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Welcome to the September edition 

of the Teagasc Pig Newsletter. Pig 

prices have come under pressure 

again since last month with further 

drops of 4 and 8 cent per kg. Given the apparent 

scarcity of pigs, we would have expected some bit 

of a price recovery, these last drops certainly 

don’t support supply and demand economics. 

We’re still waiting to see where feed prices are 

going to settle, with price drops expected shortly. 

Hopefully the pig price drops won’t negate the 

gains from the feed price drop. 

This month we hear from Michael McKeon on the 

potential to use rye in our pig diets. He spoke 

about this at the recent Teagasc Crops Forum and 

his article he summarises some Moorepark 

research in this area. 

Gerard McCutcheon talks about the revised 

production targets in the Teagasc Profit Monitor 

system, and the opportunity for us to revise our 

own farm targets with production figures that are 

challenging but attainable.  

We also hear from our postgrad students who 

provide a science-based review of alternative 

farrowing systems which sets us up for our guest 

speaker for this year’s Pig Farmers’ Conference, 

Dr. Vivi Aarestrup Moustsen, SEGES, Denmark 

who will talk about future farrowing house 

options and floors and space for grower pigs. The 

conference takes place on October 7th at Horse & 

Jockey (1.30pm) and October 8th at Farnham 

Estate, Cavan (3.30pm). We hope to see you 

there! 
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Rye as a competitive feed for the Irish pig sector 
 

Michael McKeon, Moorepark 
 

The Irish pig sector consumes approximately 1.2 

million tonnes of feed annually. Of this, grain 

accounts for a large proportion, with barley 

(480,000 tonnes), wheat (360,000 tonnes), and 

maize (120,000 tonnes) being the main 

components.  

With feed accounting for such a high proportion 

of total costs, any ingredient that can maintain or 

improve performance while offering value is 

worth exploring. This is where rye enters the 

conversation. 

Why Rye? 

Rye has been used extensively in Danish pig diets 

for many years. Historically, Irish farmers avoided 

rye due to the risk of ergot fungus contamination, 

which can be harmful to both livestock and 

humans. However, recent breeding advances 

have significantly reduced this risk in new rye 

varieties, creating opportunities to reconsider its 

use as a feed ingredient. 

To evaluate rye’s suitability for Irish pig diets, 

Teagasc’s Pig Research Facility conducted a 

controlled study supervised by Dr. Peadar Lawlor.  

 

The goal was to determine whether rye could 

perform as well as conventional grains like barley 

and wheat without compromising growth or feed 

efficiency. 

The Finisher Pig Trial 

The trial focused on finisher pigs weighing 

between 30 kg and 120 kg and tested four levels 

of rye inclusion in the diet: 0%, 20%, 40%, and 

60%. All diets were formulated on a net energy 

and standardized ileal digestible (SID) amino acid 

basis and compared to a control diet comprising 

wheat and barley. 

The key performance indicators measured were 

average daily feed intake (ADFI), average daily 



 

 

gain (ADG), and feed conversion efficiency (FCE). 

The results were encouraging: 

 Rye Inclusion Rate %   
  0% 20% 40% 60% 
ADFI g 2,810 2,830 2,740 2,770 
ADG g 1,170 1,150 1,150 1,150 
FCE 2.4 2.46 2.38 2.42 

The findings revealed no significant differences in 

growth performance or feed efficiency between 

rye and the control diet, even at the highest 

inclusion level of 60%. 

Implications for the Pig Industry 

The trial concluded that rye could safely replace a 

significant portion of barley in pig diets without 

negatively impacting growth or feed conversion. 

From a nutritional standpoint, rye’s value is 

comparable to barley, suggesting it could be 

integrated into diet formulations as a cost-

effective alternative. 

However, adopting rye at a commercial scale 

requires further consideration of storage, quality 

control, and pricing. Farmers need assurances 

about consistent supply, mycotoxin monitoring, 

and competitive pricing to make rye a viable long-

term option. 

Next Steps 

With strong trial results supporting its nutritional 

and economic potential, rye could become a 

standard ingredient in Irish pig diets. Developing 

collaboration between farmers, feed mills, and 

grain suppliers could lead to a circular economy 

with the pig sector consuming rye and returning 

pig manure to the tillage grower. 

By embracing alternative grains like rye, the Irish 

pig sector can enhance resilience, reduce costs, 

and maintain high production standards in an 

increasingly competitive agricultural landscape. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 
 



 

 

Updated pig performance targets 
 

Gerard McCutcheon, Oak Park 

 
The use of records is a management tool to 

assess current performance and to focus on areas 

that require improvement. Over the years 

performance has greatly increased on Irish farms. 

In 2024 the average number of pigs produced per 

sow was 27.8 pigs. This was 21.6 pigs produced 

per sow in 2000. The average daily gain (ADG) 

from weaning to sale in 2024 was 787g/day with 

a feed conversion efficiency of 2.37. The figures 

in 2000 were an average ADG of 585 g/day and 

an FCE of 2.34 (with a much lighter sale weight of 

90.1 kg liveweight). 

