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NPA briefing note on tail docking
Issue:
The practice of tail docking in piglets is frequently used by animal welfare organisations as an
example of poor animal welfare associated with intensive pig production.

Background:
•
•
•
•

•
•
•
•

•
•

Tail-biting in domestic pigs occurs when pigs bite and chew the tails of pen-mates.
There are a number of different reasons why growing pigs display this abnormal behaviour – it
can result from one or a combination of environmental, nutritional or husbandry factors.
Tail-biting occurs in different scenarios, ranging from a constant minor problem to explosive
outbreaks in individual batches. Sporadic outbreaks can be very difficult to manage.
Tail-biting has substantial welfare1 and economic2 implications. Tail injuries range from mild to
severe and tail-bitten pigs are likely to be in pain and distress. The wounds are a site for
further infection, which can result in reduced growth performance and carcass condemnation.
Tail-docking, which usually limits the likelihood and severity of tail-biting is permitted following
veterinary advice under EU Council Directive 2008/120/EC.
Routine tail-docking is illegal. It may only be done where there is evidence of tail injuries and
where other measures to prevent tail-biting have been tried.
Only a veterinarian or somebody that has been trained and deemed competent in the
procedure is permitted to carry out tail-docking.
92% of pigs produced in the UK are from units that are members of Red Tractor Farm
Assurance, which stipulates additional requirements regarding tail-docking to protect piglet
welfare.
The pain caused by tail-docking is usually moderate and short-lived, but very little is known
about any long-term pain following tail-docking3.
A review4 of measures to control tail-biting without tail-docking identified the following:
- Not enough is known about measures to prevent tail-biting.
- Evidence of how different risk factors interact with one another and affect incidence of
tail-biting is conflicting.
- Methods of early detection of tail-biting outbreaks are not currently available.
- Lack of research on how best to respond to tail-biting outbreaks.
- Further research into the effectiveness of different types of environmental enrichment
(toys and materials) is needed.
- Research into alternative options to straw that can be used with slatted floors, such as
ropes, is also necessary.
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A recent study of risk factors for tail-biting on 65 commercial pig units in England found no
significant difference in risk scores between systems with and without straw5. This suggests
that provision of straw is not a silver bullet for preventing tail-biting.

NPA position:
•

In certain cases, growing pig welfare may be compromised more by leaving tails at full length
than by tail-docking. NPA believes that the decision to tail-dock should remain with the unit
manager and vet.

•

Risk factors for tail-biting are complicated. Generalised recommendations for controlling this
behaviour are not always appropriate on particular farms.

•

The NPA agrees with the European Food Safety Authority’s recommendation in a recent
report6 that “there is a need for further studies to provide guidance on how to house and manage
undocked pigs under different farm circumstances without uncontrollable tail-biting outbreaks”.

•

Considerably more research is needed on tail-biting, tail-docking and environmental
enrichment, under commercial pig production settings, as listed above.

•

The UK pig industry is committed to finding a solution tail-docking. However, until these
knowledge gaps have been closed, the NPA will oppose a total ban on tail-docking, because
the practice should be available for use where circumstances dictate.
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