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Welcome to this first edition of our Pig HealthCheck (PHC) newsletter. Animal 
Health Ireland (AHI) was established in 2009 to contribute to a profitable 

and sustainable farming and agri-food sector through improved animal health through  pursuing 
effective control strategies for economically important diseases of livestock which are not subject to 
international regulation. For the first number of years, our activities have been directed exclusively to 
the cattle sector.

However, since 2019, following the recommendation from a Report of the Pig Industry Stakeholder 
Group, we have also taken on a role in the pig sector through our Pig HealthCheck programme, 
managed by Dr. Carla Gomes. AHI is by nature a collaborative organisation, and since her appointment 
in the autumn of 2019, Carla has  made significant progress in developing the various strands of 
the programme in consultation with all of our stakeholders, with an Implementation Group meeting 
regularly to review and give direction to programme development.

The various articles in this newsletter provides you with an overview of the elements of the programme, 
which are at varying stages of development. Some of these, including the fully funded assessments 
for farm biosecurity and risks for tail biting, are already in place. If you have not yet taken advantage 
of these, I strongly encourage you to do so, either by by contacting AHI or one of the trained private 
veterinary practitioners. Other elements of the programme are still under development, including a 
review of the National Salmonella Control Plan. As part of this, AHI and Teagasc are undertaking an 
on-farm study to identify measures that can usefully be adopted to manage Salmonella in Irish herds. 
Letters inviting herds to participate in this study will be issued shortly; if you receive one, I encourage 
you to register to support this important study.

As you will see, work is also ongoing to develop databases to bring together and present data from 
various elements of the programme. While this has gone on behind the scenes to date, we hope 
to have the first elements of this available to you early in the new year to assist you in making herd 
management decisions.

I trust that you will find these articles informative, and we look forward to working with the sector into 
the future in pursuit of the common goals of improved profitability and sustainability.

Pig HealthCheck 
- a new beginning

Pig Healthcheck News | 2021

David Graham | CEO, Animal Health Ireland
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Animal Health Ireland (AHI) is a public private partnership between private sector 
organisations and businesses in the agri-food sector and the Department of 

Agriculture, Food and the Marine (DAFM). Pig HealthCheck (PHC) is an AHI-led programme co-funded 
by pig farmers and DAFM, with the aim of improving the profitability and sustainability of the Irish 
pig industry through improved animal health and welfare. The programme which started in 2019 
focuses on providing a holistic approach to animal health and welfare at both farm and national 
levels, through the use of bench-marking tools to allow farmers to monitor their status for a range of 
measures and to compare their performance with the national profile.

A collaborative approach is taken by AHI towards our work and development of each of our programmes 
so that all stakeholders are involved in the decision-making process. The programme is overseen 
by two stakeholder groups, the first being the Technical Working Group (TWG), which provides the 
science behind the programme while the second is the cross-industry PHC Implementation Group (IG) 
who oversee the management of the programme.

The TWG comprises 
experts and experienced 
practitioners from a 
variety of fields who are 
tasked with drawing up 
science-led resources, 
the development 
of decision-making 
tools, and the 
identification of areas 
for further research and 
development.

The Technical Working Group comprises experts 
and experienced practitioners from a variety of 
fields who are tasked with drawing up science-
led resources, the development of decision-
making tools, and the identification of areas for 
further research and development. This guidance 
and resources are then presented to the PHC IG 
for discussion and decision, thus shaping the 
development and implementation of the Pig 
HealthCheck programme.

The TWG is chaired by Professor Finola Leonard 
of UCD and current members are Paul Spillane 
(MossVet), Keelin O’Driscoll (Teagasc), Edgar 
Garcia Manzanilla (Teagasc), Jimmy O’Connor 
(Rosderra), Abigail Armstrong (DAERA), William 
Byrne (DAFM-Veterinary Laboratory Services), 
Margaret Wilson (DAFM-Veterinary Laboratory 
Services), Bernadette Doyle (DAFM), Caroline 
Garvan (DAFM) and Carla Gomes (AHI). 

