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PIG HEALTHCHECK
PROGRAMME UPDATE

BIOSECURITY

ANIMAL WELFARE

VETERINARY PUBLIC HEALTH

ANIMAL HEALTH

ANTIMICROBIAL USAGE (AMU) 

Conducting biosecurity assessments on farm, delivered by trained 
private veterinary practitioners (PVPs) and funded through the 

Targeted Advisory Service on Animal Health (TASAH).

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.

Enhancing the control of Salmonella. This includes a new Salmonella 
TASAH activity (read about it here). Additionally, the salmonella 

serology score is being displayed by the PHC database.

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 only the AM data is being captured 

and displayed. DAFM is developing the system for PM data.

Analysing AMU, using the database created by DAFM for recording 
AMU by pig farmers, and linking this data with health/disease data 
to demonstrate inter-relationships (e.g. low AMU associated with 

high health status).

This year is the fifth year of the Pig HealthCheck (PHC) programme. The PHC programme is an 
AHI-led programme, which started in 2019, co-funded by pig farmers and DAFM, with the 

aim of improving the economic, environmental and social 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 
bench-marking tools to allow farmers to monitor their status for a range of measures and to 
compare their performance with the national profile.

THE PROGRAMME CURRENTLY ADDRESSES 5 KEY ACTIVITIES

https://animalhealthireland.ie/assets/uploads/2023/11/Salmonella-Fact-Sheet_Brochure_Print_In_House.pdf?dl=1
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FREE TASAH CONSULTS FOR PIG HERDOWNERS

The activities of the programme have concentrated on promoting the biosecurity, animal 
welfare, and Salmonella TASAHs.

The veterinary assessments for biosecurity, animal welfare and Salmonella are provided free of 
charge for farmers and are funded through TASAH by the Rural Development Programme and 
DAFM, with payment made directly to the PVP following completion of the assessment/review. 
If you have not yet availed of these services, contact your attending veterinary practitioner.

Since September 2021, the biosecurity and animal welfare risk assessments are required 
annually as part of the Bord Bia Quality Assurance Standard. These assessments should 
only be done by the nominated attending veterinary practitioner. Each farm, when 
applying to get their herd number, has nominated an attending veterinary practitioner. 
These nominations (i.e. made to DAFM) are being used by the PHC database to identify 
who the attending veterinary practitioner is for each farm. Farmers who wish to update 
their nomination 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 at this link, or alternatively post it to the address 
provided.

To find out more information about the services click here

PIG HEALTHCHECK
PROGRAMME UPDATE

https://animalhealthireland.ie/programmes/pig-healthcheck/
https://animalhealthireland.ie/programmes/pig-healthcheck/pig-healthcheck-biosecurity-review-tasah/
https://animalhealthireland.ie/programmes/pig-healthcheck/pig-healthcheck-tail-biting-risk-factor-assessment-tasah/


WWW.ANIMALHEALTHIRELAND.IE • PAGE 4

SPRING NEWSLETTER

2024
PIG HEALTHCHECK PROGRAMME

PROGRESS FROM TASAH CONSULTS

The biosecurity TASAH activity started in 2018. Up to the end of March 2024, 394 units have 
been reviewed at least once in terms of their biosecurity. Figure 1 shows the scores over the 
years and the number of units assessed over time.
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Figure 1. Graph showing the average score for the farms assessed 
from 2018 to 2024 (up to the end of March 2024) for the 

components of external (dark green), internal (orange) and overall 
(blue) biosecurity. Numbers in the top of the bars corresponds to 
the average biosecurity score, while the numbers within the bars 

are the numbers of units assessed per year.
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The graph shows a steady improvement each year in average external, internal and overall 
biosecurity scores on participating farms, highlighting the work done by farms and their PVPs in 
controlling and preventing disease on farm and the value of completing a yearly TASAH consult.

PIG HEALTHCHECK
PROGRAMME UPDATE
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PIG HEALTHCHECK
PROGRAMME UPDATE

The animal welfare TASAH started at the end of 2019. Up to the end of March 2024, 395 units 
have been reviewed at least once in terms of their animal welfare. Figure 2 shows the percentage 
of farms showing risks for tail biting in each category.

