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We are Topigs Norsvin. A unique team of scientists, 
specialists, farmers, customers and partners. Spread 
across the world, and united in our vision to create 
Progress in Pigs. Every Day. We are proud to be  
a part of this company.
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I found it really inspiring to read how our partners worldwide 
experience Topigs Norsvin genetics and I trust that you will  
feel the same. Satisfied and successfully operating customers 
motivate us to continue our efforts to further accelerate our 
genetic progress and to bring our customers’ performance to 
the next level. 

May I use this opportunity to thank our customers and other 
stakeholders in our industry for their strong loyalty and  
partnership. Due to the growth of our company, some of the 
established partnerships are relatively young, but many were 
established decades ago and are still developing. In general, 
we see customers expanding and becoming more integrated 
and professional in terms of production, infrastructure and 
farming practices. 

For all producers the basic need is to convert feed into quality 
pork as efficiently and sustainably as possible. Our added  
value lies primarily in introducing top genetics to production 
systems to raise the animals’ genetic potential. ‘Bad health eats 
genetic potential,’ is a customer quote in one of the articles. 
It is estimated that on a global level pig production performs 
around 30% below the genetic potential due to suboptimal 
conditions. So apart from raising the genetic potential,  
there is also the challenge of maximising the performance 
realised. And that requires the ongoing support from Topigs 
Norsvin specialists in the fields of reproduction, nutrition,  
veterinary services and breeding.

As we have said before, our key concept is Total Feed Efficien-
cy i.e. reducing feed costs not just in the finisher stage but 
throughout the entire production chain. Topigs Norsvin genetics 
have been bred to reduce all forms of inefficiencies in  
production systems and to produce the highest level of pork 
per unit of feed. This is a key element in achieving an efficient 
and sustainable production of pork.

Innovation is one of our core values and our world leading 
R&D efforts are one of the main pillars that translate this into 
real progress and value. We consider doubling the genetic 
progress to be a realistic goal. This can be achieved through 
larger reference populations, continual genotyping of selection 
candidates, high precision phenotyping and the implementation 
of new reproduction technologies.

Ultimately, we make all of these efforts to create added value 
for Topigs Norsvin users both now and in the future. It is very 
encouraging to see the success of our genetics literally  
growing in our customers’ systems and our vision being  
converted into real value.

I wish you an inspiring journey as you read this edition of  
our We magazine.

Progress in Pigs. Every day.

Turning vision into value

Martin Bijl
Chief Executive Officer

In this third We magazine you can read about the latest  
developments in the ongoing R&D work within Topigs Norsvin.  

However, more than before, you can read the stories of  
Topigs Norsvin customers from around the world.
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The challenge is  
also maximising  
performance.



6   |   We Magazine 2017        Topigs Norsvin

Rapid developments in biotechnology 
techniques are changing our genetic world 
at a high speed. Genomic selection has 
been implemented in the Topigs Norsvin 
breeding programme over the past few 
years. This investment has improved our 
rate of genetic progress by 50 % due to 
an increased accuracy in the breeding 
values. Our goal is to double genetic 
progress and so we still have another 
50 % to go. This 50 % should come from 
a better and larger breeding infrastructure 
and possibly from techniques like gene 
editing that are novel to our sector. 

Topigs Norsvin is planning an investment 
in a new boar testing facility with 
CT-scanning in Canada. New nucleus 
farms are being contracted on a specific 
pathogen free (SPF) level. Canada will 
become one of Topigs Norsvin’s major 
gene dissemination hubs to serve the 
world with leading pig genetics. Topigs 
Norvsin has also started to invest in  

techniques to overcome low female  
reproductive rate with the start of a new 
project. This move has been triggered by  
the rapid development in human in vitro 
fertilisation (IVF) and bovine ovum pickup. 

In many other species, especially com-
panion animals, cloning is reported on 
an almost daily basis. Bovine embryos 
are the new transport medium for cattle 
genes around the world. Gene editing 
and other new techniques are now the 
subject of public and political debate to 
decide which scientific breakthroughs  
in the genetics business are publicly  
acceptable for routine use.

These new techniques will only enter the 
Topigs Norsvin business if they bring sig-
nificant benefit to the industry and society. 
Therefore such techniques are most likely 
to be deployed for work on disease  
resistance, solving boar castration issues 
or other welfare concerns.

A further development at Topigs Norsvin 
is the application of camera techniques 
for precision phenotyping on weight 
and conformation development as well 
as on animal behavioural traits. This will 
also be implemented in the breeding 
programme. Although genomics is now 
fully implemented in the day-to-day routine, 
the search for the genomic basis of traits 
remains with a desire to understand the 
genetic architecture of biology.

Now, more than ever, we operate in a fast 
changing world. Implementing these 
fast technological developments into  
a breeding programme is only possible 
with a good, focused and motivated 
group of researchers and specialists who 
are  open for collaboration with the  
scientific world. I am proud to chair such 
a leading group in Topigs Norsvin.

Hans Olijslagers
Chief Technical Officer

A rapidly changing world
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The start of 2016 was marked by challenging market circum-
stances. European markets in particular were under pressure 
due to generally low price levels. This had a negative impact on 
the financial situation of many of our customers. In the second 
half of the year, prices, and therefore the markets, recovered.

We can see that the synergies of the succesfull merger between 
Topigs and Norsvin are paying off in every aspect of our  
business and organisation. Through the significant annual  
increase of our investments in research and development we 
succeeded in accelerating our genetic progress. Topigs Norsvin 

achieved its growth and financial targets. The balance sheet 
remains strong and robust and shows healthy ratios. 

In the course of the year we began implementing our inter- 
national HR strategy. Performance management, talents  
management and management development are the spearheads 
of our policy.

According to the ‘best of both worlds principle’, our IT worked 
on the further integration and development of the Dutch and 
Norwegian Breeding Value Estimation databases.

Cor van Hertrooij
Chief Financial Officer

Ready for the future
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Adding value  
for our customers’ business  

through innovation



We Magazine 2017        Topigs Norsvin   |   9

Cost price will continue to be the essential factor for success in the industry. Innovations 
that contribute to a lower production cost of pork are therefore welcome. But cost price is 
not the only determining factor for success. The pork produced must also satisfy growing 
market demands in the areas of quality, animal welfare, and food safety. Meeting these 
demands will enable producers to obtain profitable margins and ensure secure the  
continuity of their businesses. 

Topigs Norsvin is the world’s most innovative swine genetics company. Our genetic progress 
is powered by an intensive research and development programme in breeding and repro-
duction. We develop and implement the latest technology and knowledge to create 
added value for pork production while reducing its costs. We are the perfect partner for 
cost price reduction and added value. 

We are passionate about adding value to our customers’ business through innovation. 
Our breeding programme lies at the heart of our innovative approach and we have four 
focus areas that cover the entire value chain: feed efficiency, robustness and welfare, 
carcass and meat quality, and finally reproduction. The end results are high-producing 
sows that need a minimum of care and are easy to manage as well as high-quality,  
fast growing robust finishers. Looking over the entire production chain this leads to  
a cost-efficient pig production and added value for packers because the desired carcass 
quality is produced for the various segments. 

To achieve this we create maximum genetic progress by: 
•applying DNA technology in all our lines
•a worldwide breeding infrastructure with large high-health breeding populations
•customer performance steering selection
•Large-scale individual feed intake registration for maximum progress in  
total feed efficiency

•CT scanning over 3000 boars per year and scoring the exterior of our breeding pigs  
to achieve maximum progress in robust sows and finishers

•selecting on intramuscular fat and drip loss and applying  state-of-the-art technology 
for more and better meat quality to realize maximum packer value

•selecting on number of piglets born, in combination with number of teats,  
uniformity and survival to realise high survival rates.

Global presence

Topigs Norsvin has developed rapidly to become one of the most important  
swine genetics companies in the world. We are active in more than 50 countries 
with subsidiaries, joint ventures, and distributors. With our global presence,  
Topigs Norsvin serves the professional pig producer around the world. And 
through our local contacts we know individual producer´s needs and circumstances, 
which makes us the perfect partner for the industry.

In Europe, Topigs Norsvin is the market leader. Outside Europe, we are a prominent 
supplier of genetics in South America, market leader in Canada, and rapidly growing 
in the United States. In these countries we are the partner of most integrators.  
In countries like South Africa, Japan, and China we are also successful with our 
unique combination of innovations, high quality support, and top genetics.

PRESENT IN

COUNTRIES
54

Topigs Norsvin  
company facts

MILLION 
CROSSBRED  
GILTS/YEAR1,6

MILLION 
DOSES OF SEMEN/YEAR

9

MILLION 
SLAUGHTER PIGS 
PRODUCED/YEAR

100

MILLION
R&D BUDGET€ 19

SCIENTISTS  
HAVE A PHD DEGREE

28
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This RD&S expenditure represents nearly 15 % of total revenue in the business and  
puts our R&D investment ratio ahead of innovative technology companies like Microsoft, 
Apple and Amazon and on a comparable level with Google.*

Such a large research programme requires a division of the activities to ensure each  
area of our work receives the necessary attention from people with the appropriate spe-
cialist knowledge. We have realised that with the establishment of five research  
platforms. Each platform prioritises their research goals in line with its remit and the needs 
of the business.

