






17Time for Tech – The pig landscape16

In the UK, producers are only recently 
recovering from one of the biggest crises 
of the past 25 years, during which labour 
shortages, rising input costs and volatile 
market prices culminated in mass culling 
and unprecedented economic losses. 
Yet, in order to meet growing global 
demand for food, the sector must  
become more sustainable - driving 
efficiencies and ultimately producing  
more from less. Pig health and welfare  
is central to this, as healthier animals 
require less inputs, and produce more 
sustainable food. This is where  
technology can play a critical role.

Technology’s role in future 
proofing the pig sector
Precision pig farming can enhance on-farm decision making, leading 
to improved animal health and welfare, increased labour efficiency, 
and better resource-use efficiency (Akinyemi et al., 2023). Yet, on-
farm infrastructure and existing management practices, which can 
be laborious and time consuming, are barriers to adoption. A lack 
of long-term policy certainty and funding also impact the uptake of 
technology (Social Market Foundation, 2022).

Technology also presents a benefit to retailers who are attuned to 
a growing consumer demand for transparency and information on 
food provenance (Food Standards Agency, 2024). 

Widescale adoption of tracking and monitoring technology could 
offer enhanced traceability and accountability, as well as replacing 
the current traditional method of livestock ID, slap marking. Yet, 
there is currently no legislation in place which supports the adoption 
of new technology or the unlocking of data in the pork supply chain.

Case study: 
Joe Wilson,  
North Yorkshire 

Precision pig farming 
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about our production systems. “

Joe Wilson is a third-generation pig farmer, managing 
a 750-sow breeding unit taking pigs to 50 kilos, on a 
weekly production system of 34 farrowings per week. 

He is the first farmer in the UK to trial LeeO, a piglet 
and sow ear tagging system which allows farmers to 
register, monitor and track each individual pig from 
birth to slaughter. Installing the equipment in March 
2024, Joe is using LeeO to record information across 
the breadth of the farm’s KPIs from conception rates, 
birth weights and days to slaughter, through to piglet 
movements and any interventions they may have 
required. 

Data is collected from the moment a piglet is tagged, 
allowing Joe to make real-time and science-backed 
management decisions on breeding, health and welfare, 
to improve the long-term financial, environmental  
and social sustainability of the herd.

“ �By tagging every individual pig, room and barn, I can  
get to the nitty gritty of efficiencies, which is key to 
adding value to the pig. I can influence growth and  
the time it takes us to get to slaughter, making instant 
decisions over the best sows for breeding stock, to go 
with the best sires.

   �It also gives me traceability over diseases such as 
congenital tremors and over time, it will show me a sow’s  
progeny and genetic robustness. Breeding decisions will 
be made to reduce incidents of scour, or lameness or  
breed genetic diseases out completely.

   �It also saves physical time on the farm for our small  
team. Handwritten notes back at the office are now 
digital entries into an app at our fingertips. It’s made  
us all more efficient.” 

Joe explains that with full adoption at abattoir level, he 
would also have visibility of meat yield of the carcase,  
which could be used to enhance and refine his nutrition 
strategy, saving money and wastage.

“ �LeeO takes the guesswork out of herd management and 
allows me to create the fastest growing, and healthiest 
pigs. The supply chain must see the value and offer a 
higher price per kilo for a tagged pig, which comes with a  
whole host of data. It has to stack up financially for the 
farmer.”

“
The pig landscape
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As the largest lamb producer in Europe, 
the UK operates a unique stratified sheep 
system which plays to the strengths of 
different breeds and habitats (NSA, n.d.). 
With animals predominantly grazed on 
otherwise commercially unviable land, 
many sheep farmers generally experience 
lower productivity and profit margins 
compared to other livestock sectors (Kaler 
and Ruston, 2019).

Technology’s role in future 
proofing the sheep sector
The integration of technology has potential to enhance welfare, reduce antibiotic usage and improve 
sustainability in the sheep sector. Yet a widespread change in mindset is required to achieve these goals. 

Multiple studies show that although many sheep farmers acknowledged the potential of precision 
technology to improve their farm businesses, they also regard it as a threat, as well as costly and  
difficult to use (Lima et al., 2018). 

Initiatives aimed at improving farmer’s understanding of precision technology have the potential to  
bridge the ‘digital divide’ (Warren, 2002) between sheep farmers and larger-scale arable and dairy farms. 
Industry focus should be on enabling farmers to assume greater control in optimising health and welfare 
through the adoption of tech.  