 

Since 2013 the sow targets allowed a selection of 

any figure from 22 to 32 pigs produced per sow 

per year on the Teagasc Profit Monitor recording 

system. These targets have now been updated in 

2025 to 26 up to 36 pigs produced per sow per 

year. 

 

On the feed and growth side we have updated 

the targets as below based on the FCE first and 

then on the ADG (g/day). These targets run from 

A to R, and it is important that you select a target 

that is achievable for your farm. See the targets 

below and choose one for your Profit Monitor 

report that is attainable. 

 

 

 

It is easy to become complacent, but the aim 

must be to always do our best. This involves 

adapting to new challenges. How well do your 

production figures compare, and what targets are 

suitable for your farm? 

 

Feed & Growth A B C D E

FCE weaning-sale 2.55 2.55 2.55 2.55 2.55

ADG weaning-sale g/day 700 750 800 850 900

Feed & Growth F G H I J

FCE weaning-sale 2.45 2.45 2.45 2.45 2.45

ADG weaning-sale g/day 700 750 800 850 900

Feed & Growth K L M N O

FCE weaning-sale 2.35 2.35 2.35 2.35 2.35

ADG weaning-sale g/day 700 750 800 850 900

Feed & Growth P Q R

FCE weaning-sale 2.22 2.22 2.22

ADG weaning-sale g/day 881 902 918



 

 

Future-proofing farrowing pens – key takeaways from latest research 
 

Stijn Brouwers, Alan Foley & Laura Boyle, Moorepark 

 

There is a lot of comment on future housing 

options for pigs, and the one currently receiving 

most attention is the farrowing house. DAFM 

have now included a loose lactation housing 

option for new builds and refurbished houses in 

its TAMS grant aid system. This is in response to 

the European Food Safety Authority (EFSA) 

review on animal welfare, including pigs. As a 

result, the EU Commission is reviewing its animal 

welfare legislation. While it looks like decisions 

on much of this proposed legislation will be 

postponed because of the cost-of-living crisis, it is 

expected that some direction will be given on 

what future pig housing options might include. As 

legislation changes, the technical design choices 

of alternative farrowing systems are becoming 

increasingly important. 

Terms like free farrowing, loose lactation, or 

temporary confinement are often used to 

describe alternative systems for managing 

farrowing sows. While these labels are familiar, 

they are not always used consistently in research, 

policy, or commercial contexts. A simple way to 

distinguish between types of farrowing 

management is by the timing of sow 

confinement, namely permanent, temporary or 

zero crating (see figure below). It is important to 

note that in all systems of farrowing 

management, the space dedicated to housing the 

sow and her litter is known as the ‘farrowing 

pen.’ 

 

The distinctions between alternate systems of 

farrowing management matter not only for 

research and regulation, but also for practical 

decisions regarding farrowing pen design, space, 

flooring, and enrichment. A recent scientific 

paper, co-authored by Teagasc’s Dr. Laura Boyle, 

reviewed the technical issues associated with 

replacing farrowing crates and proposals for 

harmonised legislation. The paper offers a 

science-based review of alternative farrowing 

systems to help guide future design decisions. 

Key ‘takeaways’ include: 



 

 

• Farrowing pen size: For zero-crating 

systems, a minimum area of 6.5 m² per 

sow is recommended to allow space for 

turning, resting, and interacting with 

piglets. It is also necessary to have a 

minimum lying area of 1.2 m² for the 

piglets within the pen that is inaccessible 

to the sow. 

• Confinement duration: If temporary 

crating is used, it should be used for one 

day prior to expected farrowing and four 

days after farrowing. Longer periods 

restrict the sow’s movement and limit the 

welfare and associated productivity 

benefits of the sow being able to move 

freely. 

• Nesting behaviour: It is advised that sows 

are moved into the farrowing pen at least 

three days before their expected due to 

farrow date, with access to material to 

support nest-building and other natural 

maternal behaviours and to improve 

survival outcomes for the piglets. Nesting 

material such as straw or hay can be 

provided in a rack or at minimum a jute 

sack can be fixed to the side of the crate 

within easy reach of the sow. 

• Enrichment: Legislation requires that all 

pigs including lactating sows and their 

piglets have access to enrichment at all 

times. The same racks as used for nesting 

material can be used during lactation and 

piglets can access substrate which falls 

from the racks. At minimum, jute sacks 

and natural fibre ropes benefit both sows 

and their piglets provided they are not 

hung too high and are replenished when 

they get too worn/short.  

• Flooring: Pens should include some solid 

flooring, at minimum in the creep area 

and under the racks (if using) for the 

nesting/enrichment material. Thereafter 

additional solid flooring and the type of 

flooring in general depends on the size 

and shape (square, rectangular) of the 

pen, slurry management, and 

nesting/enrichment strategy. Where 

slatted floors are used in the sow area, 

plastic-coated metal slats are preferred. 

