
Pig Bulletin

February 2019 1

Feeling stressed?  Working in the pig industry often leaves you 
feeling stressed. There is always something just around the 
corner to increase stress levels. If it’s not the price of pigs or the 
cost of feed, it’s a backlog at the factory, disease challenge or 
even Brexit.  As an industry we have faced major problems in 
the distant and not so distant past. Just think of the sow stall 
ban, the Nitrates Action Programme and quality assurance 
inspections!  The industry has always met challenges head-on 
and overcome them. The result of this is a more professional 
and efficient industry that can compete with the best in 
Europe and beyond.

It is not just you that can be under stress, pigs can feel stressed 
too. The result is unhappy animals with reduced performance 
and an increase in vices including tail biting. As there are so 
many factors that can increase stress it is extremely difficult to 
identify what can be done to reduce its level. In this Bulletin 
Stephanie Buijs has written a very objective and useful article on 
how to reduce stress in pigs. Without ‘stealing her thunder’, 
Stephanie points out that providing enrichment materials does 
not guarantee the elimination of stress or tail biting in pigs, but 
it goes a long way and I think we can all agree with that.  
However, enrichment materials must be practical and 
compatable with our fully slatted systems if they are to be used 
effectively. Given time we will find a solution that will reduce 
stress on pigs and therefore ourselves! 

Disease is one of the greatest stressors on pigs and producers awareness of disease has changed 
dramatically over the last ten years or more. Gone are the days when people and equipment moved from 
one farm to another and although we could still learn a lot from our colleagues in the poultry industry, 
biosecurity on farms has improved. This change in attitude to disease prevention and control has been 
brought about following the spread of diseases such as PRRS (Blue Ear). In this Bulletin John McKillen 
correctly states that PRRS has ‘become one of the most devastating problems to have affected the industry’. 
Vaccination alone is not enough to control PRRS, but with strict biosecurity and management, the impact of 
this disease can be greatly reduced.  

Under the new Farm Innovation Visits Scheme offered by CAFRE, 14 producers from the Cookstown area, 
along with pig vets, recently visited Denmark to see how PRRS control has been successfully carried out on 
commercial farms. Following a strict set of rules known as the ‘McRebel Procedure’, combined with 
strategic vaccination, PRRS has not only been controlled but eliminated on some well managed farms. This 
is quite an achievement as these Danish farms had more virulent strains than we have in Northern Ireland 
(NI). The producers returned home confident that, with a coordinated approach, they could reduce the 
impact of PRRS and other diseases on their farms and therefore reduce stress on pigs.
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AFBI continues to be on the lookout for viruses
In the late 1990s Post-weaning Multi-systemic 
Wasting Syndrome (PMWS) emerged almost 
simultaneously in Canada and northern France and 
quickly spread throughout the world. AFBI’s work, 
in collaboration with Queen’s University Belfast and 
University of Saskatoon at that time, led to the 
identification of the causal virus, Porcine Circovirus 
type II (PCV2) and the development of a vaccine 
to manage it.

The team’s collaboration with Merial in developing the 
PCV2 vaccine was a great success story for the 
industry with considerable socio-economic benefits, as 
well as benefits to animal health and welfare. But all 
pathogens evolve and change over time therefore 
AFBI’s work in this area has not stopped.

In the last number of years two new types (genotypes) 
of PCV2 have been identified, known as PCV2d and 
PCV2e. Some research groups suggest that the 
presence of PCV2d has caused the failure of the PCV2 
vaccine. However, the role of these new genotypes in 
vaccine failure is unproven and experimental infection 
studies have shown that current commercial PCV2 
vaccines are protective against these new genotypes.  
Vaccine failure is more likely to be due to other factors 
such as vaccinating too early, too late or vaccinating 
sick pigs.

PCV2 is not the only circovirus circulating in pigs at 
the moment. In 2015 a new circovirus called Porcine 
Circovirus 3 (PCV3) was discovered in the USA in pigs 
between two and ten weeks of age, with pathology 
of the heart of undetermined cause. The virus is a 
distant relation to PCV2 and is less than 40% similar 
in terms of its genetic sequence. PCV3 was also 
detected in sows with Porcine Dermatitis and 
Nephropathy Syndrome (PDNS), as well as in 
mummified foetuses aborted from these sows. The 
virus has been detected in a wide variety of tissue 
types including the brain of stillbirth samples, lung, 
lymph node, tonsil, semen and serum. It has now 
been detected in a number of different countries and 
is expected to have a worldwide distribution.

