
 

 

 
 
 

Welcome to June’s Newsletter 

 

Ciarán Carroll 

 

Welcome to the June edition 

of our monthly newsletter. 

Thankfully, pig prices remain 

strong, with upward pressure 

coming from Europe. 

Combined with stable feed 

prices this gives producers an 

opportunity to carry out some much needed re-

investment on their farms or an opportunity to 

reduce feed credit issues that may have arisen 

over the past few years. 

 

June has been another busy month for the Pig 

Development Department, with on-going work 

and development in our Discussion Groups. The 

Teagasc National Herd Performance Report for 

2016 is gone to print and will be circulated very 

soon. The annual InterPig and AgriBenchmark 

Group meeting took place in the Netherlands. 

Over 40 experts from 19 countries attended this 

meeting, with Gerard McCutcheon representing 

Ireland. Our ePM PigSys data feeds into this 

group and will give us a comparison of production 

performance and costs across a range of EU and 

International pig productions systems. The results 

from this group report will be published and 

circulated in the coming months. 

 

Work continues with the Level 5 Pig Course at 

Moorepark and Ballyhaise and we are hoping to 

advertise a Pig Managers Course shortly, so 

watch this space. Finally, make sure you visit the 

Pig Development Department boards at the 

Moorepark ’17 Open Day next Tuesday, 4th July 

where we’ll have information on our research 

projects and the value of pig slurry as a fertiliser. 
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Consumers & meat quality 

 
David Clarke 

 

 
 

The definition of meat quality can differ greatly 

from person to person. Consumers today are 

attracted to a product that is safe, healthy, 

flavoursome and affordable, retailers seek a 

product that is attractive to their consumer, while 

on the other hand pig producers are more 

inclined to focus on production efficiency (sow 

productivity, feed conversion and growth rate) 

with producers having a lesser interest in quality 

as there is no financial incentive. 

 

Fresh meat quality is defined scientifically by 

factors including water-holding capacity, nutrient 

availability, colour, tenderness, flavour, spoilage, 

etc. How consumers perceive quality depends on 

human senses: appearance, odour, taste and 

texture. Spoilage of fresh meats due to stress, 

handling, transport and microbial growth can 

impact negatively on all of these factors. 

 

In recent years there seems to be a shift in 

consumer demands regarding the cost, 

appearance, origin and quality of the product 

they purchase; in other words consumers are 

willing to pay extra for a safe, local and 

flavoursome product. This is particularly evident  

 

in the beef industry. In every supermarket you 

will see a major push towards the quality of beef 

steaks, just look in the fridges and you will see a 

wide range of quality products, such as; 

“Premium rump steak, dry-aged for 28 days” or 

“Angus Ribeye, matured 28 days”. Why can’t this 

be the same for the pig industry? 

 

Part of the reason seems to be down to 

consumer behaviours, for instance the way we 

cook our pork. The Food Safety Authority of 

Ireland recommends pork and pork-containing 

products, such as puddings and sausages, should 

be cooked to a minimum temperature of 75 

degrees at the core of the thickest part of the 

product yet we tend to cremate all of our pork 

products. If consumers can be educated to adapt 

cooking habits and are reassured of the safety of 

doing so it will affect the range products 

consumers will buy. 

 

Another major factor is the appearance and 

packaging of the meat we buy, take a look of the 

pictures A and B on the next page. Most 

consumers choose A, pork chops in modified 

atmosphere packaging, due to their “bright red”  

 

http://www.google.ie/url?sa=i&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=images&cd=&cad=rja&uact=8&ved=0ahUKEwjesZHsvrjUAhUCKVAKHXnGAHQQjRwIBw&url=http://sifargroup.nu/Butcher-And-Pork-Meat-Production/&psig=AFQjCNGHt9t1yzTkk8oBEvyNRxKXx7x46w&ust=1497363181285894


 

 

 

colour. This bright red colour is only sustained 

due to gases introduced in the pack and studies 

have shown this to have a negative effect on 

attributes such as, shelf-life and eating quality 

(lipid oxidation and toughening). Product B is a 

vacuum packed pork chop, vacuum packaging is 

proven to increase shelf-life, provide a better 

eating quality with less discoloration occurring 

over time. Although it may be hard to see which 

product are better, results and quality speaks for 

itself.  

