Feral pig (Sus scrofa)

Biology & ecology: Feral pigs in Australia descend from
domestic swine, but look more similar to Eurasia’s wild boar
than their domestic counterparts. They tend to have sparse,
coarse hair on lean and muscular frames, well-developed
necks and shoulders that taper to short hindquarters.
Colouration is predominantly black, rust-coloured or black
and white spotted. Females are usually smaller and weigh
less (50-60 kg) than males (80-100 kg). Pigs have keen senses
of smell and taste and good hearing, but their eyesight is
generally considered to be poor.

Feral pigs are highly social and intelligent animals that
naturally form groups, known as ‘mobs’, or ‘sounders’ in
the United States. These groups are usually less than 12
individuals, although they can be as large as 400 if conditions
are right'. Feral pigs are most active from late afternoon to
early morning.

Habitat: In Australia, feral pigs occupy a diverse range
of habitats including rangelands, alpine regions, tropical
rainforests, floodplains and wetlands. They are not usually
found in Australia’s arid interior as they need regular food,
water and shelter, particularly in hotter conditions. Feral
pigs tend to stay within defined home ranges, but will move
in response to seasonal requirements or regular disturbance.
Family groups of sows, piglets and juveniles tend to have
more limited home ranges (2-20 sq km) than boars?, who
are typically solitary and have home ranges of 8-50 sq km.

‘ ‘ Feral pigs prey on up to 70%
of sea turtle nests in far-north

Queensland®. , ’

Nutrition: Feral pigs are opportunistic omnivores
that exploit a variety of food sources. They prefer green
vegetation, but readily eat a range of animal matter, roots,
grains and fruits. Using their muscular mobile snout and
forefeet, pigs effectively root up the ground searching for
food. Feral pigs have relatively high protein requirements

and will eat the eggs of ground-nesting birds, reptiles and
amphibians and directly prey upon lambs, frogs and marine
and freshwater turtles?3.

Feral pigs wallowing in a creek, Kimberley area, WA.
Image: Jason Wishart

Reproduction & lifecycle: Breeding is heavily
influenced by the availability and quality of food. Favourable
conditions allow feral pigs to reproduce all year round and
at a rapid rate, akin to rabbits. Sows can breed once they
reach about 25 kg or six months of age and can potentially
produce two litters of 4-10 piglets in a year. Mating is mostly
random, which leads to diverse genetic mixing. Tracking
studies indicate large boars will disperse widely — up to 150
km — to secure breeding opportunities®.

Biological & behavioural weaknesses: Feral pigs
lack sweat glands, so are relatively heat intolerant and
need free water and shade to withstand high temperatures.
They also need high-energy, protein-rich foods in order to
successfully rear their young. Feral pigs are susceptible to
toxins such as sodium monofluoroacetate (1080) and the
human food preservative sodium nitrite. Such weaknesses
in their biology and ecology can be exploited for targeted
and cost-effective feral pig management.

Original distribution: It is likely that pigs were
domesticated from the Eurasian wild boar 8000 to 10 000
years ago'. Wild boar, domestic and feral pigs (all Sus
scrofa) occupy the largest range of the modern pig family,
Suidae. Originally occurring in Europe, Asia, North Africa
and the Malay Archipelago, pigs have now been introduced
worldwide by humans.

Current Australian distribution: Feral pigs are not
native to Australia. Early European settlers kept domestic
swine and by the 1880s various stocks had run wild. Today
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there are up to 24 million feral pigs across about 45% of
Australia®’. Most common in northern and eastern states, the
abundance and distribution of feral pigs fluctuates widely
in response to food, water and environmental conditions.
Feral pig populations continue to expand both naturally and
by illegal translocations, particularly in Western Australia,
South Australia and Victoria.

Economic impacts: Feral pigs cost the agricultural
industry over $100 million each year?, largely via predation
of lambs, competition with livestock and damage to property
and crops. Industries such as wool, meat (cattle and sheep),
grains, sugar and bananas are directly affected. Feral pigs
also host serious diseases with the potential to devastate
livestock operations. It is estimated that a year-long
outbreak of foot-and-mouth disease (FMD) would reduce
export revenue by more than $9 billion®. Furthermore, feral
pigs range close enough to domestic swine facilities to pose
a significant biosecurity risk'™. Australia’s supply of feral
pig or ‘wild boar’ meat to international markets — mainly
Europe and Asia — generates around $20 million each year''.

Environmental impacts: Feral pigs cause extensive
damage to natural habitats by turning over vast areas of
soil when rooting for food. They also wallow and foul up
water sources, trample and consume native vegetation and
facilitate the spread of weeds and Phytophthora. Ground-
dwelling fauna like frogs and turtles are easy prey for digging
pigs®. According to Australia’s Environment Protection and
Biodiversity Conservation Act 1999 and feral pig Threat
Abatement Plan, about 40 threatened species are at risk of
feral pig predation, habitat degradation, competition and
disease transmission'2.