The authors emphasise that choosing or 

modifying farrowing systems is not only about 

meeting welfare standards, but also about 

avoiding the need for costly redesigns down the 

line. Incorporating flexibility into farrowing pen 

design can help to future-proof operations as 

policies evolve. A transition period will have to be 



 

 

provided to allow farms to change from one 

system to another. However, considering that the 

length of any potential transition period is 

unknown, the authors recommend that new 

farrowing accommodation is designed with the 

possibility of keeping sows loose during farrowing 

and lactation (i.e., zero-crating) in the future. 

 

Read the full paper here: 

Baxter E.M., Moustsen V.A., Boyle L.A., and 

Edwards S.A. (2025). ‘End the cage age’: Review 

of technical issues associated with the 

replacement of farrowing crates for sows and 

proposals for harmonized legislation. Frontiers in 

Animal Science, 6:1598647. 

https://doi.org/10.3389/fanim.2025.1598647  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Teagasc Pig Farmers Conference 2025 
 

Ciarán Carroll, Moorepark 

 

We have moved the Pig Farmers’ Conference 

forward a couple of weeks this year. The 

conference will now take place on Tuesday 

October 7th at the Horse and Jockey Hotel in 

County Tipperary, followed by a session on 

October 8th at Farnham Estate, Cavan. The Horse 

& Jockey conference will commence at 1:30 PM 

while the Farnham Estate conference will start at 

a slightly later time of 4:00 PM, with a light lunch 

provided for all attendees on both days. This 

annual event aims to bring together stakeholders 

from across the pig farming sector, encouraging 

attendees to connect with fellow producers and 

engage with the latest developments from the 

Teagasc Pig Development Department. Mark your 

calendar, this is an event you won’t want to miss! 

This year’s conference features an impressive 

line-up of invited speakers, each bringing a 

https://doi.org/10.3389/fanim.2025.1598647
https://doi.org/10.3389/fanim.2025.1598647
https://doi.org/10.3389/fanim.2025.1598647
https://doi.org/10.3389/fanim.2025.1598647
https://doi.org/10.3389/fanim.2025.1598647


 

 

wealth of knowledge and expertise to the 

discussions on the day. Vivi Aarestrup Mousten 

from Seges in Denmark is our international guest 

speaker this year.  

Vivi is Chief Scientist, SEGES Innovation, 

Livestock, and appointed Honorary Associate 

Professor in Animal Production, Pigs, University 

of Copenhagen. She received her M.Sc. in Animal 

Science from The Royal Veterinary and 

Agricultural University in Frederiksberg, Denmark, 

in 1995, and her PhD in Animal Science from the 

same University in 2002. Vivi has been focusing 

on research and development of housing of 

lactating sows at SEGES since 2001. Since 2002 

the emphasis has mainly been on development of 

systems for loose housed farrowing and lactating 

sows. The research includes determination of 

sow and piglets dimensions, space needed for 

important behaviours and criteria for pen design. 

A very important aim of SEGES is to develop, test 

and recommend the best technologies for 

production of pigs in Denmark. Vivi will present 

two papers at the conference. 

 

The full list of papers this year is: 

1. Future housing options for lactating sows 

2. Feeding the lactating sow: energy 

requirements in 2025 

3. Good biosecurity improves performance 

4. Weaner & Finishers: Floors & Space 

5. Gaining an edge in grower performance 

 

This conference, as always, will be a valuable 

opportunity for learning and networking within 

the pig farming sector. We look forward to 

welcoming you all. 

 

Ploughing 2025 

 

The National Ploughing Championship took place 

at Screggan, Tullamore, Co. Offaly from 

September 16th to 18th. PDD students and staff 

were at the Teagasc stand for the three days. It 

was great to see so many pig farmers visit us 

there. There was a good bit of interest from Ag 

Science teachers and students. They are an 

untapped resource, one that we might well 

benefit from by investing some time with during 

their school year.  

 



 

 

 

Teagasc Crops Forum 

 

The annual Teagasc Crops Forum took place on 

Wednesday, 10 September in the Killashee Hotel, 

Naas, County Kildare. The Forum is the key 

annual event for tillage farmers, agronomists, and 

industry stakeholders to explore the latest 

research, market opportunities, and practical 

strategies for profitable crop production. 

This year, the second session at the Forum 

considered ‘Is Rye an Option for Your Farm?’. 

Teagasc tillage researchers and specialists looked 

at ‘Why Rye Deserves a Place in the Rotation’, 

‘Farm to Farm Trading with Rye’ and ‘Building a 

Rotation with Rye’ while our own Michael 

McKeon presented on  ‘Is Rye a Competitive 

Feed?‘ Full details and presentations will be 

available shortly on the Teagasc website. 
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