 
A   

 
B 
Figure 1. Examples of packaging  

 

How can we help? 

As eating quality is determined by taste and 

tenderness, factors such as, pH, intra muscular fat 

and shear force are used to measure pig meat 

eating quality. Genetics have a huge role to play 

in this, as it does for sow productivity and growth 

rates,   which   breeds   and   lines    are   currently  

 

selected for. We can and should select for meat 

eating quality as well. Some companies are 

selecting sires with premium meat-eating quality 

traits in order to satisfy customer demands.  

 

Other factors such as feed, stocking density, 

handling, management and transport all have an 

effect on the quality of meat produced. Pigs get 

their energy from sugars called glycogen stored in 

the muscle. Glycogen levels are high usually in 

the muscle of stress free, healthy pigs. After 

slaughter, this glycogen is then converted into 

lactic acid causing the carcass to become rigid 

(rigor mortis), this lactic acid build up is essential 

for tenderisation of meat, colour and eating 

quality. When stress is introduced prior to 

slaughter, glycogen levels are used up rapidly 

reducing lactic acid levels in the meat post 

slaughter, therefore a negative effect on meat 

quality is observed. Studies have also shown that 

a reduction of lactic acid in the muscle post 

slaughter has a negative effect on the shelf-life of 

the product, as lactic acid has be shown to delay 

the growth of bacteria contaminated on the 

carcass during slaughter.  

 

It is therefore recommended that pigs are stress 

free, and well rested as much as possible prior to 

slaughter. It is ideal to load pigs quickly and 

efficiently and on time, overnight stays in the 

lairage should be avoided. Good animal welfare is 

related to good eating quality.  

 

To conclude, a better eating quality is directly 

related to customer demand, with high demand 

comes a better price, which should then benefit 

the whole production line.  

https://www.google.ie/imgres?imgurl=https://static.openfoodfacts.org/images/products/505/440/205/5347/front_en.10.full.jpg&imgrefurl=https://uk.openfoodfacts.org/product/5054402055347/pork-chops-tesco-finest&docid=x3hy4fD321efOM&tbnid=9z6mffrg0Md6ZM:&vet=10ahUKEwiMjtWm-93UAhWOmbQKHcqNASEQMwhEKBswGw..i&w=3109&h=2114&itg=1&safe=active&bih=731&biw=1440&q=pork chops tesco&ved=0ahUKEwiMjtWm-93UAhWOmbQKHcqNASEQMwhEKBswGw&iact=mrc&uact=8


 

 

  

Do you need to review your diets? 

 

Edgar Garcia Manzanilla & Susan Dudley 
 

Very small modifications in protein and energy 

levels of pig diets can result in huge changes in 

costs. Thus, it is worth reviewing your diets from 

time to time. The preliminary results of an 

experiment currently carried out by PhD student 

Susan Dudley in Teagasc Pig Research Facility are 

a good example of how important these levels 

are. In this trial we wanted to describe how feed 

intake and pig growth change when high and low 

levels of protein (crude protein) and energy are 

used. The diets used in the trial are described in 

table 1.  

 

You should notice that there is an important drop 

on the energy levels from high (10.0 MJ NE/kg) to 

low (9.1 MJ NE/kg). Animals always regulate their 

intake to maintain their total daily energy intake. 

Thus, pigs that are fed the low energy diets 

should increase their intake to maintain their 

daily energy intake requirement.  

 

Table 1. Trial diet specifications.  