Animal Health Ireland Pig 
HealthCheck Programme

A New Initiative for the Irish Pig Sector

Pig Healthcheck News | 2021

Carla Gomes | Pig HealthCheck Programme Manager
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By giving of their time free of charge, these experts enable AHI to access the technical resources 
required to develop the Pig HealthCheck programme. AHI gratefully acknowledges the generosity of 
these individuals and that of their parent organisations and employers in this regard. 

In conjunction with the Technical Working Group, the Implementation Group is responsible for the 
development, implementation and monitoring of the Pig HealthCheck programme. Members of the 
IG are drawn from the relevant AHI stakeholder organisations, namely DAFM, IFA, MII, Teagasc, Bord 
Bia, Veterinary Ireland, ICBF and UCD. The IG is chaired by David Graham (AHI).

Animal Health Ireland Pig HealthCheck Programme

The Pig HealthCheck programme currently addresses 
5 key areas:

1. Biosecurity: by conducting biosecurity assessments on farm, based on Biocheck 
UGent (a risk-based scoring system developed by the University of Ghent to evaluate 
on-farm biosecurity in pig farms) and delivered by trained private veterinary 
practitioners (PVPs) through the Targeted Advisory Service on Animal Health (TASAH) 
under the Rural Development Programme (2014-2020).

2. Animal welfare: by conducting assessments of risk factors for tail biting, based on a 
tool developed in collaboration with Teagasc, DAFM and AHI and delivered by trained 
PVPs through TASAH.

3. Animal health: by capturing, analysing and reporting of abattoir data from ante- and 
post-mortem (AM/PM) meat inspection, based on the system being developed by 
DAFM, which builds on previous Teagasc research (PigPathSurv project).

4. Antimicrobial usage (AMU): by analysing AMU, using the database created by DAFM 
for recording AMU by pig farmers, which again was built on previous Teagasc research 
(Amurap project) and linking this data with health/disease data to demonstrate inter-
relationships (e.g. low AMU associated with high health status).

5. Veterinary public health: a review of the National Salmonella Control Programme 
(NSCP), making recommendations to augment the existing programme by providing 
direction to increase engagement by both farmers and PVPs with the NSCP and to 
improve the outcomes achieved.
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Click here for the complete list of 
trained veterinary practitioners and 
their locations which is available on 
the Animal Health Ireland website. 

 If you have not yet availed of these 
services, contact one of the trained 
veterinary practitioners or AHI (071 
9671928).

Pig Healthcheck News | 2021

By bringing together these 5 key areas at farm level the Pig HealthCheck programme will provide 
valuable information to the farmer, his/her veterinary practitioner and advisors that can be used to 
identify areas requiring improvement and guide agreement on targeted interventions. Ultimately, 
when coupled with benchmarking, this will help farmers to improve their production performance.

To achieve this a database is being created that will allow all data captured from the 5 key areas 
described above to be linked and analysed. 

The veterinary assessments for both biosecurity and tail biting are provided free of charge for farmers 
and are funded through TASAH under the Rural Development Programme, with payment made 
directly to the veterinary pracitioner following completion of the assessment/review. To find out 
more information about the service click here.

Animal Health Ireland Pig HealthCheck Programme

https://animalhealthireland.ie/resources/?q=&resource_type%5B%5D=documents&prog%5B%5D=pig-healthcheck
https://animalhealthireland.ie/programmes/pig-healthcheck/
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Preventing Introduction 
and Spread of Disease 
What is Biosecurity All About?

Pig Healthcheck News | 2021

What is biosecurity?

