
Cost of production

Two of the most frequently asked questions at 
present are how much does it cost to produce a 
pig and what is the average feed cost per pig. 
There is no one answer to these questions due 
to the large variation that exists between farms. 
CAFRE Benchmarking consistently shows a 
variation in feed, energy. healthcare, repairs 
and maintenance, machinery and miscellaneous 
costs. This variation can be at least 30p/kg 
deadweight. To use average figures for your 
business can therefore be very misleading, 
especially if decisions are made using 
inaccurate information. The most accurate and 
only way to determine total cost of production 
is to calculate the figure based on the actual 
costs incurred by your business. It is important 
to include all costs associated with the business 
so that an exact figure can be determined. 
Updating the figure regularly is important, 
especially when costs remain very volatile. 
Costs that are often forgotten include, 
insurance, dead pig disposal, machinery 

running costs, office/telephone costs, interest 
and bank charges. 

Standard Pig Price

The Standard Pig Price or SPP as it is commonly 
known is of interest to pig farmers. As well as 
providing an indication of pig price and pig 
price movements, it forms the basis of payment 
contracts. It is therefore of huge significance to 
farmers with SPP related contracts as any 
movement, either up or down, will determine 
the price paid. The SPP (EU spec) continues to 
rise, increasing by over 46p/kg since the 
beginning of March. For the week ending 4th 
June it broke the 180p/kg barrier for the first 
time since its introduction in 2014.

What is the SPP and how is it calculated? The 
SPP is the average price paid for ‘standard’ pigs 
sold in Great Britain (GB). ‘Standard’ pigs are 
those pigs that do not receive a premium 
payment. In GB a premium payment is made for 
certain production systems, feed regimes or 
breeds, including schemes such as Freedom 

Foods/RSPCA Assured, outdoor reared and 
outdoor bred. These ‘non-standard’ pigs are not 
included in the SPP. Fully condemned, organic 
and free range pigs are also excluded. The data 
used to calculate the SPP is provided by GB 
processors on a voluntary basis each week and 
covers approximately 76,000 pigs. It does not 
include data from processors in Northern 
Ireland. 

The SPP is published on the AHDB website 
every Wednesday afternoon and the price 
quoted is the average price paid during the 
previous week. The website also provides 
information on the throughput of pigs in GB, 
carcase weights and probe values.

Reminder to complete pig  
welfare training

One of the new Red Tractor standards requires 
everyone involved in the care of pigs to 
complete welfare training. This training is 
completed online through the UK Pig Industry 
Training Platform, which was launched on 1st 
March this year. The first module is on moving 
and handling pigs. You and anyone on your 
farm that looks after pigs must complete this 
module by 31st August 2022. If you do not 
complete it by this date, you will receive a non-
conformance.

The course consists of videos and practical 
advice on moving and handling pigs. It is split 
into two chapters and topics covered include:

•	 Moving pigs.

•	 Loading and unloading pigs.

•	 Assessing fitness of pigs to travel.

•	 Handling and restraining pigs.

Although the course lasts 90 minutes, you do 
not have to complete it all at once. You can do 
part of it, save what you have done and then 
return later. When you complete the training, 
you will receive a certificate. It is important you 
save this onto your computer or print it off so 
you can show it to the auditor as proof of 
completion.

You can register and log in to the course at 
ahdbpork.vbms.co.uk/store.

Taking control to beat soaring 
production costs

Concerns of more market uncertainty, the 
potential for further energy price hikes, 
alongside cost increases that relate to the 
wider business, all seem set to continue. These 
will test the profit generation and decision 
making resilience of many farm businesses. 

Over the years, fluctuating global energy prices 
have regularly affected purchase costs of key 
farm inputs, such as fertiliser, feeds, fuel, soil 
improvers, building materials and the 
contractor. A recent National Statistics 
publication confirms that in the 12 month 
period ending March 2022, UK farmers have 
been hit with a 25.4% inflationary increase in 
the combined cost of their main agricultural 
inputs.

Business assessments to keep you  
in the ‘driving seat’ 

Detailed enterprise analysis helps farm families 
identify the strengths and weaknesses of each 

enterprise on the farm. Understanding 
enterprise parameters and using reliable 
industry data to set measurable and achievable 
goals for the next two or three years will 
provide a useful roadmap for maximising 
enterprise performance and profitability.

Every year, the Department of Agriculture, 
Environment and Rural Affairs (DAERA) 
publishes farm business data which provides 
the industry with accurate information on 
which to base decision making. The latest 
booklet ‘Farm Performance Indicators: 2020/21’ 
provides useful detail on physical performance, 
variable costs and gross margins for a number 
of common farm enterprises. For the more 
common enterprises, the data is presented at 
four different levels of performance, according 
to the gross margin achieved. The four levels 
are ‘excellent’, ‘good’, ‘moderate’ and ‘poor’. 
These represent the levels of performance 
achieved around the average performance for 
any particular enterprise.You can use the 
information in the booklet to assess how each 
enterprise in your business is performing.  

