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INTRODUCTION


Outdoor pig breeding is a subject rarely covered in depth in available texts.


For many years now I have had the pleasure of taking in other people’s sows, mating them with one of my boars and returning them to their owners carrying a litter of piglets. However, when the expected dates of delivery loom closer, my telephone starts to ring, my inbox is unusually full, and the questions begin. I’m happy to help and always tell my customers to treat me as an ‘on call’ midwife for their pig, but by writing this book, I hope to give all prospective pig breeders the confidence to ‘go it alone’. The book has been written to answer all those questions, and the pictures have been included for constant comparison to the reader’s own pig, and reassurance that everything is as it should be.


Rest assured that pigs are intelligent, relaxed and sensible creatures, and can and will manage their own reproduction without much help from us – but if you are a small-scale, outdoor pig keeper, then I know it will be important to you to be sure to get everything right, not to cut corners, nor miss opportunities which may compromise the wellbeing of your stock.


Sadly the majority of pigs being bred today are bred in large indoor pig units. Their litters of piglets are produced in very unnatural conditions from conception to weaning, and are subject to an intensive production programme requiring profitable returns and leaving no room for a pig to indulge herself in her natural habits, pastimes and functions.


The sows themselves are short-lived, so everything is geared towards the highest return on the smallest investment. The blame does not lie with the farmers or producers, but with society itself and our demand for ‘so much, for so little’.


Take the time to acquaint yourself with pigs, as I have been lucky enough to do: watch their behaviour, hear their constant dialogue, oversee their matings, pregnancies and farrowings, and then allow yourself the luxury of spending time with your litters, getting to know their quirky individualism. When you have done so, I challenge you to walk into a supermarket and come out with a packet of the cheapest sausages, and walk away with a clear conscience. Personally, I don’t think it can be done.


If you should decide to breed your pigs, I wish you success, and if I can help any further, please contact me.




CHAPTER 1


FORWARD PLANNING


When I bred from my first Kunekune gilt, Sybil, I asked myself the question: ‘If she had ten piglets and I couldn’t sell any of them, would I be prepared to keep all ten?’ The answer was ‘yes’. Had the answer been ‘no’, then maybe I would never have started breeding pigs. As it was, I was prepared for the possibility that I would be stuck with the whole litter, and I actually only intended having one litter.


Sybil did indeed give birth to ten piglets; nine lived, and all were sold apart from the two we chose to keep. Since then we have never looked back, and after many litters, hundreds of wonderful piglets, many joys and a few tragedies, I will share with you what I have learned so far.


I begin on a cautionary note, as far too often I have seen enthusiastic people start with more than they can cope with, maybe at the wrong time of year, and with little experience under their belts. They bulldoze forwards without giving a lot of thought to what they will do with the piglets, and hoping to glean enough information from friends and neighbours along the way to equip them with the necessary knowledge. This is more a case of crossing the bridges when they manifest themselves, than being prepared for such an undertaking – and pig breeding is an undertaking. It will involve a financial commitment, a dedication, and a commitment of time and energy.


Anyone who goes into small-scale, outdoor pig breeding thinking they will make a living from breeding and selling piglets will be sorely disappointed. Even the most experienced and successful breeders of pigs don’t make a living from piglet sales: there is simply not the demand, the prices are not high enough, and the market is not wide enough to enable you to make sufficient income from the number of pigs that you will be able to produce on a small scale.


Begin your venture with this in mind.


What you will be able to do if you do it well and plan carefully is to produce enough piglets to cover all your costs and leave you with a little profit, produce your own sympathetically reared and healthy food, with possibly plenty of it to sell too, and enjoy the pleasures of pig keeping as it should be done.


If you are keen enough to become a breeder of renown, so much the better, but don’t put yourself and your pigs under such pressure that the enjoyment and the ethics take a back seat. In other words, ‘don’t give up the day job’!


WHY AND WHEN TO BREED PIGS


If you intend rearing your pigs for eating, then you should never have the problem of dealing with surplus stock, provided that you don’t produce tons of surplus meat. If you are not a meat producer you will need to consider just how many litters you can expect to sell, for what purpose you will sell them, and how you will assess and create a market for them. Time your litters so that you are not dealing with too many piglets for sale at the same time, or too much meat for your outlets.