As outlined in the graph, the greatest risk for tail biting across farms came from the environmental 
enrichment category, this is due to not providing optimal enrichment materials such as straw, hay 
or silage. As most of the Irish farms are fully slatted these optimal materials cannot be provided 
in the form of bedding. Alternative ‘suboptimal’ materials (e.g., wood, ropes, compressed 
straw), could be provided ideally with an optimal material provided in a rack. This might not be 
feasible for all farms.

FUTURE WORK

The PHC Technical Working Group (TWG) is developing a code of practice for the control of 
parasites in pigs. This code should be available in the second half of 2024.

Figure 2. Percentage of farms showing risks (dark green) for tail biting in 
each category. These results are based on the pen results, i.e. if in at least 
one pen of the herd risk factors have been identified it is considered that 
risks have been identified in that herd. This was done for each measure.
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THE PIG HEALTHCHECK 
DATABASE AND DASHBOARDS

Central to the Pig HealthCheck (PHC) Programme is its database which allows all data captured 
from programme activities (such as the TASAH consults) to be uploaded and displayed to 

the farmer and their nominated attending veterinary practitioner. For each component of the 
database, dashboards have been created which display farm data and benchmark them against 
the performances of other anonymised herds and national averages. The PHC database has 
been developed for Animal Health Ireland by the Irish Cattle Breeding Federation (ICBF).

You can access the database by following the link: https://www.pighealthcheck.ie. On the 
AHI website  farmers can find guides and videos that will help them to navigate the current 
dashboards. In case you need assistance accessing the database please get in touch with AHI by 
email (pigs@animalhealthireland.ie) or phone (+353 (0) 71 9671928).

Figure 3. 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)

BIOSECURITY ASSESSMENT SCREEN

Currently when farmers log on to the database, 
they can access the following screens, (Figures 3-8) 

https://animalhealthireland.ie/programmes/pig-healthcheck/pig-healthcheck-database/
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Figure 4. Tail biting dashboard displaying the percentage of pens at risk for each of the 
categories of risk factors assessed on one farm over time (2020 to 2021).

Figure 5. 'Batch Reports' tab. This screen shows the farm Ante-Mortem results from factories 
for all batches slaughtered since November 2020. Each row represents one batch. DOA = Pigs 

dead on arrival, PDIL = Pigs that died in lairage, Eut = Pigs euthanised for welfare reasons, 
Docked = % of tail-docked pigs in the batch, Batch Findings = Ante-Mortem findings, Number of 

conditions = pigs showing  Ante-Mortem lesion(s), NFHC = not fit for human consumption.

ANIMAL WELFARE ASSESSMENT SCREEN

ANTE-MORTEM (AM) FACTORY DATA SCREEN

THE PIG HEALTHCHECK 
DATABASE AND DASHBOARDS
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SALMONELLA SEROLOGY DATA 

Figure 6.  'Over Time' tab. This screen shows the farm Salmonella score for the last three years. 
Currently it shows the Salmonella score since November 2020.  The farm results will appear 
in black, while the national average and the national median will appear in blue and purple 

respectively. The background colours in the graph indicate ranges of scores of: 10% and below 
(green), over 10% to 50% (yellow), over 50% to 70% (orange) or over 70% (red).

THE PIG HEALTHCHECK 
DATABASE AND DASHBOARDS
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SALMONELLA TASAH ACTIVITY SCREEN 

Figure 7.  Farm 'Control Plan' screen, which displays the short- and medium-term measures 
recommended to control Salmonella.

THE PIG HEALTHCHECK 
DATABASE AND DASHBOARDS
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ANTIMICROBIAL USAGE (AMU) DATA SCREEN

Figure 8.  Graph showing the AMU of the last reported quarter compared with other farms 
that have shared their data with the Pig HealthCheck Programme. The farm AMU results will 

be highlighted in red with the other farm results highlighted in blue. Usage is compared based 
on mg/Kg. Bars are ordered from high usage (left) to low usage (right). The green horizontal 
line represents the group average for that quarter (calculated based on the number of farms 

reporting that quarter). This data includes farms that have shared their information with the Pig 
HealthCheck programme. Therefore, this is NOT a national average.

THE PIG HEALTHCHECK 
DATABASE AND DASHBOARDS

(IF PERMISSION HAS BEEN GIVEN TO SHARE DATA WITH THE PHC PROGRAMME) 
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WE NEED YOUR FEEDBACK!

