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Ciarán Carroll,
Head of pigs – knowledge transfer, 
Moorepark

Pig production in Ireland is 
a major business, third in 
importance behind beef  and 

milk production, with exports valued 
at over €715m in 2017. The sector em-
ploys over 8,000 people, with approxi-
mately 1,300 of  these on farms. 

It also creates employment in as-
sociated services located mainly in 
rural areas. Direct investment in pig 
production at farm level is valued at 
close to €1bn. 

in pig production, productivity and 
-

tivity improvements have been made 
over the years. 

Table 1 shows the average number 
of  pigs produced per sow per year 
on Irish herds keeping records on 

2000, 2010 and more recently in 2017. 

steadily, with a 24% increase when 
2017 is compared with 2000 perfor-
mance. The number of  litters per sow 
per year has also improved steadily 
and this has contributed to the 26% 
increase in pigs produced per sow per 
year in 2017 relative to 2000. 

Table 2 shows the performance 
based upon feed conversion of  pigs 
from weaning to sale during the same 
years. There is an increase in live 
sale weight of  20.7kg over the 17-year 
period. The average daily gain from 
weaning to sale has improved by 124g 
per day. 

The poorer FCE from weaning 
to sale may be associated with the 
increase in sale weights, more feed 
wastage and perhaps poorer housing 

conditions on some of  the poorer-
performing herds. 

more pigs produced and the heavier 
weights at sale is shown in Table 3. 
The carcase weight sold per sow per 
year is 56% higher in 2017 compared 
with 2000, mainly due to advances in 
animal genetics, nutrition, healthcare 
and overall management.

Cost of  production is a key factor in 
determining the cost competitiveness 
of  Irish pigmeat both in competing 
with imports on the home market and 
with other pigmeat-exporting coun-
tries on export markets. 

Feed represents about 70% of  pig 
production costs as reported in 

is important that Irish feed costs are 
competitive with those of  our inter-
national competitors. 

weight is ~14c higher in Ireland than 
the average for main EU pig-produc-

Factors associated with this cost 
gap include higher transport costs 
for ingredients, feed formulation dif-

credit. 
There are just over 300 commercial 

pig farms in the country operating on 
about 400 sites, making up a national 
sow herd size of  153,000 sows. 

-
lowed a supply and demand cycle, 
where good returns one year are 
followed by poor returns the next. Un-
fortunately, in recent years there have 
been more poor years than good. 

However, 2018 has been very poor, 
with margins at their poorest level 

Table 1: Pigs produced per sow per year from 2000, 2010 and 2017
2000 2010 2017

Litters/sow/year 2.29 2.32 2.36
Born alive/litter 10.85 12.01 13.5
Piglet mortality % 9.0 9.9 10.7
Weaner mortality % 2.6 2.4 2.9
Finisher mortality % 2.3 2.5 2.2
Pigs produced/sow/year 21.5 23.9 27.0

(Source: Teagasc ePM)

Investing in 
the future 
- new pig farm manager’s course

The sec-
tor employs 
over 8,000 
people, with 
approxi-
mately 1,300 
of these on 
farms
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Table 3: Pigmeat produced and FCE Weaning to Sale in 2000, 2010 
and 2017

2000 2010 2017
Carcase weight sold/sow/year (kg)* 1464 1884 2285
Total feed per sow (kg) 5358 6952 8141
kg feed per kg of carcase 3.66 3.69 3.56

*This is the pigs produced /sow/year multiplied by the average deadweight at sale.

Table 4: Feed costs for Ireland and our main EU competitors, 2017
Denmark France Netherlands Spain Ireland

Feed cost, c /kg 
dead weight

79 83 90 91 100

*This is the pigs produced /sow/year multiplied by the average deadweight at sale.

Table 2: FCE weaning to sale in 2000, 2010 and 2017
2000 2010 2017

Liveweight at sale (kg) 90.1 103.6 110.8
Deadweight at sale (kg) 68.1 78.9 84.6
ADG (g) 584 668 708

2.37 2.47 2.44

(Source: Teagasc ePM)

ever. High pig margins in 2017 stimu-
lated a sow herd expansion (+2%) 
across most of  the major European 
pig-producing countries, which re-
sulted in a 3% increase in the volume 
of  pigmeat produced. 

This extra pigmeat has depressed 

price, feed prices have increased, add-
ing to the pressure on pig farms here.

Despite all the challenges in the 
sector, those involved at the coal face 
continue to try to work their way 
through the current crisis. 

No producer has control over pig 
or feed prices, so they must focus on 
what’s inside their farm gate. One of  
the key factors inside the gate is farm 
staff. 

Skilled staff, motivated to deliver a 
high level of  technical performance, 
are essential in pig production. Large, 
specialised farms with skilled, well-
trained staff  were the drivers of  the 
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world-class productivity in the sector 
in the past. 

these roles would be suited to part-

-
-

ture recruited and trained personnel 

-

Continued
on p18

in conjunction with Ballyhaise and 

-
bandry. 

-

-

-
-

husbandry and production, who have 

-

has been under pressure in recent 

-

-

accountability in education and train-
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