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Question
Received: January 22, 2020
In the Netherlands in 2018 a brochure was published about enrichment materials and the criteria
that need to be met. In the brochure hanging jute sacks are scored as not edible. However, we
have found other sources that say jute is (somewhat) edible. Please see page 14 of a research
paper by WUR students: http://edepot.wur.nl/507106. Also on page 9 of an EU information website
http://pigstraining.welfarequalitynetwork.net/Pages/9, here it is called ‘hessian’.
•
What are the considerations of the researchers who wrote the brochure to not score it as
edible?
•
Is it possible to provide a version of the brochure with references to the original sources? It
would be very helpful for us, when making a report, to refer to scientific research that
emphasizes the importance of certain criteria for enrichment materials other than simply
referring to the brochure. Perhaps the question above can also be answered by providing
these references?
Answer
Several EURCAW experts contributed to the response below. The EURCAW secretariat did the final
editing, and may be contacted for queries: info.pigs@eurcaw.eu.
•
•
•

The brochure is not the result of a literature study, but is based on expert opinion.
Jute is edible, when edible is defined as ‘ingestible’.
Jute has no or very little nutritional value.

Further suggestions are given in the background section below.
Background
•
What were the considerations of the researchers who wrote the brochure to not score it as
edible?
The brochure was not the product of an extensive literature review, but rather a communication
project aiming to make practical recommendations regarding related Commission documents, i.e.
Recommendation 2016/336 and the Staff working document.
In the Recommendation, the definition of ‘edible’ in the context of enrichment is as follows:
“4. Enrichment materials should enable pigs to fulfil their essential needs without compromising
their health. For that purpose, enrichment materials should be safe and have the following
characteristics: (a) Edible—so that pigs can eat or smell them, preferably with some nutritional
benefits....”.
This formulation suggests that anything the pig can eat or smell may be considered ‘edible’. This
would indeed include jute sacks. However, common usage of the term ‘edible’ is related to
nutritional value (e.g. to be a functional as part of the diet) and the absence of toxicity or
unpalatability.
Edible: Fit to be eaten (often used to contrast with unpalatable or poisonous examples)
https://www.lexico.com/en/definition/edible (Oxford)
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Edible: Suitable or safe for eating: Only the leaves of the plant are edible
https://dictionary.cambridge.org/dictionary/english/edible (Cambridge)
In this sense, jute sacks are not edible, not primarily because they are unpalatable or toxic, but
because they have no significant nutritional value as part of the pigs’ diet. Although they do
provide some fibre, it is, to our knowledge, not a physiologically functional contribution. This,
however, is also true of organic ropes and to some extent of straw. Pigs in the wild normally do
not eat straw, and they would not be interested much in ropes or jute sacks. However, these
materials are fairly effective environmental enrichment for pigs, particularly when kept in
conventional, barren conditions.
A closer look at the brochure reveals that although jute sacks are scored as not edible, the
brochure says that ropes are. To us it is not clear on what basis the experts involved in the study
came to these apparently contradicting conclusions.
When it comes to the enrichment ‘value’ of materials, it can be said that jute sacks and most
organic ropes and (soft) wood are destroyed by the pigs and loose material is being ingested. This
is also true for destructible materials made out of plastic. Of primary relevance is what time the
pigs spend on interacting with and destroying the material, as a distraction from more harmful
social behaviours such as tail biting.
EURCAW-Pigs has published a factsheet on the suitability of enrichment materials. It suggests
that the qualities of hessian bags and natural ropes are similar: https://edepot.wur.nl/513895.
•

Is it possible to provide (a version of the brochure with) references to the original sources? It
would be very helpful for us, when making a report, to refer to scientific research that
emphasizes the importance of certain criteria for enrichment materials other than simply
referring to the brochure. Perhaps the question above can also be answered by providing
these references?

Unfortunately this is not possible, because the brochure is not based on a literature review.
However, for further reading, scientific references regarding the use of enrichment materials can
be retrieved from using databases like Scopus, or Google Scholar. As a starting point, a short list
of references is provided below.
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