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Recent Trends in the Level and Geography of Ohio Hog Production 
 
Ohio has experienced a recovery in hog numbers over the past five years.  This has 
stimulated discussion of how Ohio will fare in upcoming decades with regard to its hog 
industry and how the state’s livestock landscape will continue to evolve.  In this issue I’d 
like to take a look at this recent increase in hog inventories, document where in Ohio the 
growth has been taking place over the past few years, analyze how Ohio’s production has 
shifted over the past few decades, and analyze if recent trends in geographical 
concentration are sustainable over the next decade. 
 
Like many states and the nation as a whole, 1998 was a pivotal year in the recent history 
of hog production.  It hit the Ohio industry harder than most states however, with total 
hog inventories decreasing by 270,000 pigs between 1998 and 2001 – a 16% loss.  
Nationally hog inventories declined only about 5% and stopped declining nearly a year 
sooner than they did in Ohio (Figure 1). 
 
Clearly the financial hardship had a stronger impact on the structure of Ohio hog 
production than it did in many other locations.  While the reason for the difference is not 
entirely clear, the prevalence of smaller producers in Ohio (in 1998 the average Ohio 
operation had about 260 hogs while the average size was more than double that for the 
U.S. as a whole) is likely one part.  This may suggest greater operational flexibility in 
that many farms did not rely wholly upon hogs to pay the bills.  When hogs stopped 
paying the bills and instead became a financial drain, many operations could shift out of 
hogs and to other enterprises.  Furthermore, the proximity of many of Ohio’s hog 
production regions to urban job centers likely drove many of the smaller operations that 
didn’ t have other viable farming enterprises to focus on non-farm employment.  
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Figure 1 

 
However, since the 2001 low-point in hog inventories, Ohio hog numbers have increased 
about 9% (130,000 hogs) while national hog inventories have only grown about 3%.  
Where is this growth in Ohio?  Not surprisingly, it is focused in the west-central portion 
of the state.  Between 2000 and 2005, 3 counties have added at least 20,000 hogs each: 
Mercer (+52,800), Shelby (+24,600), and Darke (+21,700).  Another 5 have added more 
than 10,000 during this same period (Auglaize, Union, Hardin, Crawford, Madison).  
Other than Crawford County, the outline of the other 7 counties form an inverted-U shape 
where one foot of the inverted-U borders Franklin County and the other foot borders the 
Indiana state line with Miami, Logan and Champaign counties (which have shown little 
change in inventories) forming the interior.  
 
While the state as a whole has increased hog inventories over the past several years, 
several counties continue historical declines.  The inventories of 3 counties have declined 
by more than 10,000 hogs during the 2000 – 2005 period: Holmes (-15,100), Fulton (-
14,500), and Clinton (-11,800).  Four other counties have lost at least 7,500 hogs during 
the same period (Fayette, Greene, Preble, and Williams).   
 
Clearly there is a continuing trend toward a geographical concentration of Ohio’s hog 
industry with a few regions gaining numbers and others losing numbers.  In 2005 the 
west-central district (Auglaize, Champaign, Clark, Darke, Hardin, Logan, Mercer, 
Miami, Shelby) accounted for 38% of all Ohio hog inventories.  This is up from 31% in 
2000 and from 23% in 1975 (Figures 2a – 2c).  During the 2000-2005 period, no region 
other than the west-central region has increased its relative share of hog inventories.  In 
fact, only the central region, which represents 14% of Ohio hogs, has maintained its 
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relative position.  And within the central region it is the western-most counties of 
Madison and Union that have helped offset production losses in other central district 
counties such as Fayette and Knox.   
 

 

1975 Distribution of Hogs in Ohio by District
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Figure 2a. 

 

2000 Distribution of Ohio Hogs by District
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Figure 2b. 

2005 Distribution of Ohio Hogs by District
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Figure 2c 

 
Looking back over three decades, one sees a point in time where Ohio’s hog production 
base was more geographically diverse.  One way to measure this is to look at the top 4 
Ohio counties in terms of hog inventories and to calculate what percent of the state’s 
hogs reside in these counties.   
For example, in 1975 the top 4 counties housed 18.5% of Ohio’s hogs (Figure 3).  By 
2005 that figure had increased to 31.2%.  In 2005 nearly 1 in 3 hogs resided in Darke, 
Mercer, Putnam or Hardin Counties.  Darke and Mercer Counties’  rise is particularly 
stark.  In 1975 these two counties housed less than 9% of Ohio’s hogs; in 2005 they 
housed 23% of them. 
 
For a broader perspective, one can look over a 30-year time frame and see the slow 
decline of hog production in southwest and central Ohio.  In 1975 these regions housed 
18% and 21% of Ohio inventories, respectively.  The southwest has lost nearly two-thirds 
its share and the central district nearly one-third.  The southwest district, which consists 
of Butler, Clermont, Clinton, Greene, Hamilton, Montgomery, Preble and Warren 
Counties, provides an interesting case study of the shifting tides of production in Ohio.   
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Trends in Geographic Concentration with Ohio:  1975 - 2005
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Figure 3. 