Biosecurity refers to the set of measures taken to minimise the risk of introduction and 
spread of disease-causing agents (pathogens) on the farm. Pathogens can be either 
bacteria or viruses. Biosecurity is commonly split into external and internal components. 
External biosecurity includes all the measures taken to prevent pathogens entering or 
leaving the farm, while internal biosecurity covers all the measures taken to limit or 
stop the spread of pathogens within a farm. Biosecurity is vital for controlling disease 
spread, both those that are endemic (i.e. disease already present in the country, such 
as Salmonella and PRRS) or exotic (i.e. disease not present in the country, such as 
ASF). The implementation of biosecurity measures has also been shown to have other 
positive effects. For example, in several studies with pigs, biosecurity showed a positive 
correlation with the production results (such as daily growth) and the profitability of the 
farm. Along with this, the use of antibiotics can be greatly reduced, which, consequently, 
will reduce the development of antibiotic resistance.
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Preventing Introduction and Spread of Disease 

Assessing the farm biosecurity

A trained veterinary practitioner nominated by you will review your farm biosecurity and 
agree with you three specific recommendations to improve it. This service is free and 
funded under the Targeted Advisory Service on Animal Health (TASAH) through the Rural 
Development Programme. The assessment of the farm biosecurity is done using the 
Biocheck tool. This is a risk-based scoring system developed by the University of Ghent to 
evaluate the quality of on-farm biosecurity in a scientific and independent way (https://
www.biocheck.ugent.be/). External biosecurity and internal biosecurity are scored from 
0% (poor biosecurity) to 100% (very good biosecurity) (Figure 1) and are divided into 
several sections (Figure 2).

During 2021, AHI aims to make biosecurity benchmarking reports available to individual 
farmers to allow them to compare their biosecurity status with the national biosecurity 
status.

www.biocheck.ugent.be/
https://youtu.be/_LI0nNNOsN0
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Preventing Introduction and Spread of Disease 

Latest results for Ireland

At the end of October 2020 185 units have been reviewed in terms of their biosecurity 
(50% of the commercial pig herds in Ireland, i.e. farms that send to slaughter more than 
200 pigs per year). Overall, external biosecurity scores are higher than those for internal 
biosecurity (Figure 1). The areas where scores are typically lower (i.e. poorer biosecurity) 
are the management of feed, water and equipment coming onto farms, the measures 
implemented between compartments and the use of equipment within the farm, the 
cleaning and disinfection procedures and measures focusing on specific compartments 
(e.g. all in/all-out systems, keeping groups together, stocking density) (Figure 2). These 
results highlight that simple things can be done to improve biosecurity at herd level.
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Figure 1: Graph showing the average score for 
the farms assessed so far for the components 

of external (dark green), internal (orange) 
and overall (grey) biosecurity for all the farms 

assessed until the end of October 2020. 

Figure 2: Average score 
for each of the several 
sections that are part 
of the overall external 

(dark green) and internal 
(orange) biosecurity 

assessments.

F. Cleaning and disinfection
E. Measures between compartements 

and the use of equipment
D. Fattening unit

C. Nursery unit

B. Farrowing unit and suckling period

A. Disease management

F. Environment and region

E. Vermin and bird control

D. Personnel and visitors

C. Feed, water and equipment supply
B. Transport of animals, removal of 

manure/dead animals
A. Purchase of animals and semen

00 20 40 60 80 100



Animal Health Ireland | Page 9

Pig Healthcheck News | 2021

Preventing Introduction and Spread of Disease 

What can you do to improve biosecurity in your farm?

• Improve cleaning and disinfection procedures (e.g. make it compulsory to wash and 
disinfect hands before entering the farm and between compartments; wash and 
disinfect hands after dealing with sick animals; clean and disinfect any equipment 
before bringing it onto the farm and after use; clean and disinfect buildings after 
each production round).

• Install footbaths at the entrance of the farm and at each stable and USE them 
PROPERLY!

• Use different boots and clothes for each compartment (Tip: use a different colour for 
each compartment this way staff can easily remember to  change boots and overalls).

• Separate/isolate sick animals from healthy animals and only take care of them after 
you have taken care of healthy animals.