The platforms represent all points from conception to consumption within the pig sector. 
This starts with the reproduction platform continuing with the robustness and animal 
welfare platform, the feed and feed efficiency platform and finishing with the meat and 
carcass quality platform. This is all supported with work from the genetics and genomics 
platform, which works across all sectors to ensure that innovation is captured in the  
genetic improvement programme.

Each of the articles in this We magazine about the research showcases a piece of work 
from a different platform. The studies illustrate the vast breadth of the research  
programme being undertaken at Topigs Norsvin and the commitment to innovation and the 
advancement of knowledge. Moreover, it demonstrates that despite the broad range of 
challenges addressed by the research programme we can achieve the common goal of 
Progress In Pigs by working together. 

By Egbert Knol, PhD

Research Director

Research from  
conseption to consumption

*Based on 2014 accounts figures available for these businesses

Every year Topigs Norsvin spends €19m on its research, development and  
support (RD&S) activities, which includes our global data collection  
that is increasingly on customer farms, to drive the genetic programme and 
ensure our customers benefit from our industry leading technology.

Five research platforms:

Reproduction Robustness and  
animal welfare

Feed and  
feed efficiency

Meat and  
carcass quality

Genetics and 
genomics
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The reproduction research platform recently 
highlighted the benefits of storing semen 
for longer periods. Marleen Broekhuijse 
from the research team was therefore 
asked to assess new extenders for their 
suitability in comparison to the existing 
Solusem product.

‘Being able to use longer term extenders 
benefits Topigs Norsvin, the AI centres  
and pig producers,’ explains Marleen.  
‘The breeding programme can use the 
boars of the highest genetic merit when-
ever they want because their semen can be 
available all week, the centres can optimise 
the collection schedule of the boars, and 
the producer can have semen available 
from fewer deliveries. For international  
customers it means the semen can be 

transported over longer distances, as it can 
spend more time in transit.’

Whilst the benefits of the change are very 
appealing to everyone in the industry, the 
process of assessing the impact of the 
change is a very vigorous one. First of all, 
the extenders had to pass a laboratory  
assessment test. This involved studying 
samples from 10 different boars for each 
of the extenders on trial for (progressive) 
motility and morphology using the Com-
puter Assisted Semen Analysis (CASA)  
system. This was done at collection and 
then at days 3, 7 and 10. In addition, the 
extenders were also checked for bacteriol-
ogy, conductivity, osmolarity and pH. These 
tests were performed at the laboratories of 
Varkens KI Nederland.

Pig producers purchasing semen from Topigs Norsvin can expect the  
semen to have a lifespan of 3 days after the day of collection. This is because 
we use the extender Solusem, which guarantees semen quality for up to  
72 hours. However, new research suggests a lifespan of 5-7 days and up to 
50 % of Dutch pig producers already use the semen for this longer period.

ABOUT:

Marleen Broekhuijse, PhD
Reproduction Researcher: 
‘Being able to use longer  
term extenders benefits  

Topigs Norsvin,  
the AI centres and pig producers.’

Unique experiment 
supports extended 
use of semen doses
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Slaughter trial 
This was then been followed by a slaughter trial in the Netherlands 
with 400 inseminations of gilts from 4 different extenders with the 
animals slaughtered at day 35 of pregnancy. At this point Marleen 
assessed whether the gilt was pregnant and the number of copora 
lutea at the ovaries provided an estimate of the number of eggs 
produced by the animal and the number and quality of the  
embryos. ‘The difference between the total number of embryos 
and the total number of copora lutea helps us to understand  
fertility. The numbers of non-vital and degenerated embryos provides 
us with data on embryo mortality,’ explains Marleen. Only when 
an extender has performed satisfactorily in this trial can it be tested 
on a farm in a production environment. ‘It would be too risky to 
use an extender directly in the field due to the potential costs of 
lower fertility,’ warns Marleen.

Two trials have now been completed comparing Solusem with 
three other commercial extenders. ‘The lab results from the first 
trial showed an improvement in semen quality for all extenders 
compared to Solusem up to day 10 but no difference between 
extenders for pregnancy rate or the number of embryos in the 
slaughter trial,’ reveals Marleen. ‘The age of the semen sample did, 
however, affect the number of embryos but not the pregnancy rate.’

Short- and long-term use
Results from the second trial, in which Solusem was tested against 
three of the most advanced long-term extenders available, demon-
strated that Solusem gives the same results as other extenders and 
that its stability makes it suitable for short- and long-term use.  
The final outcome of the trial is that Solusem’s performance is not 
beaten by any other extender.

The considerable work undertaken by Marleen and the reproduction 
research platform illustrates the importance of selecting the  
best extender for Topigs Norsvin and for our customers around  
the world.
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The success of producing significantly larger numbers of live-born piglets  
at birth means that more attention needs to be paid to the sow’s rearing ability.  

For some time the selection indices have been devised  
so that increases in numbers born are matched with increases in the number  

of teats on the sow. A ground-breaking study by the genetics and  
genomics research platform is giving researchers an insight into  

how genetics impacts on the number of teats.

Researcher Maren van Son, based in the 
offices in Hamar, Norway has been working 
on the project for 18 months: ‘The number 
of teats is an easy trait to measure and  
so we have incorporated this into our 
breeding goals, as it is an important trait 
for piglet survival. Combining the teat data 
with genetic marker data highlighted  
a highly significant area on chromosome  
7 in pigs. What was really interesting was 
that this association between chromosome 
7 and the number of teats was consistent 
across breeds, a consistency that is not 
usually seen in other traits.’

The project was able to move from the  
existing marker data to information on whole 
genome sequences that are available at 
Topigs Norsvin. The hope was that the  
genome sequence data would provide  
information to generate more markers and 
narrow down the search for the causative 
gene variant. Unfortunately this approach 
was only partially successful, as the genome 

sequence was highly conserved in these 
areas with very few new variants available.

Relation vertebrae and teats
It is at this point that the project was assisted 
with work in another research platform. 
That was the work of Jørgen Konsgro on 
the atlas of the pig. The researchers had 
noticed a documented gene in the region 
of interest called Vertnin, a gene documented 
to affect the development of vertebrae in 
the back. ‘Jørgen was able to supply  
data on the number of vertebrae on  
every animal that had been through the  
CT scanner,’ explains Maren. ‘The number 
of vertebrae varies between animals and 
this data produced an even stronger  
association with the genetic marker data.’ 
In fact, the research team of Maren, Marcos 
Lopes, Naomi Duijvesteijn and Barbara  
Harlizius could explain all the variation in 
the number of vertebrae from the genetic 
data but only a proportion of the variation 
in teat number.

Finding the mother’s  
gene that help piglets to survive

ABOUT:

Maren Van Son, PhD
Senior Researcher Genomics: 

‘Our hypothesis is that an 
additional vertebrae produces  

a longer animal and  
creates the opportunity  

for additional teats.’
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‘Our hypothesis is that an additional vertebrae produces a longer 
animal and creates the opportunity for additional teats. However 
other biological processes are clearly affecting whether the  
additional teats are developed,’ highlights Maren. ‘The next step 
is to look into the published pig mutations in the Vertnin gene to 
see whether any of these known variants exist in our animals.’

Breeding better mothers
This improved understanding of the underlying biology improves 
the accuracy in genetic selection for number of teats and is helping 
ensure that sows from Topigs Norsvin are better at rearing large 
litters than the competition. However, the work has also been a useful 
pioneering project for the genetics and genomics research platform.

‘The pipeline we have established to complete this piece of work 
can now be used to focus on much more complex traits,’ suggests 
Maren. ‘We are really excited about using it on some of the other 
phenotypes being revealed in the pig atlas project, but we may 
also use it on more challenging traits like disease resistance and  
resilience or traits measured post-slaughter.’ In this modern genetic 
landscape it would seem that the only limit to genetic improvement 
is the amount of data we can measure on the pig.

A highly significant effect for number of teats can be identified on chomosome 7.
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In addition, specific welfare codes in many countries 
forbid the routine use of tail docking. Pig producers 
will therefore have to ensure animals in their production 
system still perform under the new legislation. The science 
of meeting this challenge is being tackled by Lisette van der 
Zande in the Robustness and Welfare research platform.

Finding responsible pigs 
‘Pig producers dock the tails of piglets to prevent tail 
biting when they get older’, explains Lisette. ‘The eco-
nomic losses from tail biting are significant for the 
producer. It can lead to higher morbidity, mortality, 
suppression of growth rate and condemnations of the 
carcass at the slaughter plant.’ The difficulty for the 
researchers is that whilst it is easy to identify the victims 
of tail biting due to their wounds, the animals that 
cause the problem, the ‘biters’, are much more difficult 
to detect. Without extensive video footage and obser-
vation it is not possible to know which pig in the pen 
is responsible. It is therefore a difficult trait to apply 
genetic selection on.

