
Response to a Genuine Challenge 

After the Pig Fair 2016, which I thoroughly enjoyed visiting, I received a genuine challenge 

from a unit manager for whom I have great respect. The herd that he manages has a high 

profile in the industry, setting an aspirational standard in performance. The challenge was 

that he did not agree with the management strategy of a 1 to 5 parity distribution to deliver 

maximum cost efficiency to a pig production business. He asked me to examine his 

performance records to see for myself the point that he was making. I appreciated his offer 

and have done just that. The period that I have looked at is one year from April 1st 2015. 

The farm is reporting an impressive top 10% performance in terms of output per sow per year. 

The average number of productive cycles is 4.41 and the average cull age is 4.79. Born alive 

is averaging 14.32 per litter and the farm is weaning 12.55 giving a pre-weaning mortality of 

12.36%. Litters per sow per year is 2.35 which is quite an achievement because 8.9% of 

weaned sows are foster sows with extended lactations ranging from one to three weeks. The 

result is an output of 33.6 pigs born alive and 29.5 weaned per sow per year. The farrowing 

rate% is a less impressive average at 84.17% and the re-service rate is 6.7%. The replacement 

rate% was the first figure that invited a closer look at the structure and function of the herd. 

The current parity distribution is reported in table 1. This table is reporting the share of the 

current inventory at the end of the period, the share of the total culls in the period and the 

share of in-pig gilts (current) and farrowed sows. 

Table 1 

Parity 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 

Inventory 

Percentage Share 
21.5 18.8 15.6 14.7 10.9 7.6 7.9 2.9 0.0 

Percentage Share 

of Culls 
9.5 6.5 8.9 8.9 7.7 12.4 29.6 14.2 2.4 

Percentage Share 

of In-pig Gilts and 

Farrowings 

7.2 10.9 15.7 18.4 14.7 11.6 17.8 8.1 0.6 

 

The inventory share, for a parity distribution of 1 to 8 is reasonably balanced the share of culls 

is okay when compared the UK average. The share of currently pregnant gilts and farrowed 

sows is where the replacement rate effect begins to surface in the data. The structure is 

unstable and the functioning of the herd will change through the next few production cycles 

unless the loss of replacement gilts in production can be addressed. The structure is unstable 

because there are three ‘humps’ in the previous 12 months’ production, these occur at 

parities 3, 4 and 7.  It is important to understand where this and the effective replacement 

rate will lead, calculated against the current inventory. Table 2 takes the current inventory 

through to a successful conclusion of the current, full production cycle. This produces 3592 

weaners against reported performance for the year. The current dropout rate per cycle, of 

in-pig gilts is 7, the current difference between each parity in the current inventory in 

percentage terms is applied in this table. The 7 failed in-pig gilts would reduce the intake per 

cycle to 66 successful gilts which is approximately what the current replacement rate% is 

reported as being. The hump of farrowings that begins at parity 3 would suggest that 

replacement rate was higher in the production cycle when these animals were introduced 

to the herd. It is possible this ‘oscillation’ in supply is a pattern as it is repeated three parities 

further on at parity 7 if it is then there will be some mitigation of loss. I do not know any details 

of operation and so I cannot comment. This pattern does occur in units were the 

replacement intake is scheduled to mitigate seasonal infertility by bringing a large 

percentage of the years’ replacements over a short period to correspond with the culling of 

older susceptible sows. It is important to note that the ‘humps’ in later parities can also restrict 

the flow of replacement gilts in terms of available dry sow and farrowing accommodation. 

 

 



Table 2          

 Farrowing Rate% 84.17         

Weaned/Litter 12.55         

Parity  1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8  

Current Dropout Rate% 12.30 7.80 11.30 11.30 16.20 34.60 77.70 100.0  

Current Production Cycle          

Number of Retained Sows 73 64 53 50 37 26 27 10 340 

Percentage Share 21.47 18.82 15.59 14.71 10.88 7.65 7.94 2.94 100 

Total Pigs Produced 771 676 560 528 391 275 285 106 3592 

Next Production Cycle 2          

Number of Retained Sows 66 64 59 47 44 31 17 6 334 

Total Pigs Produced 697 676 623 497 468 328 180 64 3533 

Next Production Cycle 3          

Number of Retained Sows 66 56 54 50 40 36 24 13 342 

Total Pigs Produced 697 592 575 528 424 376 252 138 2328 

Next Production Cycle 4          

Number of Retained Sows 66 56 48 46 43 32 27 18 346 

Total Pigs Produced 697 592 503 487 451 340 290 193 3533 

Next Production Cycle 5          

Number of Retained Sows 66 56 48 40 39 34 25 21 329 

Total Pigs Produced 697 592 503 426 416 362 262 222 3480 

Next Production Cycle 6          

Number of Retained Sows 66 56 48 40 34 32 26 19 321 

Total Pigs Produced 697 592 503 426 364 334 279 201 3396 

Next Production Cycle 7          

Number of Retained Sows 66 56 48 40 34 28 24 20 336 

Total Pigs Produced 697 592 503 426 364 292 257 214 3548 

 

This unit is producing an outstanding output per sow per year through excellent 

management of the individual sows and the manager is making very accurate decisions 

about the retention of each sow through to parity 8 or 9. The pigs per sow per year ‘sow’ 

performance is second to none but the current herd structure means the herd function will 

over the next 6 production cycles operate well below the current level of overall output 

unless the gilt management and flow is improved. By focussing on the pigs per sow through 

pin point management of fostering to optimize the excellent numbers born alive, the 

important structural function of establishing and maintaining consistent herd replacement 

becomes neglected. In this case it costs the business nearly 2000 pigs over the 6 cycles. In 

real-time the production level will begin to reduce just as the pig price increases after a long 

period of low to negative cash-flow. Lower production output also increases the fixed cost of 

the pig produced. 

I accept that these are observations based on statistical calculations and that there are 

other factors that may need consideration, including the fact that I am responding ‘blind’ to 

the challenge in terms of the real life on the farm. So much of the performance of this unit 

stands up and it is a unit that, in my opinion, needs only the fine tuning of the herd function 

through structure to bring consistency to output, better ‘survival’ of the genetic potential of 

the incoming stock and improvement in farrowing rate and litters per sow per year. Of the 

12.55 weaned 1.1 pigs are derived from fostering. There are indoor units in the UK achieving 

over 13 weaned per litter on a tight 1 to 5 parity distribution, virtually zero tolerance of 

breeding failure and turning over at 2.4+ litters per sow per year (which indicates little or no 

fostering), this is producing consistency of output.  

I can only state again that current data clearly indicates that there is a blue print for 

production strategy that can significantly lift the UK industry by bringing the continuous 

stability to output that intrinsically improves performance. 


