
There has been a recent focus on culling sows in the light of poor sow prices. There is a useful information 

sheet published by AHDB Pork, Action for Productivity (sheet 40) that gives a comprehensive breakdown of 

the reasons why, despite low sow prices, the culling strategy of successful pig businesses should be 

maintained. At the very end of the sheet is a short piece telling the reader how to calculate the cost per 

sow per day and the cost of reproductive failure. 

There are no figures to convince the reader of the efficacy of maintaining a culling strategy and so reason 

will probably prevail over evidence and experience and most pig producers will continue to hold onto their 

older sows for another parity or two during the price downturn. 

Below are some figures that put meat onto the bones of consideration based on evidence and experience. 

These figures are also based on an original management strategy that has already proven that the herd 

parity distribution is limited, as much as possible, to parities 1 to 5. 

In the tables below I have presented actual costs for the production cycle of a sow within the herd and I 

regard this as an intrinsic cost. To prove this cost consider the following. The total cost of a 5 parity 

production life is £2,108.80. If this sow sells 22 pigs/year at 2.3 litters/sow/year and the feeding herd facts are 

an FCR of 2.5:1 wean to slaughter, feed cost £230.00/tonne, a weaning weight of 7kg and a carcass weight 

of 75kg with a KO% of 75% then the cost of production per carcass kilogram (CoP) is £1.38, with feeding pig 

feed at 70% of total feeding herd cost. That is straightforward and is a reasonable expectation in terms of 

CoP. 

What follows is an excerpt from (as yet) unpublished work (Strategic Pig Production). 

ECONOMICS of CULLING 

Culling for Breeding Failure 

Table 1 reports the cost of a one cycle regular and a one cycle irregular return (breeding failure) at 21 and 

35 days respectively and the accumulation of three consistent incidents of these in a single cycle. It reports 

the added cost and the total cost of the production cycle. Cost A is the accumulating cost of three 21 day 

returns. Cost B is the accumulating cost of three 35 days returns. Columns for the Total Cycle Cost A and B 

then report the total cost increase per return. The third figure in column B represents the total cost of the 

eventual production cycle if the animal is allowed 3 35 day returns. If the animal had farrowed a litter of 12 

with no returns the piglet cost would be £35.46/piglet if it was allowed the maximum 3 x 35 day returns the 

piglet cost would be ££58.47/piglet a difference of £23.01/piglet. This is a 65% reduction in cost efficiency. 

Table 1     

Production Cycle Cost P1-4 £425.59 (£2.63/day)  Total Cycle Cost 

Herd Index 161.52    

  Days A Cost A Days B Cost B A B 

Return No. 1 21 (21) £55.23 35   ( 35) £92.05 £480.82 £517.64 

˝ 2 21 (42) £110.46 35   ( 70) £184.10 £536.05 £609.69 

˝ 3 21 (63) £165.69 35  (105) £276.15 £591.28 £701.74 

 

Table 2 reports the cost per piglet born alive of a low born litter count at parity 1 (P1) (BA/Lit 1 & 2) and a 

subsequent parity, P5 BA/Lit 1 and P4 BA/Lit 2. The full cost of the production cycle is used in this calculation 

although the actual value at the point of birth with the cycle completing at weaning would be slightly 

lower, for this exercise I am calculating against a complete cycle because in the final conclusion it is 

relative. This table reports the cost per piglet per parity and incidence of low born litter count it then reports 

the total lifetime cost per piglet compared with a sow that maintains the herd average.  



Culling for Low Born Alive/Litter 

Table 2 reports the impact of low numbers born alive in a litter on the production cost of each piglet. The 

example shows a two low number scenarios at parity 1 of litters of 6 and 3 pigs born alive and then further 

low number at litters 5 and 4 respectively. The Difference to Herd reported is the overall cost efficiency 

(extra cost) burden on the output of the herd adding a further £9.80 and £ 14.03 to the lifetime cost/piglet of 

the two examples. Compared to the average piglet cost of the herd. 

Table 2    

Production Cycle Cost P1-4 £425.59  Average Lifetime 

Sow Production Cycle Cost (Parity 5) £406.44  Piglet Cost 

Herd Average Born Alive/Litter (BA/Lit) 11.92  Herd £35.38 

  BA/Lit 1 Piglet Cost BA/Lit 2 Piglet Cost 1 2 

Litter No. 1 6.00 £70.93 3.00 £141.86 £70.93 £141.86 

˝ 2 11.92 £35.70 11.92 £35.70 £47.49 £57.05 

˝ 3 11.92 £35.70 11.92 £35.70 £42.78 £47.56 

˝ 4 11.92 £35.70 4.00 £106.39 £40.76 £55.33 

˝ 5 5.00 £81.29 11.92 £34.09 £45.18 £49.41 

       

    Difference to Herd £9.80 £14.03 

 

Culling for Low Born Alive/Litter including Breeding Failure 

Table 3 combines the results of table 1 and 2. 