Her work used a dataset of Topigs 20 x Tempo commer-
cial slaughter pigs and she was interested in trying to 
find traits that would help identify the pigs responsible 
for the biting behaviour. ‘Tail biting is not linked to 
aggressive behaviour in pigs. It is a more explorative 
behaviour and so other published methods to assess 
the animals such as lesion scoring were not suitable 
for use in our study,’ explains Lisette. ‘Instead we chose 
to focus on metabolites in pigs.’

Serotonin level is a predictor
Lisette and her colleagues Pramod Mathur, Egbert Knol 
and Naomi Duijvesteijn, were encouraged by results 
indicating serotonin levels may be a predictor of animals 
likely to exhibit tail-biting behaviour. ‘In humans we are 
familiar with serotonin as a neurotransmitter that  
correlates with our sense of happiness,’ Lisette explains. 
‘Similarly serotonin levels are also linked with depres-
sion and obsessive behaviour in humans and feather 
pecking, a similarly destructive behaviour in poultry.’

The genomic work suggests we can select animals with 
lower serotonin from Topigs Norsvin populations. This 
will lead to customers noticing significantly less tail 
biting in the future,’ predicts Lisette ‘and this coupled 
with improvements in the environment will hopefully 
result in the elimination of tail-biting behaviour.’

The project is now moving to the nucleus population 
at Paradise Valley in Winnipeg with accumulated  
observations on 12,000 weaned piglets. This data will 
provide the team with enough information to look at 
the impact of things such as birth weight, gender and 
litter size on tail damage. That will help to increase our 
understanding of a trait that has historically been  
difficult to address globally but may now benefit from 
the new genetic tools available at Topigs Norsvin.

ABOUT: 

Lisette van der Zande, MSc
Junior Researcher:

‘We can select animals  
with lower serotonin levels.  

This will lead to  
significantly less tail biting  

in the future.’

In 2023 tail docking, the process of shortening the tails of piglets,  
will be outlawed in the Netherlands. Elsewhere in Europe  
some countries have already banned the procedure or heavily  
restricted the use of the practice. 

Seeking Sociable Swine

Breeding for less tail biting
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This is especially true for Topigs Norsvin where our genetics 
are fed diets made up of raw ingredients available locally. 
This means animals in Europe are fed cereal and 
by-product based diets and animals in the Americas 
and Asian markets typically corn/soy-based diets. However, 
does our genetic selection strategy favour animals fed 
a specific diet? This is the question Senior Scientist Rob 
Bergsma, PhD and his colleagues in the Feed and feed 
efficiency research platform have recently addressed.

Western European and American diet
To determine whether there were any differences  
between diets, Rob set up a 2200 pig trial splitting 1100 
pairs of littermates. ‘Each pair of littermates were fed either 
a corn/soy diet as is typically fed to grower-finishers in 
the Americas, or cereal/by-product diet as is common 
in Western Europe,’ explains Rob. ‘Animals fed the  
cereal/by-product diet started off a little slower but 
consumed around 300 gram more feed per day during 
finishing, meaning that the energy intake over the entire 
trial did not differ between diets.’

The first interesting result was that performance  
between the two groups was very similar, especially 
growth rate where similar values were seen at the 
starter (796 v 771 gram/day or 1.75 vs 1.70 lbs/day), 
grower (975 v 977 gram/day or 2.15 vs 2.15 lbs/day) and 
finisher (1008 v 1046 gram/day or 2.22 vs 2.31 lbs/day) 
phases for corn/soy and cereal/by-product-based diets 
respectively. 

No difference in genetics
Arguably, the most interesting and important result 
was the genetic correlations between the two groups. 
‘Preliminary results show that the genetic correlations 
are very high for daily feed intake, feed efficiency and 
growth rate between the diets; In fact the genetic  
correlation was 1 for average daily gain,’ states Rob. 
‘This means that the animals with the genetics that 
grow fastest on the corn/soy diet are the same genetics 
that grow fastest on the cereal diets.’

This result is both welcoming and encouraging for our 
work at Topigs Norsvin. It means that genetic selection 
performed in the Canadian nucleus herd selects the 
best genetics to utilise in European markets and  
European nucleus herds select the best genetics for  
use on corn/soy diets despite having never been fed 
those feeds. 

Tailored feed manuals
This piece of work is only a small component of the work 
of Rob and the Feed and feed efficiency research platform. 
The Feed group is responsible for the production of all 
the feed manuals tailored to each genetic product and 
localised diets. In a business that is increasingly global, 
the work of the feed group ensures that our customers 
get a service that is sufficiently personalised and local.

A challenge for any global business is ensuring their products perform  
across all international markets regardless of where they have been developed, 
and despite localised market variation where they may be sold. 

Feeding Our Genes Across The Globe

ABOUT: 

Rob Bergsma, PhD
Senior Scientist:

‘Animals with the  
genetics that grow fastest  

on the corn/soy diet  
are the same genetics  

that grow fastest on the  
cereal/by-product diets.’
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At the moment Jorgen Kongsro, researcher at Topigs 
Norsvin, is working on the last elements of the Pig Atlas. 
This anatomical atlas contains Actual and historical CT 
(computer tomography) scan data of over 25,000 pigs 
and can be used for breeding and research. With the 
Pig Atlas Topigs Norsvin can use more specific data to 
predict the carcass and meat quality of pigs. The Pig 
Atlas is also an important instrument for the balanced 
breeding of healthy robust pigs. In 2017 the Pig Atlas 
will contain data of the Norsvin Duroc and Norsvin 
Landrace. In 2018 the Atlas will also be available for 
other lines of Topigs Norsvin. 

Predict future developments
The development of the Pig Atlas is the next step in 
the use of CT scan technology in breeding. A step that 
can be called a revolution. CT scanning started as a 
new way to measure the lean meat percentage of pigs, 
as this is the most important trait for carcass quality in 
Europe. ‘With the Atlas we take the next step and 
make it possible to use specific information like were 
on the carcass is the meat In: specific information 
about carcass composition. Researcher Jørgen Kongsro: 
‘One of the important things we do as a breeding 
company is to look into the crystal ball and predict 
future developments. In the future, processors will 
want pigs that have a specific carcass composition. 
Details like size of body parts are getting more important. 
With the Atlas and CT scans we are the first to more 
precisely offer our clients the product they need and 
that fits their market.’

The Atlas is more than just an instrument for better 
carcass quality. It is also a tool that makes it possible 

to breed robust and healthy pigs. This is of economic 
importance, but also contributes to higher animal welfare, 
food safety and sustainable pig production. It makes it 
possible to breed more balanced pigs.

Linking phenotype and genotype 
For breeding, the introduction of the Pig Atlas is  
a significant step forward. ‘We make the connection 
between phenotype information in the Atlas and  
genotyping.’ As the information in the Atlas is from the 
CT scanner, and thererfore very accurate and detailed, 
it is of far better quality than information about the 
phenotype like we had before. This makes predicting 
the genetic quality of the pig via genomic selection far 
more accurate than it is now. ‘This will really make  
a big difference in the genetic progress we achieve. It 
will make the gap between genomic information and 
the phenotype substantially smaller.’

The use of the Pig Atlas in combination with genomic 
information is a big step in pig breeding. It makes the 
data from CT scans and genetic selection more valuable, 
and enables a better and more accurate connection 
between phenotype and genotype. Topigs Norsvin is 
the first and only breeding company in the world that 
combines these two types of information.

In the future, Kongsro wants to use CT scanning to go 
deeper into the pig. ‘If we combine the CT scanner 
with spectral imaging we can measure the composition 
of the fat and muscle tissue in several parts of the living 
pig. Spectral imaging also makes it possible to use  
CT for measuring maternal traits in female animals,  
for example uterus capacity.’

Precision phenotyping will lead to big improvements in pig breeding. 
Better use of CT data by using the Pig Atlas, improved  
ultrasound scanning, big data and other new technology  
will lead to more precise data contributing to extra genetic progress.  
Topigs Norsvin researcher Jorgen Kongsro explains:

The  
next steps in breeding

ABOUT:

Jørgen Kongsro PhD
Senior Scientist  

Meat Science & Technology:
‘With the Pig Atlas  

we can use more specific  
data to predict the  

carcass and meat quality.  
It is also an important  

instrument for the  
balanced breeding  

of healthy robust pigs.’



We Magazine 2017        Topigs Norsvin   |   19

The Pig Atlas
Anatomical atlas that  

contains actual and historical  
CT scan data.

Data from over  
25,000 pigs included.

With the Pig Atlas  
Topigs Norsvin can use more  

specific data  
to predict the carcass and  

meat quality of pigs.

In 2017 the Pig Atlas  
will contain data of  

the Norsvin Duroc and  
Norsvin Landrace.

In 2018 the Atlas will also  
be available for other  

lines of Topigs Norsvin. 

