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Animal Health Ireland
Pig HealthCheck Programme
Progress During 2021
Carla Gomes | Pig HealthCheck Programme Manager

A

nimal Health Ireland 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 is an AHI-led programme, which started in 2019, 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 focuses on providing a holistic
approach to animal health and welfare at both farm and national levels, through the use of benchmarking tools to allow farmers to monitor their status for a range of measures and to compare their
performance with the national profile.

The Pig HealthCheck programme currently addresses
5 key areas:
1. Biosecurity: by conducting biosecurity assessments on farm and delivered by trained
private veterinary practitioners (PVPs) through the Targeted Advisory Service on
Animal Health (TASAH).
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. Currently AM data is being captured at abattoirs and is being transferred to
the Pig HealthCheck database. DAFM is developing the system for PM data.
4. Antimicrobial usage (AMU): by analysing AMU, using the database created by DAFM
for recording AMU by pig farmers, and linking this data with health or 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) and making recommendations to augment the existing programme. This
includes a new Salmonella TASAH activity (see the article on Salmonella for more
information on page 15).
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By bringing together these five key areas at farm level the Pig HealthCheck programme will provide
valuable information to the farmer, their 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.
In 2021 programme activities have concentrated in finalising the Pig HealthCheck database, which
was launched in November and is available to all pig farmers and veterinary practitioners. This
database will allow the integration of the five data streams mentioned above and currently allows
benchmarking for the biosecurity and tail biting risk assessments to take place (see the article on the
new database for more information on page 11).
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 PVP following completion of the assessment and review. To find out more information
about the service click here and the complete list of trained PVPs and their locations click here.
If you have not yet availed of these services, contact one of the trained veterinary practitioners or
Animal Health Ireland (071 9671928).

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

AnimalHealthIreland.ie
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Since September 2021 these assessments are required annually as part of the Bord Bia Quality
Assurance Standard and this has increased engagement. One thing to note is that these assessments
should only be done by the attending veterinary practitioner. When applying for a herd number,
each farm nominated an attending veterinary practitioner. This nominated attending veterinary
practitioners will have access to the Pig HealthCheck database to update their client's assessments.
Farmers who wish to update or change their nominated attending veterinary pracitioner can do so
by completing the Pig Herd Update Form, which is available at: https://www.gov.ie/en/service/
fc1b6-register-as-a-pig-herd-owner (Option 4). You can email it to the dedicated email address, or
alternatively post it to the address provided.
Other activities of the programme have focused on developing a new TASAH activity for Salmonella.
This activity is aimed to help farmers develop farm-specific control plans for Salmonella and will be
provide free of charge for farmers (see the article on Salmonella for more information on page 15). It
will be launched in the first quarter of 2022.
In relation to Salmonella a case control study for identifying practices on low seroprevalence farms
compared to high seroprevalence farms commenced in 2021 and and it is hoped to have results available
in early 2022.
Several training activities happened during 2021, all of them online to comply with COVID guidelines,
including training of veterinary practitioners on the biosecurity and tail biting risk assessments and
a webinar focusing in raising awareness for controlling Salmonella, for which the targeted audience
were farmers.
AHI Pig HealthCheck Programme

www.AnimalHealthIreland.ie
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farms doing?

A look at the national picture
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., diseases 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, the level of 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 antimicrobial resistance.
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Assessing the farm biosecurity
A trained veterinary practitioner nominated by you will review your farm biosecurity
and agree with you up to 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. Since September 2021 this assessment is required
annually as part of the Bord Bia Quality Assurance Standard. 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).
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Figure 1. Graph showing the average score for the
farms assessed until the end of October 2021 for
the components of external (dark green), internal
(orange) and overall (grey) biosecurity.
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Improvements over time
One hundred and eight units have been assessed more than once. For these units,
there was an overall improvement in their biosecurity scores between visits (average
of 78% and 64% for external and internal biosecurity, respectively for the initial visits
that improved to 80% and 66% for external and internal biosecurity, respectively, for
the most recent visits). The improvement in external biosecurity was mainly due to an
improvement in the measures applied in the transport of animals, removal of manure
and dead animals, measures related to personnel and visitors, and vermin and bird
control. The improvement in internal biosecurity was mainly due to an improvement in
the implementation of cleaning and disinfection measures, to measures applied between
compartments and the use of equipment and disease management (Figure 3).
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Figure 3. Average biosecurity score for external internal biosecurity assessments from the older to the
most recent assessment split by sections.
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What can you do to improve biosecurity in your farm?
•

Wash and disinfect hands before entering the farm and between compartments.

•

Clean and disinfect any equipment before bringing it onto the farm and after use.

•

Clean and disinfect buildings after each production round, not forgetting passageways.

•

Use different boots and clothes for each compartment.

•

Provide visitors a change of clothes and boots

•

Separate or 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 your pest control programmes are working properly.

•

Evaluate your disease status regularly.

•

Avoid or minimise cross-fostering.

