
The last BPEX update on the size of the UK Breeding Herd was 416K Breeding Female Pigs to June 

2013. I have assumed that this includes the great, great grandparent (GGP) and great 

grandparent (GP) populations of the genetic supply companies.  

Taking the UK population as singularly managed 400,000 sow commercial herd with a split of a 

60/40 ratio between indoor and outdoor production respectively it is worth considering a 

foundational management practice to produce a reference point for analyzing UK production 

performance and future trends. Based on the recently reported current performance by BPEX of 

the top 10% of indoor and outdoor commercial farms the pigs weaned/sow/year (PW/S/Y) 

results are 29.54 and 24.75 respectively. The previous quarter report showed corresponding 

figures of 29.03 (-0.51) and 25.11(+0.36). The disparity between these two management systems 

in terms of output needs to be addressed in the evaluation of UK production when comparing it 

to the rest of Europe and beyond. UK production should be consolidated into two categories 

not one. 

The current achievement of the top 10% has to be the initial target or reference point for 

everyone else. Improving on this will be for another day but it is worth including here that I 

believe UK aspiration should be for 32 and 28 respectively. Currently available statistics from BPEX 

indicate an annual clean slaughtering of 9m+ pigs from an average breeding performance of 

22+ pigs sold/sow/year (PS/S/Y). This is approximately 1.2m to 1.6m¹ pigs short of where the 

industry should and could be when considering the emerging statistics as producers increase the 

amount of data recording they are practicing. Against the potential opportunity the UK industry 

is around 18% down on its output over cost at farm level.  

Simplistically put the main ingredients of pig production are a farm, people, pigs, water and 

feed. The main risks are management, disease and an imbalance between supply and 

demand. There are of course many subtleties to this but I want to look at the basics to begin 

with. The only thing I would add is that we are faced by the challenging demands of a 

changing world and pig farming has to make the shift from the parochial to the global. Some of 

the ‘high-end’ producers who have developed their businesses through provenance, including 

region, system and animal welfare perception are in the export vanguard and as an industry we 

should be proud of their tenacious commitment and encouraged by what can be achieved 

through evidence based decision making. 

Risk management describes succinctly the job of pig farming. Reclaiming the ‘missing’ pigs in 

the reference herd of 400K can be charted by monitoring the regular BPEX reports on output 

and the measuring of trends will plot progress. Data increasingly indicates that there is a 

statistical blue print for successful pig production that informs risk management. Looking at and 

behind the BPEX figures we are able to see how the UK ‘reference’ population compares to that 

blue print. 

The following is a series of simple pointers that help to understand the potential for output and 

where the missing pigs are. 

400K Productive reference herd excluding the supplying genetic population with a 60/40 ratio of 

Indoor/Outdoor production will be based on: 

• Parity Profile 1 to 5 

• Average culling age 4 parities 

• Production index 153.4 days 

• L/S/Y 2.38… 



This equates to a herd turnover of 1.68 years which in turn produces a replacement of rate 

59.5%. To service this supply requirement we need to produce approximately 239K slaughter 

generation breeding replacement gilts. If these animals are managed to the performance levels 

of the BPEX top 10% then the weaned output with a 5% post weaning mortality will amount to 

anywhere between 11.2m and 11.6m depending on the varying levels of successful selection at 

GGP and GP stages in breeding replacement production of the genetic supply population. This 

can also be influenced by the introduction of bespoke, managed genetic programs that are 

based ‘within herd’. 

This is of course only the beginning of a journey into the benefits of what the data from pig 

production being collected and analyzed can give us. There are a multitude of questions to be 

asked of data and ultimately what we are looking for is an understanding of the likely outcomes 

from a management strategy based on the data we record. We can learn a lot from other 

industries about process control that reduces risk and increases the consistency of quality. It is all 

about management and the industry needs to move back towards a right balance between 

management and support. This would make the job a lot more interesting and inspiring for those 

seeking a career, indeed ‘a life in pigs’. 

¹ Including the GGP and GP population unselected production. 
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