Is your enterprise in the ‘excellent’, ‘good’, 
‘moderate’ or ‘poor’ category? You can also use 
the information to identify areas for 
improvement and set targets. In addition to 
enterprise data, the booklet contains 
information on hay, silage and grazing costs 
and average fixed costs by type of farm. 

For more information see www.daera-ni.gov.uk/
news/farm-performance-202021. Paper copies 
are also available via email request to  
AEB.EconStats@daera-ni.gov.uk

Benchmarking is another tool that you can use 
as part of the roadmap to help navigate the 
journey to better physical and financial 
performance. Benchmarking is a very useful 
business management tool as it allows you to 
assess both the physical and financial 
performance of the business on a yearly basis. 
It shows where you are on your journey to 
improved performance and profitability. 

One of the key features of benchmarking is that 
information is presented on a per head, per 
kilogramme and/or per hectare basis. The 
performance information produced allows for 
more informed decision making regarding the 
farm business. Benchmarking also allows you 
to monitor your farm business performance 
year on year, see how changes have impacted 
the business and shows how your farm 
compares to other similar farms.

It is important, now more than ever, that you 
have a good insight of your costs of production. 
Identifying areas for potential cost saving or 
productivity and efficiency improvements will 
assist both short and long term planning of the 
farm business. CAFRE Financial Benchmarking 
identifies costs across a series of parameters 
and comparing these to similar benchmarked 
farms can highlightt areas of the business that 
have potential to improve.

Worm control in dairy cows  
and youngstock

Calves are born free of parasites. Likewise, 
older animals that have been treated for 
parasites over the winter will be free of any 
worm burden. However, once turned out to 
graze, animals of all ages become infected with 
parasites from grazing pastures that harbour 
the infective larvae.

Warmer weather allows the overwintered 
parasite eggs to rapidly develop into the 
infective larval stage, leaving grazing animals at 
risk of high worm burdens. The impact of 
parasites can range from lower growth rates in 
heifers, to reduced milk yield and eventually, 
serious clinical disease. 

First grazers, born last autumn or this spring 
will be at highest risk of disease, as they will 
not have developed protective immunity. 
Treatments should be given in advance of the 
predicted risk period and administered to 
prevent a build-up of infection to dangerous 
levels. Such treatments will limit contamination 
of pastures and reduce the risk of subsequent 
worm scours and hoose.

Reseeding assessments

As we approach the time of year for reseeding, 
sward assessment should be carried out to 
identify underperforming fields. Regular grass 
measuring can highlight fields that require 
attention and may need a full reseeded. 

Consider reseeding if two or more of the 
following criteria have been met:

•	 Sward productivity has fallen significantly.

•	 The proportion of sown species is below 
60%.

•	 High levels of native grasses and weeds are 
present.

•	 There is significant evidence of soil 
compaction, especially at depth.

If drainage in the fields selected for reseeding is 
not optimal, start light remedial work or plan 
for more major renovation. Look for wet areas 
and indicator species such as rushes. Over 
time, drains may have become blocked with 
silt/grass. It is important to clean these out and 
to check that outflows from existing shores are 
still running.

Soil compaction

Fields with compacted soil can be dealt with 
this month. Compacted soil restricts root 
growth and grass response to nitrogen. Digging 
test holes at least 40 cm deep allows you to see 
the extent of the problem and the depth of any 
compacted layer. Visible signs of compacted 
soils include a structure that is hard to break 
up, shallow roots growing horizontally, few 
worms present, a bad smell and grey colour/
brown mottling. If compacted soils in silage 
fields were not addressed after the last cut, 
there must be no heavy traffic on ‘lifted’ soils 
until they have had time to settle and regain 
structure and strength. These soils are 
exceptionally vulnerable to re-compaction.

The depth of compaction will determine the 
type of machine that should be used to rectify 
the problem. Soil aerators are used to alleviate 
compaction down to a depth of 15 cm. Using an 
aerator on paddocks usually alleviates 
compaction caused by poaching with grazing 
cows. Subsoilers, sward lifters and shakerators 
can be used where deep compaction (more 
than 15 cm), caused by heavy machinery, is 
evident. The soil must be dry at working depth, 
as subsoiling wet soils will do more harm than 
good. The aim is to crack the soil layer rather 
than cultivate it, so it will not be as prone to 
re-compaction. The blades pull up sods and 
machines fitted with a light roller at the back 
will re-instate the loose material producing a 
more effective result. Very dry soils should be 
left to later in the year as subsoiling can further 
reduce soil moisture. If the field is in a grazing 
or silage rotation subsoiling should be left until 
grass utilisation is not affected.

