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Pig Production Research at Teagasc Moorepark 
Brendan Lynch, Moorepark 
 

The pig production research programme at Moorepark has been underway since 1969.  

The information generated has contributed enormously to the development of 

commercial pig production in Ireland.  Some of the major achievements included (a) a 

long series of projects on sow nutrition, (b) development of simple diets which are 

still the benchmark against which other formulations are judged, (c) comparison of 

sire breeds / genotypes.     

 

While some short-term experiments can be completed in a matter of months most 

research projects take two to four years and require four to ten separate experiments 

or tasks.  Many of these long term projects will involve a graduate student who will 

be registered with an Irish or overseas university and complete a thesis for submission 

to the university for a Masters (18 to 24 months) or Doctor of Philosophy (36 to 48 

months) degree. 

  

What subjects are researched? 

The steps in planning a research project are: 

• Identify the problem 

• Find out what is known already and what are the gaps in knowledge 

• Decide if a research project has a reasonable chance of success 

• Estimate resources required (staff, animals, special housing and/or equipment, 

laboratory services, special feeds) 

• Identify any legal restrictions (animal welfare, food safety, biosecurity, danger 

to staff) 

• Secure funding 

• Link with university or other partners  

 

Project selection 

Selection of research projects to be undertaken is based on several criteria: 

• Priorities identified by the Pig Industry Advisory Committee 

• What is known already and what critical gaps exist in knowledge 

• Probability of successful completion 

• Likely return on investment 

• Availability of funding 

• Availability of resources (staff, animals, laboratory) with a reasonable 

timescale 

 

Completing a project 

The steps in completing a project include: 

• Source funding  

• Decision to proceed 

• Recruit graduate student (if required) 

• Update literature review 

• Secure experimental license (if required) 

• Draw up detailed protocols for one or more experiments 

• Formulate and manufacture diets 

• Allocate animals 
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• Monitor animals 

• Collect samples (feed, faeces, tissue, carcass) 

• Complete laboratory analysis 

• Complete statistical analysis 

• Write report  

 

 

Overseas research 

The resources available for pig research in Ireland are limited and form one small part 

of the jig-saw that is international pig production research. Findings from research 

abroad and reports already published are readily available in libraries.  Access to this 

information is the foundation in planning what research needs to be done, and how it 

is to be done.  While some overseas research can be directly applied to the Irish 

situation, this is not always true.  Differences in genotype, sex, feed ingredients, 

slaughter weight, climate all influence how animals respond. 

 

However, international linkages are an important factor in every research programme.  

These linkages can range from informal contact with researchers overseas to 

collaboration and sharing of tasks.  Over the recent past research projects at 

Moorepark have involved collaboration with universities and institutes in several EU 

and non-EU European countries, universities in Australia and US.  Collaboration 

sometimes involves staff or students spending time in another country to carry out 

tasks, attend courses or receive training.   

 

Some projects can involve collaboration (funding, laboratory services, expertise) with 

commercial firms.  In some cases the results may be confidential to the group funding 

the projects.  Nevertheless, as well as generating welcome revenue, confidential 

contracts introduce staff to subjects and persons that might not normally come within 

their circle and provide information that can be used more widely. 

 

Not all research work comes into the public domain. Attendance of staff and students 

at conferences and workshops at home and abroad is important in their training, career 

development and building up informal information networks.  The confidence and 

insight gained from close links with research activity in Ireland and contact with 

researchers abroad is invaluable in their critical evaluation of published information.  

 

Dissemination 

Research is worthless unless the findings are applied by the end-user and unless they 

can be applied to economic advantage.  

 

Dissemination of research findings takes several forms: 

• Detailed reports (theses, peer-reviewed scientific papers, scientific conference 

presentations) 

• Popular reports (users conferences, magazine and newspaper articles, 

workshops, end-of-project reports) 

• Newsletters 

• Technical brochures 

• In-service briefings for Teagasc staff 

• Informal contacts with end users 
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Current research  

Moorepark research covers a number of areas: 

• Nutrition and feeding 

• Management 

• Carcass composition and quality 

• Reproduction 

• Health and welfare 

• Food safety 

• Manure management 

• Production costs 

 
The returns from investment in agricultural R&D are well established:   

• In the US a number of studies have shown a return of about 10 to 12 dollars 

per dollar invested in agricultural R&D.  

