigs, because SEWpigs are so susceptible. If we recom-
mend an SEWstrategy across the board, I think it would be guid-
ing some people in the wrong direction. There are producers who
won't implement SEWwho will still be profitable producers.

Harry: The veterinarian's role is making producers understand
what they'll need to do to make it work. You'll need to know the

full financial picture of the clients to guide them properly, to do

the cost:benefit analysis. There's expense involved with moving the
pigs again, the extra labor, extra transportation costs, and extra fa-
cilities for a three-site system. It's just another tool for us to use,
but you can have a major failure with it.

Kirk:Nearlyeveryonein the midwesthas a small farm and it's all
in one place. These producers want to know whether they can
implement SEWand how far they have to put the nursery away
from the rest of the operation, and we just don't have all the an-
swers.

Gene: I often see people who want to take their existing unit and
move the nursery off site and move the finishing off site and think
it will alleviate all their problems. Eventually, they end up transfer-
ring diseases to the off-site nursery, and then you've got multiple-
aged pigs on a supposedly SEWfarm. We have to be careful to di-
rect our clients into what is true SEW-by site, by room,
etc.-one of our challenges as vets is to be sure to evaluate the re-

turn to that person. They need to know where they are and
whether there is enough chance for improvement or the improve-
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ment willbe big enough to offsetthe additional costs. Weneed to
challenge the producers to keep better records, so they can per-
form this kind of cost benefit analysis.

How does the loss of many (if not all) feed.
grade antibiotics playa role in the future of
veterinary medicine?
Max: Most veterinarians try to reduce feed-grade antibiotics be-
cause of resistance problems and cost. As we lose antibiotics, we
are going to have to improve management systems-SEW will be

one tool that will allow us to do that. We will have acute problems,
however, where we will desperately need antibiotics in some form.
We'll use less, but we will still need them.

Gene: It may not be a bad thing for the pork industry. I would hate
to lose them completely. I would like to be able to use them for

treatment in outbreaks. But loss of antibiotics might be good for
us in that it will force us to learn to raise pigs without feed-grade

antibiotics. The problem is in ho~-dense areas where you can't
control what your neighbor is doing. We have managed to learn to
raise pigs without Furox@TM.Other technology/vaccines will take

the place of feed-grade antibiotics, which may cost more.

Harry: Personally, I don't use many feed-grade antibiotics, espe-
cially for treating outbreaks of disease-I only use them for
growth promotion. It's always bad when they take away an option,
but it won't directly affect the way I practice veterinary medicine.

Kirk: It would be good to keep feed-grade antibiotics for disease
control and growth promotion, but management and freedom
from disease will probably be the ultimate growth promoters. Mter
feed-grade antibiotics are gone, pigs will continue to be raised in
the same numbers as now.

Harry: Too many people use antibiotics as a management plan,
rather than as a short-term solution to a problem. They become
dependent on them and come to believe that they can't quit using
them. It's hard to convince producers that you can cut out antibi-
otics and that their production systems won't crash.

Max: We can easily monitor feed-grade antibiotic costs because it

is a line on the production costs statement. As producers have
gone to the better management technologies, they've been much
more willing to reduce antibiotic use.

Harry: It is difficult in a large system to manufacture a special feed

for one farm-we use water ()t injectable medications or manage-
ment changes instead.

Max: In some instances if you buy commercial feed, it may be
cheaper to buy the ration with the antibiotics rather than the one
without the antibiotics.

Gene: That will change as more and more producers demand anti-

biotic-free feeds and go elsewhere if their supplier won't provide
them.

How do we playa role in the sophisticated
units?
Harry: Veterinarians need to be thinking about how they can

change their role-it won't be the traditional practitioner-type
role-but there are tremendous opportunities for people who are
trained like veterinarians in that system: trained to diagnose prob-
lems and trouble-shoot farms. That is not how recent veterinary
medicine graduates are trained to perceive themselves, but they
need to rethink their role-there are tremendous opportunities.

Gene: The role of veterinarians in larger organizations will change.
It could remain a practitioner-type position; there is also the op-
portunity to develop more in the business end of companies. This
is not just because we've implemented SEW.It's because compa-

nies are getting larger and the entire makeup of the swine industry
is changing. When pork production systems get to a point that they
can afford to have a veterinarian on staff, that veterinarian can

make a good living and contribute to the profitability of the busi-
ness. That veterinarian will still need to diagnose disease and do
clinical evaluation and diagnosis on farms, but will also need to be

able to integrate that into the economics of the organization. The

veterinarian is the only one who has that training, although some
don't have enough of a business background.

Max: There may be other opportunities for veterinarians that we

haven't thought of-maybe as herd managers in those big organi-
zations, and new graduates can move up within the organization.
In the more traditional production areas, as producers get bigger
and better, a group of producers may decide to group together and
employ a full-time veterinarian-then that veterinarian can con-

centrate hislher efforts on just those farms.

Kirk: Might there be two types of veterinarians: one that consults

with companies, and one who has a private community practice
and does the day-to-day, on-the-farm work?

Harry: This is happening already in the industry-a lot of larger
companies that have a full-timeveterinarian to oversee the herd
health schemewilluse local veterinariansfor the on-farmwork to
savetime.

Kirk: So there is already the beginnings of a two-tiered system in
place, and graduates can decide whether they want to be a general

practitioner or a consultant and prepare themselves during and af-
ter college for one or the other.

How optimistic are you about the future of
the veterinarian in the swine industry?
Gene: There's going to be a lot of opportunity-we just need to de-
cide how we want the veterinarian to be involved: where we want

to set our sights and not let someone else steal that niche from us.

Harry: The veterinarian is in the greatest position to act as dis-
seminator of new technologies and information-s/he's an inde-
pendent, unbiased provider of ideas and costs who isn't tryingto
sell a certain product and is out there on the farm. Practitioners
see a lot of populations of pigs and know a lot about what occurs
on a day-to-daybasis on the farm.
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How should DVM programs in veterinary
schools be changed to help the prospective
swine veterinarian enter and maintain a
place in this challenging industry?
Harry: That's a difficult question to answer. You've got to have the
basics-there is so much information coming out that no veteri-
nary school can keep up. Veterinary schools need to teach people
problem solving, moving through a decision tree, etc. . . But vet-
erinary schools need to push people into the swine industry. Col-
leges and veterinary schools need to be more proactive at the high
school level to interest young people in the many opportunities
available in the swine industry.

Gene: New graduates really need good strong basics-anatomy,
pathology, physiology. Schools need to teach the basics and then
allow students to specialize in their last year or half year, so that
they have the background to be flexible. When they have finished
their four years of basics, then more programs need to be set up to
allow students to specialize. '

Max: If a student in his/her junior year knows s/he wants to spe-
cialize in swine, I also would like the programs to be designed to

allow that person to specialize. Even if that meant that the student

didn't have exposure to beef, dairy, or equine, I would hope that a
program could be designed to allow himlher to specialize.

Harry: We also need veterinary schools to gear more toward eco-
nomics-we need to train people to balance the economics
(cost:benefit) of their advice.

Kirk: The problem in the universities is to find people to teach the
economics that a veterinarian needs versus macroeconomics; that

is, to teach economics from a veterinary perspective.

Harry: Right. One problem with veterinary schools right now is too
many people who never get out of the office are trying to teach
people to be field veterinarians.

<m>
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