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The start of a new year provides a
valuable opportunity for pig farmers
to reflect on the past 12 months and
look ahead with renewed focus. While
challenges remain across the sector,
Irish pig farmers have consistently
shown their ability to adapt, innovate
and improve systems in response to
changing circumstances. January is a
natural time to review performance,
reset targets and identify practical
steps that support efficiency,
resilience and long-term
sustainability.

This edition highlights how accurate
information and evidence-based
guidance can support confident
decision-making on farm. Every
Number Counts shows how good
records  and   close   attention  to   key 
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performance indicators  can help
identify opportunities for
improvement and protect margins.
Nutrition and pig health are also a key
focus, with an article on low acid-
binding capacity in post-weaning
diets outlining practical strategies to
support gut health and growth in a
post–zinc oxide landscape.

Finally, this issue looks to the future of
pig welfare. What Would It Take?
explores farmers’ perspectives on tail
docking, recognising both the
challenges involved and the
importance of practical, workable
solutions supported by evidence and
collaboration. We hope this edition
provides useful insights and
encouragement as you plan for the
year ahead.



EVERY NUMBER COUNTS

Unit A Unit B

Transfer weight to
finishers 32kg 32kg

Sale weight 118kg 118kg

Finisher FCE 2.6 2.7

Average finisher feed
cost €328 €328

Total finisher feed bill
for the year €1,232,125 €1,279,515

Difference €47,390

Now that the new year is here, pig farmers have an
ideal opportunity to review how their farms
performed over the past 12 months and to plan for
the year ahead. Central to this process is record
keeping. Accurate, timely and well-organised
records are not just a regulatory requirement; they
are a vital management tool that supports better
decision-making, improves profitability and
strengthens the long-term sustainability of our
industry.

At its core, record keeping gives farmers facts
instead of assumptions. While many farmers make
an effort to keep records, accuracy is often where
things fall short. Record keeping must be
approached as an all-or-nothing task as incorrect
information can be more damaging than having
none at all. Without reliable records, it becomes
difficult to pinpoint where gains or losses are
occurring. Accurate, well-maintained records
enable farmers to track performance against
targets, compare results from year to year, and
benchmark their herd against industry standards.
Follow the link to compare your farm against the
National Herd Performance Report 2024. 

We all know pig production operates on tight
margins, where even small changes in feed
efficiency, fertility, or mortality can have a
significant impact on overall profitability. The
examples below highlight these KPIs and
demonstrate how marginal improvements can
deliver substantial financial gains.

Louise Clarke

Example 1: Cost associated with difference in feed
efficiency.
Two 600 sow units producing 28 pigs per sow per
year. Unit A has a finisher FCE of 2.6 and Unit B has
a finisher FCE of 2.7. Both have an average feed
price of €328.

What will be the cost of this 0.1 difference in FCE
be?

Table 1. Example 1: Cost associated with difference
in feed efficiency.

https://teagasc.ie/wp-content/uploads/uploads/National-Pig-Herd-Performance-Report-for-2024.pdf.


Unit A Unit B

Average weaned/litter 12.2 12.2

Wean to sale mortality 5 7

Pigs/sold year 15,855 15,527

Difference in pigs sold 334

Financial difference (88kg dwt. @ €1.78/kg) €51,318

Donec in euismod velit, sit amet
consequat mauris. Pellentesque id
quam nec nisl faucibus laoreet.
Aenean consequat eget eros eu
ornare.

farm ensures records are accurate, up to date and
easily reviewed. Record keeping also supports
knowledge transfer. Clear records make it easier
for family members, employees or future
successors to understand how the farm operates.
They also ensure continuity if key personnel are
unavailable. Using a target board to display key
goals and results can further motivate staff, while
reviewing and discussing report figures on a
quarterly basis encourages engagement,
accountability, and continuous improvement
across the team. Many farms find that engaging a
bookkeeper for even half a day a week helps keep
records and financials up to date and accurate,
and the cost is often repaid through better control
and decision-making.

Example 2: Cost associated with the difference in
litters per sow per year (LSY). 
If we analyse two 600 sow units; unit A has a LSY
figure of 2.28 and unit B has a LSY figure of 2.38.
What will be the cost of this difference?

If we assume the average weaned/litter is 12.2 and
each unit had a combined post weaning mortality
of 4% then: 

Net alive per litter: 12.2 weaned – 4% mortality =
11.71 pigs sold per litter
Pigs sold / year @ 2.28
litter/sow/yr:2.28*11.71*600 sows = 16,019 pigs /
year sold
Pigs sold / year @ 2.38
litter/sow/yr:2.38*11.71*600 sows = 16,722 pigs /
year sold
Difference in pigs sold per year = 703 pigs

If these missing pigs had been brought to
slaughter (88kg dwt. @ €1.78/kg), then this equates
to €110,118 in lost sales revenue on an annualised
basis for unit A. 