The database and dashboards have been in place since the end of 2021 and several components 
have been added. We now think that is time to assess how people are using the dashboards 
and why some of the farmers are not engaging with them. Help us to improve the dashboards 
by taking this survey:

TO NOTE: It is vital that farmers have nominated an attending veterinary practitioner 
who will be responsible for carrying out the TASAH biosecurity assessment, TASAH animal 
welfare assessments, and Salmonella TASAH assessment, among other responsibilities, for 
their herds. The nominated attending veterinary practitioner for a farm is the only person 
that can input data related to that farm into the database. If farmers need to nominate a 
veterinary practitioner for the first time or to update their nominated veterinary, they can do 
this using the Pig Herd Update Form  at: https://www.gov.ie/en/service/fc1b6-register-as-
a-pig-herd-owner (Option 4). This can be emailed to the dedicated email address provided, 
or alternatively posted to the address provided on the form.

The survey responses will be treated and kept confidentially and anonymously at Animal Health 
Ireland. The information collected will not identify any of the respondents.

We will use the feedback from the survey to improve the dashboards to make them more useful 
for you (the user!). 

FUTURE PLANS

Later this year it is expected that post-mortem data will start to be electronically collected at 
some factories in Ireland (and then rolled-out to all pig factories). We will then be developing 
dashboards to show this data to the farmers.

SURVEY 
ABOUT THE PHC 
DASHBOARD

SCAN QR CODE 
OR CLICK IMAGE 

THE PIG HEALTHCHECK 
DATABASE AND DASHBOARDS

https://www.surveymonkey.com/r/3BH2JXS%20
https://www.gov.ie/en/service/fc1b6-register-as-a-pig-herd-owner
https://www.gov.ie/en/service/fc1b6-register-as-a-pig-herd-owner
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PHC PROGRAMME 
RESEARCH INVOLVEMENT

The PHC programme is involved in several research projects at national and international level. This research is 
aligned with the programme key areas, and we aim to incorporate the research findings into our programme.

One such international project is the EU-funded DECIDE project. The main goal of DECIDE 
is to develop and evaluate tools that support stakeholders working in animal health and 
welfare management to make improved, information-based decisions on controlling animal 
diseases. DECIDE focuses on respiratory and gastro-intestinal syndromes in the three most 
important terrestrial livestock species (swine, poultry, and cattle) and on growth reduction 
and mortality in salmonids (salmon and trout). The consortium has 19 partners from 12 
countries.

The key ‘ingredients’ for such decision-support tools are the following: 

1.	 A clear view of the stakeholder needs, barriers and drivers. 

2.	 Availability of and access to relevant data. 

3.	 Early warning systems that can detect signals of potential disease emergence or 
spread.

4.	 A set of potential control measures, along with associated costs.

5.	 An understanding of the disease burden in terms of economic and welfare impact.

AHI is a partner in the DECIDE project and has conducted focus groups and surveys to 
identify the needs of farmers and vets in this area.  As part of our work in DECIDE we are 
now assessing the usability and usefulness of the Pig HealthCheck dashboards. Click here 
to find out and access the surveys.

https://decideproject.eu/
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Another EU-funded project is related to biosecurity. The implementation of biosecurity 
measures needs improvement globally, with big differences between farming systems and 
countries. 

To try to fill these gaps the 'Enhanced and cost-effective biosecurity in livestock production' 
(Biosecure) project started in 2023. It involves 17 partners from 12 European countries and 
will run from 2023 to 2026. In Ireland the organisations involved are Teagasc and AHI.

The goal of the project is to improve the ability of decision-makers in livestock farming 
to understand, prioritise and implement evidence-based, cost effective, and sustainable 
biosecurity management systems in different livestock production chains. You can read 
more about it here. 

One of the recent results of this project is the mapping of biosecurity application databases. 
If you are interested, you can have a look at these here. The project also has produced 
several podcasts that can be accessed here. We would highlight the podcast about 'The role 
of biosecurity in the control of African Swine Fever' and 'Exploring technical tools to ensure 
biosecurity' as they are of particular interest to the pig industry.

As part of this project, AHI is hosting a veterinary student (Barbara Terezo) from Portugal 
who is looking at the associations between biosecurity and animal welfare at farm level, 
using the data collected by the TASAHs activities on pig farms in Ireland. Her work should 
be finished at the end of May 2024 and in the next newsletter we will update you on this 
student’s project findings. 