I have also known many people who have bred from their pigs thinking that they will rear them for the pot, but when the time comes and the piglets are grown they have found it very hard to send them off to slaughter, and in some cases never did. If you intend sending your pigs for slaughter, a word of advice: do not handle or make friends of your piglets. You will remember (if you already have them) how quickly your adult pigs became ‘socialized’ when they were young, and very young piglets quickly become inquisitive, full of character and highly endearing: it is therefore best to keep a distance from them, and not let them become part of the family!


If you are planning to rear your piglets to sell on as ‘pet’ pigs or breeding stock, be realistic: pigs for breeding stock need to be good quality animals, and there is a percentage in all litters that will not come up to standard (see Appendix III). These piglets if of a small breed will make ‘pet pigs’ – but think how many piglets you are likely to sell, and what kind of homes you will be wanting for them: there is a healthy market for ‘pet pigs’, but every pig deserves grazing, space, an outdoor life and the correct diet to keep it fit and healthy. Pigs were never meant to be kept as house pets, and in my opinion should not be kept in this way.
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Every pig deserves grazing, space, an outdoor life and the correct diet to keep it fit and healthy.





What is the most likely time of year to sell them? Spring and summer are, of course, the seasons when most people look to take on livestock, although during the winter months there are fewer piglets available because summer is the optimum time for breeding. Most people like to breed in the spring, and this is the easiest time to sell, with the whole year ahead of you. It’s also the best time to start breeding if you are a novice, as the weather, ground conditions and daylight hours are all in your favour. However, you must think ahead: your piglets will be leaving home ten weeks after they are born (approximately), so if you want to be selling piglets in June, your gilt will need to be farrowing in April, so she will need to visit the boar around Christmas time.


If you are considering showing your animals, then January-born litters will be the better grown for their classes. Consider which, if any, of your sows you may like to show with a litter, and be aware that a sow will always look her best in the show ring if she is pregnant (although not too far on, of course). If you are experienced, it’s nice to farrow in the winter as you will then have piglets ready in the early spring when people begin to think of buying.


When starting out I would advise ‘staggering’ your first litters. Perhaps take one gilt to the boar, then when you collect her, drop off the next, and so on. This will enable you to use your farrowing house and then get it cleared and cleaned in time for your next litter; it will give you ample time to spend with your litter, and it will make sales of your piglets ‘flow’. It’s better to be a breeder who always has piglets to meet their enquiries than one who has a glut of piglets only once or twice a year. And don’t breed so many piglets that you will be prepared to sell them to anyone who comes along, purely so that you are not stuck with them yourself.


When you feel you have come up with answers to all the above questions, prepare yourself well to begin.


WHAT YOU WILL NEED


The financial outlay need not be large: you can start as small as you like and ‘grow’ as you feel able and when the necessity arises. However, you will need all the basics in place before you commit to buying your stock. The planning of your farrowing house will be covered in a later chapter, but before you even begin, land and buildings are a must. You will need at least an acre of ground to keep and breed pigs on a permanent basis, whatever breed you choose, and outbuildings too. Your pigs may live in an arc or field shelter, but you will need storage space that is dry and clean for your feed, hay, straw and equipment.


Feed and Bedding


Buying feed in bulk bags is a cheaper option, but only advisable if you will be able to use it quickly enough; the vitamins and minerals added to pig food will ‘go off’ after approximately a month, so be sure that you can use the feed in that time, otherwise buy in smaller quantities. Another economical alternative to buying feed is to buy in ‘straights’ and mix your own feeds. These can include peas, barley, maize or beans.


Bedding and hay can be stored indefinitely in a dry place, as can other feeds such as stock potatoes or fodder beet.


Pigs love barley straw and will root around in it in winter when there is no grass on the ground. They will eat a fair amount of what you put into their arcs as bedding, but it will keep them occupied and is good for them so be sure to allow them this luxury.


Hay or straw is suitable bedding for pigs, but it must be of a reasonable quality – mouldy, dusty bedding is not good for any animal.


Fencing and Gates


Be sure your fencing is secure and up to the job of keeping pigs in. Some breeds are easier to contain than others, but the very minimum fencing requirement will be good stock fencing, well strained and erected on good strong fence posts. All pigs need their fencing to be close to the ground (so a snout will not fit underneath it!), and a good measure is to put a line of barbed wire along the bottom to prevent the pigs from lifting it with their snouts. In most stock netting the holes are wider at the top than the bottom, so be sure to hang it the correct way up or you may find your piglets wriggling through it!