Example 3: Cost associated with a difference in
weaner and finisher mortality. 
Lastly, looking at another two 600 sow units; Unit A
has a LSY figure of 2.28 and has a combined
weaner and finisher mortality of 5% and Unit B has
a LSY figure of 2.28 and has a combined weaner
and finisher mortality of 7%. We assume the
average weaned/litter is 12.2 for both units. 
What will be the cost of this difference? 

A 2% increase in weaner and finisher mortality can
cost over €51,000 per year on a 600-sow unit.

Make the records work 
Production records and feed records are among
the most important on pig farms. A wide range of
farm software packages and structured hard-copy
record sheets are available to support pig  farmers
in this process. Choosing a system that suits the

"A 2% increase in
weaner and finisher
mortality can cost

over €51,000 per year
on a 600-sow unit."

Table 2. Example 3: Cost associated with a difference in weaner and finisher mortality. 



IMPORTANCE OF LOW ACID-
BINDING CAPACITY IN POST-
WEANING PIG DIETS
Almost 30 years ago now we did our first work on
the acid binding capacity (ABC) of post-weaning
diets at Moorepark. At that time we created a
Database of common ingredients and their ABC
values   which could be used in diet formulation to
produce diets with a low ABC. We fed diets with
reduced ABC values and realised post-weaning
growth benefits in pigs. Since the ban on zinc
oxide, this work has become even more important
and today the benefits of feeding low ABC diets
are being realised across Europe, North America
and further afield.  So, what is this all about?  

As we are aware, the post-weaning period in
piglets is a critical stage in the pig’s life,
characterized by a sudden transition from small
but frequent meals of a liquid, highly digestible
milk-based diet to a solid, largely plant-based
diet, which is provided on an ad-libitum basis. This
abrupt transition presents significant physiological
and metabolic challenges to the piglet,  which  are 

accompanied by gastrointestinal disturbances,
reduced feed intake, and increased susceptibility
to pathogens such as E. coli. Maintaining a low pH
in the stomach of the newly weaned pig is critical
in preventing these adverse effects. 

In suckling piglets, acidity in the pig’s stomach is
maintained by the presence of lactic acid which is
produced via microbial fermentation of the lactose
fraction in the sow’s milk. However, after weaning,
this is not available to the same extent, and the pig
relies on it’s inherent ability to produce gastric
hydrochloric acid (HCl) to reduce the pH of it’s
stomach content.  Endogenous production of HCl
in the stomach of the newly weaned pig is limited
due to the immature state of it’s gastric mucosa,
often resulting in a stomach pH of 5.0 or greater.
This high gastric pH impairs the activation of the
enzyme (pepsin) necessary for protein digestion,
thereby increasing passage of undigested protein
to the hindgut. It also creates  an environment that 

Peadar Lawlor

https://link.springer.com/article/10.1186/2046-0481-58-8-447
https://link.springer.com/article/10.1186/2046-0481-58-8-447
https://link.springer.com/article/10.1186/2046-0481-58-8-447


facilitates the growth of pathogenic bacteria. Both
of these can lead to post-weaning diarrhoea and
increased mortality.

One solution to help maintain a low stomach pH in
newly weaned pigs is to feed a diet that requires
less gastric acid to reduce it’s pH. Such a diet relies
on the concept of Acid-Binding Capacity. Acid-
binding capacity (ABC) refers to the resistance of
a feed ingredient or complete diet to reduction in
pH when exposed to acid. This can be expressed
as ABC-3 or ABC-4 which are defined as the
amount of hydrochloric acid (HCl) required to
lower the pH of 1 kg of feed to 3.0 or 4.0,
respectively. The ABC-4 value is now more
commonly used, as a stomach pH of 4 or lower
hinders the growth of pathogenic microorganisms
like E. coli and is more favourable to protein
digestion.

ABC-4 is measured by titrating a feed sample with
HCl until the pH of the sample reaches 4.0 and
expressing the result as milliequivalents (meq) of
acid required per Kg of feed. The higher the ABC-4
value, the more gastric acid is required to achieve
the desired acidic environment (pH of 4) in the
stomach. Therefore, it is desirable to have a diet
with a low ABC value. Lowering the ABC-4 of post-
weaning diets improves piglet growth, feed
efficiency, and faecal consistency. Work from
Kansas State University recently showed that diets
with an ABC-4 of 200 meq/kg in the first 10 days
post-weaning and 250 meq/kg from day 10 to 24
post-weaning resulted in optimal growth and
faecal dry matter. Growth on these diets was also
comparable to diets containing pharmacological
levels of zinc oxide. These findings are important
considering the EU ban on the therapeutic use of
zinc oxide in piglet diets.