 

 

There is also an important drop on the protein 

levels from high (19%) to low (15%). However, 

the level of lysine in the diets is exactly the same. 

Lysine, and not protein, is the limiting nutrient to 

build muscle in pigs and can be supplemented in 

diets by itself or as part of protein. Thus, despite 

the drop in protein levels, pigs in the low protein 

diets should not have lower growth. 

 

The drops in energy and protein also result in 

important price reductions. These changes 

depend on the prices of ingredients at different 

times and production costs. However, there 

should always be a reduction in price when 

making such changes. 

 

In this trial, the pigs have been fed the 4 different 

diets from 27kg and they are currently 70kg. In 

Table 2 we can see the results so far and some 

calculations on the FCR and costs.

 

High Protein 
High Energy 

High Protein 
Low Energy 

Low Protein 
High Energy 

Low Protein 
Low Energy 

Digestible Energy, MJ/kg 14.2 13.3 14.3 13.4 
Net Energy, MJ/kg 10.0 9.1 10.0 9.1 
Crude Protein, % 19 19 15 15 
Lysine, % 1 1 1 1 

Digestible (SID) Lysine, % 0.9 0.9 0.9 0.9 

Main ingredients, %     
   Barley 46.0 63.6 46.0 63.4 

   Wheat 19.5 5.0 19.5 5.0 

   Soya Hi-Pro 26.2 25.5 16.8 16.1 
   Wheat pollard 3.4 3.3 12.1 12.9 
   Soya oil 3.3 0.0 3.5 0.0 

Price 256€ 231€ 242€ 217€ 
 



 

 

 

As expected, pigs eating the low energy diets 

have an increased feed intake. Pigs in high energy 

diets are eating around 1.9 kg per day and pigs in 

low energy diets are eating almost 2 kg per day. 

However, this increase in the intake has not been 

enough to compensate the lower energy level in 

the diet. Pigs in high energy diets are eating 

around 19 MJ NE per day and pigs in low energy 

diets are eating around 18 MJ NE per day. 

 

Although there are variations in protein levels 

among the diets, all diets in this trial have the 

same level of lysine. Thus, the increase in intake 

in lower energy diets results in a higher daily 

intake of lysine by those pigs. This increase in the 

intake of lysine is not associated with a higher 

growth of the pigs. Thus, this extra lysine is 

wasted and, in fact, the pig needs to use energy 

to get rid of it. In diets where energy is reduced, 

the ratio lysine/energy should be kept about the 

same.  

 

As a result of the change in intake, FCR is clearly 

better for those diets with high energy compared 

to those with low energy. However, what are the 

changes in cost? Looking at the cost, it is clear 

that diets with high levels of protein are 

associated with high feed costs with no extra 

benefit. On the other hand, high levels of protein 

are the main factor in producing higher ammonia  
 

 

Table 2. Trial results to date. 

 

levels in slurry. Thus, high protein diets are not a 

good choice in this case. 
 

Now we have decided that diets with high protein 

are not a good option. Let’s look at the low 

protein diets and choose the best one. This 

decision is not as easy as it seems. One could be 

tempted by the lower FCR and the higher 

performance of diets high in energy and low in 

protein. However, looking at the costs, the 

decision is not clear. Despite a slower growth and 

a higher FCR, diets low in energy and protein are 

preferred in many countries because these diets 

maximize benefits. The benefit of low energy low 

protein diets is there when expressed as € per 

day or € per kg body weight. The decision may 

come to the availability of space in the farm and 

the final delay due to low energy low protein 

diets.  
 

The differences found up to now will probably 

increase when animals go to the factory and 

there may also difference in carcass composition. 

These results and final conclusions will be 

presented in a future newsletter. The optimum 

lysine and energy levels will vary depending on 

the genetics you are using and other 

characteristics of each farm such as management, 

health, etc. However, it would be a good idea to 

get the information for your diets and compare it 

with the diets used in this trial. It may save you 

some money. 

