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This Factsheet follows on from Factsheets 1 and 2 of this series and explores factors that might be considered when 
making decisions about water.

Water placement and delivery
Water usage in pig and poultry production is influenced 
by factors such as facility design, management and diet. 
Animals may also use water as a form of enrichment. 
With increased uncertainty in environmental conditions, 
monitoring water usage will be essential. 

Positioning water sources, such as nipples or bowls, 
close to feeders can improve feed intake. However, 
care should be taken so that a water source such as a 
bowl is not contaminated by spilt feed. Cool water with 
a temperature of around 20 °C is preferred by animals. 
Water greater than 30 °C is hot and not favoured 
for drinking. Management options such as burying 
exposed pipes (especially if dark coloured) can help 
keep the water temperature cool.

Ensure adequate water supply and water flow
Adequate water must be available for animals at all 
times. Designing a system to ensure that supply is 
reliable for all conditions and all ages is important. 
Ensure manufacturer specifications for all components 
in the system are followed during installation and when 
in use. Water meters can be used to monitor water 
use so that animal growth is not negatively impacted. 
Service water pumps and backup generators regularly 
so that water outages don’t occur. Water flow rate is 
important. Regularly check and maintain the system to 
ensure water flow is adequate for the class of animal. If 
flow is too slow the animal must spend more time at the 
drinker and so intake could be suboptimal. Alternatively, 
high flow rates often result in wastage.

Water filtration may be a consideration
Systems can use one or more methods to filter water (if 
required). Common examples include: 

•	 ion-exchange e.g., softeners based on sodium or 
hydrogen ions; 

•	 absorption e.g., activated carbon; 
•	 mechanical e.g., polypropylene; 
•	 sequestration e.g., polyphosphates; 
•	 reverse osmosis. 

For all options, the effectiveness of the method must be 
considered in combination with the cost.

Cleaning water sources and sanitisers
Water contamination can occur simply through the 
production process and by external sources, such 
as via rodents or birds, or runoff. Regular cleaning of 
drinkers and/or troughs is important. There are several 
sanitisers that can be used to clean water. Chemical, 
biocidal, physical and organoleptic properties are all 
important for an effective sanitiser. It is important to 
know the components in the water being sanitised 
when selecting an appropriate option, especially if a 
chloride compound is an ingredient in the sanitiser. 
Cleaning should be done according to product 
recommendations.

Flushing water lines
Check water lines by testing water samples from the 
beginning and end of the lines. It is recommended to 
flush water lines to prevent the buildup of biofilm (a mix 
made up of fungi, algae, bacteria, and other organic 
contaminants). This is particularly so when the weather 
is hot or water intake is low.  

Specifics for pigs

Drinkers should be set-up according to a manufacturer’s 
instructions. Generally, nipple drinkers should be about 
50 mm above the shoulder of the smallest pig, about 
snout level or just above the backline of the pig and 
high enough off the ground to avoid breakage. It is 
recommended to have a drinker for every 10 to 15 
pigs. Pigs may select a favourite drinker so if one is 
not working it may mean some pigs have a reduced 
water intake. Check water pressure of nipple drinkers 
for young pigs and set it at around 0.5 L/minute for 
piglets and weaners, around 1L/minute for growers and 
finishers and gestating sows, and around 2L/minute for 
lactating sows and boars. If pigs have experienced a 
shortage of water then they may have issues associated 
with water deprivation or they may develop salt toxicity. 
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Specifics for poultry

Drinkers should be set-up according to a manufacturer’s 
instructions. Check drinkers every couple of days and 
if applicable adjust height and pressure according 
to chick growth. It is recommended to have nipple 
drinkers spaced at no further than 3 metres from the 
bird with 8 to 10 birds per nipple depending on bird 
weight. Check water pressure of nipple drinkers and 
set to around 20 mL/minute for birds up to 7 days of 
age, 60-70 mL/minute for birds between 7 and 21 days 
of age, and 70–100 mL/minute for those older than 21 
days of age. If poultry have experienced a shortage 
of water then they may have issues associated with 
water deprivation or they may develop salt toxicity, of 
which both can hinder production targets. 

Measuring water quality
There are various hand-held instruments for measuring 
water quality. Regular calibration of these instruments 
should be done according to the manufacturer’s 
guidelines. Multipurpose meters tend to be more 
complicated to use and calibrate but can provide 
e.g., pH, conductivity and Total Dissolved Solids 
(TDS) together. Instruments that provide just one 
measure, e.g., pH or TDS, tend to be easier to use 
and calibrate. Nevertheless, when considering TDS, 
salinity or conductivity measures, it is important that 
the interpretation of these results is made with due 
consideration to the composition of organic salts in 
the water. At this stage, the concentration of elements 
such as chloride and sodium can only be found through 
laboratory testing. 

Further information
Factsheet 1 of this series provides information about water requirements. 
Factsheet 2 of this series provides information on issues associated with water quality and solutions 
Education Notes 1 to 3 focus on water supply and demand for pork and poultry production, water quality and water salinity.
These Factsheets and Education Notes can be found at the Pork Innovation WA website: https://www.piwa.com.au
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