As evidenced in MSD Animal Health’s Flock Health Checklist Survey (January 2024), a significant  
percentage of sheep farmers are neither digitally or manually recording their gains or losses:

22% of farmers do not scan pregnant ewes 

33% do not investigate abortions

58% do not record lamb losses between scanning, birth and weaning

7% routinely use preventative antibiotics at birth 

27% do not record lambs’ Daily Liveweight Gain (DLWG)

23% do not record links between ewes and their lamb’s performance

23% do not review medicine and lambing records to identify issues.

Case study: 
Sezincote Farms,   
Gloucestershire 

Improvements  
at a glance
•	Lameness reduced from 15% to 2%
•	Flock size increased by 17%  
•	Reduced antibiotic use by 80%.

The 2,000 acre organic, mixed farm enterprise near 
Stow-on-the-Wold consists of a beef herd and arable 
crops. In 2019 a flock of 600 sheep were introduced.

Sam McPherson single-handedly manages the flock 
relying on his sheepdog, mobile handling race, an EID 
stick reader and a flock management smartphone 
app. All the flock’s breeding, movements, weight and 
medicine records are saved to the app and automatically 
backed-up to the cloud.

Managing high levels of lameness was a significant 
issue initially, with 15% of sheep affected. Lameness 
has serious welfare implications and costs to the UK 
industry £28 million per year (www.nadis.org.uk, n.d.). 
In addition, two thirds of antibiotic use in sheep is 
thought to be used in treating lameness (www.nadis.
org.uk, n.d.). 

To meet his ambitions of expanding the flock, Sam knew 
lameness levels needed to be reduced.

“ �To make keeping accurate lameness and treatment 
records easier, I replaced my original paper-based system 
with EID tags, a digital stick reader and smartphone app 
to record each and every animal movement, treatment 
and handling event,” says Sam.

Lambs are weighed fortnightly, to determine when 
they’re ready to leave the farm as well as checking for 
any underlying health, nutrition, or welfare issues. The 
weight is automatically saved, and data is presented in 
simple graphs and charts which track individual animal’s 
progress and has helped improve grazing efficiencies.

“ �Digitally capturing data has been a real game-changer. 
It makes record-keeping much less time consuming and 
more accurate compared to a paper-based system. It also 
makes farm audits much less onerous as all the flock’s 
records are kept in one place,” he ad

The sheep landscape
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Case study: 
Acton Hill Farm,  
Staffordshire
As well as managing his own Charolais, Limousin 
and Parthenais cattle, Dan Ingham of Rickerscote 
Livestock also shares a farming partnership with AG 
Parrott, where he manages a herd of 230 beef cattle 
including a nucleus of 120 pedigree Stabiliser sucklers.

In 2021, the pedigree herd’s calving window had become 
staggered, with some of the suckler cows and following 
heifers calving a month later than planned.

By joining forces, the Parrotts were able to concentrate 
on their cropping commitments while Dan focussed on 
managing the cattle more efficiently.

Moving to AI to optimise their breeding strategy, for the 
new system to work effectively, Dan needed to spot as 
many heats as possible.

“ �We used a government productivity grant to subsidise 
the purchase of 60 SenseHub® CowCalf Monitoring Ear 
Tags to monitor reproduction, with a focus on realigning 
27 cows and heifers that had slipped out of their assigned 
calving window.”

The data collected enabled Dan to spot heats in all the 
animals in 2022, with five of the eight cows (62.5%) 
holding to their first service at 30 days and the 
remaining three all conceiving at the second attempt.  
By 2023 the conception rate in heifers at first service 
had increased to 80%.

“ �The Monitoring Ear Tags have enabled me to keep an 
eye on all the animals without having to spend hours 
watching them,” says Dan. “Since installing the system, 
I’ve been able to pull some time back in our breeding 
programme and we’ve recently had a phenomenal run 
with conception rates. 

“ �The level of accuracy makes it viable to use AI to breed 
our replacements which means that we’re constantly 
improving the overall genetic merit of the herd. It works 
for me in this particular system as I can respond quickly 
to every heat alert. It’s been a terrific help.”

Technology’s role in future  
proofing beef farming
Technology can play a valuable role in reducing calving age to two years and bringing down development  
costs while increasing lifetime productivity; advancing reproduction strategies and improving the herd’s 
overall genetic merit through accurate heat detection to optimise artificial insemination (AI) efficiency.

Technology can help producers understand exactly what is happening with individual animals with greater 
clarity than visual observation alone. By enabling farmers to deliver tangible benefits, precision livestock 
farming (PLF) is becoming a driving force for positive change within the industry. 