 

• In Ireland, the pig breed evaluation programme carried out in 1993 to 1997 

was estimated to have cost about €1.0 million to complete and yielded a gross 

return to pig producers of a €16.5 million over the following 12 years (Boyle 

et al., 2002).  

 

• Examination of the output of the Irish pig industry over a five year period 

showed that users of the Teagasc PigSys benchmarking system (about 40% of 

the national herd) produced two pigs more per sow per year than did the non-

using 60%.  At current prices two extra pigs per sow per year is worth almost 

€90 in margin over feed cost and almost €50 in net profit. 

 

• The loss of the ADAS pig service in the UK in the mid-1990s was a major 

contributory factor to the reduction of 50% in the UK sow herd since then.  A 

similar drop in the Irish sow herd would spell the end of commercial pig 

production here.  

 

Research funding 

Funding of the Teagasc research programme is mainly from government resources 

supplemented by pig sales, contract research (EU, DAFF, commercial) and pig 

research levy (about 3% of total expenditure).  

 

Recent and current projects are listed below. 

 

For up-to-date information on Teagasc pig research visit www.teagasc.ie.  

 

This website is currently being redesigned and this should be complete by December 

2009. 
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Teagasc Pig Conference 2009 
 

Bench-marking: The financial implications 
 

Michael A Martin 

Specialist Pig Development Officer 

 

 

Profitability in pig production is determined not alone by minimising the costs of 

production but also by maximising the amount of pig meat sold and the price 

obtained. There are wide differences in the technical performance of recorded herds. 

More worryingly, there are substantial differences between the average performance 

of PigSys recorded herds and those herds whose performance data is not routinely 

analysed using the Teagasc PigSys system. 

 

National Sow Productivity 

Most of the data required to calculate the average number of pigs produced per sow 

per year in Ireland is available from various sources. A few minor gaps in the data can 

be reasonably estimated. Taking the 5 years 2004-2008 combined the average number 

of pigs produced per sow per year is calculated at 21.1 (Table 1) 

 

Table 1: Number of pigs produced per sow per year 2004-2008 

 

 Source No. 

Closing Stocks Dec 2008 m CSO 1.605 

Slaughtered at Licensed Export Plants m DAFF 13.023 

Live Slaughter Pig Exports m DARDNI 2.399 

Other Live Exports m Estimate 0.35 

Slaughtered at Local Authority Abattoirs m Estimate 0.2 

Opening Stocks Dec 2003 m CSO 1.732 

Number Pigs Produced m  15.845 

   

Average Herd Size  (Dec + June) CSO 150,000 

   

No. Pigs Produced per Sow per Year  21.1 

 

In early 2009 the Teagasc Pig Development Unit determined that the number of 

sows/served gilts in commercial herds was 148,700. This included the appropriate 

allowance of about 10,000 sows for herds that had been de-stocked in early 2009. 

Based on these numbers, adjusted for de-stocked herds, and producing 21.1 pigs per 

sow per year, the average number of pigs for disposal in 2009 would be 2.92 million 

head. This equates to 56,300 pigs per week. Actual disposals per week to date in 2009 

are 57,120 and are shown in Table 2 
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Table 2: Average pig disposals per week 2009 (39 weeks) 

 

Production per week 57,120 

Of which (2009)  

               Licensed Export plants 45,095 

               Exports to Northern Ireland    9,025 

              Other Slaughter Plants ( estimated) 1,000 

              Other Live Exports (estimated) 2,000 

 

These figures confirm that the average number currently only slightly exceeds 21.1 

pigs produced per sow per year (21.4). 

