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1. Spotlight on pig welfare
An ‘International Pig Welfare Conference’ took place in Copen-

hagen at the end of April and its purpose was to identify future 

strategies for improving pig welfare standards internationally. 

The Danish pig industry took the opportunity to report on the 

progress in delivering the commitments made at the Danish Pig 

Welfare Summit in March 2014.

The Danish Minister of Food, Agriculture & Fisheries, Dan Jørgensen, 

hosted the ‘International Pig Welfare Conference’ (IPWC) in Copen-

hagen on 29th – 30th April. The conference was entitled “Improving 

Pig Welfare – what are the ways forward?”. The two day event, 

attended by over 400 delegates, reviewed many of the current 

pig welfare topics in the industry and reported on a wide range of 

research projects being undertaken.

The centrepiece of the conference was the Agriculture Ministers 

from Denmark, Germany, Holland and Sweden signing a ‘Position 

Paper’ reviewing some of the key welfare issues and calling for further 

action from the EU Commission. Its main points were as follows:

Reduce the number of tail docked pigs:
By ensuring that existing legislation is followed and docking only takes 

place if other interventions have been carried out and the need is 

proven. Approve new guidelines on provision of enrichment materials. 

Consider increasing existing space allowances. Provide incentives for 

introduction of non-slatted flooring and adjust requirements for slat 

openings to allow for greater use of straw.

Reduce the need to resort to surgical castration:
Although a wide range of research is in progress, if it proves impossible 

to meet the 2018 deadline, then legislation should be introduced 

requiring the use of anaesthesia if castration takes place.

Group housing systems for all pregnant sows and 
gilts and for sows and gilts in the service area:
Secure a transition to legislation to ban confinement of sows and 

gilts post-service (currently a period of four weeks is allowed by EU 

legislation).

Loose-housing in the farrowing pen:
Need for further research to develop systems with a goal of loose-

housing of sows in farrowing pens, taking account of welfare of both 

sows and piglets.

All the proceedings from the conference may be accessed on the 

IPWC website

Welfare improvements on the way.

Minister Dan Jørgensen addressing the IPWC delegates.

http://en.fvm.dk/focus-on/animal-welfare/international-conference-on-pig-welfare/
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Spotlight on pig welfare continued
Progress Report
To coincide with the IPWC, the Danish Pig Research Centre published 

details of the progress made in implementing the agreements reached 

at the Pig Welfare Summit in March 2014. Last year’s meeting was 

also called by the Minister, Dan Jørgensen, and signatories to the 

agreement included representatives from the Danish pig industry, 

leading consumer and animal welfare organisations, the veterinary 

profession and Danish retailers.

The agreement included the setting of a number of goals to ensure 

continuing improvement in welfare standards on Danish pig farms. 

Amongst these are the improvement of survival rates of piglets, 

finding alternatives to the castration of male piglets to avoid the risk 

of boar taint, reducing the occurrence of stomach ulcers, moving 

towards the loose-housing of sows throughout the whole production 

cycle and eliminating tail-docking.

“We are pleased to announce that our industry has already made 

significant progress in meeting the commitments we made at last 

year’s ‘Pig Welfare Summit,’” said Erik Larsen, Chairman of the Danish 

Pig Research Centre.

“We recently launched a new information campaign, called ‘Patte-

griseliv’, to help ensure that our farmers implement best practice to 

enhance piglet survival rates and our pioneering work in developing 

new systems for ‘freedom farrowing’ has already attracted major 

interest internationally. Our research to find alternative strategies 

to limit the risk of ‘boar taint’ continues apace – including feed and 

breeding trials, as well as investigating new selection protocols on 

our slaughter lines.

“We have also implemented a number of research projects which we 

hope will lead to new strategies for addressing the risk of outbreaks 

of tail-biting among our pigs”.

The final item in May’s Pig Industry Matters includes an interview 

with Professor Sandra Edwards, one of the keynote speakers at 

the IPWC.