“Lowering the ABC-
4 of post-weaning

diets improves
piglet growth, feed

efficiency, and
faecal consistency”

The ABC-4 of a diet can be manipulated through
selection of feed ingredients. Minerals such as
limestone flour and zinc oxide have extremely high
ABC-4 values. Protein-rich ingredients (e.g.
soyabean meal) also contribute significantly to
dietary ABC-4. In contrast, cereals have lower ABC-
4 values. Organic acids such as fumaric, formic,
citric acid etc. can also be used to lower the ABC-4
of piglet diets. These acidifiers not only reduce the
ABC of the diet but may also exert direct
antimicrobial effects and support gut health. The
ABC-4 values of complete diets are not always
perfectly additive based on the values of individual  
ingredients, possibly due to interactions among
ingredients or analytical limitations. Regardless,
formulating to a target low ABC-4 value (e.g. 200
meq/kg) using the ABC-4 values for the dietary
ingredients in the formulation is quite accurate and
the most practical way to use the concept. 

Lowering the ABC-4 of early nursery diets through
strategic ingredient selection and inclusion, along
with fine-tuning with the use of organic acids
should be a key consideration for modern post-
weaning diet formulation. As the industry moves
towards reduced reliance on antibiotics, dietary
ABC-4 management in post-weaning diets offers a
practical, evidence-based tool to support optimal
gastric pH, enhance protein digestion, reduce the
risk of post-weaning diarrhoea, and improve
overall piglet growth. However, just by way of
caution, while dietary ABC-4 value is important,
other dietary factors such as protein digestibility,
amino acid balance, fibre content, and the
presence of anti-nutritional factors also influence
piglet health and growth and must always be
optimised.

As part of his PhD, Joe Glynn (PhD student with
Teagasc and registered with South East
Technological University) has performed 3 feeding
trials with low ABC and low crude protein diets in
newly weaned pigs. This work is part of the
PigNutriStrat project which is funded by the
Department of Agriculture, Food and the Marine’s
Competitive Research Funding Programmes (Grant
no: 2019R518). Look out for the results of this work
which will be presented by Joe in the coming
months.



WHAT WOULD IT TAKE?
UNDERSTANDING PIG
FARMERS' BARRIERS TO
STOPPING TAIL DOCKING
In recent years, the EU has encouraged changes to
pig production to reduce the need to tail dock. In
2023, the government funded a project to help
understand how Irish pig farmers felt about tail
docking and identify pathways forward (PigTail).
As part of this, I interviewed eighteen integrated
pig farm managers and owners across Ireland
between March and June 2024, to determine
current industry thinking. The findings could be
summarised into three main areas: Capability,
Opportunity, and Motivation (Table 1).

Capability 
Farmers capability was the least discussed topic.
Some farmers questioned the rationale for existing
regulations, arguing that tail docking causes
minimal pain and trauma to piglets. When asked
about their level of knowledge and skills to rear
undocked pigs, nearly half of farmers reported
feeling unprepared, and two-thirds wanted more
practical, evidence-based guidance on
management practices for rearing undocked pigs
and  on  effective responses   to  large-scale   tail-

Molly Harrison

Table 1. Definitions of farmer capability,
opportunity and motivation in relation to a move
towards reducing tail docking.



Long-term infrastructure is essential to support
changes. This includes reliable access to
ventilation experts, feed-system services,
enrichment materials, planning permission, and
efforts to attract more people to pig farming.
Farmers have faced numerous challenges,
including COVID-19, the economic crisis, the zinc
oxide ban, and reduced antibiotic use. If a tail
docking ban were implemented, farmers stressed
that it must be phased in gradually over 5-15 years
or longer to enable viable transitions. 

Social Opportunity 
Farmers stated that tail docking is standard
practice in most of Europe, including in much
larger pork-producing countries than Ireland.
Some farmers mentioned that the few countries
that do not dock have fundamentally different
farming systems, including outdoor access, solid
floors, organic enrichment materials, and
substantial subsidies, and yet tail biting still occurs.
Other farmers were less familiar with how these
countries reared undocked pigs and interested to
learn more.

Though farmers knew others who had trialled, they
were unaware of any commercial Irish unit
successfully rearing undocked pigs, and most
believed their peers held similar views on docking.
Some argued that the industry lacks unity and
transparency, and that stopping tail docking would
require a coordinated effort from all stakeholders,
not just farmers. A few questioned why pigs are
singled out when other species (e.g. lambs) are
docked.