 

Recorded Herds 

For comparison purposes, the average number of pigs produced in recorded herds is 

summarised for the same period 2004-2008 (Table 3) 

 

Table 3: Average sow productivity in PigSys recorded herds 2004-2008 

 

Year Sows No. Pigs Produced per 

Sow per Year 

2004 54,992 21.9 

2005 47,430 21.9 

2006 46,125 22.2 

2007 52,689 22.5 

2008 49,308 23.4 

Average 50,109 22.4 

 

Combining the information in Table 1 and Table 3 we can calculate that the average 

number of pigs produced per sow per year in herds not participating in PigSys 

benchmarking is only 20.5 (Table 4) 

 

Table 4: Average sow productivity in pig herds 2004-8 

 

All herds 150,000 21.1 

PigSys recorded herds 50,000 22.4 

Non PigSys recorded herds 100,000 20.5 

 

The differences between herds are even greater, 

 

Top 25% of Herds 

The top 25% of PigSys recorded herds selected on the number of pigs produced per 

sow per year produce significantly more pigs per sow than the average for all 

recorded herds. In 2008, this Top 25% of herds produced, on average, 25.4 pigs per 

sow per year. All of these herds produced more than 24 pigs per sow.  

The average over the 5 years 2004-8 is 24.5 pigs per sow per year. This is 2.1 pigs 

more than the average for all recorded herds and 4 pigs per sow higher than the 

average of all unrecorded herds. 

 

How much more profitable are these high productivity herds? 
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Financial Benefit of Higher Sow Productivity 

Each extra pig sold per sow per year increases profitability significantly and 

especially so when overall profitability is good. 

From the value of the extra pig sold must be deducted the additional costs associated 

with that pig. These include feed, housing, healthcare, energy, transport and manure 

costs. Other costs are largely unaffected and include labour, AI, insurance, repairs, 

stock depreciation and environmental charges. 

On an integrated each extra pig produced per sow per year will add about €43.50 to 

Margin over Feed (Table 5) 

 

Table 5: Effect of one extra pig produced per sow per year on Margin over Feed Costs 

 

Item Details € per pig 

Sale Price 76 kg 135c per kg 102.60 

Feed Costs Kg per pig € per tonne  

Lactating Sow 20 232 4.64 

Creep 3 792 2.38 

Link 5 508 2.54 

Weaner 42 267 11.21 

Finisher 180 213 38.34 

Total   59.10 

Margin over Feed   43.50 

 

If sale weights are to be maintained additional housing is required for weaners and 

finishers and there are also increases in some of the other production costs.  

 

Table 6: Effect of one extra pig produced per sow per year on Net Profit 

 

   € per pig 

Margin Over Feed   43.50 

Extra Housing Places per 100 sows Cost per place €  

 17 weaner  200  

 25 finisher  350  

 Cost of extra housing €  

 Building Depreciation 8.80  

 Interest Cost 3.95 12.75 

Healthcare Vaccinations  2.00 

Energy Ventilation  1.00 

Transport   2.00 

Manure 1m
3 

 €56 per 25m
3
  2.25 

Total Other Costs   20.00 

Net Profit   23.50 

 

Each extra pig produced per sow per year will increase the Margin over Feed by about 

€43.50 and will increase Net Profit by at least €23.50 based on current pig and feed 

prices. The difference between the Margin over Feed and the Net Profit is due mainly 

to the cost of the extra housing required to maintain sale weights 
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These equate to an increase in pig price or a reduction in production costs of about 

2.5c and 1.5c per kg dead respectively. 

 

Table 7: Financial Effect of Increased Sow Productivity 

 

Herds Pigs per Sow per Year Increase per Sow € 

  Margin Over Feed Net Profit 

Non PigSys  20.5 - - 

Average PigSys  22.4 83 45 

Top 25% PigSys  24.5 174 96 

 

 

The Growing Pig 

No less important than sow productivity is the performance of pigs from weaning to 

sale including feed conversion efficiency, growth rate and kill out. Unfortunately, the 

information is not readily available to compare key pig performance parameters in 

PigSys recorded herds with those in non-participating herds. The performance of pigs 

from weaning to slaughter in herds participating in PigSys in 2008 is shown in Table 

5. 