Erik Larsen, Chairman of the Danish Pig Research Centre.
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Pig prices in most EU markets began to recover during the spring 

period. Despite a higher supply of pig meat within the EU, good 

demand within some of the key export markets in Third Countries 

helped strengthen overall demand. Pig numbers remained stable 

in Denmark, but exports of weaners continued to increase.

Pig prices began to rise as the 1st Quarter of 2015 drew to a close. 

The pattern varied across the different EU markets and in the UK 

market, potential price increases were constrained by the strength 

of the £.

BPEX and others expressed the view that the EU Private Storage 

Scheme had little impact on the internal EU market. As reported by  

Global Meat News, the scheme closed at the end of April, with a 

modest 64,000 tonnes having been put into storage contracts – mainly 

in Denmark (15,250 tonnes) and Spain (13,750 tonnes).

Improving exports to Third Countries
However, EU exporters enjoyed good sales in China, South Korea and 

Australia during the 1st Quarter of 2015 and this played a significant 

part in mitigating the effects of increased supplies within the EU. 

The weakness of the € was a key factor in giving EU suppliers an edge.

It is expected that EU exporters, including Denmark, will enjoy a good 

level of sales in the coming months. Although US production of pigs 

is expanding again, there are already clear signs that production in  

China is declining – particularly among the large numbers of so-called 

‘back-yard’ producers. Hopefully this factor will continue to help 

offset some of the loss of sales to the Russian market, which still 

remains closed to EU pig meat.

Danish pig herd stable
The April census showed little change in overall pig numbers in  

Denmark although there was a small increase in the number of 

breeding pigs. Pig slaughterings showed a modest rise during the 

1st Quarter of 2015 – rising to 4.9m head from 4.8m head in 2015. 

However, exports of live pigs, especially piglets for finishing by 

producers in Germany and Poland, continued to rise, reaching 3m 

head in the 1st Quarter, compared to 2.7m head in the same period 

last year.

2. Exports lead the way

Good demand for EU pig meat.

Breeding numbers up.
Source: Statistics Denmark.
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3. Pulling power
BPEX has launched a marketing campaign which aims to rejuve-

nate the image of pork among younger consumers by encouraging 

them to cook ‘pulled pork’ at home.

Research shows that younger consumers eat less pork and often  

experience difficulties in cooking more familiar pork products, ending 

up with rather dry and tasteless meat. They do not feel they hear 

enough about pork compared to beef, lamb and chicken.

However, ‘pulled pork’ has never been more popular or fashionable 

and this follows its wide take-up in the foodservice sector in recent 

years.

The BPEX campaign therefore aims to change the overall perceptions 

of pork and sell more pork shoulder via a strong call to action to try 

pulled pork at home. If successful, the campaign will expand sales 

and pave the way for increased use of other pork cuts in the future.

TV, online and promotional campaign
“Turn the oven down low and achieve lazy…” is the message consumers 

will hear in the new BPEX television advertisement. The ‘Achieve 

Lazy’ spots show how easy slow-cooked pork is to cook and prepare 

and that it provides a delicious family meal. The ads follow the ‘Watson 

family’ as they find ingenious ways to relax thanks to the pork shoulder 

joint they have slow cooking in the oven.

Michelin-starred TV chef Tom Kerridge is acting as a spokesperson 

for the campaign and has produced a series of special pulled pork 

recipes – available on the ‘LovePork’ website.

Other activity will include a Facebook competition, a tie-up with 

leading YouTube star, Barry Lewis (‘My Virgin Kitchen’) and partner-

ships Netmums and a range of top food bloggers.

BPEX has also worked closely with major processors and retailers to 

develop in store activity to support the campaign. Approximately 

1.3 million “Perfect for Pulled Pork” stickers will appear on packs 

of pork shoulder during the campaign and retailers are supporting 

the campaign with their own marketing and social media activity. 

The ‘Ladies in Pigs’ demonstration team will also be supporting the 

campaign in tie-ups with a number of supermarket outlets.

Kirsty Walker, BPEX head of marketing, said: “The idea behind the 

advert is to demonstrate that pulled pork is a delicious dish which 

takes zero effort to prepare.

