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The Hog-Handling Update is a monthly informational email from Elanco Animal
Health focused on pig handling and transportation. The author, Dr. Matt Ritter, is a
swine technical consultant with Elanco. With hands-on experience loading more
than 50,000 pigs and a Ph.D. in pre-slaughter stress, Dr. Ritter combines
academic and practical approaches to advancing the industry's knowledge.
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Dear Hog-Handling Update subscriber:

In this issue of Hog-Handling Update, the national statistics on dead pigs at USDA-inspected packing plants
are summarized by calendar year. A special thank you goes to Mark Klassen and Savonne Caughey of
Elanco Animal Health for collecting this data from FSIS.

Best regards,
Dr. Matt Ritter

Swine Technical Consultant
Elanco Animal Health

A 20-year history on dead pigs at the packing plant

Introduction

The percentage of dead pigs at U.S. Department of Agriculture (USDA) inspected plants is reported to the
Food Safety Inspection Service (FSIS) as "swine condemned ante-mortem for deads". These national
statistics are available to the public via the Freedom of Information Act and take into account all dead pigs
at the packing plant (i.e., dead on arrival, euthanized, dead in pen, and yard deads). The annual data for
U.S. market hogs on the percentage of dead pigs, the number of pigs harvested, and average live weight
for the calendar years of 1991 through 2010 are presented below in Figures 1, 2, and 3, respectively.
Average live weight was calculated by dividing dressed weight by 0.75. It is interesting to note that during
this 20-year period, the number of pigs harvested increased from 74 to 109 million pigs per year, while
average live weight increased from 235 to 268 Ibs."23:4.5.6

Figure 1. Percentage of dead pigs at USDA-inspected plants by year from 1991 to 2010"2345
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Figure 2. Number of pigs harvested at USDA-inspected plants by year from 1991 to 2010".2.345
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Figure 3. Average live weight of pigs harvested at USDA-inspected plants by year from 1991 to
2010°
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1991 to 2001
The incidence of dead pigs at U.S. plants was very low in 1991 (0.08%) and 1992 (0.07%). However, the
percentage of dead pigs at U.S. plants increased three-fold between 1993 and 1998 (Figure 1; 0.10% and

0.30%, respectively)." It is unclear why this value increased over this period, but some potential
explanations include changes in genetics, increased live weights, and increased size of production

operations.” From 1998 to 2001, the percentage of dead pigs peaked and remained relatively constant
(range: 0.28% to 0.30%; Figure 1)."

2002 to 2010

From 2001 to 2002, the percentage of dead pigs at U.S. plants decreased from 0.29% to 0.22% (Figure 1)."
This decrease might be attributed to greater industry awareness of losses during the marketing process. In
2002, the National Pork Board's Transport Quality Assurance™ (TQA) program was made available, and

there was a concerted focus on research that yielded important knowledge.”8°



The percentage of dead pigs at the plant then leveled off at 0.22% during the years of 2002 to 2006 (Figure
1)." It is currently unknown why little change was made over this time period. However, it is important to
note that during this same time period, several packers began to euthanize non-ambulatory pigs that had a
low likelihood of recovering, and these pigs were reported as dead pigs to FSIS. Therefore, the definition of
a dead pig at USDA-inspected plants has recently changed and now includes pigs that are euthanized at
the plant.’® Another important fact to consider is that porcine circovirus type 2 (PCV2) had a major impact
on the health and mortality of finisher pigs marketed over this time period as the first commercial vaccine
was not available in the U.S. until July of 2006.""12

Meanwhile, dead pigs at the packing plant have decreased over the last four calendar years to 0.17% in
2010.234% This improvement may be attributed to pork producers and packers working together to
implement proactive management strategies to prevent/minimize transport losses. For example, on-farm
and in-plant training programs, standard operating procedures for pig handling and transportation, loading
assessments, handling audits, and databases for transport losses have evolved significantly over the past
four years. These management strategies are now becoming commonplace in the U.S. swine industry.
Please note that Elanco can provide assistance in all of the areas listed above. For more information,
please contact your Elanco representative or send your questions or comments to:
dr.ritter@hoghandlingupdate.com.

Seasonal variation in dead pigs at the packing plant

Figure 4 illustrates the monthly incidence of dead market pigs at USDA-inspected plants for the calendar
year of 2010. The months of July, August, and September had higher rates of dead pigs than the 2010
average of 0.17%.° This comes as no surprise as it is well documented that the percentage of dead pigs at
the packing plant is highest during the summer months.'® For practical tips on beating the summer heat,
please see the special summer issue of the Hog-Handling Update.*

Figure 4. Percentage of dead pigs at USDA-inspected plants by month in 2010°
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Summary

The percentage of dead pigs at USDA-inspected packing plants increased from 0.10% in 1993 to 0.30% in
1998." The U.S. swine industry quickly recognized and noted that dead and non-ambulatory pigs represent
animal welfare and economic concerns.”®° Through research, training, and education, the U.S. swine
industry has been able to reduce the percentage of dead pigs at the plant by 42% over the last 10 years,

while the number of pigs harvested and average live weights have continued to increase (Figures 1, 2, and
3).123456



Handling help?

Elanco Animal Health offers a variety of animal-handling
resources, including:

¢ Load-site assessments

e Loading crew and driver training

e Facility design evaluations

e Standard Operating Procedure (SOP) development
e Developing databases to track transport losses

To learn more about Elanco’s animal handling resources,
contact your Elanco representative or send your questions
or comments to: dr.riter@hoghandlingupdate.com.

Elanco® and the diagonal color bar are trademarks of Eli Lilly and Company.
All other trademarks are the property of their respective owners.
© 2011 Elanco Animal Health. All rights reserved.
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