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The tail as an iceberg indicator



Tail biting
 Major welfare problem in pig production

 Oral manipulation of tails 

 Pain, fear,  performance, disease, carcass condemnation

  welfare in bitten pig, reflects poor welfare in biter pig 

 Re-directed foraging behaviour

 +80 risk factors for tail biting



Tail docking
 Risk of tail biting lower in a population of docked pigs than in 

undocked pigs

 Docking causes injury, pain, fear etc.

 Routine tail docking banned in the EU (Council Directive 2008/120/EC)

 99% of Irish pigs are docked

‘before carrying out tail-docking other measures are to be taken to prevent tail-
biting and other vices, taking into account environment and stocking densities. 
For that reason, inadequate environmental conditions or management systems 

are to be changed’



Challenges in addressing tail biting



The objectives of our work

• Prevalence of tail biting

• Economic implications

• What are Irish pig producers perceptions about it?

• Identify solutions

• Farm level

• Slaughterhouse



Score 0 Score 1 Score 2 Score 3      Score 4
41.8% 51.9% 5.2% 0.6% 0.5%



0

5

10

15

20

25

30

35

Normal ≥1 ≥2 ≥3

%
 c

a
rc

a
s

s
e

s

Entire

Abscess

Trimming



 ≥0.86% prevalence of severe tail lesions associated with a 4.8% ↓ in 
ADG

• 7 extra days to reach target slaughter weight 

• 3.6% more weaner and 1.4% more finisher feed/year 

• Feed costs ↑ 1.5%

• Annual farm profit ↓ by 15.1%

Costs of 
production?



• 96% had tail biting on their farm
• > 80% considered 1-2 % acceptable



Enrichment
‘ensure that pigs have permanent access to a sufficient quantity of 

material to enable proper investigation and manipulation activities, 

such as straw, hay, wood, sawdust, mushroom compost, peat or 

a mixture of such (‘enrichment material’), which does not 

compromise the health of those animals.’



Enrichment



Docked pigs and wood/basic enrichment



Slat-compatible enrichment



Undocked pigs



Damaging behaviours



Slaughterhouse solutions



Human in the loop!



Slaughterhouse solutions





 Tail biting highly prevalent and costly problem in Ireland

 Farmers underestimate the impact of tail biting/lesions

 Challenge of fully slatted flooring but can be overcome

 Optimal enrichment regimes for slatted systems but costly 
and labour intensive

 Carcass tail lesions are iceberg indicators of pig welfare on 
farm

 Feedback to producers of findings on carcass tail lesions 
can inform herd health and welfare management plans and 
thereby  tail biting

 Potential for huge benefits to pig welfare

What did we learn in past 10 years?



Thank you!


