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Last year we reported on how most breeds had been in decline for a number of years. Shortly after the 
2020 plan was published the pandemic arrived in the UK and the country went into lockdown. BPA 
members supplying farmers markets and restaurants saw their businesses completely disrupted and all 
the shows were cancelled. We feared the worst. Would the impact of Covid 19 be as catastrophic for  
our native breeds as it has been for people’s lives and the economy? Were we facing something as 
devastating as the Foot and Mouth outbreak of 2001?  

In June we carried out a Covid Mini Survey to check up on the most vulnerable lines. The results were 
encouraging and feedback from members suggested that demand for pigs was very high. 

 

The final results of the 2020 bloodline survey bear this out with many breeds seeing an upturn in their 
fortunes or at least a halt to the decline. 

UK Pedigree Pig Survey Results 

Breed Sows Boars Herds 

  2020 2019 2018 2020 2019 2018 2020 2019 2018 

Berkshire 331 305 354 102 97 114 102 108 119 

British Landrace 142 183 188 37 44 33 30 34 38 

British Saddleback 409 378 451 100 104 115 125 129 143 

Gloucestershire Old 
Spots 

636 568 701 137 123 146 132 141 171 

Large Black 319 316 322 68 74 78 127 119 123 

Large White 291 399 428 68 93 88 50 51 55 

Middle White 341 321 329 69 63 71 70 66 71 

Oxford Sandy & Black 498 451 506 131 120 141 181 160 168 

Tamworth 279 295 303 78 84 89 83 91 93 

Welsh 457 588 590 85 107 114 51 61 69 

                    

Duroc 64 94 86 29 50 46 19 26 18 

Hampshire 53 47 54 18 19 21 8 11 13 

Mangalitza 124 87 91 72 29 24 24 19 26 

Pietrain 84 100 109 31 40 42 26 22 30 
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The Bloodline Survey has always been about more than sow numbers. (the clue is in the name). There 
are many factors that affect the number of sows and breeders that are beyond our control. Who could 
have predicted that the pandemic would increase the demand for native breed pigs?  

Of course population numbers are important but it is equally important that we try to ensure that our 
limited populations do not become inbred with all the negative consequences that inbreeding can cause 
– genetic defects, reduced litter size and poor fertility.  Since its inception by the RBST in 1985 the 
Bloodline Survey has always focused on the lines within each breed as well as the headline numbers. 
For thirty years we have used this as a way of conserving genetic diversity within the breeds and it is a 
credit to the programme that the Traditional Breeds have been able to maintain their lines over this 
period.  

When the conservation breed plans were introduced in 2017 we set some simple targets such as 
ensuring that we had a minimum of 5 sows or boars in each line and that all lines should be represented 
in at least 5 herds. Breeders retire or their businesses take a turn for the worse and they have to sell 
their pigs.  In the past there have been lines that were almost lost with no live pigs on the ground and 
only a couple of litters in pregnant sows. The security of the lines would be increased if we could ensure 
that they were being kept in more herds. That target was obviously easier to achieve for breeds with 
fewer sow lines as shown in the table.  

Native Breeds 2020 Lines < 5 % <5 

Berkshire 9 0 0% 

British Landrace 30 28 93% 

British Saddleback 28 5 18% 
Gloucestershire Old 
Spots 

15 0 0% 

Large Black 23 1 4% 

Large White 25 17 68% 

Middle White 10 0 0% 
Oxford Sandy & 
Black 

13 0 0% 

Tamworth 9 0 0% 

Welsh 26 11 42% 

 

Last year we took the next step forward by analysing in more detail the geographical distribution of lines 
and breeders around the country by region. It’s all very well having a line in 5 herds but if all those herds 
are in a single county, they could easily be wiped out by a disease outbreak.  The BPA divides the 
United Kingdom into 8 regions. The three devolved administrations of Northern Ireland, Scotland and 
Wales and five different regions in England. We published this data as maps to highlight the regions with 
most breeders and lines compared to those with the least. This year’s graphs use a sliding rainbow scale 
from red to purple. The colours do not represent particular values as the range of lines and breeders 
between breeds is very wide. What they do show for each breed is where the breed is strongest in terms 
of lines and breeders and where it is weakest. 

