Measuring tail damage at the slaughterhouse
and setting common thresholds
1. Background
Routine tail docking is carried out in 26 Member States and the Competent Authorities of the
Member States are working with their stakeholders to improve this through the
implementation of action plans. The requirement for farmers to have evidence of injuries to
pigs' tails is a prerequisite for tail docking.
The pig subgroup was required to consider how the risk of tail biting can be reduced through
meeting the relevant legal requirements included in Directives 98/58/EC, 2008/120/EC and
taking into account Commission Recommendation (EU) 2016/336. This document focuses on
two of the priority areas in the mandate for the subgroup:
1. Tools and means to improve implementation and enforcement of EU legislation.
2. Policy indicators, which could be set up and followed up at national and EU level, in order
to measure trends in the implementation of the legislation and consider future actions, as
relevant.
Most Member States do not have firm data on the level of tail docking and tail injuries.
Official controls are already in place in slaughterhouses to check animal health, welfare and
food safety, and measuring the percentage of pigs with intact tails and pigs with tail biting
injuries could be considered a development of the existing official controls. All stakeholders,
in particular pig producers and food business operators, should be involved in the
development of a system to collect useful data, how to use it and the feedback to producers,
be it via inclusion in the national action plan or other means.
In the Broiler sector a tool which has proved effective in improving animal welfare is the
system of scoring footpad dermatitis in slaughterhouses. A lesson learned from the
implementation of the Broiler Directive is that the lack of a harmonised system for recording
foot lesions in slaughterhouses has meant that data collected cannot be compared between
Member States and there is no uniformity with regard to enforcement.
Therefore in the pig sector it would be better to develop a similar system for collecting data at
slaughterhouses, but with a harmonised approach, agreed between stakeholders in all Member
States. This implies using common definitions allowing the scoring of both docked and
undocked pigs, and guidelines for procedures to measure:
1. Progress at Member State level by benchmarking the % of pigs with intact tails (not docked
and full length but without tail biting injuries);
2. Tail biting injuries to feedback to pig producers, as one of the sources of evidence required
by legislation and as a management tool for the farmer.
The way the data is collected, handled and fed back to producers may vary between Member
States and slaughterhouses. Additionally there are challenges to transfer data from
slaughterhouses to relevant competent authorities (such as where pigs are reared in one
Member State and slaughtered in another). The method used to collect the information can be
manual (incorporating experiences from slaughterhouses where this is already carried out) or
automated (using new technological developments). This harmonized approach, using
common definitions, would allow comparable tail assessment across slaughterhouses in
different EU member states, and would complement farm assessment of tail damage.
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2. Regarding scoring pigs tails
As a part of developing this system, the subgroup proposes that there is a need to agree on
common definitions for a simple scoring system:
1) Intact tails. An ‘intact tail’ is one with no sign of damage that occurred while the pig was
alive: it is not wounded (see below) nor shortened. The main reasons for the tail not being
intact is tail docking or tail biting, but for specific farms there may be other reasons e.g. tail
necrosis. Such a definition should include when a tail has been shortened as a result of earlier
tail biting or tail docking, and is no longer ‘intact’, even if the damage is now healed.
2) Tail biting injury. Tails with wounds (see below) are recorded as injured.
The recording should exclude any tail damage that may have been caused after the pig has
been slaughtered. This is not a welfare problem, but there is a need to identify/define this type
of damage and estimate its frequency.
As a basis for management decisions related to reducing tail biting and so eliminating the
need for tail docking, it is useful for the farmer, advisor and authorities to know about the
severity of any tail biting problems i.e. to distinguish major wounds from minor wounds. This
requires more detailed scoring of tails, and could be optional.
To achieve both aims above, to record 1) intact tails and 2) tail biting injuries, the following
definitions are suggested for further consideration and development:
Shortened tail: The skin at the end of the tail is scarred, has an abnormal end form or is too
thick to be considered normal. (A definition based on average tail length for the age and
breed may also be considered).
Minor wound: Damage through the skin of at least 0.5cm in diameter but not greater than
2.0cm i.e. a wound not bigger than the size of a ten cent (euro) coin. The wound should have
fresh blood (a fresh wound), a scab (a recent but healing wound) or both. Anything less than
0.5cm is not scored.
Major wound: Damage through the skin of at least 2.0cm in diameter (size of a ten cent euro
coin) or more than one minor wound (see previous definition). The wound should have fresh
blood (a fresh wound), a scab (a recent but healing wound) or both.
Once definitions have been confirmed to be reliable in pilot studies using both manual and
automated methodologies, the subgroup recommends that a common and openly available
training material should be developed, as well as calibration routines, before the system is put
into use to ensure reliability when scoring. Furthermore, since slaughterhouses differ and the
details around official controls may vary between member states, it will be necessary to
develop guidelines so that the common scoring system is implemented in a comparable way.
The likelihood of being able to implement a harmonized system is increased by the decision
to have a two-step process; the first step being whether the tail is intact or not (which is used
for benchmarking) and the second step being whether there is tail biting injury or not (which
is for management and advisory purposes). An additional, optional step is to further improve
advisory possibilities by separating minor and major wounds.
3. Regarding a common threshold for moving towards rearing pigs with intact tails
The decision to stop docking can be a challenging one, as it includes a certain level of
uncertainty of how much this will affect the tail biting damage prevalence. To support this
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decision-making process, and to facilitate harmonization between member states, the
subgroup suggests a common recommendation for a threshold of tail biting damage (in
docked pigs) to guide producers towards making the ethical and legally required decision to
move towards rearing pigs with intact tails. A separate threshold to assess the success of
rearing (non-docked) pigs without tail biting damage is further recommended to guide
producers in their process towards totally stopping tail docking.
To achieve an informed recommendation the subgroup proposes an expert consultation to
assess and compare the pain caused by docking and tail biting, as well their consequences for
the overall health and welfare of pigs in a commercial setting. The main benefit of preventing
tail biting to avoid routine docking of tails is that to achieve this situation also results in an
improvement in overall welfare status. However, it cannot be ignored that both tail docking
and tail biting cause acute and chronic pain, and that there is currently no fully effective,
feasible way of alleviating this pain on-farm.
For assessing the threshold, slaughterhouse data and on-farm data can complement each other.
4. Regarding practical animal welfare indicators in slaughterhouse
The proposal above for recording standardised welfare indicators of intact tails and tail biting
injuries in slaughterhouses should be further developed. The subgroup recommends that the
Commission services consider how this could be achieved, for example EURCAW could be
responsible for the pilot studies related to the implementation of this scoring system of tail
damage. They could also support the EU food safety risk assessment authority EFSA in an
expert elicitation related to setting common thresholds.
The subgroup recommends the commission services to consider updating existing legislation
or applying new requirements such as Art 21 (8) of Regulation 2017/625. This would be
needed in order to direct Member States to apply practical animal welfare indicators in
slaughterhouse to improve the performance of official controls. In addition costs and other
aspects of implementing such scoring methods would need to be assessed and further
considered.
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