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EMBEDDING SUSTAINABLE PIG PRODUCTION  
IN AGRICULTURAL POLICIES 

Policy Brief addressing policymakers of national governments, the EU Commission and stakeholders in the pig sup-
ply chain. It describes how the SusPigSys approach can help to make European pig production more sustainable. 

 

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

The European Green Deal aims for a sustainable agriculture in the EU, and strives for Europe to become the world’s first 
climate neutral continent. Sustainability includes several dimensions: the people, planet, profit and -arguably- the animal, 
in the case of livestock production. To be able to improve it, it is necessary to be able to measure it through qualitative and 
quantitative indicators. Only by knowing what the current situation is and how it is influenced by change, can the effects of 
policy measures and new farm practices be evaluated. The SusPigSys project developed a common framework for the as-
sessment of sustainability of individual pig farms. The IT-driven approach allows for a comprehensive analysis of the farm 
and offers:  

• a systematic description of its sustainability status,  
• a benchmark for comparison with other farmers,  
• advice on how to improve sustainable pig production.  

This is important for the individual pig farmer, for the pig production chain as well as for the EU as a 
whole. 

 

BACKGROUND AND PROBLEM DESCRIPTION 

The animal sector needs improvements 

Animal production plays an important role in EU’s agricultural economy. It provides many high quality animal products. The 
sector consists of various animal species and production systems to produce a diverse range of animal products. However, 
the sector faces growing societal concerns about how meat is produced in light of an increasing global demand for livestock 
products, climate change, competition for natural resources and economic volatility. This challenges livestock producers 
worldwide to improve the sustainability of their business.  

EU policy need for sustainable solutions 

The ‘Farm to Fork Strategy’, part of the EU Commission’s Green Deal, describes the challenges of sustainable food systems, 
and addresses the inextricable links between healthy people, healthy societies and a healthy planet. A shift to a sustainable 
food system is expected to bring environmental, health, and social benefits, as well as economic gain. This is important, as a 
sustainable livelihood for EU livestock farmers and essential for successful development and implementation of future sys-
tems.  
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In addition, the European Commission recently formulated three objectives for the Common Agricultural Policy (CAP) to 
address the issue across the whole of agriculture in the European Union:  

1. a smart, resilient and diversified agricultural sector;  
2. environmental protection and climate action; 
3. a strong socio-economic fabric of rural areas.  

The recent covid-19 pandemic has made everyone very much aware of the interrelations between human health, ecosys-
tems, supply chains, consumption patterns and planetary boundaries. A combined approach, incorporating all aspects of 
sustainability, is therefore important for every EU policymaker.  

Drivers for individual Member States 

Several EU Member States have formulated their own 
national objectives to improve the sustainability of 
livestock production, either as a supplement to Euro-
pean legislation, or as Member State implementation, 
or as own national legislation. They have identified tar-
gets related to e.g. the reduction of nitrogen deposi-
tion, the promotion of organic farming, the competi-
tiveness of production or the information that consum-
ers read on the product label. For each of them, coun-
try specific monitoring is required to know whether 
they have reached their objectives, and if not, what the 
bottlenecks are at farm level. 

 

THE SUSPIGSYS CHALLENGE 

Aims of SusPigSys 

In response to these challenges, EU Member States have joint forces in an ERA-net partnership called SusAn: the European 
Research Area on sustainable animal production. They commissioned, among others, the project ‘SusPigSys’: Sustainable Pig 
Systems. This project addresses sustainability, and supports policymakers and individual farmers who want to make a 
change. To support improvement of sustainability SusPigSys has developed integrative assessment and analysis tools for 
pig farmers. SusPigSys relies on the premise “To measure is to know”, implying that farmers can make strategic decisions 
only if they know their position, can benchmark (sustainability of) their farms, and discover opportunities for improve-
ments. SusPigSys, thus, contributes to informed decision-making by providing digital tools and enabling benchmarking 
within the sector. 

Approach 

SusPigSys addressed the three pillars of sustainability economy, environment and society, and added a fourth pillar: animal 
health and welfare. The project partners consulted pig farmers and others involved in the pig production chain. They visited 
over 200 farms in seven Member States and measured a wide range of indicators to build a complete picture of each farm. 
They then transformed the collected data into an sustainability assessment tool for farmers. The outcomes of the tool will 
inform farmers how their farm compares to others, and show their strong and weak points regarding sustainability ele-
ments. 

SUSTAINABILITY ASSESSMENT TOOL 

The SusPigSys solution is an IT-driven science based structured methodology to assess sustainability of pig farms. It com-
bines social, environmental, economic and animal welfare indicators into aggregated scores. The input comes from manage-
ment information systems, financial book keeping, feeding records, direct observations of pigs and pens and personal infor-
mation about management and attitude. 
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What does it look like? 

SusPigSys developed an extensive protocol for each of the 
four pillars and integrated it into an android mobile app and 
browser app. This app was for data collection and storage 
and afterwards for data analysis and farmer feedback. 

What does the farmer receive as output? 

With the outcome the farmer discovers his strengths and 
weaknesses, compared with the international benchmark. On 
a longer term and after several cycles a comparison with his 
own previous scores is possible. Results are presented graph-
ically at an aggregated as well as numerically and detailed 
(measurement) level. 

What can farmers do with it? 

Farmers or an external person can collect data in one day (de-
pending on farm organisation) and enter them in the data-
base. When the input is complete, a calculation of final scores 
per theme can be made. This provides a farm overview and 
helps to select improvement measures. 
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POLICY RELEVANCE & RECOMMENDATIONS 

The SusPigSys integrated sustainability approach is relevant for multiple stakeholders. Pig farmers can use it to monitor and 
realise their ambitions on sustainable farming. Management information providers can include a module on sustainability 
in their software, as an additional selling point towards farmers who want to improve their business. Transparency in the 
value chain can be supported by real data on farm performance. Finally, the Green Deal ambitions of the EU and Member 
States will get a boost through positive encouragement of the pig production chain towards sustainable production. 
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