 

 

 

High Protein 
High Energy 

High Protein 
Low Energy 

Low Protein 
High Energy 

Low Protein 
Low Energy 

ADFI, kg/d 1.88 1.97 1.90 1.98 

ADG, g/d 899 881 924 874 

FCR 2.10 2.24 2.06 2.27 

Intake, NE/d 18.8 17.9 19.0 18.0 

COST 
    €/d 0.479 0.454 0.460 0.430 

€/kg body weight 0.533 0.515 0.498 0.492 

 



 

 

 

Nutritional importance of colostrum for the new-born piglet 
 

Hazel Rooney 
 

 
Despite positive advances being made in the Irish 

pig Industry with regards to increased sow 

output, nutritional management strategies and 

herd health; advances on mitigating piglet 

mortality hasn’t occured. Pre-weaning mortality 

figures reached 10.7% in Ireland in 2012.  This 

mortality rate is both a major source of economic 

loss to the producer and a

 

welfare concern. Approximately 50-70% of these 

losses occur within the first 48 hours after birth 

and the underlying cause of the majority of 

deaths is failure to achieve a regular and 

adequate intake of colostrum, see figure 1 below.  

 

As with most new-born farm animals, the piglet is 

born with low energy reserves (less than 2% body

Figure 1. Interactive events causing piglet death. Source: Edwards 2002 

 



 

 

 

fat) and without immune protection. Thus when 

the piglet is born, its risk of dying is greater than 

at any other stage of life. This is where colostrum 

plays such a vital role in the survival of the new-

born piglet as the two main functions of 

colostrum are: 

1. To provide the piglet with energy for heat 

production and metabolism 

2. To provide the piglet with immunity to 

prevent disease 

 

So what is colostrum? 

Colostrum is simply the first secretion of the 

mammary gland that’s ingested by new-born 

piglet in the first few hours of life. Production is 

continuous during parturition and then it begins 

to decline as suckling occurs, significantly so 12 

hours after the first piglet is born. This rich source 

of nutrition is vital for the piglet. There is no gold 

standard for the amount of colostrum that piglets 

should consume as intake is dependent on two 

factors: 

 The sows’ ability to produce colostrum  

 The piglets’ ability to reach the udder and 

extract the colostrum 

 

However, it has been shown that piglet mortality 

markedly increases if colostrum intake is 

<200g/piglet. The focus therefore is for producers 

to get the piglets up and suckling as soon as 

 

possible and to aim for a colostrum intake of 

250g/piglet.   

 

Colostrum composition 

Secretions from the sows mammary gland 

gradually changes from colostrum into transient 

milk and from transient milk into mature milk. 

Colostrum is what is ingested by piglets within 

the first 24 hours of life. Transient milk is then 

produced from 36 hours after farrowing until 

approximately day 3-4 of lactation and finally, 

mature milk is the milk secreted for the rest of 

lactation.  

 

Colostrum composition (Table 1) differs to milk in 

that it contains more protein and less fat and 

lactose. The lactose and fat component of 

colostrum serves the main purpose of supplying 

energy to the piglet.  Colostrum composition is 

further characterised by its high concentration of 

immunoglobulin G (IgG). It is these 

immunoglobulins that directly affect immune 

competence by providing passive immune 

protection.  

 

Increasing colostrum quantity and quality via 

sow nutrition 

ibre is your friend when it comes to looking at 

nutritional strategies aimed at increasing 

colostrum quantity, as a high fibre diet in late

Source: Theil et al., 2014 



 

 

 

gestation has been shown to be beneficial. A 

study found that colostrum intake of piglets was 

90g/piglet greater when sows were fed a high 

fibre diet (40% dietary fibre) compared to sows 

on a low fibre diet (17% dietary fibre). In addition 

to improved yields, inclusion of dietary fibre to 

the diet can increase the lipid content of 

colostrum. This enables the piglet to maintain a 

constant body temperature, contributing to 

greater survivability.    