In winter time when the ground is soft and the pigs are really digging, it is also advisable to run electric fencing round the inside of your fence to stop the pigs from digging too close to it and undermining the fence posts.


Another good precautionary measure with pig fencing is to run a line of barbed wire around the inside, about 60cm (2ft) up from the ground, to prevent the pigs from using your fence posts as scratching posts.
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Good, taut fencing, showing an ‘anti-scratching’ line of barbed wire.
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Two strands of electric tape on a twelve-volt battery. I always use tape as opposed to wire as the pigs can see it more easily.





Alternatively, electric fencing can be used on its own. This is a good way of rotating pigs on your ground, and is tidy and efficient if constructed correctly. For Kunekunes a couple of strands of tape (the type used for keeping horses in) on plastic fence posts is usually sufficient, but for the larger breeds stout fence posts with insulators and at least two, and preferably three strands of fence tape will be necessary. I always use tape as opposed to wire as the pigs can see it more easily. If you choose to use wire, tie some tapes or ribbons at intervals along it until the pigs are clear as to where the boundary fence is.


Set your lower electric fencing line at about the level of the top of the pigs’ front legs. They will usually approach it snout first, and once touched, will keep well away from it.


Some pigs will challenge electric fencing to start with, but persevere – if you return them to the pen they will eventually learn to respect it. Piglets are the exception, and they will run under the fence, squeal, and repeat the performance again and again!
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Gate hinge with a pin through the top so the gate cannot be lifted off its hinges.





Ensure your gates are well mounted: on ‘L’-shaped gate hinges the pigs may well lift them off with their snouts, and a good tip is to mount the gate with the top ‘L’ hinge reversed so that it is pointing downwards. This will ensure that the gate cannot be lifted off its hinges. Alternatively, fix a securing pin through the top of one or both hinges.


Metal gates are preferable as they will not rot and cannot be chewed by amorous sows or frustrated boars! If you have larger equipment to move in and out of your paddocks, such as tractors for pulling harrows or for cleaning out housing, you will need standardsized ‘farm’ gates; otherwise pedestrian-sized gates will suffice.
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Gate mounted on a ‘lowther’ hinge so it cannot be lifted off its hinges.





GROUND AND HOUSING


Although pigs are ‘grazing’ animals, they are quite happy on what you may consider poor quality grazing and will ‘browse’ and eat a fair amount of what we would class as ‘rubbish’ – nettles, thistles, and sometimes even docks.


Woodland is an ideal environment for any pig where they can enjoy foraging for all kinds of food. Pigs also love orchards where they can eat the windfalls and live in the shade of the fruit trees in summer. Unlike other livestock, pigs will not do extensive damage to trees. They may rub and scratch, so small trees should be protected with tree guards, but as a rule they will not chew or strip bark from trees. Fence your trees with the same precautionary measures as you use for your boundary fencing.


The traditional breeds of pig are hardy creatures and will live out all year round, but all pigs are very fond of their home comforts and need a warm, dry arc, shed or barn to sleep in and to shelter from rain in winter and hot sun in summer. There are many different kinds of housing that can be adapted for pigs, although a lot depends on their size and breed: I have heard of people using traditional dog kennels, calf kennels, children’s playhouses and stables, to name but a few. However, there are a few guidelines that you will need to bear in mind when choosing or building housing for your pigs:


[image: image]Pigs don’t like draughts; they like to be cosy in winter


[image: image]Galvanized arcs are best sited in the shade to avoid overheating in summer


[image: image]Adequate ventilation is of the utmost importance to avoid condensation building up inside the housing if there is limited space


[image: image]Make sure you buy housing that you can get into yourself – this can be essential for cleaning, attending to a farrowing, or attending a sick pig needing treatment


[image: image]Housing that can be moved fairly easily is more convenient


[image: image]Sturdy housing is essential. When you buy your piglets they will be small and easily accommodated, but after a few months you will have a somewhat larger animal who will enjoy a good rub or a scratch first thing in the morning – so be sure your housing is up to it!
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Traditional-style pig arc with skids for ease of movement, a removable floor for ease of cleaning, and a nice small doorway.
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A recycled plastic arc featuring two air vents.
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Traditional galvanized arc featuring an offset doorway. Heavy duty, built on an iron frame.





