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INTRODUCTION 
Like people, pigs can potentially experience many ailments throughout their life.  The best approach is to try and 
prevent disease from occurring in the first place.  The following are a few tips to help prevent disease on your 
farm: 

• Buy pigs from a trusted source with a good health record 

• Be wary of ‘good deals’ on pigs 

• Ensure pigs are vaccinated and dewormed prior to purchasing them 

• Do not mix pigs from different sources 

• Feed appropriate diets and ensure adequate housing 

• Develop a relationship with a food animal veterinarian 

• Establish a vaccine and parasite control plan with your veterinarian 

General signs of disease are usually based on lack of normal behaviour, such as lack of appetite and/or 
decreased activity.  More specific signs of disease are related to specific body systems such as the respiratory 
and gastrointestinal systems. In some cases, illness can become chronic.  Signs of chronic disease include weight 
loss, rough hair coats and lack of vigour.  

The following is a general summary of some common swine diseases found in Ontario.  Many of the diseases 
have similar signs and can be challenging to distinguish, so it is important to work with your veterinarian if you 
have sick pigs to determine what is causing illness and to treat appropriately.  

Circovirus (PCV2, PCV3) 
This is a virus that lives in the intestine and respiratory tract.  This virus causes two significant conditions, Post-
weaning Multisystemic Wasting Syndrome (PMWS) and Porcine Dermatitis and Nephropathy Syndrome (PDNS). 
It can also cause reproductive problems such as mummified piglets and abortions.  This infection is most 
commonly spread through pig to pig contact, and transmission to unaffected farms can occur through carrier 
pigs as well as contaminated items such as clothing, equipment and vehicles.  

• PMWS is seen in weaned pigs, and mortality rates often range from 60-90%. Signs of PMWS include 
difficulty breathing, noticeable effort to exhale, jaundice, diarrhea, and rough hair coat. In some cases, 
pigs are anemic with neurological signs such as incoordination.  

• PDNS is seen in pigs around 11-14 weeks old. Signs of PDNS include fevers, reduced or no appetite, 
reddish purple patches around hindquarters and back. Affected pigs may have had PMWS previously.  

There is no treatment for circovirus, therefore prevention is essential.  There are vaccines available for circovirus 
and biosecurity can help reduce the risk of infection.  This is a prevalent disease in Ontario pigs (and elsewhere) 
and most commercial pig farms regularly vaccinate for Circovirus prevention. 
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Porcine Epidemic Diarrhea Virus (PEDv) 
This is a highly contagious viral disease.  It can infect pigs of all ages; however younger pigs have drastically 
higher mortality rates.  Signs of PED include diarrhea and vomiting, with high mortality rates in young pigs.  This 
virus is typically spread through pig to pig contact but can also be spread through items that have been 
contaminated (through infected pig’s feces) such as clothing, boots, equipment and vehicles.  There is no 
specific treatment for PED.  The best measures to consider are preventative, such as vaccinations and 
biosecurity. 

Porcine Reproductive and Respiratory Syndrome (PRRS) 
This is a viral disease that destroys a significant portion of the immune system, causing complications through 
secondary infections, specifically with reproductive and respiratory diseases.  Signs of PRRS in weaners to 
finishers are due to respiratory infection and include reduced to no appetite, coughing, wasting, pneumonia and 
lameness.  Reproductive signs of PRRS include short periods of no appetite, lethargy, raised body temperature, 
late-term abortion, weak piglets at birth, transient blue discolouration of ears, farrowing early, along with 
coughing and respiratory signs.  Reproductive problems can persist for up to 8 months and may cause long-term 
production loss in the breeding herd.  This virus is transmitted through pig to pig contact, from sow to piglet, 
infection vectors (birds, flies etc.), contaminated equipment, clothing, boots, and vehicles.  This virus can also be 
spread through airborne transmission.  This infection can be treated with antibiotics, and management such as 
providing extra warmth and electrolytes to combat dehydration can lessen the severity of impact.  There are 
preventative measures that can be taken including vaccination and biosecurity. 