Ultrasound makes progress
Ultrasound (US) is a much-used technology 
to measure phenotypical data, and now, 
new developments are implemented. 

Topigs Norsvin have made considerable prog-
ress in the quality of the images obtained from 
US measurements. Also, new technologies of 
automatical processing are developed. 

Just like the use of CT in combination with the 
Pig Atlas, the better US technology will lead to 
better data. The images will be more precise 
and of higher quality, eliminating the influ-
ence of the environment and making the effect  
of genetics clearer. In turn, we can improve  
the breeding accuracy and improve genet-
ic progress. There are numerous possibilities:  
US can be used to collect data about the mar-
bling of meat, the fatty acid composition and 
also fertility traits.

Big data: not only in breeding
Precision farming will lead to more data in commercial 
pig farms, data that can be used for management decisions. 

One example is the automatic measurement of the weight of finisher 
pigs. At the moment, the majority of farmers decide whether pigs are 
ready for slaughter with the eye. More precise data about the weight, 
for example with image registration systems, will lead to better decisions, 
higher quality and higher efficiency.

There are huge steps being made within the ‘internet of things’ in  
consumer electronics. I believe we will see similar developments in 
the ‘internet of pigs,’ where the pig itself will be a producer of big 
data ready to be harvested. The industry has to learn to use this  
big amount of data, and data must be converted to usable and valuable 
management information. There are many possibilities, also those never 
thought of. There will be uses for better animal welfare, higher food 
safety, higher efficiency, less environment issues and higher quality.  
This data can of course be used for breeding as well.

One of the challenges for the use of data from precision farming is 
identification and tracking and tracing. At the moment there are no good, 
cheap solutions. Researchers are working on a chip with elements like 
RF technology, WIFI or temperature sensors in it that can be tattooed 
on the pig,. If the chip could be made of biological material it would 
be even better.



Easy in use RobustnessSow

Pork producers are competing with each other to produce 
tasty, healthy and efficiently produced pork. It is a constant 
challenge to lower (feed) costs and increase revenues 
through product differentiation. At the same time  
societal demands for health, environmental impact and 
animal welfare are increasing. Antibiotic-free production, 
loose housing gestation and farrowing pens, non- 
castration, non-tail docking and higher survival rates 
are just some of the issues that are already a reality or 
are under debate in various markets. 

Topigs Norsvin makes large investments in the breed-
ing programme to create genetic progress to support 
our customers in fulfilling these demands. The overall 
objectives of our breeding programme are to be highest 
in total feed efficiency, to breed high producing easy-
in-use sows, and efficient and robust finishers with 
high meat yield up to heavy weights and fast growth.

Topigs Norsvin breeding programme

Fulfilling customer and societal demands

For low sow death loss

Prolonged weaning to service interval > 7 days

Sow longevity

Standing under

Motorics front

Motorics waddling hind

Front leg pasterns

Osteochondrosis in the joints by CT scan

Hind leg inner toe

Leg approval rate

Hind leg pasterns

Farrowing rate

Shoulder sore at weaning

Gestation length

Sow body condition at weaning

For low number of non-productive days

For animal welfare and low sow culling rate

For fitting in batch farrowing systems

For flexible moving and healthy sows

For sows which are standing 

stable on their hind legs

For equal claws which can carry the weight  

of a pregnant sow with large litters

For high lifetime sow production performance

For optimal leg position for sow longevity

For optimal leg position for sow longevity

For high selection rates in rearing gilts

For flexible moving and healthy sows

For batches of sows coming all in heat 3-6 days after weaning

For animal welfare and high lifetime sow production with minimum antibiotic use

By Arjan Neerhof, MSc

Director Genetics

20   |   We Magazine 2017        Topigs Norsvin



The fundamentals of our breeding programme are:
• large, high-health selection populations
• genomic selection implemented in each selection step
• short generation intervals
• large volumes of data
• precision phenotyping
• commercial production data (phenotypes + genotypes)

Nucleus selection candidates and (crossbred) animals in reference populations 
are being genotyped, and together with the phenotypic data, they are  
processed in the genetic evaluations using the latest available technology. 
Approximately 150,000 animals are off-tested each year.

Detailed images of male nucleus candidates are obtained from carcass and 
bone tissue through CT scanning technology at 120-130 kg (265-287 lbs) 
live weight. With this data, traits for lean percentage and primal yields are 
obtained, as well as for bone quality. Female selection candidates are 
scanned for carcass quality with ultrasound technology. 

Feed intake is recorded for up to 20,000 purebred and crossbred animals 
per year. Extensive research has demonstrated the importance of adding 
crossbred data to the genetic evaluations. 
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Easy in use Robustness Litter sizeLitter / piglets

Piglet vitality; piglet component of piglet 
survival till 21 days/weaning

Mothering ability; maternal component of piglet survival till 21 days/weaning

Litter weaning weight / 21 day litter weight; maternal component

Litter birth weight; maternal component

Number of teats

Total number born

Stillborn piglets Number of inverted teats

Litter birth weight variation; maternal component

For piglets with high energy reserves at birth and 

actively looking for the udder 

For high milk production

For high quality and strong piglets with good finishing characteristics

For high quality and strong piglets with good finishing characteristics

Arthritis

For low use of antibiotics

Splay leg 

For healthy pigs and fast colostrum uptake

Scrotal hernia

For healthy pigs

Umbilical hernia

For healthy pigs

Cryptotorchid

For healthy pigs

For low sow (feeding) costs per finisher produced

For each piglet born having a teat to suckle

For better udder quality

For fast colostrum uptake and low number of crushed piglets

For naturally farrowing sows and  
low number of manual interventions



Every nucleus animal is evaluated with an intensive exterior evaluation  
system. This includes up to 32 different traits in male selection candidates 
and up to 10 different traits for female selection candidates. 3D camera 
technology is being developed to obtain objective measures for exterior 
and conformation traits. 

700,000 piglets per year
Piglets from litters born within the piglet-weighing protocol are individually 
weighed and evaluated for health traits, teats are counted, and foster sow 
and weaning date is recorded. We have over 700,000 piglets per year in 
this unique programme, which indicates our level of commitment to piglet 
vitality. The data are being used for evaluating health, litter quality and 
survival traits.

Several packers provide data for over 80,000 animals per year for carcass 
quality and inspection results. These data enable us to improve the  
accuracy of our breeding values for crossbred performance and to develop 
new health and animal welfare traits.

Culled nucleus male selection candidates are evaluated for a wide number 
of meat quality traits, including meat colour, pH, water holding capacity, 
boar taint and IMF. Intramuscular fat percentage and fat quality are further 
evaluated by near-infrared spectroscopy (NIRS).

Data collection protocols are being developed and executed in close  
cooperation with our customers, breeders and scientists. This highly motivated 
team ensures that consistent and high quality data is being collected.  
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Robustness Finishing traits Carcass valuePen performance

Wean to finish mortality

For healthy pigs and minimal losses of high value animals

For efficient use of labour and capital investments

For social behaviour among pen mates

Daily gain (pure bred & cross bred)

Indirect effect on gain of pen mates (social breeding value)

For low cost of production and minimal environmental impact

Feed intake (pure bred & cross bred)

For healthy pigs and low use of antibiotics

Carcass defects



The cooperation with our partners in the supply chain is an important 
competitive advantage, from which our customers benefit. 

Another important reason for collecting data on a wide range of traits is 
so that a balanced breeding programme can be designed. The biology of 
the animal is such that selection for one trait might have negative  
consequences for other important traits. Together with our customers  
we find a balance between production economy, societal concerns and  
the optimisation of product quality.

In total we collect data for over 100 different traits. On these pages we 
present several infographics about the traits we use in our selection indexes 
and the reasons why.
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Carcass value Meat qualityCarcass / meat

For carcass quality fitting the meat market specifications

For high primal yields and low slaughter losses

Lean meat by CT scan

Carcass yield 

For carcass quality fitting the meat market specifications

Loin depth & Fat depth

For low slaughter losses and low use of antibiotics

For high consumer rating of pork

For high consumer rating of pork 

For optimal pork processing characteristics and optimal consumer experience

For reduced sorting losses at the packing plant

Carcass defects

Meat color

Intra Muscular Fat

Water holding capacity

Boar taint - Human Nose Score 
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The North and South American continents have approximately 11 million 
sows. The dominating markets in the Americas are the USA with almost 
6 million sows and Brazil with close to 2 million sows. The number of 
sows has been stable over the past three years and is expected to  
remain so. A market like Argentina has been growing in recent years 
and may continue to grow. In spite of the stable number of sows,  
the production of pork is increasing via higher carcass weights and 
more pigs per sow per year. Many countries are focused on exports to 
Asia. Canada, USA, Mexico (Sonora region), Chile and Brazil have  
a large percentage of the production destined for exports. 