Pigs are essentially clean animals and will not mess in their beds as long as they have the freedom to go somewhere else, so cleaning a pig house should not be a daily chore; however, bedding will become stale, dusty and compacted, so you will want to refresh it every so often – another reason to make sure that you can get into and out of your pig house with ease. Half an hour bent double in a pig arc full of dust is not fun!


Insulated pig arcs are available and although not absolutely necessary for hardy outdoor pigs, they offer extra comfort in winter and in summer. If you intend farrowing your pigs in an arc, farrowing rails are also an essential item. The rail, which will be positioned fairly close to the base of the arc around the inside, will create a safety ‘channel’ where the piglets can take refuge if the sow lies down and they are trapped between her and the sides of the arc. Some arcs, like the ‘Pigloo’ photographed, are constructed with a built-in channel for this purpose, in which case a farrowing rail will not be necessary.
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Cross-section of an arc to show the positioning and structure of a farrowing rail inside. (Courtesy Bidgiemire Pig Arcs)
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This ‘pigloo’ has a built-in channel for the piglets to escape into when the sow lies down. A detachable crèche on the front provides extra safety for the young litter.





If farrowing in an arc, consider attaching a ‘crèche’ to the door. This will enable the sow to step over and enjoy her freedom at grass whilst keeping the little ones safe, close to the arc. This will be invaluable when the piglets are tiny, as it will give them the freedom to come outside and enjoy the sunshine and rub their little snouts into the dirt, whilst keeping them safe from predators such as buzzards, and from wandering too far away and possibly coming to harm. A crèche can be purchased to fit some housing, but otherwise can be easily constructed from wooden planks or rails.


Floors in pig arcs are optional. If your ground is relatively dry – for example in wood land – and if the arc is well stocked with clean hay or straw, it will be nice and cosy. An arc with no floor can be easily moved to replace bedding and can be upturned occasionally to air and refresh the inside. However, an arc with a floor will be drier and a lot more economical on bedding, wherever it is sited.


TIME MANAGEMENT AND COMMITMENT


If you are lucky enough to own or rent land adjacent to where you are living, the task of looking after your pigs will be a whole lot easier. If your pigs are part of your full-time occupation then the day-to-day commitment of their feeding and general care will be incorporated into your everyday life. If, however, your pigs are a hobby or ‘sideline’ in addition to your regular working life, then finding the time, particularly in winter when the days are shorter and the weather is against you, will occasionally be difficult. I know many very dedicated pig keepers who get up long before dawn in the winter months to tend their animals before setting off for work, and are outside tending them again at night, in the dark and the cold, when most people would be sitting in front of a warm fire watching television.


Keeping livestock of any kind is a seven-day-a-week job, and sometimes it can be a night-time job too: pigs will farrow or feel poorly more often than not in the middle of the night or on a bank holiday weekend! So be absolutely sure that you are committed to the demands of a ‘farming’ lifestyle. Bear in mind also that when you do manage to arrange that well-earned holiday, you will need someone reliable and capable to take care of your pigs while you are away


And finally, if you are going into meat production, think ahead: it won’t be long before you are planning the first trip to the abattoir, so find a suitable one in your locality, and make sure you have the correct transport, paperwork and ear tagging ready in advance.


LEGAL REQUIREMENTS


Before you can start to breed your pigs you will have to register with Defra for a herd mark number. This is in addition to the County Parish Holding number that you will already have obtained in order to move pigs on to your property. Every time a pig is moved on or off your premises the official movement document for pigs – the AML2 – must be filled in and copies kept for your records.


It is also a legal requirement to record all medicines given to your animals. Medicine record books are available, although a notebook with dates, drugs and quantities given, and the identity of the animal, will suffice.


You are liable to spot checks from your local Animal Health and Trading Standards office at any time. They will probably want to see all your movement records as well as your medicine record book, and will look at your pigs, possibly checking ear tag numbers.


Ear Tags


Piglets under twelve months of age that are moving off your premises will not legally require ear tagging but can be moved on a temporary mark, such as a coloured stock marker spray. However, any pigs moving to a show ground must be ear tagged regardless of age – even the youngest of piglets must be ear tagged for this purpose.


All pigs over twelve months must be permanently marked by ear tag, tattoo or slap mark to move from one holding to another. Any pigs moving to slaughter must be ear tagged with metal ear tags, not plastic ones. Alternatively, slap markers or tattoos can be used.