• Handle young animals BEFORE handling older animals (i.e. move from young to older 
animals in your daily routine).

• Make sure that the feed purchased meets good hygienic requirements (e.g. 
Salmonella free).

• Wear gloves when disposing of carcasses/or wash and disinfect hands after disposing 
of carcasses.

• Make sure your pest control programmes are working properly.

• Evaluate your disease status regularly.

• Wash sows before moving them to the farrowing unit.

• Avoid or minimise cross-fostering.

• Keep to an all-in-all-out management system for all pens and compartments.
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The Pig HealthCheck 
Database

What Data Will it Contain and What Kind of Outputs Will it Produce?

Central to the Pig HealthCheck (PHC) Programme is the creation of a database that will 
allow all data captured from the five key programme activities to be linked and 

analysed. This database will allow the creation of dashboards for each component of the programme 
which will display the farm data and benchmark them against the performances of other herds and 
national averages. This new Pig HealthCheck database is being developed for Animal Health Ireland 
by the Irish Cattle Breeding Federation (ICBF).

Benchmarking of data is known to be a powerful tool in driving improvement on farm (e.g. PigPathSurv 
project). It informs and highlights to farmers their own score while at the same time comparing their 
performance to that of other farms. This will ultimately drive change which will benefit the farmer, 
the wider pig industry and society in general. 

The data to be captured in the new database will be individual to each of the components of the 
programme. 

For example, for the biosecurity assessment, using the Biocheck UGent tool, 6 sections of external 
and 6 sections of internal biosecurity are scored from 0% (bad biosecurity) to 100% (very good 
biosecurity). The biosecurity dashboard will show the results from each of these sections for each 
farm, showing how the performance for that herd compares to the other farms that have undergone 
the same biosecurity assessment. The dashboard will also track your progress over the years.

The biosecurity dashboard will show the results from 
each of these sections for each farm, showing how the 
performance for that herd compares to the other farms 
that have undergone the same biosecurity assessment. 
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The Pig HealthCheck Database

The above dashboard represents the national scores for the section ‘Feed, water and equipment 
supply’ in the BioCheck assessment. Each grey bar represents an individual farm that has undergone 
a biosecurity assessment. The red bar represents the farm being benchmarked and highlights that it 
is one of the middle-performing herds, and therefore highlighting this as an area for improvement. 

For the risk assessment for tail biting, the on-farm data captured includes stocking densities; number 
and type of enrichment materials present in the pens; observed animal behaviours and presence or 
absence of management measures to address various risks (e.g. provision of enrichment materials). 
Rearing of pigs with intact tails is not a simple task and these risk assessments are the first step 
towards helping farmers with this challenge. Once a risk assessment has been carried out an Action 
Plan should be put in place with a set of realistic, achievable measures as a first step in progressing 
towards rearing batches of pigs with intact tails. 

The capture of abattoir data from ante-mortem (AM) and post-mortem (PM) meat inspection is being 
developed by DAFM. The AM system is now functional and data has been captured since the beginning 
of November from all factories that slaughter pigs. Data captured includes batch size, the number of 
pigs in the batch with bruising, fractures, in respiratory distress, etc. This data will then be transferred 
to the Pig HealthCheck database and a dashboard will be created to show the results for each batch, 
benchmarking it against the national average and showing progress over time for each farm. 

When the PM system is fully operational the same process will occur. A new dashboard will be created 
to show the results for each batch, benchmarked against the national scores. The PM system will 
collect data for lungs that have been condemned due to pneumonia or pleurisy, livers condemned 
due to milk spots and hearts with pericarditis. This valuable health data will help herdowners, their 
veterinary practitioners and advisors to work together to improve the health of their herds.