50 control 50% of production
The dynamic in the market of sows is dominated by consolidation. The 
consolidation of production continues at around 3 % per year. It leads 
to fewer but ever larger producers. One way to measure the trend of 
consolidation is by determining the number of sows controlled by the 
top 50 powerhouses. Powerhouses are producers, integrators and  
management companies controlling large volumes of sows. The top 50 
Powerhouses on the two continents of America have grown from 4.9 
million sows in 2014 to 5.3 million sows in 2016. Today 50 companies 
control 50% of the production in the Americas. The 50 powerhouses 
are expected to grow to an estimated 6 million sows in 2021. 

Vertical integration is a trend with more producers of pigs having  
ownership in the packing and processing of pork, or vice versa. The 
fully integrated model seems to be the growing model of production. 

Margin distribution between slaughter and packing and producers is 
volatile with changing supply and demand of pigs. In the USA five new 
slaughterhouses are being built in in 2016-2017 that will lead to an 
extra capacity of 10 million hogs slaughtered per year.

Reduced use of antibiotics
Reducing the use of antibiotics has been a trend over the last few years. 
In the USA newly accepted industry-wide rules have been put forward to 
implement reduction. For the production farms reduction of antibiotics 
has become both a challenge for production as well as an opportunity 
for marketing pork. More differentiation in the housing systems of sows 
and finishers has also started. New brands are arising from packers and 
meat processors, which are targeting specific consumer segments. 

If production is to continue to grow then producers need sows which 
are easier to manage and in the finishing phase producers need animals 
that are more robust and better able to cope with challenges like heat 
and disease. Farms are becoming larger and better managed. For  
example, 24/7 labour on larger farms with 5000 or more sows is  
becoming more common. Topigs Norsvin is supplying continuously 
improved genetics, which in combination with service and the  
continuously improving management on the farms is leading to healthier 
and more productive pigs and prosperous farmers. 

Trends in North and South America

Powerhouses dominate the market

Peter van Kemenade

Regional Director North and South America
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Øystein Heggdal

Norsk Landbruk

Through major challenges in the US swine industry, The Maschhoffs 
has grown to become the third largest pork producer  
with five million slaughter pigs a year. The key has been researching, 
developing and Topigs Norsvin pig genetics.

The headquarters of The Maschhoffs, 
America’s third largest pork producer with 
215,000 sows, is located in a sleepy  
junction just south of the little town  
Carlyle south in the state of Illinois in the 
United States. When president of The 
Maschhoffs, Bradley Wolter, joined  
the company in 2002 the company had 
about 16,000 sows, and in the last ten 
years they have grown an average of  
23% per year, through a number of chal-
lenging periods in the US swine industry. 
This has in part been made possible 
through Topigs Norsvin genetics.

‘Ten to fifteen years ago, we received lots 
of requests to participate and invest in  
ethanol plants. As those requests came in,  
we anticipated corn prices would rise  
significantly as a result of the increase in 
demand. So instead of just buying future 
options on corn, we started to test a whole 
range of different suppliers of pig genetics 
to get a more feed efficient pig, and  

we found it in Topigs Norsvin in their  
Norsvin Landrace,’ explains Bradley Wolter.

Feed efficiency has not been as big a focus 
in the US as corn has been so cheap. It was 
around two dollars per bushel (1 bushel 
corn is about 25 kilo) as long as anyone 
could remember, before the 2008 jump to 
seven dollars per bushel, and nearly up in 
nine US dollars in the period 2011 to 2013. 

By then The Maschhoffs were prepared  
for higher feed prices’. Even though feed 
costs were high and pork prices were low, 
we were able to turn a profit in these  
challenging years. It gave us the capital to  
acquire other pork producers during this 
time of extremely thin margins, explains 
Wolter. ‘Through a series of acquisitions, 
which began in 2005 with Land O’ Lakes’ 
swine assets, we grew the business from 
approximately 50,000 sows to where we 
are today at about 215,000 sows.’ 

Success with 

Norsvin Landrace

North and South America
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The Maschhoffs operates more than 80 
sow farms, with approximately 80 % of 
those sites being company owned. The 
pigs are finished at a network of finishing 
farms, the bulk of which are owned by  
production partners, or contract growers. 
The company has contracts with more than 
500 family farmers to finish 5 million market 
hogs per year. 

Today, rather than growing the business, 
The Maschhoffs is working to improve  
operational efficiency. Pushing ownership 
and accountability closer to the pig is at  
the heart of this business philosophy. 

Testing before using
All new technology or change in production 
must be based on science. The Maschhoffs 
ensures these changes are appropriate for 
the business by conducing rigorous testing 
in real-world conditions. That also includes 
genetics. 

As with nutritional diets, barn design and 
feed systems, pig genetics were also  
evaluated rigorously. Genetics associate 
director Randy Bowman explains: ‘Along 
with other things like testing pellet feed in 
our search for better feed efficiency, we 
tested genetics. We ran five different  
genetics companies up against each other 
and tested pure breeds, and we probably 

tested more genetic lines than at any other 
producer in the USA’.

And Topigs Norsvin drew the longest straw, 
but not just because Norsvin Landrace 
scored very well on feed efficiency, but also  
because they were willing to change  
their breeding goals. ‘We saw that  
Norsvin Landrace pigs had a foot structure 
that was not ideal for our system. Topigs 
Norsvin sat down with us and agreed to 
select for pigs that had legs that were better 
suited for our production system.’

Continue to give me that kind of sows!
When the large sow unit of 12,400 sows 
of The Maschhoffs was struck by a PRRS 
outbreak the Norsvin Landrace showed its 
potential. ‘I have no idea what it is you are 
doing and how you do it Randy, but keep 
sending me these same sows. I have 
worked with many different types of sows, 
but this is what a sow is supposed to be,’ 
states farm manager Alex Garcia.

The sows that Garcia brags about have  
between 25 and 50% Norsvin Landrace in 
their genetics. Due to herd closures 
brought on by PRRS, these sows have  
continued to produces litter sizes that one 
would expect from a much younger sow.

The company is owned by brothers Ken and Dave Maschhoff, 

along with their respective wives Julie and Karen. They are 

the fifth generation engaged in agriculture in Illinois since 

the family emigrated from Germany in 1851. The 

Maschhoffs have 215,000 sows and market nearly five 

million pigs per year. The company is active in 9 states and 

has 1,300 employees.

The company operates more than 80 sow farms with gilts and 

farrowing units and 80 % of these facilities are company- 

owned. Each sow farm typically has a capacity of 1,000 to 

5,000 sows. Piglets are weaned at 21 days and then 

moved out to one of their 800 production partner units. 

Production partners are often corn and soybean producers 

that want to increase the added value of the feed  

produced at their farm. They build their own finishing but 

do not own the pigs. 

The Maschhoffs pay the production partner a monthly fee 

for the usage of the partner’s facility. A typical lease will 

be 8 to 12 years in length. The partners also get the  

manure to fertilise their fields. Eighty percent of the finishing 

units are owned by the production partners. The rest are 

owned by The Maschhoffs. Each facility produces about 

18,000 slaughter pigs per year.

The Maschhoffs

This edited article was first published in the Norwegian magazine 
Norsk Landbruk, 10/16.
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Milbrand Farms is a 300-sow, farrow-to-finish operation near Glencoe, 
Minnesota that is owned and operated by Brian and Traci Milbrand. 
The farm serves as Topigs Norsvin USA’s Commercial Product  
Evaluation (CPE) Unit. 

Walking into the piglet rearing facility of Milbrand Farms is walking 
into a clean environment. The floor is clean, the ceiling is clean 
and all is neat and tidy. The Tempo x TN70 piglets fit perfectly. 
Strong, healthy, uniform and active piglets jump up curious to see 
who has arrived. ‘We have farrowed two batches of Tempo piglets 
in our farm,’ explains Brian Milbrand, ‘And we are happy to have 
them. They grow faster and are more robust. Based on what we 
see in the nursery, we have high expectations for how they will 
perform in the finisher barn.’ 

Perfect match
Milbrand Farms has TN70 sows. They were the first to test this new 
Topigs Norsvin product about 2.5 years ago. The TN70 sow and 
the Tempo terminal boar are a perfect match. The sow not only 
has a high production of piglets and a high milk production,  
but is robust, active and has demonstrated that her piglets grow 
faster and provide better carcass quality. Brian: ‘The sow recovers 
faster after weaning and it is easy to get her feed intake up again 

Tempo x TN70  
is a very promising 

combination
Milbrand Farms was the first to test  

the TN70 in the USA and  
is now testing the combination  

Tempo x TN70. First impressions for  
the Milbrands have been very positive.  

«It is a perfect match.»

In the United States, the Tempo boar is 
becoming more and more popular. The 
capacity for Tempo offspring to eat 
their way through challenges is benefi-
cial to all producers, both large and 
small. The uniformity of the pigs and 
the high quality of the Tempo carcass 
are also important traits that make 
Tempo an attractive option for the US 

market. The Tempo boar will take pig 
production to a higher level via  
increased barn throughput, labour  
efficiency, lower mortality and total 
farm efficiency.  The experiences of the 
farmers reported in this article demon-
strate what the Tempo does for them, 
and what it can do for you.