At AFBI’s Veterinary Sciences Division 240 tissue and 
faecal samples collected from pigs of varying ages in 
NI from 2002 to the present were examined. PCV3 
was detected in samples as far back as 2002 and was 
present in 48 (20%) of these samples. The virus was 
found in faeces, lymph nodes, tonsil and spleen, but 
not in colon, liver or lung tissues. Eighty tissue samples 

from pigs of varying ages from England taken 
between 2001 and 2004 were also examined. PCV3 
was detected in four of the 80 samples (5%). When 
AFBI sequenced the virus genome it was found to be 
98% similar to the viruses described in the USA. 

These results show for the first time that PCV3 has 
been circulating in pigs in the UK for a number of 
years. While the role of the virus in disease has not 
been fully established the presence of a novel 
circovirus and the apparent association of it with 
clinical disease similar to PCV2 warrants further 
investigation. More research is necessary to fully 
understand the role of the virus in abortion, PDNS 
cases and other pathologies. When PCV2 was first 
emerging there were sporadic reports of the disease 
before it became one of the most devastating 
problems to have affected the industry. Close 
monitoring of the evolution of both PCV2 and PCV3 is 
important. Surveillance needs to be maintained on an 
all island basis to gather further information on the 
prevalence and genetic diversity of these viruses.

Recent advances in virus discovery have led us to 
understand that there are considerably more viruses 
circulating in animals than we were previously aware 
of. Not all of these will be pathogenic but even if they 
are not primary pathogens they have the potential to 
act as co-factors in disease, to have subclinical effects 
or to change and emerge as problem viruses in the 
way that PCV2 did. While vaccination is a crucial tool 
in preventing disease in pig herds this new knowledge 
emphasises the need for good biosecurity that will 
help to manage the entire infectious burden on any 
farm.
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Reducing stress is not only important for pig welfare 
but it is also in your best interest as stress reduces pig 
performance. Tail biting is a visible sign that pigs are 
stressed and by adopting strategies that decrease tail 
biting, stress as a whole can be reduced. 

Many stressors can cause tail biting, including over 
stocking, inadequate feeder space, high ammonia or 
humidity, poor health and genetics. The lack of 
enrichment material to chew, root and manipulate is 
also important, but certainly not the only factor. Tail 
biting can occur even when a highly valued 
enrichment like straw is provided, although at a much 
reduced rate. As a result preventing tail biting is 
challenging. One batch of pigs may appear be doing 
fine, whereas the next batch reared in the same way 
may suddenly start biting when an additional stressor, 
for example a health problem or change in weather is 
added to the mix. This doesn’t mean that stressors 
were absent in the first batch, but rather that when 
the new stressors were added to the total stress load, 
tail biting occurred. If the stressors that were already 
present in the first batch were dealt with this would 
make the pigs more resilient to additional stressors. 

Although prevention is clearly complex, it doesn’t 
mean that nothing can be done to reduce tail biting. 
Research and practical experience have highlighted 
many factors that can stress pigs. Determining which 
stressor is most important on a farm starts with a 
detailed risk assessment, followed by appropriate 
actions to decrease these stressors. More information 
on the causes of tail biting, what can be done at 
farm level and risk assessments can be found at 
https://webhat.ahdb.org.uk/browse-all-risks. However, 
it is essential to evaluate if the ‘destressing’ actions 
result in sufficient improvement, as the cause may be 
misidentified or may be only one of several factors. 
Keeping detailed records of when and where tail 
biting outbreaks occur is a crucial part of identifying 
the main stressors, as a pattern may only become 
clear after several consecutive batches.

As new stressors may occur suddenly, for example 
health problems, unfavourable weather it is important 
to remain vigilant for early warning signs of a tail 
biting outbreak. These include pigs keeping their tails 
pressed down or chewing or rooting each other. A 
useful overview of early warning signs is also available 
at the AHDB web link above. Interventions like 
addressing the new stressor, removing victims or even 
better, the biters or providing emergency enrichment 

can be highly effective. However, it is crucial these 
are carried out before tail biting spreads to several 
animals. As this can happen within days continuously 
monitor for early warning signs. Technology to do this 
automatically is under development, but for now it 
remains an essential job for all involved in the care 
of pigs.