Still from ‘Achieve Lazy’ TV ad.

Tom Kerridge – ambassador for ‘pulled pork’ campaign.

http://www.bpex.org.uk/news/news-releases/2015/may/bpex-pulled-pork-advert-goes-live/
http://www.lovepork.co.uk/campaigns/pulled-pork-tv-advert/
http://www.lovepork.co.uk/campaigns/pulled-pork-tv-advert/
http://www.lovepork.co.uk/campaigns/pulled-pork-tom-kerridge/
http://www.lovepork.co.uk/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=1ESCKXvULb8&feature=youtu.be
http://www.thornegazette.co.uk/news/local/pulled-pork-campaign-comes-to-doncaster-1-7259792
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“Sundays are busy days for families, therefore we think a tasty, zero- 

effort family meal like pulled pork will be well-received. Once con- 

sumers have been persuaded to give pulled pork a try, we’re sure 

they will appreciate its wonderful flavour, succulence and the freedom 

the six hour cooking time gives them on their Sundays. As a result, 

we aim to drive renewed interest in fresh pork, in particular pork 

shoulder joints which are currently under-utilised in the domestic 

market. This, in turn, will benefit the profitability and sustainability of 

the entire supply chain.”

Pulling power continued

Building sales of pork shoulder.
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As the public debate about MRSA in pigs in the Danish 

media continues to cast a slur on the country’s pig 

farmers, DAFC felt it necessary to highlight all the 

steps already being taken to limit its spread and 

to renew its calls for a calmer and more balanced 

assessment of the issues at stake.

The Danish media have continued to focus on the MRSA 

strain CC398, which is present in pigs. Its presence primarily repre-

sents an ‘occupational hazard’ for those coming into regular contact 

with livestock, and new hygiene protocols have already been intro- 

duced on farms. There is no evidence that it presents a significant 

food-borne risk and, compared to other MRSA strains, it has only 

been responsible for a small number of MRSA-related infections in 

Denmark.

During May, the Chairman and Managing Director of the Danish 

Agriculture and Food Council wrote a letter to ‘Politiken’, one of 

Denmark’s leading ‘broadsheet’ titles calling for “better balance” in 

this vital public debate. Here’s an English translation of some of the 

key points made in their published letter.

“For many Danes these days, the initials ‘MRSA’ now conjure up 

thoughts of deadly, resistant staphylococci that are spreading from 

the country’s pig farms into society at large. But the MRSA challenge 

is much broader than the strain associated with pigs. The harsh reality 

is that significant numbers of Danes die every year from staphylococcal 

infections - most from ordinary staphylococci.

“A very small proportion of this mortality is caused by the pig-related 

MRSA strain (CC398). New figures from the State Serum Institute 

show that in the first three months of 2015, resistant Staphylococcus  

(MRSA) caused 11 cases of blood poisoning. Three of these cases 

were caused by pig-related MRSA. MRSA infections have caused two 

deaths during 2015 to date and none was attributed to pig-related 

MRSA. It is time that we all take the debate beyond a narrow focus 

on a single aspect of the problem relating to pigs.

“In much recent public discussion, MRSA has become synonymous 

with pig production. In furthering this misconception, the media 

have also elevated their own ‘expert’ who continues to point the 

finger at modern pig production. Whatever the initiatives taken by 

farmers to curb the spread of pig-related MRSA, the Professor of 

Clinical Microbiology at Odense University, Hans Jørn Kolmos, simply 

states that these do not go far enough.

“Recently Professor Kolmos added insult to injury when, following 

the publication of an ambitious MRSA Action Plan by the Food  

A question of balance?

High levels of MRSA coverage in Danish media.

4. A question of balance 
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A question of balance continued
Ministry, he argued that only a 90 per cent reduction in antibiotic 

usage would have any impact on the presence of antibiotic resistance 

on pig farms.

“Such a narrow focus on tackling the challenge posed by the presence 

of the MRSA bacteria on Danish pig farms is plainly naive. Professor 

Kolmos consistently fails to acknowledge the amount of antibiotics 

being used in other countries and how great a resistance challenge 

this creates.”