Reflective Motivation 
Reflective motivation was highly discussed. All
farmers docked tails to prevent tail biting, viewing it
as necessary. Most farmers were highly
experienced, had heavily invested in their farms,
and were open to trying new practices to improve
them. Nearly all had recently trialled leaving tails
intact, motivated by veterinary inspections,
research participation, curiosity, or because the
piglets were small and weak, pedigree or
accidentally missed. However, this largely resulted 
in negative outcomes. Farmers feared that
stopping docking would lead to severe welfare and
financial consequences from unpredictable
increases in tail-biting outbreaks: increased
workload, antibiotic use, mortality, reduced growth,
and carcass condemnation. Most saw little benefit
to not docking, though some recognised
advantages such as reduced piglet stress, labour
savings, improved public perception, and potential
export markets for tails. 

“We’re not working together
when it comes to intact tails.
I don’t think everyone is on

the same hymn sheet”

" I think it’s a welfare issue if
you’re not tail docking …

Because the consequences
from not tail docking are

horrific"

“All of the buildings… would
need to be demolished to make

way for a different design of
housing that must again be

proven outside my farm gate
that I can rear pigs with long

tails”

biting outbreaks. A few farmers mentioned that
they already complete risk assessments, herd
health plans and government inspection with vets

Physical Opportunity 
Housing and management changes were
frequently brought up, particularly reducing
stocking density and improving unsuitable
housing. Reducing stocking density requires either
building more facilities or reducing herd size, both
of which could be costly. Moreover, some farmers
were uncertain about optimal housing designs for
undocked pigs and stressed the need for evidence
of effectiveness before committing. Other
suggested improvements included enhanced
ventilation, breeding for docility, nutritional
changes, and improved herd health



Stopping docking was not a priority, it conflicted
with farmers’ goals of having healthy, content pigs
and profitable farms. Most lacked confidence in
their ability to successfully rear undocked pigs
within current systems. If it were feasible, it would
already be practised, yet years of trials, research,
and discussion have produced minimal progress.
They require evidence-based solutions validated
on commercial farms, supported by economic
modelling and market strategies, before
considering change. However, half remained
cautiously optimistic about eventual success with
adequate support, drawing on their track record of
adapting to prior changes, such as group dry sow
housing. Confidence remained constrained by the
innate nature of pigs and uncontrollable tail-biting
triggers (e.g. weather).

Farmers viewed themselves as caretakers of pigs
who, with their families, must bear the
consequences of policies made by individuals who
may lack farm experience. 

Automatic Motivation 
The prospect of stopping tail docking evoked
overwhelmingly negative emotions in farmers,
including fear, worry, anxiety, and apprehension
about the substantial risks involved. However, a
few farmers acknowledged that they would prefer
to stop the practice if it were feasible. 

Farmers view stopping tail docking as financially
unviable due to significant capital investments,
increased production costs, higher risks, and the
absence of financial premiums, compensation,
grants, or subsidies. Several farmers suggested
that the Irish government or the EU should provide
financial incentives, while others argued that long-
term sustainability depended on the market
valuing pig meat more highly. 

What would it take to stop docking? 
Overall, farmers explained that substantial,
incremental, financially viable system changes to
pig housing and management, stakeholder
mindsets, and the pig meat market​ would be
required to support the transition to rearing
undocked pigs.

Thank you to the PigTail project team, all the pig
farmers who participated and the Department of
Agriculture, Food and the Marine (DAFM) for
funding the project (2022PSS136).

“Margins for producers

basically drove intensity of

pig producing”



For 2026, Teagasc is seeking to
build a more thorough picture of
ingredient variability across the
country. To support this work, a
small number of pig producers
are being invited to contribute
ingredient samples for
laboratory analysis.

The focus will be on specific
geographical regions and on
farms that are in a position to
provide regular samples over
time, along with basic
background information on
ingredient sourcing and
storage. These samples will be
used to assess variation in
ingredient quality and finished
feed composition under
commercial conditions.

Farmers who feel they could
commit to providing samples
are encouraged to get in touch
at Kieran.keane@teagasc.ie.

The Teagasc Pig and Poultry Department has updated the nutrient value of
pig manure for 2026, with 1,000 gallons now estimated to be worth
approximately €34 based on current fertiliser prices. This highlights the
continued importance of pig slurry as a valuable fertiliser resource.

News
Nutrient Value of Pig Manure in 2026Feed Analysis 
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WelFarmers resources available
A range of pig welfare resources are now available on
the WelFarmers website, building on learning from Round
1. The resources focus on four welfare areas: ban of
cages, avoiding tail docking, castration avoidance, and
space allowance. Currently available materials include
infographics and short videos, which highlight best
practices identified on commercial farms across Europe.
These resources are designed to support understanding
of how different systems and management approaches
address key welfare challenges in practice. Further
materials, including virtual farm tours and podcasts will
be added as the project progresses.

https://www.welfarmers.com/

