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Thank you to the NSW Australia China Chamber of Commerce and Industry and Agsell for providing me with the opportunity to talk with you today.

Australian Pork Industry Overview

Pork and it’s processed products is one of the most popular meats consumed in the world today. Globally over 83 million mega tonnes are produced each year from more than one thousand million pigs slaughtered. While a global market exists for pork, most is consumed in the country of origin with just over 4% being traded on the world market.

China is by far the world greatest producer of pork with Australia ranking at number 25.

While pork ranks behind the other animal livestock industries in Australia it’s value to the economy is steadily growing with consumption just over 18 kg per person per annum. 

The Australian pork market was opened up to international competition in the early 1990’s and we currently have significant imports from Canada and Denmark. The industry was fortunate in being able to offset these imports by developing a growing export market for chilled pork into Singapore. Japan is also becoming an important market for Australian pork being a niche market based on our “clean green” image. While Australia is the fourth larges exporter into Japan we provide less than 1.5 % of the market.

Australia is also fortunate in being free from the major viral diseases that plague the industry overseas. In other countries the viral diseases while causing major problems in their own right also weaken the animals defences making them susceptible to secondary bacterial infections. These in turn require greater use of antibiotics to control. This also creates a higher risk for the presence of antibiotic residues in the product sold to consumers.

Australia is also free from BSE in cattle. While BSE has not been shown to affect pigs, in countries where it has emerged there has been a significant drop in all meat consumption.

Reducing the environmental impact of raising pork

Intensification of the Australian pork industry began in the 1950’s with a move away from being a sideline to dairy production to concentrating on grain based diets. The industry developed in the major grain belts throughout Australia. Pigs were moved indoors to reduce impacts of the environment and to allow better control of feeding and animal handling. By the 1960’s Australia had several units of 5000 sows and their progeny. A 20,000 sow unit built in the early 1970’s was the largest piggery in the southern hemisphere.

While intensification of the industry brought many benefits and production economies there were downsides.  

Traditional birth to bacon farms have relied on producing pigs in sheds on concrete floors with drains underneath to collect and remove effluent. To keep odour and gasses to an acceptable level, drains are flushed regularly and effluent removed to dams for further processing. Disposal of this waste is causing increasing concern for modern intensive livestock industries. The large piggery referred to above has an effluent system larger than that of Canberra city.

The major problem facing intensive livestock industries is finding sufficient land area to safely utilise effluent without risk of it entering waterways and creating problems downstream.

Odour created by large numbers of livestock concentrated on a small site is also creating concern for neighbours and farm workers.

Local councils become nervous about allowing new intensive developments in their areas and regulatory bodies such the Environment Protection Agency and planning authorities place increasingly more stringent controls on intensive livestock developments.

Multi-Site Age Segregated Production

Medicated early weaning was developed in the UK in the late 1960’s as a way of producing specific pathogen free livestock for commencing nucleus herds. Piglets were removed from the sow shortly after birth and treated with antibiotics to ensure they had limited exposure to pathogens. The piglets were transferred to a pig-free site often several kilometres away.

This technique was further developed by the Americans in the 80’s and 90’s to become Segregated Early Weaning. Here piglets are weaned from the sow at early age after they have received colostrum but before they have had significant exposure to on farm pathogens. This is usually at 12-16 days of age depending on diseases present. Piglets are weaned into off site nurseries in tight age bands, usually with not more than 5 days difference in age. In conventional farms young piglets gain exposure to diseases from older pigs on the same farm. Even if this does not lead to overt disease growth rates are reduced as the pig mounts an immune response to fight the pathogens. At about 10 weeks of age pigs are moved to a grow-out site for growing out to market weight. Pigs on any site are all kept within one weeks difference in age.  This technique has been very effective in removing pathogen challenge and has resulted in vast improvements in growth rate and feed conversion. Once pigs are moved from a site the premises are cleaned and disinfected ready fo the next batch of pigs.

This technique was tried on some Australian farms but as Australia does not have the viral diseases present in the US and because the ingredients needed for early weaning diets were not reliably available in Australia the system was modified. Under Australian conditions it was found that age segregated rearing gave significant improvements and the extreme early weaning was not warranted..

The second feature added was to use low cost housing systems based on a steel frame and canvas covering with a straw or rice hull bedding system for the pigs. Depending on the size of the shedding between 200 and 500 pigs are moved into the shed at 10 weeks of age (about 20 kg). Pigs remain in the on large pen until they reach market weight at about 22 -23 weeks of age. Most farms practicing multi site rearing using low cost housing have demonstrated improved growth rates and reduced respiratory disease.

Growing pigs produce the most effluent of any pig as they are consuming 3-4 kg of feed daily.

Fresh straw or rice hulls are added daily to absorb moisture and bind with faeces. When the pigs are removed for market the shed can be cleaned out with a small loader. A typical batch of 200 pigs will produce about 7 tonnes of straw/effluent mix over a 12 week cycle. 

Pig waste mixed with straw is a valuable fertiliser. This has provided a valuable spin-off to the industry.

Now, instead of needing to deal with large quantities of liquid effluent and the risk of spillage into local waterways the industry has split production onto several sites and the site with most effluent produced is in solid format.

Composted effluent /straw mix is used for worm farms, can be transported more readily and sold as fertiliser on fields or spread on the farmers own fields. 

The use of low cost housing coupled with strict age segregated rearing practices has allowed the industry to reduce environmental problems and costs associated with treating large quantities of liquid effluent and in turn now can produce a valued fertiliser that can be used over larger tracts of land without risk of run off thereby capturing nutrients for plant use.

Existing continuous flow pig farms are being converted to sow and piglet units and can be modified to effectively triple the number of sows on the farm and produce less effluent than before. Grain growers or other farms wishing to diversify can install low cost housing and effectively manage feeding grower pigs. In this way the skilled operations of mating and farrowing can be kept on the one site and the growing operation contracted out. The key to success of this system is age segregation. Keeping all pigs in a shed at the same age prevents disease movement from older pigs to younger pigs. This requires larger sow units or smaller units to move into batch farrowing. Instead of farrowing 5 sows per week on a hundred sow farm a farmer can now mate batches of 20 sows and run either 4 or 5 batches per year.

NSW Agriculture is working closely with farmers to provide training in effluent management and design and introducing them to the concepts and skills of batch farrowing. 