Condition scoring late lactation cows

Cows calved last autumn are now in late 
lactation and should be assessed so that they 
are in condition score 2.75 at calving. Check fat 
cover over the loin, plates and pin bones of the 
pelvis and tail areas. There should be a slight 
depression along the cow’s top line, the loin 
and shelf at the end of her transverse 
processes and flank should be filling. There 
should also be a good cover of tissue 
developing on the plates and over the pin 
bones. The cavity at the tail head should be 
filling. These cows should be around condition 
score 2.5 now.

If you have cows that have not yet reached this 
score and are well past 200 days in milk, you 
will need to increase their dry matter intake. 
Consider feeding 1.0-3.0 kg per day of a low 
protein/cereal based concentrate. This is a 
practical option to increase the overall feed 
and energy intake of these animals.

July’s top tips

•	 Top grazing swards containing old dead 
grass or seed heads to maintain sward 
quality. 

•	 Calibrate parlour and out of parlour feeders 
to ensure accurate feeding.

•	 Where necessary, burn off swards to allow 
for reseeding during August. 

•	 Assess heifer performance. Are they 
performing to meet targets?

•	 Check wholecrops and harvest when the 
grain is like a ‘soft cheddar’ (approximately 
40% dry matter).

•	 Plan a holiday for family farm members.

It is that time again - pre-tupping 
checks for early lambers

Abortion preventative vaccines should be given 
to all eligible animals before tupping. For 
enzootic abortion (Enzovax and CEVAC 
Chlamydia) vaccination should be carried out 
between four months and four weeks pre-
tupping, whilst toxoplasmosis vaccine 
(Toxovax) should be administered between 
four months and three weeks pre-tupping. If in 
any doubt as to whether your flock needs 
protection, seek advice from your vet.

Ideal body condition score (BCS) for lowland 
ewes at tupping is 3.0-3.5. They should be fed 
to maintain this condition and regularly 

monitored to ensure they are not gaining/losing 
weight. Thinner ewes, with a BCS less than 3.0, 
need extra care and attention. They are often 
the ewes that have reared multiples and 
produced plenty of milk. It can take six to eight 
weeks for a ewe to gain one unit of BCS on high 
quality grass.

Do not forget about the rams. The aim is to 
have as many lambs as possible and one of the 
key requirements for this to happen is peak 
sperm production. Check ram testicle size. 
They should be at least 32 cm circumference 
for ram lambs and 34 cm for older rams. Also, 
check for tone and lumps. It takes around 
seven weeks for sperm to be produced. It is 
therefore important to purchase rams early to 
allow them as long as possible on the farm 
before mating begins. This will help minimise 
the risk of stress, which can affect fertility. 
Rams should also be sound on all four feet and 
teeth should be checked.  

Monitor performance of cattle at grass

Regularly weighing cattle helps identify the 
performances of individuals and groups. If an 
individual is underperforming, this can be due 
to health issues or inadequate milk yield. If a 
group is underperforming, poor grass quality or 
a particular breeding line may be the cause. If 
an issue is identified, a plan must be put in 
place to improve performance. Target live 
weight gains of 0.9 and 1.0 kg per day for 
yearling heifers and steers respectively are 
achievable on good quality grazed grass alone. 
Pre-weaning targets for heifers and bull 
weanlings of 1.1 and 1.3 kg per day can be 
achieved where grass quality and milk yields of 
dams are good. 

Grazed grass – maintaining quality

Maintaining grass quality can be challenging in 
summer. In paddock systems, continue to graze 
at no higher than 9-10 cm (3,000 kg DM per 
hectare) for cattle and graze down to 4-5 cm 
(1,600 kg DM per hectare). Where post-grazing 
height is higher than this, quality in the next 
rotation will be impacted and grazing down to 
the target residual will be more difficult to 
achieve. Accumulation of dead material at the 
base of the sward directly affects nutritional 
value. Actions such as topping or grazing out 
with dry cows or dry ewes will help reduce 
higher residuals and improve quality for the 
next round.

Summer mastitis in suckler herds,  
be vigilant

The highest prevalence of summer mastitis 
normally occurs between July and September, 
when fly numbers are at their peak. It can affect 
dry cows and maiden and in-calf heifers. 
Prevention is better than cure as very few 
affected quarters recover. Minimise the risk of 
summer mastitis by adopting some of the 
following:

•	 Avoid grazing fields with large fly 
populations. These are normally fields with 
tree cover and water nearby.

•	 Repel flies by providing lick buckets that 
contain garlic.

•	 Implement a fly control programme. 

•	 Use dry cow therapy, including teat sealants.

Always discuss appropriate methods for your 
herd with your vet.
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