Related to biosecurity, AHI and Teagasc, jointly with University of Barcelona, University of 
Ghent and University of Liverpool are looking at the cost-benefits of biosecurity measures in 
the pig and poultry sectors in Ireland. Our PhD student Lianjie Wei has started his work this 
March and he will aim to quantify the benefits of biosecurity in these two sectors in Ireland 
and contribute to decision-making at farm level. 

PHC PROGRAMME 
RESEARCH INVOLVEMENT

https://biosecure.eu/

https://biosecure.eu/
https://biosecure.eu/compliance-database/
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In the area of welfare, we are collaborating with Teagasc (leading the project) and Queens 
University Belfast on 'The PigTail' project by DAFM, read about it here. The purpose of this 
project is to understand pig farmers’ perspectives regarding the routine tail docking of piglets. 
Teagasc will use this information to outline a roadmap for Ireland for the future regarding 
routine tail docking and pig welfare legislation that is informed by farmers’ and vets’ 
perspectives. Pig farmers are invited to take part in a 40-60 minute one-on-one interview 
with a researcher (Molly Harrison). If you are willing to take part on this study, contact Molly 
at Molly.Harrison@teagasc.ie.

AMU-FARM PROJECT

PHC PROGRAMME 
RESEARCH INVOLVEMENT

keelin.odriscoll@teagasc.ie

aine.regan@teagasc.ie

AHI are also collaborating with Teagasc, UCD and Queens University on the AMU-farm 
project: a multi-actor, user-centered approach to measuring and where necessary changing 
behaviour relating to antimicrobial use. A new training programme on communication 
and supporting sustainable behavioural change (adapted from training for healthcare 
professionals) for veterinary practitioners and Teagasc advisors has been developed and 
delivered by AHI’s health psychologist Alison Burrell and is currently being evaluated by PhD 
student Laura Gribben. You can read more about this project here.

https://www.teagasc.ie/animals/pigs/research/research-projects/pigtail/
https://www.irishtimes.com/sponsored/innovation-partner-profiles/teagasc-project-aims-to-reduce-antibiotic-use-in-agriculture-1.4612450
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IMPLEMENTATION OF SALMONELLA 
CONTROLS ON PIG FARMS

A NEW PROJECT TOWARDS A NEW APPROACH 

Pig products are the most common source 
of salmonella food poisoning for people 

who get salmonella when in Ireland (as 
opposed to while abroad).  Unfortunately, 
infections from pork products are often 
caused by strains of Salmonella Typhimurium 
resistant to multiple antibiotics. This means 
that doctors treating people such as children 
or the elderly who get seriously ill from 
salmonella have very little choice as to what 
antibiotic they can use for treatment.  The 
salmonella control programme in pigs that 
has been in place in the Republic of Ireland for 
20 years has made no significant impact on 
salmonella levels on Irish farms and there is 
currently no programme in place in Northern 
Ireland.  The substantial cross-border trade in 
pigs means that this is an all-island issue.

Many factors influence the occurrence of 
salmonella in pigs which makes control 
difficult.  Infection can often remain hidden in 
the pigs themselves with clinical disease only 
seen occasionally in weaned pigs.  However, 
many pigs may shed salmonella in their 
dung and the bacteria can then contaminate 
carcasses at slaughter, which may ultimately 
lead to food poisoning in people. There is a 
significant reputational risk if there was ever 
a case of Salmonella in people caused by 
Irish pork, as modern diagnostic techniques 
enable identification of sources of food 
disease outbreaks.

Previous research projects in Ireland and 
elsewhere have examined different on-
farm control measures for salmonella in 
pigs.  Methods such as use of organic acids, 

better cleaning and disinfection, vaccination 
and other measures are known to help 
in reducing salmonella to some extent.  
However, these measures can be expensive, 
need to be applied consistently and no single 
measure can fully control salmonella levels 
on farms.  Each farm is unique and thus the 
balance of different factors that can lead to 
high levels of salmonella differs between 
farms.  Farmers know their own farms best 
and need to be consulted in development of 
farm-specific control plans. Previous research 
has been very useful in identifying individual 
control measures that can impact salmonella 
levels on farms but has not examined specific 
combinations of measures for different farms.  