•

Keep to an all-in-all-out management system for all pens and compartments.
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Risk assessments for
tail biting
An update

R

earing pigs with intact tails is not a simple task. Carrying out a risk assessment
to identify the risk factors present on farm is a first step in the journey to doing
so. Once a Risk Assessment has been carried out an Action Plan needs to be put
in place so that there is a roadmap of actions to follow in moving towards rearing pigs
with intact tails. In this way pig farmers can demonstrate their commitment in seeking
to comply with welfare regulations. It is important that pig farmers take these first steps
toward rearing pigs with intact tails as this assessment is now required annually as part
of the Bord Bia Quality Assurance Standard.

Assessing risk factors for tail biting
The assessment used was developed by DAFM, Teagasc and AHI and covers a range of
quantitative (e.g. stocking density) and qualitative observations (e.g. behaviour of pigs).
The assessment should be done by the nominated attending PVP for the farm. Training
is available for the attending PVPs who have not yet completed training to conduct the
tail biting assessments.
The PVP assesses six pens to identify the risk factors for tail biting under the following
categories:
1. Environmental enrichment material;
2. Thermal comfort and air quality;
3. Animal health;
4. Competition issues;
5. Pen design and use;
6. Feeding processes.
This provides a general idea of risk factors at farm level. To complete the assessment the
PVP provides recommendations to address the risk factors identified on farm.
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Latest results for Ireland
By the end of October 2021, 282 assessments have been completed for 216 units. These
cover 55% of the pig herds with excess of 100 pigs in the units. These assessments show
in around 81% of the farms assessed, risks for tail biting have been identified and that
provision of environmental enrichment is the main area that requires improvement
(Figure 4).
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Figure 4: Results for the assessment of risk factors for tail biting for 216 herds.
These results are based on the pen results, i.e. if risk factors have been identified
in at least one pen in the herd it is considered that risk factor has been identified
in that herd.
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The Pig HealthCheck
Database
A new tool for decision making

C

entral to the Pig HealthCheck Programme is its database that will allow all data captured from
the five key programme activities to be linked and displayed to the farmer. This database allows
the creation of dashboards for each component of the programme which display the farm
data and benchmark them against the performances of other herds and national averages. This new
database has been 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. It informs and
highlights to farmers their own score while at the same time comparing their performance to that of
other farms. This can 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. You can access the database by using the link: www.pighealthcheck.ie. By now all pig
farmers and their attending veterinary practitioners should have received an email with the details
how set up their password and access the database. In case you have not received such an email
please get in touch with AHI by email (pigs@animalhealthireland.ie) or phone (+353 (0) 71 9671928)
for assistance.

Pig HealthCheck Database

www.pighealthcheck.ie
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On the AHI website click here to find a guide and video that will help them to navigate the current
dashboards.
Currently when farmers log on to the database they will have access to the biosecurity assessments
and the risk factors assessments for tail biting that have been completed on their farm.
The biosecurity dashboards allow benchmarking against other farms (Figure 5) and tracking of
progress over time at farm level (Figure 6).
Pig HealthCheck Database

Figure 5. Biosecurity dashboard displaying the score for the category of purchase of breeding pigs,
piglets and semen for one farm (red bar) in comparison with other farms (blue bars).

Figure 6. Biosecurity dashboard displaying the score for the external, internal and overall biosecurity
for one farm from 2019 to 2021 and comparing the farm’s overall score with the national overall
average score for biosecurity over the same years.
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A similar approach is followed by the Tail-biting dashboard, with benchmarking against other farms
(Figure 7) and tracking of progress over time (Figure 8).
Pig HealthCheck Database

Figure 7. Tail-biting dashboard displaying the number of risk categories present for one farm (red bar)
in comparison with other farms (blue bars).

Figure 8. Tail biting dashboard displaying the percentage of pens at risk for each of the categories of
risk factors for tail biting assessed on one farm over time (2020 to 2021).
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New dashboards are under construction to show the ante-mortem data and Salmonella serology data
and these will be available shortly.
It is vital that farmers have nominated an attending veterinary practitioner who will be responsible
for carrying out the biosecurity and tail biting risk assessments, among other responsibilities, for their
herds. If farmers need to nominated for the first time or update their nominated vet, they can do this
using the Pig Herd Update Form at: www.gov.ie/en/service/fc1b6-register-as-a-pig-herd-owner
(Option 4). It can be emailed to the dedicated email address, or alternatively posted to the address
provided.
This is the first time a central database is available to Irish pig farmers and we hope farmers will
benefit from it.
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Salmonella – what can
we do to control it?