 

Table 8: Average Pig Performance from Weaning to Sale in PigSys Recorded Herds 

in 2008 

 

Average Weaning Weight kg 7.0 

Average Live Weight at Sale kg 100.8 

Average Dead Weight kg 76.6 

Kill Out % 76.0 

Daily Feed Intake g 1534 

Average Daily Gain g 622 

Feed Conversion 2.47 

 

Within the group of about 80 herds for which the data can be analysed for 2008 the 

top 25% of herds selected on the basis of Feed Conversion Weaning to Sale 

performed significantly better than the average of all the herds (Table 6). 

 

Table 9: Average Pig Performance from Weaning to Sale in All and Top 25% PigSys 

Recorded Herds Selected on Feed Conversion (2008) 

 

 Average Top 25% 

Average Weaning Weight kg 7.0 6.9 

Average Live Weight at Sale kg 100.8 100.1 

Average Dead Weight kg 76.6 75.9 

Kill Out % 76.0 75.8 

Daily Feed Intake g 1534 1485 

Average Daily Gain g 622 645 

Feed Conversion 2.47 2.30 

Average Feed Price per tonne € 286.26 283.90 
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The superior feed efficiency amounts to a saving of 15.9 kg feed per pig. Based on a 
finisher feed price per tonne of € 213 (October 2009) this amounts to €3.39 per pig.  
But the financial implications do not end there. The pigs in the Top 25% herds grow 
23 g per day faster. This means over a 150 day growing period from weaning the pigs 
would be 3.45 kg heavier live or about 2.76 kg dead. If the additional weight is gained 
at a feed conversion of 3.0 and finisher feed costs €213 per tonne the feed cost of the 
extra gain is €2.20, Based on a price of 135c per kg dead, the value of the added 
weight is €3.73. The benefit to the producer is €1.53 (€3.73 less €2.20). 
The overall financial advantage of the better performance is €4.92 per pig produced. 
This equates to an increase in pig price or a reduction in production costs of 6.5c per 
kg on a 76 kg dead weight pig. 
 
Achieving Improved Herd Performance 

There are five key steps to improving herd performance. 

1. Record analysis and bench-marking 
2. Identify sub-standard performance / problems accurately 
3. Prepare action plan 
4. Implement action plan 
5. Monitor progress and adjust action plan accordingly 

Action plans very often require investment e.g. housing, equipment, vaccinations, 
repairs, etc. This means the action plan must have a solid financial basis and 
justification. Your unit needs a business plan because your unit is a BUSINESS. 
 
 
 

Summary 

1. There is considerable scope for most herds to significantly increase sow 
productivity. 

2. Each extra pig produced will generate a Net Profit of  about €23.50 or a 
Margin Over Feed Costs of €43.50 

3. An improvement of 0.1 in Feed Conversion Weaning to Sale is worth €2 per 
pig. 

4. An improvement of 25 g per day in Growth Rate Weaning to Sale is worth 
€1.66 per pig. 

5. The Top 25% of PigSys recorded herds selected on Feed Conversion Weaning 
to Sale are €4.92 per pig (6.5c per kg dead) better off the average of recorded 
herds. 
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1

Survival of the Fittest!

How much is required to 

cover your current cash 

outgoings?

S. Clarke & G. McCutcheon

Golden Rule of Business

• Never run out of 
money!

Sources of Funding

• Pig sales

• Own capital reserves

• Extra bank loans

• Extended over-draft facility

• Feed credit extension
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2

Credit Problems

• Bank restrictions

• Slower payment for pigs

• Less credit available

• Reduced price for pigs

• High feed prices still being paid

Is Ryanair Competitive?

Do Tesco stores monitor their costs and spending?

Would shareholders invest if costs not known?
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3

Non-feed costs 2008

2.1Miscellaneous15.0Labour/Manage.