Taking pig 
production to 
the next level 
with Tempo

Milbrand Farms, Glencoe, MinnesotaNorth and South America
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after farrowing. In a way, Tempo and TN70 
are combining traits that enhance each 
other and result in more piglets, higher 
weaning weights, higher daily gain and 
robustness. Yes, I think the Tempo also 
contributes a bit to a higher number of 
piglets born.’ The Tempo and TN70 mutu-
ally enforce these traits that continue to 
provide value in the finishers.

The TN70 is a sow that US farmers have 
never seen before and the support team of 
Topigs Norsvin played an important role in 
implementing the new product on the 
farm. ‘They are open in communication, 
open to feedback, and they respond.  
Our relationship is very positive.’ The  
Topigs Norsvin support team helped with 
introducing the TN70 on the farm and  
continues to help with getting the most 
out of the Tempo x TN70 finishers by 
fine-tuning our feeding, management and 
all that it takes to get the maximum out of 
these genetics.

Amon Baer, President of North Dakota Pigs Cooper-
ative looks relaxed. A characteristic now experienced 
more often by the farm workers as well. Amon Baer: 
‘Things are going easier with the Tempo. That boar 
makes work less complicated and production more 
efficient.’ North Dakota Feeder Pigs started insemi-
nating the whole herd with Tempo in February 2016.

Baer sums up the most important aspects of the  
Tempo boar that make work in the barn easier.  
‘The Tempo pigs are more vigorous, more robust. 
They eat more and grow faster. They stay uniform 
until they go to slaughter. You can say Tempo pigs 
are more active compared to the genetics we had 
before, which is a good thing. Our previous genetics 
were not active; they were lazy. Our Tempo pigs are 
up, moving around and eating.’

Active from the start
It all starts in the farrowing barn. General Manager 
Todd Erickson notices the difference when the litters 
are born. ‘They are more uniform. Tempo pigs grow 
faster from day one. They have a really good start 
up.’ The effect is clear to see when you look at the 
numbers. Weaned at 21 days, Tempo piglets have an 
average weight of 16 pounds (7.2 kilo). With the old 
genetics it was 14.5 pounds (6.6 kilo). ‘You feel 
proud when you wean piglets like that.’

In the nursery, the ‘Tempo’ continues to demonstrate 
how it got its name. ‘Normally, we move pigs out of 
the nursery at 43-45 days when they weigh about 
50 pounds (22.5 kg),’ says Baer,‘ but with the Tempo 
pigs growing so quickly, we had to reduce the  
days is nursery otherwise we had to transport them 
to the finisher barn in 3 trucks instead of the 2 we 
normally use.’ 

The Tempo effects are obvious: big piglets, high  
daily gain, active, vigorous, and always uniform. 
Baer: ‘We see fewer pigs staying behind and fewer 
pigs that having problems.’ 

Saving time and making more money
Characteristics of Tempo-sired pigs in the nursery 
persist through to the finisher as well. Erickson: ‘The 
daily gain stays high. Tempo pigs are a full week 
quicker to market.’ This contributes not only to more 
efficient pig production, but also provides more time 
for barn cleaning and repair.

Uniformity and robustness are maintained through-
out finishing. Very few pigs fall behind, and fewer 
closeouts are required to empty a barn. About 97% 
of the pigs are marketed at full-value. Erickson:  
‘In less time we market more full value pigs, and that 
brings profitability.’

Going full  
speed, so relax

North Dakota Pigs Cooperative is a farrow-to-finish operation  
with 10,000 sows at two farm locations.  

Since February 2016, all sows are inseminated with Tempo semen.  
Experiences at North Dakota Pigs show that the Tempo terminal  

boar is called «Tempo» for a reason.

Brian Milbrand of Milbrand Farms

President Amon Baer and General Manager Todd Erickson of North Dakota Pigs Cooperative (Larimore, North Dakota)

North Dakota Pigs Cooperative 
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Tenbrook Farms has been using the Tempo boar for 
several years. Roger Koosman states. ‘Our customers 
want Tempo. Once, at a customer’s request, we 
stopped using Tempo for a while, but before long they 
asked us to start using Tempo again.’ That says a lot 
about how the Tempo is appreciated in grow-finish 
systems. ‘We even had old customers coming  
back to us because of the fact that we started  
using Tempo again.’

Best pigs ever
The Tempo boar is a relatively new product in the USA. 
This can create challenges for weaned pig producers, 
as they have to convince their customers to try some-
thing new. But most farmers are like Koosman, who 
learns the most when walking through a barn. ‘What 
I see is more valuable than what someone tells me.’ 

After one trial group, almost all of Koosman’s customers 
are positive about Tempo-sired pigs and want more. 
Roger mentions a reaction he got from a customer: 
Out of a batch of 2400 pigs only 2 died in the first  
3 months, showing that Tempo are strong and robust. 
Other feedback Koosman has received includes: ‘They 
were the best pigs I have ever had.’

Tempo offspring not only bring benefits to the customers 
of Tenbrook, they add value to Roger’s sow barns as 
well. The piglets are strong, robust and vigorous.  
Koosman: ‘We wean 2 piglets per sow extra due to 
Tempo.’ Also, the litters of Tempo are uniform and  
stay uniform. The pigs grow fast, an important quality 
for a weaned pig producer. The Tempo boar makes it 
possible to keep a tight planning schedule and to sell 
batches of uniform piglets of high quality. ‘We have 
about 0.3% refusal of piglet by our clients. That is a 
sign of a high quality boar.’  

Benefits of high health
After a long battle with PRRS, Tenbrook is finally  
PRRS-free. The Tempo-sired pigs performed well during 
the disease challenge, but with health now on the rise, 
the benefits are even greater. ‘We are now seeing the 
full potential of this line. My impression is that Tempo 
and high health enhance each other.’

Fairfield is now producing TN70s and Tenbrook is  
in the process of rolling their herd to the new Topigs 
Norsvin female, raising Koosman’s expectations even 
higher. The combination of these two high-capacity, 
modern genetic lines, Tempo and TN70, is going to be 
the ultimate match.’

High health  

brings out the best
Tenbrook Farms is an 8500-sow commercial system in central Minnesota  
selling 19-20 day isoweans. Roger Koosman is co-owner of Tenbrook,  
and also owns Fairfield Genetics, the multiplier that supplies Tenbrook.

Roger Koosman, Co-owner Tenbrook Farms

Tenbrook Farms, Morris, MinnesotaNorth and South America
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Tenbrook Farms is an 8500-sow commercial system in central Minnesota  
selling 19-20 day isoweans. Roger Koosman is co-owner of Tenbrook,  
and also owns Fairfield Genetics, the multiplier that supplies Tenbrook.

‘The uniformity.’ That is the first thing John 
Petron, manager of Schlichting Farms, says 
when asked what makes the Tempo special. 
‘Even at high weights the Tempo stays uniform.‘

Fewer tail enders
The uniformity at the end of finishing is 
demonstrated at Schlicting Farms by the fact 
that they are now able to close out the barn 
in 2 pulls instead of 3. There are fewer tail-
enders. ‘This means that we have our barns 
empty 1 to 1½ weeks earlier. This alone 
provides about $0.50 extra profit per pig, 
excluding the labour savings.’

Petron about the Tempo: ‘The Tempo is every-
thing that Topigs Norsvin has advertised.’ 
Strengths of Tempo-sired pigs include effi-
ciency in the finisher, high daily gain, and 
good carcass cut-outs whether they are 
marketed are light or heavy weights.

The Tempo offspring are also easy to handle. 
It is a more docile pig and less aggressive. 
‘That makes work more pleasurable for our 
employees, and happy labour is more pro-
ductive labour.’ Another contributing factor 
is that mortality is lower (2-3%) with little or 
no tail biting.

Heavy weights, no problem
The Tempo boar gives Schlichting Farms the 
flexibility to vary their target market weight. 
Normally, slaughter weight is around 260 
pounds (120 kg), but when market conditions 
are right, Schlicting Farms has extra finishing 
space and will target up to 320 pounds (144 
kg). Petron: ‘Tempo pigs can go to the 
heavier weights while maintaining growth 
rate and without losing carcass grade. Even 
at high slaughter weights the Tempo  
offspring receive top grade premiums from 
our packer.

Uniform, even at 

high slaughter weights
Schlichting Farms includes a 1200-sow farm with wean-to-finish contracts.  
They have been using the Tempo boar for almost 3 years. Additionally, 
they farm 3000 acres of corn, potatoes, and edible beans. 

John Petron, Manager of Schlichting Farms

Schlichting Farms, Rice, Minnesota

10,441
Head

9,132
Head

289.5 lbs (131.3 kg)
Avg. Live Weight

49.00 lbs (22.2 kg)
Start Weight

224.4 lbs (101.6 kg)
Avg. Carcass Weight

0.69 inch (17.5 mm)
Backfat

2.87 %
Mortality

2.90 inch (73.7 mm)
Loin Depth

1.89 lbs/d (857 g/day)
ADG

77.4 %
Carcass Yield

55.4 %
Lean

Packer data (Tyson)

290.7 lbs (131.9 kg)
Marker Weight

Finisher data
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The US market can include customer-specific requirements 
for genetic products. Special attention to specific traits 
regarding robustness, longevity, structure or underlines 
may be required so that genetic products will better 
complement a customer’s specific type of housing  
system or other environmental situation. 