Table 3 

Production Cycle Cost P1-4 £425.59  Average Lifetime 

Production Cycle Cost P5 £406.44  Piglet Cost 

Herd Average Born Alive/Litter (BA/Lit) 11.92  Herd £35.38 

  BA/Lit 1 
Return 

Days 
BA/Lit 2 

Return 

Days 
1 2 

Litter No. 1 6.00 0 3.00 0 £70.93 £141.86 

˝ 2 11.92 21 11.92 21 £50.58 £60.75 

˝ 3 11.92 0 11.92 0 £44.63 £49.63 

˝ 4 11.92 35 4.00 0 £44.29 £59.97 

˝ 5 5.00 0 11.92 35 £48.33 £52.85 

       

    Difference to Herd £12.95 £17.47 



 

Business accounting can include the dividing of cost into cost centres to enable greater understanding and 

possible control of cost and responsibility. It is worth considering this principle in pig production. I look at the 

individual breeding animal as a cost centre quantified in a herd average cost per production cycle. This 

way it is possible to understand the impact of failure on cost. This cost is then consolidated into the breeding 

herd cost but is being controlled through individual animal management based on a strategy that has 

identified factors that can, by degrees, be controlled. The 1 to 5 parity distribution that further includes 

specific culling policies is an example of this. The next cost centre point is the cost of the pig it is first 

understood as a unit output cost of the sow and the controls are all gilt/sow based. The feeding herd cost of 

the pig is then managed through understanding of performance based on the various KPI’s such as 

weaning weight, feed intake, feed conversion ratio and daily live-weight gain. Eventually of course the 

primary industry currency cost of pence per carcass kilogram emerges. 

The Average Value of the Cull Sow. 

Production output and cost control are the two most important factors that detail the work that I do. In 

Chapter X tables 33 and 34 report the aspirational targets I set for breeding herd production performance. 

Below in Table 24 is a precursor that only reports factors affecting non-productive days. Table 25 is a 

calculation of a recent ‘all farms’ sample database of UK breeding herd performance (2012). It is reporting 

a daily sow cycle cost of £2.63 against the sample data and against the same population calculated using 

the target performance. The consolidated sample of breeding herd data, combining indoor and outdoor 

production was approximately 197K sows. Some interesting facts emerge.  

These facts concern cost management and the tables highlight the need to consider a fresh approach to 

evaluating production business strategy. 

Table 4 is based on Indoor Targets that I set in my work with clients.   Total or 

Average Parity 1 2 3 4 5 

Percentage Share 24.0 22.0 20.0 18.0 16.0 100.0 

Re-service Rate% 0.0 5.0 4.0 3.5 3.5 4.2 

Farrowing Rate% 95.0 93.0 92.0 92.0 93.0 93.1 

Culling Rate% of Total Culls 6.0 8.0 10.0 12.0 64.0 100.0 

Average Age (Parity) at Culling      4.0 

 

Table 5 also reports the difference between the breeding herd data sample actual performance and the 

same population adjusted to the indoor target. 

Table 5 

 UK Sample SHM Target Difference 

Extra Cost/Re-served Animal £83.18 £46.95 £36.23 

Extra Cost/ Served to Cull Animal £261.72 £165.69 £96.03 

Extra Cost/Weaned to Cull Animal £32.66 £13.15 £19.51 

Total Cost Parities 1 to 5 £10,259,630.85 £2,844,753.25  

Total Cost Parities 6 to 15 £1,676,939.02 N/A  

Total Cost £11,936,569.87 £2,844,753.25 £9,091,816.00 

    

Cull Value of Sow (Example) £150.00 £150.00 £0.00 



Lost Opportunity Cost Sow Mortality -£8.89 -£3.00 £5.89 

Extra Cost/Replacement Gilt¹ -£100.77 -£24.02 £76.75 

    

Cull Sow True Value £40.34 £122.98 £82.64 

¹ 60% Replacement Rate    

 

These targets are, of course, only a guideline because it is not possible to have complete control of 

production. These targets are nevertheless valid and evidence suggests that they are achievable. 

Understanding the strategy that produces this difference in cost and how it relates to the true value of the 

cull sow is important. The UK sample result column is based on evidence that spanned a parity distribution of 

1 to 15. The share was 73.2% in parities 1 to 5 and 26.8% in parities 6 to 15. The calculation concentrates on 

the level and cost of non-productive days. Non-productive cost is an inevitable factor in pig production but 

there should be no resignation to the level of this cost.  

It is clear, from the businesses that I am privileged to work with, that the correct point at which to cull a sow 

is at the point of failure. This means at a return or breeding failure. In terms of output this can also include at 

the delivery of a low litter number born alive. Good management will control the service to re-serve (if 

allowed) and the service to cull non-productive wastage by employing pregnancy scanning. On average, 

when (for example) the cull sow price is £150.00, in business terms she is worth about £40.00 and when she is 

only worth £100.00 she is adding insult to injury. What has to be taken into account also is, that this loss 

largely stems from the failure to manage her as a gilt in the first place. This compounds the high non-

productive cost with a below potential lifetime output value. In table 5 contained in small print is a 

replacement rate of 60%, this is correct and is critical in maintaining the target aspiration of the 

management strategy. 