Social impacts: Some members of the community see
feral pigs as a food and recreational resource, and hunting
plays a role in managing this highly destructive species. But
the scope of the damage caused by feral pigs to property
and landscape, as well as their potential for disease
transmission, far outweigh any benefits of hunting and
harvesting. For example, the social consequences of a FMD
outbreak in Australia would be catastrophic for individual
landholders and farming communities. Harmful effects
would resonate nationally, not just in regional Australia.

References

1. Long J (2003). Introduced Mammals of the World: their His-
tory Distribution and Influence. CSIRO Publishing, Melbourne.

2. Choquenot D, Mcllroy J and Korn T (1996). Managing Verte-
brate Pests: Feral Pigs. Bureau of Resource Sciences, Austra-
lian Government Publishing Service, Canberra.

3. Fordham DA, Georges A and Brook BW (2008). Indigenous har-
vest, exotic pig predation and local persistence of a long-lived
vertebrate: managing a tropical freshwater turtle for sustain-
ability and conservation. Journal of Applied Ecology 45:52-62.

—

Map: Occurrence, abundance and distribution of feral pigs
in Australia’

Feral pig (Sus scrofa)
Qceurrence, Abundance and Distribution

N Present - Abundance / Distribution Unknown
Occasional f Localised [

Occasional / Widespread ﬁ
Comman / Localised
N Comman / Widespread
B Abundant / Localised

B Abundant / Widespread
Absent

Unknown @ 1A CRC & NLWRA

4. Lapidge S, Spencer P, Hampton J, Cowled B and Scanlan J
(2005). A Novel Molecular Ecology Approach to Ascertaining
Emigration/Immigration and Potential Disease Spread in Fe-
ral Pigs. Report to Wildlife Exotic Disease Preparedness Pro-
gram, DAFF, Canberra.

5. Frequently asked questions about HOG-GONE® (2011).
PestSmart Toolkit factsheet. Invasive Animals Cooperative Re-
search Centre, Canberra.

6. Hone J (1990). How many feral pigs in Australia. Wildlife Re-
search 17:571-572.

7. West P (2008). Assessing Invasive Animals in Australia 2008.
National Land & Water Resources Audit and Invasive Animals
Cooperative Research Centre, Canberra.

8. McLeod R (2004). Counting the Cost: Impact of Invasive Ani-
mals in Australia, 2004. Cooperative Research Centre for Pest
Animal Control, Canberra.

9. Productivity Commission (2002). Impact of a Foot and Mouth
Disease Outbreak on Australia. Research Report, Ausinfo,
Canberra.

10.Pearson H, Lapidge S, Herandez-Jover M and Toribio JA (2011).
Are vertebrate pests a disease risk for commercial piggeries?
In: G Saunders and C Lane (eds), Proceedings of the 15th
Australasian Vertebrate Pest Conference. Sydney, June 2011.

11.Minister for Agriculture, Fisheries and Forestry (2005). Game,
Poultry and Rabbit Meat Amendment Orders 2005 (no.1) - Ex-
planatory Statement. ComLaw.

12.Department of the Environment and Heritage (DEH, 2005).
Threat Abatement Plan for Predation, Habitat Degradation,
Competition and Disease Transmission by Feral Pigs. DEH,
Canberra.

More information: see http://www.feral.org.au/pestsmart

,

L

Feral Pig Factsheet

August 2011

FPFS1


http://www.publish.csiro.au/nid/18/pid/3586.htm
http://www.publish.csiro.au/nid/18/pid/3586.htm
http://www.feral.org.au/managing-vertebrate-pests-feral-pigs/
http://www.feral.org.au/managing-vertebrate-pests-feral-pigs/
http://dx.doi.org/10.1111/j.1365-2664.2007.01414.x
http://www.daff.gov.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0003/581466/feral-pigs-disease-spread.pdf
http://www.daff.gov.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0003/581466/feral-pigs-disease-spread.pdf
http://www.daff.gov.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0003/581466/feral-pigs-disease-spread.pdf
http://www.feral.org.au/pestsmart-hoggone-faq/
http://dx.doi.org/10.1071/WR9900571

http://dx.doi.org/10.1071/WR9900571

http://www.feral.org.au/assessing-invasive-animals-in-australia-2008/
http://www.feral.org.au/counting-the-cost-impact-of-invasive-animals-in-australia-2004/
http://www.feral.org.au/counting-the-cost-impact-of-invasive-animals-in-australia-2004/
http://www.pc.gov.au/projects/study/footandmouth/docs/finalreport
http://www.pc.gov.au/projects/study/footandmouth/docs/finalreport
http://www.feral.org.au/?p=48526
http://www.feral.org.au/?p=48526
http://www.comlaw.gov.au/Details/F2005L00332/Explanatory%20Statement/Text
http://www.comlaw.gov.au/Details/F2005L00332/Explanatory%20Statement/Text
http://www.comlaw.gov.au/Details/F2005L00332/Explanatory%20Statement/Text
http://www.environment.gov.au/biodiversity/threatened/publications/tap/pig.html
http://www.environment.gov.au/biodiversity/threatened/publications/tap/pig.html