Lower usage of antibiotics
“At DAFC, we have ambitious targets to reduce our low antibiotic 

usage still further, and will invest millions of Danish Kroner in a research 

programme aimed at reducing the risk of the infection spreading. 

We make this investment willingly, because there is no one who 

would rather get rid of MRSA CC398 from our farms than our very 

own farmers.

“We therefore call for a better sense of proportion so that all the 

important steps we are taking to limit the spread of MRSA CC398 

can deliver best advantage. Both the debate and the actions taken 

should be broadened to allow our citizens to gain a more realistic 

and considered view of how large and complex a challenge resistant 

bacteria is, affecting not just pig production but medical treatments 

in hospitals and the rest of Danish society, as well as all its interna-

tional dimensions.

“DAFC largely supports the Danish authorities’ interventions and 

the responsibilities laid on the country’s pig farmers to prevent pig-

related MRSA spreading beyond the farm environment.”

Action needed
“In short, we agree with the government that we should act and not 

remain passive in addressing the MRSA challenge. Three deaths 

from 2009 to 2013 from MRSA CC398 are three too many. Over the 

same period, according to the State Serum Institute, 24 Danes died 

from other types of MRSA, while 1,241 Danes died due to infection 

from common staphylococci.

“We do not wish to appear complacent, but we believe it is fair to 

say that, contrary to the impression given in our media, Denmark is 

fortunate in its experience of a comparatively limited impact of  

resistant staphylococci. According to the European Prevention Centre, 

18 per cent of the cases of blood poisoning in Europe are MRSA 

linked infections. In Denmark, this level is just 1.5 per cent.

“Countries in southern Europe have a particularly high percentage 

of resistant staphylococci and the risk for those travelling in these 

Martin Merrild, DAFC Chairman.
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A question of balance continued
countries is significant in relation to those choosing to reside in  

Denmark. We do not quarantine those Danes returning from two 

weeks holiday in Portugal and Italy just because they may bring  

resistant bacteria back with them to Denmark. But maybe we should, 

if the ‘witch-hunt’ of pig producers continues and press reports which 

talk about ‘dangers’ of living near a farmer and his family persist.

“Although Danish pig farmers are among the world’s lowest users of  

antibiotics in treating their animals, this certainly is not the end of the  

matter. For example, Germany’s livestock farmers use more than four 

times as much antibiotic medicine per animal as their Danish peers.

“We are witnessing an increase of MRSA CC398 on our farms and 

we must, through our own interventions and those of the authorities, 

do all we can to reduce its prevalence.

“In Denmark, we must continue reducing our usage of veterinary 

antibiotics, but at the same time we can reasonably call on others to 

follow our lead. In this way, we can jointly reduce the risk of severe 

antibiotic resistance challenges in the future. We must also acknow-

ledge that MRSA is a far wider problem than that which is currently 

confined to pig production in Denmark.”
Karen Hækkerup, DAFC Managing Director.
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Bacon is seldom out of the news for long and it’s still everyone’s 

favourite (well, nearly everyone!)

Praise from unexpected quarters is praise indeed.

It is well known that the Daily Mail is seldom the biggest fan of the 

modern food industry, but it seems they just can’t resist publishing 

the latest research which confirms what we all knew….that bacon is 

still everyone’s favourite.

A survey undertaken by L.G Harris & Co (suppliers of paint brushes 

and other decorating products) placed bacon a close 2nd to ‘freshly 

baked bread’ in a list of the nation’s Top 50 favourite smells – and 

‘fresh paint’ came in at a rather dismal 34th place.

A ‘Full English’ came in at a slightly disappointing 3rd place in a survey 

of the nation’s favourite dishes published in the ‘Discover Cornwall 

Food & Drink Guide’ – Cornish Pasties only made 18th place!

And while we’re on the subject of ‘favourites’, Pig Industry Matters’ 

choice for this month’s boldest marketing initiative was a press 

release issued to coincide with National Vegetarian Week (18th – 

24th May).