Swine Influenza Virus (SIV) 
This is a respiratory disease that is spread throughout the year, with most outbreaks occurring in the fall and 
winter.  This virus causes high levels of illness but has low mortality rates.  Signs of SIV include fever, depression, 
coughing, discharge from eyes and nose, sneezing, breathing difficulty, red inflamed eyes, loss of appetite.  
Transmission occurs primarily through pig to pig contact and potentially through contaminated items as well.  
Prevention measures are the best option for this disease; there are vaccines for SIV available and biosecurity 
practices aid in reducing risk of infection.  It is important to note that herds may be infected with SIV, including 
vaccinated herds, yet have mild to no symptoms. 

Exudative Epidermatitis (aka Greasy Pig) 
This is a dermatitis caused by Staphylococcus hyicus, a bacteria that is found on the skin of swine, and is present 
in many herds.  This bacteria tends to cause exudative dermatitis when predisposing conditions are present.  
These conditions include skin abrasions, vesicular viral diseases, nutritional deficiencies, parasitism, lack of 
competing bacteria on the skin, poor hygiene, high humidity and genetic susceptibility.  Dermatitis starts as a 
skin lesion that will extend into the hair follicle, where sebaceous glands secrete excessively, resulting in a 
greasy exudate over the skin lesions.  The greasy skin lesions will eventually dry and develop into 
cracks/fissures, and multiple skin lesions on the skin can enlarge and merge over the body.  Signs of infection 
beside skin lesions include listlessness, depression and reduced to no appetite.  This infection can cause a high 
mortality rate in younger pigs, mainly due to dehydration.  There is no guaranteed effective treatment.  
Management options to reduce the impact of infection include isolating infected pigs to reduce spread, topical 
or injectable antibiotics and electrolyte supplementation.  Prevention is particularly important with this disease, 
through biosecurity measures, a good sanitation program, improving ventilation and reducing stocking density.  

Strep zoo 
This is a bacterial pathogen (Streptococcus equi subsp. zooepidemicus) commonly associated with horses, of 
which many types commonly live in swine; however, one specific strain (ST-194) causes serious disease and has 
lasting negative impacts.  It can cause a high mortality rate of up to 50% in all ages, while lasting consequences 
are most significant in the breeding herd.  Signs include fever, lethargy, heavy breathing, reduced to no appetite, 
conjunctivitis, weakness or lameness, and high fever.  In the breeding herd, the abortion rate can be up to 25%.  
Transmission occurs through direct contact with respiratory droplets from pig to pig contact or contact with 
vectors such as infected birds and rodents. 



 

 

CONCLUSION 
There are several diseases that Ontario pork producers should be aware of that can have significant impacts on 
production, pig welfare and your business. These diseases vary in regard to prevention methods, controllability 
and severity, as well as treatment options.  The best and first line of defense is implementing biosecurity 
measures to prevent the entry and spread of these diseases on your farm.  The severity and negative impacts of 
disease presence can be reduced by familiarizing yourself with the early signs of disease, such as lack of normal 
behaviour.  Through implementing biosecurity measures, being aware of the signs of diseases, and working with 
a veterinarian, you can reduce the risk of disease in your herd. 
 
For more information on swine diseases and health, see the resources provided below.  For an electronic version 
of this Infosheet with links to these resources look for “Small Scale Pig Production” at onswine.wordpress.com. 
 
Caring for Compromised Pigs – Farm and Food Care Ontario  

Swine Health | Information Center | Swine Health Ontario 

Ontario Swine - Health Management and Biosecurity (OMAFRA) 

 

 

 

Agricultural Information Contact Centre:  
1-877-424-1300 

E-mail: ag.info.omafra@ontario.ca 
 

www.ontario.ca/livestock 

https://onswine.wordpress.com/
https://www.farmfoodcareon.org/wp-content/uploads/2016/04/CaringCompromisedPigs.pdf
http://www.swinehealthontario.ca/
http://www.omafra.gov.on.ca/english/livestock/swine/health.html
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