Minimising stress in pigs has always been important, 
but now more than ever. It is highly unlikely that tail 
docking, which has traditionally limited damage due 
to biting, will remain an option in the future. DAERA 
recently started inspections to stimulate producers to 
take action to reduce stress in their pigs and to gather 
baseline data on compliance with legislation. These 
inspections are not just focused on enrichment or the 
use of straw. Instead producers are required to show 
evidence that they have identified and are addressing 
the stressors that cause tail biting and certain housing 
and dietary criteria are checked. Permanent access to 
edible, chewable, investigable and manipulable 
enrichment is a part of this, but note that materials 
other than straw that meet these criteria are 
acceptable. A combination of different enrichment 
materials is also sufficient. Examples of enrichment 
materials are available from the AHDB website at 
https://pork.ahdb.org.uk/media/273607/enrichment-
guide-2017.pdf 

The ban on tail docking 
originates from the 
European Union (EU). EU 
law will become UK 
retained law after Brexit, 
therefore obligations 
and enforcement 
requirements will not 
simply disappear. 
Addressing farm specific 
stressors is essential to 
prepare for the future 
and will result in an 
improvement in 
husbandry conditions 
from which both the 
producer and pigs 
will benefit.

Reducing stress in pig production 
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For the past few years the PigRegen carcase 
surveys have indicated an improvement in most 
aspects of pig herd health. However, the exception 
to this is the percentage of milk spot recorded. 
At 15% the level indicates a worm burden which 
will have a significant effect on herd profitability, 
especially in herds with levels continuously 
above 20%.

To reduce the worm burden in pig herds a 
worm scheme was introduced. Funding of over 
£1 million was obtained for this scheme through 
the EU Exceptional Adjustment Aid Package. 
PigRegen was commissioned by DAERA to 
determine the success of this scheme. This was 
done by comparing the percentage of milk spot 
in the June/July 2017 survey to the percentage 
in the March/April 2018 survey. One hundred 
and twenty four producers took part in the scheme, 
of which 108 slaughtered their pigs at either 
Karro or Cranswick. Over 10,000 carcases were 
examined at each survey from the same 108 
producers. Analysis of the results show 
the following:

1. A 40% reduction in the level of milk spot 

 In June/July 2017, at the start of the scheme, 
the level of milk spot was 15%. The survey 
carried out in March/April 2018, which 
corresponds with completion of the scheme, 
showed the level of milk spot had fallen to 9%.

2. A 45% increase in the number of herds with 0%  
milk spot

 The number of herds with 0% milk spot increased 
from 31 to 45 over the period of the scheme.

3. A 33% reduction in units with more than 20% milk 
spot 

 The number of units with more than 20% milk spot 
fell from 28 to 19 over the period of the scheme.

Although the scheme has been extremely successful, it 
is disappointing to note that, having been involved in 
the scheme, 19 producers with high worm burdens in 
their pigs made little or no improvement in levels on 
their units. It is hoped that by follow up through their 
vet these producers can be advised as to the reason 
for this failure.

All producers should realise, whether or not they were 
involved in the scheme, that a continuous worming 
programme must be adhered to if worm levels are to 
be controlled at an ‘economically acceptable’ level. 
Available information indicates that, depending on the 
actual level of infection, the cost of worm infection 
can range from £2.00 to £7.00 per pig. For this reason 
the majority of producers should consider the 
‘economically acceptable’ level to be zero. It is 
advisable that all producers (unless they are one of the 
very few who have been confirmed ‘clear’ of worms), 
consult their vet for a unit specific programme to 
minimise potential economic losses from worm 
infection.

Stephanie Buijs joined AFBI’s Agriculture Branch last year. The focus of her research is the 
welfare of all farm animals, including pigs. She has an MSc from the Netherlands and a PhD 
from Sweden and has worked in Belgium and England. Her previous research involved a 
variety of species and welfare aspects. It included assessing the effects of housing design, 
stocking density and enrichment on social behaviour, stress and health, setting up a 
commercial monitoring scheme for foot health and using automated technology to monitor 
animal behaviour. She is currently reviewing the recent scientific literature on tail biting.
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