A NEW PROJECT TOWARDS A 
NEW APPROACH

This new research project plans to take a 
different approach to salmonella control, 
with emphasis on collaboration with farmers 
in developing tailor-made interventions 
for each farm recruited.  The project is an 
all-island one and farm interventions will 
combine multiple control measures as 
research shows that implementation of 
single measures is not successful.  Another 
aspect not sufficiently explored in previous 
research is the cost-benefit of implementing 
salmonella controls on other infections that 
cause disease in pigs such as ileitis and swine 
dysentery. We will include investigation 
of these conditions in this project and 
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generate comprehensive data on the effect 
of salmonella controls on other diseases and 
production parameters, in addition to effects 
on salmonella levels. So, in a nutshell, we aim 
to develop individualised control plans for 
each farm, and then explore the costs versus 
the benefits in controlling salmonella and 
other diseases by implementing these plans.

Stakeholders in the industry, including the 
farmers themselves, pig processors and 
industry regulators need to understand 
why attempts to control salmonella  at farm 
level have not been successful in Ireland 
to-date. Therefore, this project will start by 
really engaging with farmers to explore their 
experience and ideas about salmonella using 
individual interviews and focus groups.  We 
will then co-create farm-specific control 
interventions with the farmers themselves 
having the major input. Assistance in risk 
assessing the farms and developing plans 
will also involve other stakeholders such as 
specialist pig veterinarians and farm advisors.

Plans for the project include recruitment of 
30 farms, half of which are positive for high 
levels of salmonella and/or have evidence of 
Salmonella Typhimurium on the farm.  We will 
be looking for farmers willing to participate in 
the project preferably for 2 years or at least 
3 production cycles.  Extensive monitoring 
on the farms for salmonella and other 

diseases will be conducted over the two 
year period, at no cost to the farmer.  Farm-
specific controls will be developed with the 
farmers and implemented on half of the 
farms.  Money has been built into the project 
which will allow us to assist with some of 
the costs of control measures adopted, 
such as vaccination costs.  Farmer input on 
their experiences of implementing controls 
will be sought regularly throughout the 
project and this information will be highly 
valuable in helping to determine the most 
effective control measures, including cost 
effectiveness.  Such information is essential to 
help guide the future of on-farm salmonella 
controls throughout the Irish pig industry.

Many of the researchers involved in this 
project are well known to the farming industry 
in both NI and ROI, and include researchers 
in Teagasc, AHI, UCD, AFBI and specialist 
pig practitioners.  Expertise in many fields 
is brought together including salmonella 
research, pig epidemiology and nutrition, pig 
veterinary practice, advanced microbiology 
and behavioural science.   It is hoped that 
real progress in salmonella control on pig 
farms can be delivered with this combination 
of expertise and most importantly, through 
collaboration with the farmers themselves 
who can provide the knowledge and 
experience of their own farms.

If you are interested in knowing more about this project, please contact: 

Carla Gomes (cgomes@animalhealthireland.ie) or 
Edgar Garcia Manzanilla (edgar.garciamanzanilla@teagasc.ie)

IMPLEMENTATION OF SALMONELLA 
CONTROLS ON PIG FARMS
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KEY POINTS

Salmonella food poisoning from Irish pork is a key food safety issue for Ireland.

There has been no substantial progress in salmonella control on Irish pig farms in the last 20 
years as salmonella is a complex and multifactorial problem.

General control measures for farms are known but do not work on all farms.

This project plans to take a new approach in engaging farmers themselves as the primary 
persons identifying issues specific to their own farms and developing tailor-made interventions:

•	 We will be looking for farmers to participate and engage with the project for 2 years.

•	 Funding is available for testing for salmonella and other diseases that may be contributing 
to salmonella problems and to assist with some of the control costs.

IMPLEMENTATION OF SALMONELLA 
CONTROLS ON PIG FARMS

SALMONELLA TASAH

The Salmonella TASAH is available for free to all 
commercial pig farmers. It allows testing of your 
farm for salmonella and development of a farm-
specific Salmonella Control Plan with the help 
of your nominated attending vet. To know more 
about this activity read here.

https://animalhealthireland.ie/assets/uploads/2023/11/Salmonella-Fact-Sheet_Brochure_Print_In_House.pdf?dl=1
https://animalhealthireland.ie/assets/uploads/2023/11/Salmonella-Fact-Sheet_Brochure_Print_In_House.pdf?dl=1
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