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Background and objectives. The weaning is associated with reduced feed intake and marked 
changes in the structure and function of the gastrointestinal tract (GIT) (Molist et al., 2009). 
Adequate strategies for enhancing robustness of pigs, proper functional development and 
maturation of the GIT are urgently needed to reduce the risk of post-weaning diarrhea (PWD) and 
use of antimicrobial treatments. The objective of this study was to determine the effect of a liquid 
nutritional supplement (a combination of milk and wet feed) during the suckling period and a 
higher weaning age on piglets’ immunity performance and gut health.  
Material and methods. A 2×2 factorial design, with two nutritional strategies (+/- supplementation 
with milk/feed (common milk replacer provided from d.2, and shift to wet feed at d.12 postpartum) 
and two weaning ages (3.5 vs.5 weeks) were used. Samples/recordings: feed intake and 
individual weight obtained from piglets during the sucking and post weaning period; diarrhoea 
score in post weaning period; blood samples. The statistical analysis was performed by fitting the 
data to a linear mixed effects model. 
Results. Average litter weight was greater in litters supplied with milk/feed (P = 0.02); and the 
same pattern was observed for post-weaning live weight (P < 0.001). During the first week post-
weaning, a greater feed intake (P < 0.001) was observed in piglets supplied with milk/feed and 
weaned at 5 weeks. Piglets weaned at 5 weeks had lower (P < 0.001) percentage of body water 
and greater percentages of body protein and fat as compared with their littermates weaned at 3.5 
weeks. The concentrations of IgG and IgM in piglets plasma increased with piglets age (P<0.001), 
and the same pattern was observed for E. coli O149 antibodies in serum of piglets (P <0.001). 
The preliminary results of small intestine morphology showed that nutritional intervention 
increased villi height (P = 0.05).The crypts depth tended to increase (P = 0.07) in the proximal 
small intestine in piglets without supplemental milk/feed. The faecal consistency score >3 (clinical 
sign of diarrhoea) was greater in litters weaned at 5 weeks (P = 0.03).  
Conclusion and discussion. The results showed that nutritional supplementation of milk 
replacer/wet feed during the suckling period could be considered as a strategy to increase 
weaning weight of the piglets, and to improve post-weaning feed intake as well as morphological 
development of the intestine, while maintaining the health of the piglets. These findings have a 
great practical relevance, because pigs with heavier weaning weights are characterised by better 
growth and health performance after weaning (Cabrera et al., 2010). Furthermore, obtained 
results have important implications for developing new feeding strategies prior to weaning, with 
the aim of improving piglets’ performance, health and immunity post-weaning. 
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