Topigs Norvsin’s selection and service team considers 
the needs of individual customers when identifying 
which maternal and terminal line boars are the best. 
‘Index level is not the only important characteristic of a boar,’ 
states Lance Peterson, breeding specialist of Topigs 
Norsvin. ‘We also look at the conformation of the  
animal, the way the animal walks and the structure of 
the feet and legs.’ The selection team enhances the 
work done by Topigs Norsvin geneticists at head office. 
‘The head office provides the science for selection,  
we add the ‘art’ of selection, and together we find the 
right balance for our customers in the United States.

Working together for the best pig
The way that the Topigs Norsvin USA selection and 
service team works with customers is unique. Together 
with the customer, the team discusses what the most 
important characteristics are within selection indexes 
for Topigs Norsvin maternal and terminal lines. Darwin 
Tilstra, also from the selection team and the Genetic 
Improvement Director for Topigs Norsvin USA: ‘We are 
proud to offer the best animals with the best index that 

meet the specific needs of the customer. Then, together 
with the customer, we go beyond the index and decide 
what the exterior of the pig needs to be.’

Focussing on the exterior of boars begins when they 
are selected as young breeding boars, but it does not 
stop there. Lance: We regularly check the boars when 
they are in the AI centre. As the animal develops and 
gets bigger, leg quality can change. This has implica-
tions for the structure of older sows in commercial 
barns.’

The passion and commitment of the selection team 
members has resulted in both accelerated product  
improvement and stronger customer relationships.  
Peterson: ‘We take the time to identify and fulfil our 
customers’ needs. It is fun to work for the success of 
our customers; as they grow their business, we want 
to grow with them.’ Tilstra remembers a special  
request of a client. ‘They wanted a detailed description 
of the exterior of all available boars that included  
a number of non-traditional traits. I made a description 
of all 20 boars available and together we identified 
which of the boars should be used for their system.’ 

Close to head office breeding specialists
Close communications with the breeding specialists at 
head offices in Norway and the Netherlands is essential for 
the rapid dissemination of genetic progress to the USA. 

Tailor-made solutions for the US market. Topigs Norsvin USA’s  
selection and service team helps customers to fine-tune our genetics  
for their systems and to realise maximum genetic potential. 

Selection and service team of Topigs Norsvin

Fine-tuning genetics 
to customer needs

North and South America
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Together with breeding program manager Magnus Haandlykken 
at head office, the US selection team decides which young boars 
at the Delta test station in Norway will be used to export semen 
to the United States. These semen imports are conducted every 
28 days, maintain a tight genetic connection to the nucleus herds 
in Europe, and assure that the best and newest genetics are used 
in the USA.

The selection and service team also trains customers. Tilstra ‘With on-
farm training and coaching, we help them to select the right sows. 
We also make our selection manual available to our customers.’ 
Peterson: ‘Working together on-farm creates valuable feedback 
for Topigs Norsvin. We learn from our customers.’ This approach 
enables us to bring the needs and experiences of our customers 
back to our geneticists and to keep the Topigs Norsvin breeding 
programme connected to the market. 

Monitoring the commercial product
Monitoring the end result is an important aspect of the selection 
and service team’s work and so their work continues with visits to 
multiplier and finisher barns. Tilstra: ‘There I see the ultimate effect 
of our selection work and it provides additional opportunities to 
advise our customers regarding production management so that 
they realise the genetic potential of our products. We identify and 
track points for improvement and make a plan with our customer 
to improve together.’

Tailor-made solutions for the US market. Topigs Norsvin USA’s  
selection and service team helps customers to fine-tune our genetics  
for their systems and to realise maximum genetic potential. 

Headquartered near Sleepy Eye, Minnesota, Christensen Farms operates across  
Minnesota, Iowa, Nebraska, Illinois and South Dakota. With more than 140,000 sows 
on 44 sow farms, over 350 nurseries and grow-finish sites, and four feed mills, it is 
one of the largest family-owned pig producers in the United States. Christensen 
Farms is also the largest shareholder of Triumph Foods, a producer-owned leading 
processor of pork products for both the US and global marketplaces. 

Genetic Improvement Manager, Norm Malecek, is responsible for the implementation 
of the  breeding programme within Christensen Farms and works closely with the 
service and selection team of Topigs Norsvin. Malecek: ‘I have been working  
together with Darwin Tilstra and the rest of the selection team for more than 10 years 
now. What I like in our partnership is the outspokenness and the open discussion 
with the Topigs Norsvin people from the US, the Netherlands and Norway. They 
don’t take it personally when we have criticisms.’ 

‘We are in weekly contact to discuss our current production and testing, but also 
get together quarterly as a Topigs Norsvin / Christensen Farms selection team to 
visit the AI stations, align our views on the selection of maternal line boars, and 
identify the best animals for use at Christensen Farms. In the past we only looked 
at the exterior of the animal. With Topigs Norsvin we are able to add a lot of science 
to the equation and make progress faster.’

‘We work from the same protocols and use the same equipment for measurements 
as Topigs Norsvin does. Every week we submit our data to the Topigs Norsvin  
database and receive feedback directly from the breeding database managers. 

Selection is not the only focus of collaboration for Topigs Norsvin and Christensen 
Farms. Another example is the current research project to further improve sow 
robustness. Working together on such projects has proven beneficial to both Topigs 
Norsvin and Christensen Farms. Malecek: ‘Our philosophy is that we have to be the 
most innovative and adaptable producer of pork, and we are able to accomplish 
this by maintaining a strong focus or research and development. Topigs Norsvin is 
a great partner in the continual improvement of our system.’

Long-term relationship with Topigs Norsvin’s  
selection team

Norm Malecek, Genetic Improvement Manager, Christensen Farms

Christensen Farms:

The selection team of Topigs Norsvin USA meets regular with 
colleagues from other countries to discuss breeding progress and 
align the selection criteria. 
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Like other cooperatives, Lar has led the modernisation process of 
agribusiness that has made Brazil one of the world’s largest  
producers. Lar has grown to become the eighth largest agricultural 
company in Brazil, according to the renowned 2016 Exame  
magazine ranking.

The transition from a family-sized pig farm to modern pork producer 
started 19 years ago, when the cooperative started a multiplier farm 
for 2,500 sows. At the same time the partnership with Topigs 
Norsvin started. In the years that followed new investments  
increased the size of the production to 26,700 sows.

Dirceu Zotti, Plant Manager of Lar, has been there during these 19 
years of partnership and says the relationship with Topigs Norsvin 
has evolved into a strong and harmonious cooperation. ‘The first 
ten years were exceptional, taking us to the worldwide top.  
However in the following years we experienced some stagnation 
in relation to the other players,’ he says.

Next steps with TN70
The merger of Topigs and Norsvin and, in particular, the launch of 
the TN70 sow gave a new boost. This new line, already producing 
their second litter at Lar farms, exhibits excellent results.

‘We still can’t exactly define the results of the TN70 offspring but 
we will be able to soon. But looking at the feed conversion rate 
of 2.36 we have now with Topigs 20 offspring slaughtered at 
121.1 kg (267 lbs) live weight compared to the potential of the TN70, 
we will surely achieve much better ratios. If the father and mother 
improve the feed conversion ratio of the sibling by between 10 and 
12 % and if this ratio is improved by half, we’ll have one of the 
best conversion ratios in the country.’

According to the manager, at farrow 1 and 2, TN70 has produced 
on average 1.4 piglets per litter more than the average group. This 
represents an increase of 3 to 4 weaned piglets per sow per year. 
Another advantage is the carcass quality. ‘At the farm, the TN70 
adds extra value. We have evidence that the improvements are also 
seen in the carcass quality,’ he says. ‘These changes in management 
and field service and the launch of TN70 are building an even  
more promising scenario for the historical partnership with our 
cooperative,’ he concludes.

When 55 small farmers decided to create the cooperative 53 years ago,  
pig farming was already part of their daily routine. It was the basic  
family food and any extra pigs were sold. Loyal to its origins,  
Lar Cooperativa Agroindustrial (located in the west region of Paraná,  
in Southern Brazil) has never stopped its pig farming activities.

Lar:  
a 19-year loyal partnership

North and South America
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Figures of Lar
Lar Cooperativa Agroindustrial is a cooperative with 10,500 pig 
producers. Lar has 9,000 employees and is active in poultry and 
swine production, as well as feed, soya, cassava and vegetable 
processing.