How can we use these two different maps to help conservation planning for each of the breeds. Let’s 
take the Berkshires as an example. The map for the distribution of lines shows that the breed has a good 
distribution of lines from Wales through the Central region to the South with all 9 lines present in these 
three regions. So which region could we target to try and increase the number of lines present. The area 
with the next highest number of lines is Anglia (in dark blue) but when we look at the map for the 
breeders we see that Anglia has a relatively low number of breeders compared to other regions and that 
the South West is the region with the most breeders after the Central region which is the heartland of the 
breed. So with more breeders to work with in the South West we could try and encourage them to 
introduce Mermaid and Royal Sapphire lines into their herds. That would mean we could fill in the south 
west corner of the sow lines map in purple for next year.  

 

Of the Traditional breeds all those with less than 20 
sow lines have been able to meet this target. The 
Large Blacks with 23 lines have done a fantastic job 
with only one line below the 5 herd target and the 
Saddlebacks, the traditional breed with the most 
lines (28) have managed to get 80% of their lines 
into at least 5 herds whilst the other at risk lines are 
held by well-established breeders. The situation in 
the Modern Breeds is not as good. Less than 10% of 
the Landrace and only a third of Large White lines 
are being kept in at least 5 herds. The Welsh have 
just over half of their lines in 5 or more herds but that 
still means there are a lot of lines at risk if individual 
breeders give up due to the difficult conditions.  
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How do these maps compare to last year. Have we made any progress. The table below shows the 
number of lines in each breed  that are present in more regions than last year and the number of lines 
that are present in less regions than last year. Almost all of the Traditional breeds show a net increase.  

Breed 2020 Sow Lines 
Sow Lines in 
more regions 

Sow Lines in 
less regions 

Net 
Result 

Weighted for 
no of sow lines  

Berkshire 9 4 2 2   22% 

British Landrace 30 4 3 1   3% 

British Saddleback 28 12 4 8   29% 

Gloucestershire Old Spots 15 6 3 3   20% 

Large Black 23 8 6 2   9% 

Large White 25 7 7 0   0% 

Middle White 10 5 2 3   30% 

Oxford Sandy & Black 13 7 1 6   46% 

Tamworth 9 2 2 0   0% 

Welsh 26 3 8 ‐5   ‐19% 

 

This is very encouraging but we need to be careful. It’s not a league table. Some breeds have more sow 
lines than others and some breeds already have very good distribution of their lines. We saw earlier that 
the Large Blacks have a lot of sow lines but almost all of them are already well distributed whereas the 
Saddlebacks have quite a few lines that are only held in a few herds and so improving the overall 
position of their lines by 30% is a great result. Each breed needs to be looked at individually but the 
general message is one of improvement and success. 

Each of the native breeds has its own bespoke Conservation Breeding Plan drawn up in consultation 
with the breeders and breed clubs. These plans are published by the Conservation Committee. Each 
breed has its own specific targets and goals for 2021 and the years ahead. For details of these plans 
please refer to the individual plans published on the BPA website. 

We have also asked the breed reps, surveyors and clubs what they are most pleased about in this year’s 
results and the programme to date. Here are some of the highlights. 

Berkshire. Chris Impey ( BPA Breed Rep) We are very pleased to have reached the initial targets as we 
now have minimum of 5 boars or sows in each line and all the lines are present in at least 5 farms. All 
our sow lines are present in three out of five English regions giving us a solid foundation for our plans to 
increase numbers and lines in the North and in Scotland.  

British Landrace -  Nigel Overend (BPA breed rep) “The rapid fall in sow numbers is a great concern 
and must be addressed but we can take heart from the good news about our boar lines. Since 2017, 
thanks to the efforts of dedicated breeders both past and present we have been able to reintroduce four 
of the more traditional boar lines, Dromus. Elias, Esmer and Riber, that were not even present in the 
2016 survey.   

British Saddleback – Irving Carter (BPA breed rep) “We have plan in hand to nurture the critically at 
risk Alvis sow line. Since 2016 in partnership with the British Saddleback Breeders Club we have been 
running a breeding programme for the remaining 5 boar lines needed for the genebank. All five were in 
critical condition but we have managed to breed up the lines, adding frozen semen from Consort, 
Dominator and Earl Simon boars to the tank, and our breeding programme is on track to deliver both a 
Carl and a Guardsman boar for the genebank in the coming year.” 