Note that for some of the pedigree breeds it is compulsory to ear notch piglets that are to be kept as registered breeding stock, and certain breeds do also demand tattoos. All pigs that are pedigree registered must have an ear tag, a tattoo or an ear notch to identify them as a member of their particular herd book. If a pig is not identifiable then it is probably not pedigree, and you should bear this in mind when looking for pedigree breeding stock.
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Left: Button ear tag. Right: Metal ‘kurl lock’ ear tag.





Transport


In order to transport your pigs you will need a suitable trailer. It need not be an expensive livestock trailer but it will need to be of sturdy construction with a roof, ventilation, sound floor and sides, and a ramp and holding gates. This must be a trailer which can be disinfected between journeys as it is a legal requirement to thoroughly clean and disinfect it before and after every journey. It is not legal to transport pigs in the back of a car as this cannot be disinfected. If travelling piglets in a car they must be in a container that can be disinfected.


THINK AHEAD


Should you decide to start breeding your pigs, think ahead, plan carefully, and start small, is the best advice I can offer. If after a couple of years you feel that things are working out really well and you are finding pig breeding enjoyable and worthwhile, it will be easy to expand your breeding stock and let your venture grow.


Get to know your pigs well so that you know what to expect from them – those that have had a problem may well have the same problems next time around. Being well organized and well prepared may prevent the problems from reoccurring. Keep careful records – breeding record books are cheap and will remind you of all the important things you need to record.


After reading this book I hope you will be able to plan your timetable, land, farrowing quarters, show seasons and potential litters, and keep careful records of your sows’ seasons, matings, farrowings and any complications that may arise.




CHAPTER 2


CHOOSING YOUR BREEDING STOCK


Choosing a breed of pig can be difficult – they are all so nice! However, your choice can be narrowed down by finding a breed that is well suited to your purpose, environment, experience (as some breeds are easier to handle than others) and, of course, your preference.


There are many breeds of pig and we all have our personal favourites, be it the traditional Gloucester Old Spot with her wonderful bustling shape and huge ears and docile nature, or the mischievous Tamworth with her prick ears, inquisitive eye and constant search for entertainment! (See Appendix III ‘Breeds of Pig’ for detailed information of each breed.) With such a wide and varied choice it is important to research the breeds carefully and find out which will suit you the best. There are pigs that will clear land more efficiently than others, some that are hardier than others, and others that are more inclined to graze. Temperaments vary, as do mothering skills and adaptability.


A good plan is to go to some agricultural shows and meet the different breeds personally – the pig lines at an agricultural show are one of the most popular areas of the entire show. They are only closed to the public during the showing classes when the pigs are being guided in and out of the building: at all other times you are invited to walk through and admire the breeds. Most breed societies will have a small stand in the building to display information and pictures about their breed. You may find leaflets to give you more information, and of course there will always be breeders on hand to answer your questions.


Once you have settled on a breed, choose a breeder with a good reputation who will freely offer follow-up help and advice. This will be invaluable in the long run.


Choose your breeding stock with care – we will look into selecting your boar later on, but pick your gilts carefully: don’t be attracted to the tiny runt of the litter if you are hoping to go into breeding – rather, go for well-made, well-grown, healthy, bright piglets. Look at the important traits that you would want your gilt to pass on to her offspring: good feet, a well-aligned jaw, good eyesight and hearing, and, most importantly, a good breeding ‘underline’.


It is best to breed only from gilts that have at least twelve evenly spaced teats, and some breed societies will demand that gilts have fourteen teats in order to be pedigree registered for breeding (see Appendix III). Some breeds have large litters and each piglet will need its own teat to feed from; furthermore not all teats on every sow will function, so it is useful to have a few ‘spares’ to fall back on!
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A typical breed society show stand in the pig lines covering information on the breed.
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The two left-hand teats are ‘blind’ and have a flat appearance compared with the good teat on the right.
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This boar has good, upright feet; there is no overgrowth of the foot, and he stands well up on his pasterns.





The little Kunekune pig generally has smaller litters, and the breed standard does state ‘at least ten’ evenly spaced teats. But there are exceptions to every rule, and I have heard of Kunes giving birth to as many as seventeen piglets in a litter. Teats are important when choosing a boar, too, because he will pass this gene on to his gilt piglets.
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