 
Of these 8 counties that surround Cincinnati – the epicenter of 19th century hog 
production in the United States – 6 featured inventories of 20,000 hogs or more during 
the early 1970’s, including three of the four top producing counties in the state in Clinton, 
Preble and Greene.  By 2005 only Preble maintained inventories exceeding 20,000 and 
the hog inventory in this district shrunk from 307,200 in 1975 to 101,000 in 2005 (Figure 
4). 
 
Why the departure?  Two key factors come to mind.  The first is human population 
growth.  The district lost 206,100 hogs during the 1975 to 2005 time span but it gained 
218,400 people.  In other words, over this time period the southwest district gained 
almost exactly one person for every hog it lost.  Let’s face it, new subdivisions and new 
hog facilities don’ t mix.  Beyond human population, another crucial factor was likely the 
loss of slaughter capacity in Cincinnati during the early 1990’s.  Indeed, while human 
population gradually grew during the 1975 to 2005 period, the large losses in hogs in the 
district did not occur until the early 1990’s.  The loss of such easy access to slaughter 
likely made operators’  decisions to disinvest in current production facilities more 
straightforward, while those making the decisions about where to locate slaughter 
facilities likely noted the encroaching human population in key adjacent production 
regions.   
 
 

 
 



 6 

Southwest District Hog Inventories by County: 1975 - 2005
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Figure 4. 

  
 
The next logical question becomes: Will this trend toward consolidation in west central 
Ohio continue?  Or, put another way, how many more hogs can Mercer and Darke 
absorb?  According to the 2002 Census of Agriculture Mercer County was the highest 
animal density of any county in Ohio.  Mercer had 862 beef cows, 18,572 dairy cows, 
31,105 other cattle, 18,558 sows, 155,491 other hogs, 7.86 million layers, 1.45 million 
pullets, 60,000 broilers, and 1.07 million turkeys.  If you convert each animal type to 
dairy cow equivalents in terms of its manure production capability (I used figures from 
OSU Extension Bulletin 604-06), the animal population of Mercer is equivalent to about 
70,000 dairy cows.  Mercer County listed 268,569 acres of farm land in 2002, meaning 
that animal density is equivalent to having about 5 acres of farm land for every animal 
equivalent to a dairy cow. 
 
So, how does this stack up against other heavy livestock counties across the U.S.?  Let’s 
take a look at what is most likely the most animal dense county in the nation – Duplin 
County, North Carolina.  In 2002, this county housed more than 20,000 cattle, 2 million 
hogs, 6 million chickens and 3 million turkeys on a little less farm land than Mercer 
County.  Its animal density is about 3 times greater than that of Mercer County.  For a 
Midwestern comparison, we could look at the western Iowa county of Sioux – that state’s 
Mercer County, if you will.  In 2002 Sioux County hosted more than 200,000 cattle, 
800,000 hogs, and more than 2.6 million chickens on about 500,000 acres of farm land.  
This puts its animal density about 34% higher than that of Mercer County.  And what 
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about Darke County – Ohio’s second largest hog county and Mercer’s southern neighbor?  
Darke’s 2002 animal density was about 40% lower than Mercer.   
 
This comparison suggests that, while key west-central Ohio counties that have recently 
been attracting large numbers of hogs now have very high levels of total animal density, 
they are by no means at the levels observed elsewhere in the United States.  However, 
there is one statistic that I failed to compare across these counties – that of human 
population density.  For Duplin, North Carolina, less than half of the county’s land area 
was dedicated to farming in 2002 and there were only about 60 people per square mile.  
In Sioux County, Iowa, more than 90% of land area was dedicated to farming, with a 
population density around 40 people per square mile.  Mercer and Darke Counties also 
have around 90% of land area dedicated to farming.  However, both these counties also 
have population densities of around 90 people per square mile – more than twice that of 
Sioux County, Iowa and about 50% higher than that of Duplin, North Carolina. 
 
When I add the number of livestock (expressed in dairy cow equivalents based on manure 
production) to the number of people and divide by the number of acres of farm and non-
farm land in each county, I find that Duplin and Sioux Counties have about 3 acres for 
each person and dairy cow equivalent, Mercer has about 4 acres, and Darke County has 
about 7 acres.   
 
How many more finishing hogs would have to enter Mercer and Darke Counties before 
they reach the density of Duplin and Sioux Counties?  My calculations suggest the 
addition of about 500,000 finishing hogs more would drive the total human plus livestock 
density level to be equivalent to the nation’s most livestock-dense counties.  For Darke 
County that figure soars to 1.3 million finishing hogs.  Please be clear – this is not a 
recommendation for Mercer and Darke Counties.  Rather, this might be viewed as the 
practical extreme for livestock expansion in Ohio’s most intense livestock counties using 
some simplified assumptions and rough calculations.   
 
These calculations do put into perspective that, while many in Ohio view Mercer County 
as saturated by livestock, there are counties in the US that have far greater livestock 
density.  And, obviously, there is a slate of potential issues that can accompany greater 
livestock density.  For example, the level of manure production in Duplin County and 
adjacent areas spurred law suits against large hog operations and resulted in large fines 
imposed by the US Environmental Protection Agency in 2001.  These calculations 
surrounding the relative livestock density of counties such as Mercer and Darke suggest 
that more geographical concentration in Ohio hog production could take place even in the 
counties that are currently most densely populated with livestock.   
 