Peperami published the results of recent research undertaken in 

which an overwhelming majority of 1,000 men interviewed said 

they would rather stop drinking alcohol, cancel their Sky Sports 

subscription or even give up sex….rather than become a vegetarian.

5. Everyone’s favourite…

Loved by all.

Breakfast of Kings.

A bit of an animal…

http://www.harrisbrushes.com/
http://www.dailymail.co.uk/news/article-3096334/Our-50-favourite-smells-revealed-20-worst.html?ITO=1490&ns_mchannel=rss&ns_campaign=1490
http://www.dailymail.co.uk/femail/food/article-3081390/The-nation-s-favourite-British-food-like-eat-revealed.html
http://www.dailymail.co.uk/femail/food/article-3081390/The-nation-s-favourite-British-food-like-eat-revealed.html
http://www.nationalvegetarianweek.org/
http://www.peperami.tv/
http://www.producebusinessuk.com/insight/insight-stories/2015/05/18/why-most-men-would-rather-not-embrace-vegetarianism
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Sandra Edwards is the Professor of Agriculture at the School of Agri- 

culture, Food and Rural Development at the University of Newcastle.  

She is a leading international expert on pig husbandry and welfare 

and was one of the keynote speakers at the International Pig Welfare 

Conference in Copenhagen in April.

Here are her responses to a series of questions put to her by Pig 

Industry Matters, addressing some of the main pig welfare issues 

debated at the recent conference.

What effect has the group housing of pregnant sows on pig welfare?

Group housing provides the ability for sows to move around and 

socialise. Exercise improves bone and muscle strength, and fitter 

animals may have faster and less problematic farrowings. Having 

greater space allows for a more diverse environment and the possi-

bility to design housing which can better meet the animals’ needs 

for foraging and exploration. This reduces the risk of development 

of abnormal stereotyped behaviours which are more commonly 

seen in individual confinement systems.

Since pigs are social animals, having free interaction with others in 

the group can also be considered to facilitate natural behaviours. 

However, this also brings the risk of undesirable aggression and social  

stress, especially at times of mixing and if there is inadequate space  

for avoidance and escape. Furthermore, aggression can be increased  

if the animals must compete for food or are not fully protected 

whilst eating. Good housing design and management are essential 

to minimise these risks and deliver both good welfare and good 

performance in group systems.

How important is the provision of ‘enrichment materials’ on pigs’ 

welfare, and are there any indications that pigs in Denmark or 

Germany are suffering from stimulation deficit?

Enrichment materials are of great importance for pig welfare, because  

the pigs have evolved with a strong behavioural need to exhibit 

exploratory and foraging behaviours. If the environment does not 

provide appropriate enrichment materials towards which these  

behaviours can be directed, then other types of undesirable behaviour 

can develop.

In the case of pregnant sows, this can take the form of stereotyped 

oral behaviours, or of increased aggression and vulva biting in group 

systems. In growing pigs, the exploratory behaviour is directed instead 

to pen mates, increasing the risk of tail, ear and flank biting.

There is also increasing evidence that lack of enrichment in early life 

can reduce the ability of animals to cope with challenges when they 

are older and predispose them to show such injurious behaviours. 

The widespread persistence of these behavioural problems in  

Feature: Interview with Professor Sandra Edwards

Professor Sandra Edwards, University of Newcastle
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commercial farms suggests that the enrichment currently provided 

could often be improved. Whilst the provision of straw is one solution, 

this is not always possible for reasons of availability, biosecurity or 

manure management. A range of other types of effective enrichment  

have been researched, such as jute sacks or fresh wood, and ideas can 

be found from research undertaken by the University of Helsinki

Is there a better alternative to surgical castration which is the 

method still commonly used in both Denmark and Germany to 

reduce the risk of ‘boar taint’?

Castration of male pigs is still considered necessary in most countries 

to avoid the risk of ‘boar taint’ in the meat. Historically this has been 

carried out on the young piglet as a surgical procedure without an 

aesthesia or analgesia. It is now clear that this procedure is very 

painful and that some degree of discomfort persists for several days.