Technical and scientific innovations can support the future of the beef supply system and respond to 
increasing consumer awareness around environmental impacts. The challenge is using the available 
resources to their full potential. Data on the uptake of technology in the beef sector is limited but 
anecdotally it lags behind dairy, pigs, and poultry.

 Opportunities to enhance animal health and improve sustainability through technology adoption  
promises to deliver sector wide benefits.

Improvements  
at a glance
•	�Herd growth – from 90 to 120 cows  

in two years
•	�Calving window reduced to 10 weeks,  

a 60% improvement
•	�Conception rates at first service for  

heifers 80%, a 30% improvement

3

Beef accounts for 12% of the UK’s agricultural production in 
terms of total value (Defra, 2022). With beef cattle fed a diet 
of 70% grass, a forage-based approach accounts for 87% 
of UK beef production (Defra, 2019). This accounts for GHG 
emissions from the sector being around half the global average 
(Land use: Policies for a Net Zero UK Committee on Climate 
Change, 2020). 
In 2022 the production value of UK beef reached an all-time 
high, doubling in comparison to prices in the mid-2000s 
(Statista, 2023). Yet low profitability in the sector is a major 
barrier to tech-adoption for many small-scale producers.
The beef sector consistently experiences significant losses that 
could be addressed through tech-adoption. An estimated 18% 
of suckler cows fail to produce a calf annually (AHDB, 2019), 
placing a high burden on farmers. Similarly, only 35% of suckler 
herds calve their heifers at the recommended 24-months 
(AHDB, 2019). 
The future of British beef enterprises relies on the ability 
to improve sustainability in terms of ecological impacts and 
increasing profitability.

The beef landscape
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Recommendations 
An entire supply  
chain solution
To enhance animal welfare, minimise the risks of 
antimicrobial resistance and reach net zero,  
it is essential we drive uptake of technologies 
that are proven to help deliver on critical  
sustainability challenges. 
Despite widescale evidence on the beneficial 
impact technology can have in the livestock 
sector, uptake remains slow. An industry 
mindset change is needed at all levels to 
minimise barriers to adoption and accelerate 
engagement throughout the sector.

Collaborate, motivate 
and integrate
The demand for technology at farm level has been 
evidenced (Rushworth, 2022), but the responsibility 
does not stop there. To realise the true potential 
of technology in the sector, we need full adoption, 
recognition and incentivisation throughout the supply 
chain. 

This means a fully connected industry framework,  
based on three basic principles:  

1.	 Targeted regulation and policies that encourage 
technology adoption at farm level

2.	 Market premiums to drive technology uptake and  
the flow of performance data across all value chains

3.	 A joined-up industry-wide technology strategy that 
the whole supply chain commits to 

Commit to change. 
Take the pledge. The time for tech is now.
We invite all stakeholders to pledge their support 
for technology-driven transformation in the 
livestock sector. Together, we can achieve a 
sustainable, efficient, and health-oriented future.

   Our asks
1.	 Create policy mechanisms that make it easy for farmers to invest in technology and digitise 

Current technology grants are frequently governed by application windows which create artificial peaks 
and troughs in demand and typically relate only to capital investments for systems or equipment. This 
can discourage farmers from investing in new technologies, as they cannot plan for the long-term with 
inconsistent support. 

As farming continues to consolidate and average farm business size increases, with it comes a greater 
demand for modern, subscription-based technology contracts. In the dairy sector alone, this equates to 
about 70% of MSD Animal Health’s technology business in 2024.

Farmers need legislation and funding options that allow them to capitalise the cost of subscription-based 
technology services, that are available year-round.

2.	 Secure a financial premium for precision farmed and connected livestock that come with a lifetime of data 

To support farmers in their decision making, and aid long-term farm business planning, processors must 
reward farmers for investment in technology, in return for being able to access data across their entire 
value chain. Offering a premium for providing performance data from day one will improve supply chain 
efficiency and traceability.

Similarly, Government must incentivise farmers to uptake technology and should do so by including 
commitments within the Farming Innovation Programme to provide year-round grant funding for systems 
that facilitate precision livestock farming, and by improving efficiencies within the Sustainable Farming 
Incentive.

3.	 Advocate for a connected livestock industry, with precision monitoring delivering joined-up data 
available from farm to fork 

We aspire to have digital systems that tracks livestock performance and movements across the entirety of 
the supply chain. 

We need processors and retailers to establish partnerships with technology providers and adopt the use of 
technology within their value chains. 

We also must collaboratively advocate for policies that support technology adoption, and work with 
industry bodies to develop and promote standards for the use of technology in livestock farming, ensuring 
consistency and reliability across the sector.
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