Gloucestershire Old Spots – Mike Smith(BPA breed rep) “ We are very pleased with the progress of 
two sow lines Dahlia and Star. Almost half of our sow lines are better represented across the regions this 
year and with 80% of all our sow lines in every region of England we have a strong base on which to 
build.” 

Large Black. Janice Wood ( BPA Surveyor and Club Secretary) “With 23 sow lines we are the traditional 
breed with second highest number of female bloodlines. Couple this with a relatively small population 
and the twin targets of a minimum of five sows in at least five herds present a significant challenge. 
Thanks to a concerted breeding programme combined with a planned movement of sows and boars we 
now have a minimum of five sows in every line and only one line that is present in less than five herds.” 
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Large White – Steven Loveless (BPA Breed Rep) The decline in sow nubers is very worrying but  we 
have managed to collect frozen semen from three of the four boar lines identified as priorities in 2017. 
Semen from Dougal, McFlannel and Royal Turk boars has been added to the tank and we now only 
need a Prince boar to meet our first phase genebanking target.  

Middle White -  Tracey Bretherton ( BPA Breed Rep) “Thanks to a programme of planned sow and boar 
movements we have managed to spread our sow lines from the Central region to the North region and 
also to the area south of the M4 so that at least 80% of those lines are present in 4 of the 5 English 
regions. The Ladys Maid line is now present in more than 5 herds and half of the sow lines have 
improved their geographical distribution in the last year” 

Oxford Sandy & Black  - Dave Aldous & Jane Mathews (BPA Breed Reps) “The OSB’s first 
appearance in the Bloodline Survey was in 2004. With just 162 sows, 36 boars and 64 breeders it was 
by far the rarest of native breeds in the survey. Over the next decade the breed flourished and by 2013 
there were more than 200 breeders keeping over 550 sows. Since that time the breed has managed to 
maintain its position as one of the most popular of the native breeds in spite of the difficult economic 
conditions. In the 2004 survey there were no Dandy’s and only 2 Gloria sows in a single herd. Almost 
half of the 36 registered boars were from the  Clarence line. Those two sow lines have been saved and 
today all the sow and boar lines are well represented within the herd.  

The geographical spread of the lines is also very good and a real success story. Last year we set out to 
move more lines north of the M4 and this year the OSB became only the second breed to have all its 
sow lines present in 3 of the 8 BPA regions. More than half the sow lines are present in more regions 
than they were last year and five of the sow lines are present in all 8 regions. 

Tamworth Ryan Perry and Angela Andrews (BPA Breed Rep and Tamworth Breeders Club) “ An 
intensive programme to save the Glen line is in hand and we expect to see results in the coming year. 
Although sow numbers have taken a hit this year both the number of sow lines and breeders per region 
have been maintained and so we have a solid base from which to expand. The Tamworth is better 
represented in Scotland than most breeds and we hope to build on this success.” 

Welsh Geoff Bemand ( BPA Breed rep) “Although the number of lines present in less than 5 herds is 
high most of the lines have reasonable numbers and so we have a base from which to try and distribute 
these lines around the regions. We still need four more boar lines for the genebank but three of the four 
are present in a good number of herds and so it should be possible to find good examples for the 
freezing programme”. 

Pedigree pig breeders are the custodians of a unique natural resource. Too often we think of biodiversity 
as wild biodiversity, birds, badgers, butterflies etc but farm animals are part of the natural world and are 
officially recognised as an important conservation target by the Convention of Biodiversity to which the 
UK is a signatory. As a nation we are committed to preserving our native breeds and this has now been 
recognised in the new post-Brexit Agriculture Bill. Environmental policy these days aims not only to 
conserve the environment but to improve it. That is what we must do with our native breeds. It is not 
enough just to pass them on to the next generation. We must try to ensure that we are handing on our 
breeds to future pedigree pig keepers in as good a condition or better. That does not just mean bigger 
numbers it means the overall genetic health and sustainability of the breeds.  If we can build a genebank 
and ensure that our breeds and their bloodlines are evenly distributed around the country we will have 
made a good start.   