The 2010 European declaration on alternatives to surgical castration  

of pigs was a voluntary agreement between stakeholders, including 

 those in Denmark and Germany, that surgical castration of pigs should 

be abandoned by 1 January 2018. Some countries, such as the UK, 

have already largely abolished all castration and other countries, 

such as the Netherlands are now moving rapidly in this direction. 

However, not all markets will yet accept meat from entire males, 

especially from production systems with high slaughter weights.

Whilst progress towards achieving the goal of non-castration is being 

made through genetic selection and nutritional interventions to 

reduce boar taint, coupled with development of rapid automated 

methods for taint detection and on-line carcass sorting, there is still 

uncertainty about how soon these can deliver a system for entire 

male production that will be fully accepted.

The alternative approach of immunological castration, involving two 

injections to the pig later in life to stop production of the hormones 

causing taint, is now technically feasible and being implemented in 

some countries. However, there are still concerns from many retailers  

about consumer acceptance of this technology. As an interim measure, 

the continuation of surgical castration, but only with anaesthesia 

and prolonged analgesia to protect piglet welfare, may be necessary 

whilst alternative solutions are perfected.

What is the purpose of tail docking and does it have any effect 

on the pigs’ behaviour?

Tail docking is carried out on young piglets because there is clear 

evidence that having a docked tail reduces the risk of receiving injury 

from tail biting in later life. Many farmers believe that this procedure  

causes little pain to the piglet and is justifiable because of the serious  

welfare and economic problems that tail biting can cause. However, 

Feature: Looking to the future 

Straw dispenser

http://www.telkanranta.com/pig_enrichment.html
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scientific study suggests that acute pain does indeed occur when 

the tail is docked, and there is a possibility of longer term pain from 

the damaged nerves in the tail stump. Even if such pain can be shown  

to be negligible, or prevented with analgesia, it is increasingly unaccep-

table to consumers that the integrity (wholeness) of animals is not 

respected.

Some countries, for example Sweden, have already abolished tail 

docking and, whilst the prevalence of tail biting is higher than in 

docked animals, have developed systems to minimise risk by appro-

priate housing and management. The risk factors for tail biting have 

been widely studied and tools for risk evaluation and risk reduction 

now exist to help farmers.

In the future, genetic selection of pigs with lower tail biting predis-

position and improvement in pen enrichment provision offer further 

risk reduction potential, which could make the production of pigs 

with intact tails more acceptable in commercial practice.

Is it important for high pig welfare that the sows are loose in the 

farrowing unit?

The farrowing crate has been widely adopted because of the ben-

efits it offers for piglet survival: control of sow lying to protect against 

crushing, ability to provide localised heat at the birth site and safety 

for stockworkers when they intervene to assist weak piglets. These 

benefits become even more important with the recent development 

of hypoprolific sows, which produce smaller less viable piglets and 

require much more staff input for fostering between litters.

However, these benefits come at the expense of sow welfare, because 

the confinement of the crate causes stress to the sow by preventing 

her from expressing her strongly motivated nest-building behaviour 

just before farrowing, and by limiting her freedom of movement 

throughout lactation. Because of these concerns for sow welfare, 

some countries, for example Sweden, have already banned the use 

of farrowing crates and there is consumer pressure in many other 

countries to follow this lead.

Alternative loose farrowing systems are being developed and trialled 

in a number of countries and information on these can be found 

at a Free Farrowing information resource. Whilst some show good 

potential, their capital cost is higher than crates and there has been 

variability in piglet survival under commercial conditions, highlighting 

the importance of correct design detail and management. As a pos-

sible interim measure in the move to free farrowing, systems with 

temporary confinement of the sow for just a few days after the birth 

of the piglets have now been developed. Whilst not the perfect  

solution if nest building is still prevented, they allow for better piglet 

care in the most critical period, combined with greater sow freedom 

for the majority of lactation, which can give added  

benefits for milk yield and weaning weights.

Feature: Looking to the future continued

Free Farrowing Pen

http://www.freefarrowing.org/