 

Conclusion 

In summary, an early and high intake of 

colostrum is a major factor contributing to the 

survival of piglets during the early suckling phase 

when most losses occur. Attaining a high level of 

passive immunity in the new-born piglet is 

extremely desirable as it directly influences active 

immunity and indirectly affects health and 

performance of piglets at weaning. However, the  

 

factors initiating and controlling colostrum are 

still widely unknown and warrants further 

research.   

 

Did you know? 

 Colostrum production is highly variable 

among sows, ranging from 1.9 to 5.3kg. 

 First investigations of the composition of 

sows milk were done 120 years ago 

 Colostrum is a source of circulating antibody 

for the new-born  

 The first colostrum component (B- 

lactoglobulin) is produced on day 80 of 

gestation 

 

*References available on request 

Hazel is a PhD student on the OPTIPIG Project, which looks at optimising annual 

output per sow by increasing the number of viable piglets born alive and 

minimising pre-weaning piglet mortality through nutritional management. 

Hazel is supervised by Dr. Keelin O’Driscoll (Teagasc PDD), Dr. Peadar Lawlor 

(Teagasc PDD), and Prof. John O’Doherty (UCD).  

Student Profile  
Hazel Rooney 

Location:   Pig Development Department, Teagasc Moorepark  

Research Interests:  Pig nutrition, production and welfare  

Contact details:  hazel.rooney@teagasc.ie &  +353 (0)761112731 



 

 

 

Teagasc Pig Managers course 

The Teagasc PDD is currently enrolling for a new 

Pig Farm Managers Course. The PDD team are 

currently developing a time table and application 

form for the course which will be made available 

in the coming weeks. If you or a member of your 

staff is interested in registering for the course 

please email amy.quinn@teagasc.ie.  Spaces on 

the course are limited therefore interviews may 

be required depending on demand.  

 

Teagasc Herd Performance Report 2016 

The Teagasc herd performance report booklet 

will be launched next Tuesday the 4th of July. The 

booklet contains a detailed analysis of the 

performance of herds that participated in the 

Teagasc e-Profit Monitoring (ePM) recording 

system in 2016. A copy of the booklet will be 

posted out to producers and will be made 

available on our webpage. 

 

First Aid Course 

The PDD are currently investigating the 

facilitation of a QQI Level 5 first aid course for 

clients. If you or any of your staff would be 

interested in first aid training please contact Amy 

Quinn at amy.quinn@teagasc.ie . This course will 

be run based on demand.  

 

Schothorst Feeds & Nutrition Course 2017 

PDD Specialist Advisor Amy Quinn and PhD 

student Susan Dudley attended a week long 

Feeds and Nutrition course run by Schothorst 

 

Feed Research between the 12th and 16th of May.  

This course covered the main theoretical and 

practical aspects of feed production.  

 

Interpig 2017 

Teagasc Pig Specialist Gerard McCutcheon 

attended the annual Interpig meeting at the end 

of June in in Wageningen, The Netherlands. 

Interpig brings together international pig 

production specialists and examines pig 

production costs and performance figures in 

participating countries. This group contains 40 

experts from 19 countries worldwide. More 

information on the outcome of this meeting will 

be presented in this newsletter. This year the 

meeting was a joint meeting with the 

Agribenchmark group.   

 

German Pig Census 

The recent German pig census (May 2017) 

revealed that the number of pigs and pig farms in 

Germany continues to fall. This is important as 

Germany is the second biggest pig producer in 

Europe (after Spain) and has a major influence on  

pig prices in the Netherlands and Denmark. The 

number of German pigs have decreased since 

November 2016 by 1% (276,000 pigs) to 27.1 

million pigs which is the lowest level since 2010. 

The number of pig farms decreased by 700 since 

November 2016, to 23,800 which equates to a fall 

of 25% since 2011 (31,600 farms). 
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