0.2Stock Deprec.2.6Manure

0.7Insurance1.5A I

0.6Environment1.1Transport

0.8Phone/Office4.7Energy

2.4Repairs5.3Healthcare

cCostcCost

Total = 37c

Herd Specific Costs

Not incurred on all units and vary substantially 

between units

9.32008

8.52007

6.62006

6.52005

7.12004

Cost per kg Dead cYear 

What are Herd Specific Costs?

1. Interest: The interest only part of 
payments to lending institutions. 
Capital repayments not included

2. Building Depreciation: Not a cash 
payment 

3. Interest + Capital Repayments are 
cash payments

4. How much per kg dead is required to 
pay bank?
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4

Estimated Cost of Production 
October 2009

134.9Total

9.3Herd Specific

37.0Common

88.6Purchased compound feed

Per kg Dead cCost

Cash Payments per kg dead 
October 2009 – 3 months credit

138.3Total

6.3Bank Payments

37.0Non feed costs

95.0Purchased Compound Feed

Per kg Dead cCost

Average Cost of Production

• Average costs are from “better” herds 
– Are of little use to YOUR business

• Large variations exist between units

• Critical that each unit calculate its 
costs

• Ensure that calculations are 
standardised

• Serious risk that some costs may be 
understated
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5

The future –what lies ahead?

• What are your production costs?

• How much do you need per kg to cover 

outgoings?

• Do you know how many pigs you will 

have for sale in the next 6 months ?

• Up dating the cost of production

• Can this be improved?
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Teagasc  Services  to  the  Pig Industry 

Teagasc provides a range of services to the pig industry in research, advice and training, as 

well as confidential consultancy on all aspects of pig production, meat processing, feed 

manufacture, economics and marketing.  Contact numbers are as follows 

 

Teagasc Headquarters, Oak Park, Carlow.  Phone 059-9170200,  Fax 059-9170239.  

Name Phone No. Fax No. E-Mail 

Dr. Brendan Lynch, 

Moorepark  Research Centre, 

Fermoy, Co. Cork. 

025-42259 (DD) 

025-42222  (S) 

087-246 63 86 (M) 

025-42340 Brendan.Lynch@teagasc.ie 

Dr. Peadar Lawlor, 

Moorepark  Research Centre, 

Fermoy, Co. Cork. 

025-42217 (DD) 

025-42222  (S) 

086-8214674 (M) 

025-42340 Peadar.Lawlor@teagasc.ie 

Dr. Laura Boyle,  

Moorepark  Research Centre, 

Fermoy, Co. Cork. 

025-42389  (DD) 

025-42222  (S) 

 

025-42340 Laura.Boyle@teagasc.ie 

Mr. Seamas Clarke,  

Teagasc, Ballyhaise, Cavan. 

049-4338121 

087-258 09 48 (M) 

049-4338540 seamas.clarke@teagasc.ie 

Mr. Michael Martin,   

Teagasc, Mellows Campus,  

Athenry, Co. Galway.  

091-84 52 30  (DD) 

091-84 52 00   (S) 

087-273 59 56 (M 

091-844296 Michael.Martin@teagasc.ie 

Mr. Ciarán Carroll,  

Moorepark Research Centre,  

Fermoy, Co. Cork. 

025-42388  (DD) 

025-42244 (S) 

087-246 29 25 (M) 

025-42384 Ciaran.Carroll@teagasc.ie 

Mr. Ger McCutcheon,  

Teagasc, Oak Park,  

Carlow.  

059-9183503 (DD) 

059-9170200 (S) 

087-830 39 69 (M) 

059-9183430 gerard.mccutcheon@teagasc.ie 

Mr. Michael McKeon,  

Teagasc, Tullamore,  

Co. Offaly.  

057-9329434 (DD) 

057-9721405 (S) 

087-67 39 178 (M) 

057-9721659 Michael.McKeon@teagasc.ie 

DD = Direct Dial;       S = Switchboard;     M = Mobile. 
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