A

legally defined National Salmonella Control Programme (NSCP) became
operational in Ireland in August 2002 with the aim of monitoring and controlling
the prevalence of Salmonella in slaughter pigs. Six samples per month from each
herd are collected and seroprevalence is estimated based on the results from the last 3
months using a weighting of 1:1:3, with the results from the most recent month having
the highest weighting. All herds with a weighted prevalence value >50% are categorized
as high risk and are required to put control measures in place. However, not much
progress has been achieved over the years and research studies show us that even farms
with low seroprevalence can still have Salmonella.
A review of the NSCP was done by the Pig HealthCheck Implementation Group. This took
place in 2020 and some changes to the NSCP were proposed. What has been proposed
is the annual collection of environmental samples from finishing pens on all farms that
are part of the NSCP. These samples will be tested to see if Salmonella is detected and
if so which strain(s) are present in the farm. This will help inform the farm action plan
for Salmonella. A new Salmonella TASAH activity is being developed to implement this
proposal.

Why is important to know the Salmonella strains
present on farm?
There are many different strains of Salmonella, which are known as serotypes. All
Salmonella serotypes (there are over 2,500 known serotypes) can potentially cause
disease in humans. However, currently only about 200 are associated with foodborne
infections in humans. The most common Salmonella serotypes causing foodborne disease
are Enteritidis, monophasic Typhimurium and Typhimurium. Within the EU, Salmonella
Enteritidis is mostly associated with consumption of eggs and poultry products but cases
of Salmonella Typhimurium (ST) and monophasic (mST) are mostly associated with the
consumption of pig meat.
ST and mST are the most problematic serotypes on pig farms where they are easily
transmitted between pigs, humans and other species. These serotypes of Salmonella are
particularly resilient; they can survive in dust for up to 4 years, for instance, which makes
control very difficult. Unfortunately, infection with ST or mST is common on pig farms in
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Ireland, with some herds also infected with other serotypes that represent a less serious
threat to human health.
Therefore, identifying the type of Salmonella(s) present on farm will indicate what types
of control measures should be applied and how long it may take until you see the benefits
of those measures.

What is the new Salmonella TASAH activity?
As mentioned previously, the new TASAH activity will focus in developing a farm-specific
control plan. Knowledge of, the Salmonella strains present on farm will assist farmers
and their advisors in developing this plan. Collection of samples from finisher pens will
be done by the PVPs when completing the biosecurity assessment. The finisher stage
will be the initial focus as finisher pigs are of particular risk for foodborne infections. If ST
and/or mST is identified in the samples submitted from a specific farm, further sampling
will occur in other production stages. The aim of this enhanced sampling is to identify
the other areas on the farm that are infected. All this information, coupled with a risk
assessment tool that the Technical Working Group is developing, will help the PVPs to
identify the areas on farm that require improvement. PVPs and the farmer will then
discuss which measures should be implemented at farm for controlling Salmonella and
based on that develop the farm-specific control plan. This activity will be funded through
TASAH.
We hope that in this way, over time progress can be achieved to control Salmonella at
farm level and that this will translate in lower seroprevalence levels nationally.

What are the Salmonella control measures that can be
implemented at farm level?
Several research studies have been done to determine risk factors for Salmonella,
most of them in other countries but some in Ireland. Some of the production systems
where these studies were done are not the same as in Ireland therefore it is difficult
to extrapolate results from those countries to the Irish situation. To be able to provide
Irish-specific information a case control study co-ordinated by AHI, Teagasc, DAFM and
UCD started in February 2021. The aim of the study was to compare farms with high
and low seroprevalence for Salmonella, based on the last 10 years of ELISA test results
from factory samples and to identify practices that may be associated with the control
of Salmonella. This study had the endorsement of a range of stakeholders in the pig
industry, including IFA, Bord Bia, Teagasc and DAFM. The study included taking samples
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to identify if Salmonella was present at farm and if so what Salmonella strain(s) was or
were present. In addition, a comprehensive questionnaire about management practices,
health status, feeding, vaccine usage and others was developed and applied.
The sample size for this study was 60 farms (30 low and 30 high seroprevalence farms).
Around 143 farms were invited to take part however, only 40 units have participated to
date. All these units have been sampled and the questionnaire has been completed. We
are now collating the data and analysing it. In early 2022 we will have some preliminary
conclusions and we will then disseminate the results to the stakeholders involved
including farmers. This will provide information as to what control measures have been
successful at farm level.
To raise awareness we held a webinar on 9th November in partnership with Teagasc
and IFA. The webinar was primarily targeted at farmers. Topics included the importance
of controlling Salmonella, the new Salmonella TASAH activity and a case study from a
German farmer who outlined his control policies on his farm. A second webinar is being
planned for the early 2022 which will focus on control options for Salmonella including
the results of the case control study. We will also look at several control options, such
as vaccination, improved biosecurity and use of organic acids. The key lesson learned
from other countries is that no single measure will control Salmonella. It will require a
combination of several measures and persistence in implementing those measures as it
takes time until a farmer will see the benefits.

Animal Health Ireland | Page 17

Animal Health Ireland, 2-5 The Archways, Carrick-on-Shannon, Co. Leitrim, N41 WN27
Phone 071 9671928 | Email ahi@animalhealthireland.ie | Website www.animalhealthireland.ie