Figure 3. Is an example 
of benchmarking of the 
performance of the herd 
shown in red against all 
herds for the ‘Feed, water 
and equipment supply’ 
section of the external 
biosecurity assessment. 
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The Pig HealthCheck Database

DAFM have recently established a database for pig herd owners to record their antimicrobial usage 
(AMU). This database will soon provide the option to share the entered data with the PHC database. 
Where permission to share it is given the information will automatically be transferred to a new AMU 
dashboard in the PHC database. The benefit of this approach is that each herd’s AMU data will be then 
be linked with its biosecurity and AM/PM data, allowing the relationship between health and AMU to 
be determined. The capturing of this information will also allow us to develop further benchmarking 
dashboards in the area of AMU, with the goal of demonstrating reductions in usage, improvements in 
health and increased profitability. 

Finally, the Salmonella seroprevalence data from DAFM will also be transferred to the Pig HealthCheck 
database and a dashboard will be developed to allow benchmarking and showing progress of each 
farm.

Work is well advanced on the development of this ambitious plan for the database and we hope the 
first of the dashboards will be available from spring 2021. Access for each individual farmer will be 
through the Pig HealthCheck database and will be password protected. 

During 2021, we will be providing training to farmers in how to access the database, view their data 
and use the dashboards effectively. We also intend to train veterinary practitioners to assist them in 
the analysis of the on-farm Pig HealthCheck data to enable them to provide their clients with a more 
specific and targeted veterinary advice. 

This is the first time a central database has been developed for Irish pig farmers. The cattle industry 
has benefited for many years already from a similar initiative and it is hoped the same advantages will 
now be available to pig farmers. 
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Closing the Cycle 
of Data Use in Pig 

Farms
Edgar Garcia Manzanilla

Pig Healthcheck News | 2021

Using data to improve efficiency has become the norm in all types of business and pig 
farming is no exception. Whether it is to measure productivity or assess profit, you 

need data to assess how your farm is doing and to take informed decisions. But are you making the 
most of your data? For the Irish pig sector, the answer is clear, NO, we are not. We are not using the 
data we have to maximize benefit, but in some cases, we are not even collecting the data that other 
countries use in a regular basis.

In 2016, Teagasc Pig Department started collecting data in different aspects of pig production where 
Ireland had no information at country level. Teagasc had data on production performance from the 
PigSys database, but there was no data on disease, lesions at slaughterhouse, biosecurity, feeding 
practices or antibiotic use, among others. Over the last 3 years Teagasc have analysed this data to 
understand how we can improve the Irish pig industry in the best possible way and we have created 
an economic model to put a cost to each problem and solution. Let’s look at an example.

Imagine that we want to start regional health plans to control the main respiratory diseases that 
affect Irish pig farms. Where do we start? Until now, there was no information on the prevalence of 
respiratory pathogens in Irish pig farms. After a slaughterhouse survey carried out in 2017, we know 
that most farms are positive to APP and we can also see what the main combinations of pathogens 
in farms are (Figure 4). As an example, we can see that more than 40% of farms are positive to Flu, 
PRRS and Mhyo.

Negative to Flu, PRRS and Mhyo 

Positive to Flu

Positive to PRRS

Positive to Mhyo

Positive to Flu and PRRS

Positive to PRRS and Mhyo

Positive to Flu and Mhyo

Positive to Positive to Flu, PRRS and Mhyo

12.5

10.7

5.4

3.6

0 10 20 30 40 50

1.8

21.4

42.9

1.8 Figure 4.
Percentage of farms 

positive to flu virus, PRRS 
virus and Mhyo.
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But the decision to control a certain disease not only depends on the number of farms that are 
positive. We need to consider how easy it is to control, is there a good vaccine, how likely it is to come 
back after we get rid of it and, one of the most important details, what is the cost of the disease and 
what would be the benefit of controlling it.

Using the economic model created with the Irish data we analysed the impact on profit associated 
with having a positive status for Flu, PRRS and Mhyo in Irish pig farms. Table 1 shows the extra cost for 
positive farms. For example, a farm positive to Mhyo would have a decrease on profit of around €7.2 
per pig compared to a negative farm. We also analysed the effects of farms vaccinating or not for Flu 
and PRRS. The results shown in the table may be surprising. Those farms vaccinating have less profit 
than those not vaccinating. Can this be right? Are vaccines not working? Are vaccines making things 
worse?

Vaccines do work and, in some cases like Mhyo, all farms use them because the benefit is obvious. In 
the case of Flu and PRRS, it seems to be only those farms that are more affected by clinical disease 
that are using the vaccines. That is probably why vaccination is associated with lower profit. In other 
words, maybe they should have had the vaccine in place to avoid the disease. Thus, improving the 
vaccination plans for Flu and PRRS seems like a good point to start working and we can quantify the 
potential benefit.

Teagasc carried out the initial data collection and analysis and developed the economic model that 
can be used from now on by the pig industry. However, data needs to be collected constantly to assess 
progress and keep improving. This role is, since 2019, being developed by AHI. The work done by 
AHI to collect and analyse the data from Irish pig farms within the Pig HealthCheck programme and 
the collaboration with Teagasc to translate this analysis into cost-benefit analysis for decision making 
should result in a more profitable and sustainable pig industry in Ireland. 

Closing the Cycle of Data Use in Pig Farms

PRRS +
Vaccinated

PRRS +
unvaccinated

SIV +
vaccinated

SIV +
unvaccinated

MHyo +
Vaccinated

Decrease in Net 
Profit, € -5.7 -3.7 -7.2 -2.8 -7.2

Click here full details on the economic analysis

Table 1: Decrease in net profit in farms positive (+) for blue ear (PRRS), swine flu (SIV) and Mycoplasma 
hyopneumoniae (MHYO).
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Pig HealthCheck 
Veterinary Training

What Has Been Done and What is Coming Next?

What has been done so far

As mentioned elsewhere in this newsletter, within the Pig HealthCheck programme two 
services are provided free of charge to farmers, being funded through the Targeted 
Advisory Service on Animal Health (TASAH) under the Rural Development Programme. 
These services are provided by trained veterinary practitioners and are the biosecurity 
assessments and the risk assessments for tail biting.

During 2019 and early 2020, several veterinary training events were carried out and we 
have now 13 veterinary practitioners trained on how to use the Biocheck tool as part of 
the biosecurity assessment and 17 veterinary practitioners trained on how to do the risk 
assessments for tail biting. 

The training events for the risk assessments for tail biting were carried out in 
conjunction with DAFM and Teagasc and the complete list of trained PVPs and their 
locations is available on the AHI website click here. If you have not yet availed of this 
service, please contact one of the trained veterinary practitioners or AHI (071 
9671928).

https://animalhealthireland.ie/programmes/pig-healthcheck/
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What is coming next

As the Pig HealthCheck database is developed, an integral part of the programme 
will be the development of benchmarking tools for all the various components of the 
programme (i.e. biosecurity assessments, risk assessments for tail biting, ante mortem 
and post mortem meat inspection data, antimicrobial usage data and Salmonella test 
results) to allow farmers and their veterinary practitioners to monitor their status for a 
range of measures and to compare their data with the national profile.

The development of these dashboards will be done in stages and farmers and their 
veterinary practitioners will be trained in how to access the database, view their data 
and use the dashboards effectively. Due to Covid restrictions when face-to-face training 
is currently not possible, we plan to roll-out a series of online training events, videos and 
other interactive tools that will explain to farmers and their veterinary practitioners how 
to use the database and dashboards. If there is demand for it, and restrictions are lifted, 
we will also hold in-person training in due course. If you would like further information 
on training or about the Pig HealthCheck programme, please contact AHI on pigs@
animalhealthireland.ie 

Pig Healthcheck News | 2021

Pig HealthCheck Veterinary Training

mailto:pigs@animalhealthireland.ie
mailto:pigs@animalhealthireland.ie
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