The cooperative has shown continuous growth. When comparing 
2015 to 2016, its earnings increased by 20.6 %, reaching just over 
1 billion US dollars. According to Irineo da Costa Rodrigues,  
President of Lar, pig raising accounts for 6 % of the cooperative’s 
business and it may increase proportionally. The cooperative’s strategic 
planning foresees a growth to 47,000 sows in the next 15 years.

Building South America’s biggest slaughterhouse
Pigs produced by Lar are slaughtered by Cooperativa Central Frimesa. 
This company cooperates with C. Vale, Copacol, Copagril and 
Primato. Frimesa operates a plant that slaughters 6500 pigs a day 
and is building a new plant, for 15,000 pigs a day. It will be the 
largest plant in South America.

‘Pig production is a relevant economic activity, with an important 
social role. It helps settle families, promotes family continuity and 
improves quality of life. We add value by converting vegetable 
protein into animal protein’, says Irineo da Costa Rodrigues.

Pig production facility of Lar located in Sertanópolis.

Pig raising helps settle  
families, promotes family  

continuity and  
improves quality of life.

Changes in  
management and  

the launch of TN70  
are building an even more 

promising scenario for  
the historical partnership 

with our cooperative.

Irineo da Costa Rodrigues, President

Dirceu Zotti, Plant Manager 
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The pork production in Northern and Eastern Europe is dominated by 
Russia with close to 1 million sows. The top 20 integrators in Russia 
currently control more than 60% of the production and, in general, there 
is still space for growth to cover the domestic consumption in this market.

In the rest of the region covering Central Europe including Poland and 
Scandinavia, we see a stable or slight decrease in the production. There 
are approximately 3.5 million sows in the region.

Less, but bigger producers 
In this part of the world the key drivers of the industry are the same as 
for the global swine industry.
•Consolidation and professionalisation: the family farms/backyard  
production are declining and bigger farms/integrators are growing.  
The total number of farms is decreasing rapidly, and the consolidation 
in the markets is progressing. The trend is the same throughout the 
entire region, but is strongest in Russia. Here it is expected that the top 
10 producers will account for 70% of the total production in the next 
few years and this production will be integrated with slaughter/packer 
facilities, branded and sold directly to the market.

•Total feed costs are the major concern of the professional pork  
producer. Therefore pigs per sow per year and feed efficiency will  
remain very important traits for all countries in the region. 

•Animal and consumer health and animal welfare are linked issues: 
these are also increasingly important for the industry and the  
Scandinavian countries are at the forefront of these developments. 
Although the Scandinavian countries have among the lowest antibiotics 
use in Europe (mg per kg of body mass), this subject is still high on the 
agenda. For example, Sweden has been very successfully building  
the brand Swedish Meat, which takes this issue into account. 

Genetics plays a significant role in all of these aspects throughout the 
entire value chain and our position is gaining momentum in the region. 
The next level is coming fast: implementing and using new technology 
based on strong research and development programmes to benefit  
the industry. 

Tor-Arne Sletmoen

Regional Director North and East Europe

Trends in North and East-Central Europe

A very dynamic region
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Norsvin Duroc breeders Torgeir and Bodil 
Davidsen in Revetal Norway are truly  
passionate about pigs and pig breeding. 
And they know what they are doing. They 
have occupied the number one position on 
the list of best breeders for the last two 
years. The reason for that is simple; they 
started breeding Norsvin Durocs three 
years ago. Before that they worked as farm 
managers on several farms. Davidsen: ‘We 
started breeding pigs because it takes that 
bit extra. We can put our experience and 
our passion in it. It is more demanding  
and that is what we like.’ On their small 
rented farm in the south of Norway they 
keep 100 Norsvin Duroc sows. They work 
with a 7-weeks system. Every seventh week 
28 sows farrow.

‘We try to give them a good start’ explains 
Torgeir Davidsen while walking in the  
farrowing department. ‘This helps the piglets 
throughout the rest of their lives.’ Giving  
a good start also means being present at 
the moment the piglets are born. 
 
Data and looks
A real pig breeder selects pigs every day the 
whole day. But at day 7, after the farrowing, 
the Davidsens have a first big decision moment 
with the first real selection. Then they select 
the candidates that might be good enough 
go to the central testing station Delta. 

Boars are selected on the basis of the 
breeding index and the exterior. ‘Topigs 
Norsvin provides the breeding index and 
other data. They look at the inside.  

We look at the outside,’ explains Davidsen.  
Aspects such as condition, conformation 
and health are taken into account.  
Although not scientifically based and proven 
Davidsen also has an eye for the colour of 
the animals. ‘I can see which boars are  
becoming elite boars; the darkest animals 
tend to perform the best.’

All piglets are weaned on day 30, as in Norway 
it is not permitted to wean earlier, and then 
they are reared until about 30 kilos (66 lbs). 
At that moment the candidate boars leave 
for the central test station where their test 
starts at 40 kilos (88 lbs). Every year about 190 
boars of the Davidsens are tested. About 
15 to 20 achieve the status of breeding boar 
and will be used in the breeding programme.

Sows after litter 2 and 3
Replacement gilts are selected by using 
mainly the breeding data of Topigs Norsvin. 
But condition, health, constitution and 
other external traits are also taken in  
account. A special point of attention is that 
the claws have to be strong and robust.  
On day 135 the gilts are tested. The  
claw score, the weight, backfat-loin depth 
and all other data that are gathered and 
sent to Topigs Norsvin. One day after the 
testing the Davidsen’s receive the new 
breeding values. All of this information is 
used to select the next generation of sows. 
‘A good sow is strong, has good mothering 
abilities and has a good smooth way of 
walking. This together with the best breed-
ing values makes a good sow,’ explains 
Davidsen. The best 30 gilts with the highest 

Bodil and Torgeir Davidsen, Bjerke Gard, Norway

Top
Duroc 

Breeder



We Magazine 2017        Topigs Norsvin   |   39

There are eight nucleus farms in Norway. They breed the Duroc 
boars that are tested in the famous Delta test station equipped 
with a CT scanner. Each year, 1600 boars are tested for growth, 
feed conversion, carcass quality and exterior traits. A total of 
800 boars are slaughtered to supply data on meat and fat 
quality. At the end only the 50 best boars per year will become 
elite boars and used for breeding.

The Norsvin Duroc is known for its excellent meat quality, high 
growth and efficient feed use. The genetic progress of the line 
develops fast. This is realised by using latest technology and 
new improved breeding goals that are more finely tuned to 
finisher traits, a higher selection intensity and more genotyping. 

Due to management improvements at the breeding farms 
more Duroc piglets are born, which makes it possible to select 
from a greater pool of young boars. This increased fertility 
improves selection intensity on both sexes and this in turn 
makes it possible to select more top-of-the-top boars. 

All of these factors mean that the Duroc population is improving 
fast and this improvement will become even faster in the  
coming years.

Performance Norsvin Duroc 
(10 % best boars, 40-120 kilo, Delta-test station Norway)

Data from Delta 

TSI are used for replacing sows. At the end 
about 20 of them will actually farrow. 

The secret is attention
As relative newcomers in the Norwegian 
Topigs Norsvin breeding family, the Davidsen 
have been ranked as the best Duroc breeders 
for the past two years. What is their secret? 
‘Lots of attention: We spend a lot of time 
with our pigs. This attention pays off. I ob-
serve them closely and learn from their 

behaviour. When I have time I just sit down 
in between the pigs, for example in the 
group housing department, and take the 
time to observe how the animals behave. 
The sows get to know me and that means 
they trust me more. We therefore treat 
each other with respect and that pays off.’ 

Year Daily gain (g) FCR Lean meat (%) Dressing (%)

2013 1128 2.00 64.5 75.5

2014 1148 1.96 64.9 75.6

2015 1188 1.90 67.1 75.5

2016 1217 1.88 67.3 74.7

2013-2016 + 8 % - 6 % + 4 % -1%

Norsvin Duroc

Topigs Norsvin provides  
the breeding index and  

other data.  
They look at the inside.  
We look at the outside.
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Even when entering the office, about 100 
metres away from the barn, we have to 
disinfect our hands and put out our shoes. 
‘This last step is because we also have to 
clean this office ourselves,‘ Bent Riis-Pedersen 
explains with a smile. Nevertheless Riis- 
Pedersen and his colleagues take biosecu-
rity very seriously. The Knive farm has the 
SPF status after it was repopulated following 
an outbreak of MRSA. It was the first pig 
farm in Norway and in the world that  
repopulated after an MRSA outbreak.

The only people allowed in the barn are 
Bent, his colleagues and the veterinarian. 
‘And he has to comply with strict rules,  
as we are his only client that has pigs.’ 

The best mother ever
After a clean-up period, and massive con-
trols by the Norwegian Food Safety the 
farm was repopulated with TN70 sows. 
That was about three years ago. It was  
a good decision to choose the TN70.  
Riis-Pedersen: ‘’I have never seen a sow 
that is such a good mother. If they have  

16 teats, which is the minimum we set, 
they can handle 16 piglets without getting 
problems with their body condition. It is 
amazing.’ Not only the mothering abilities 
make Riis-Pedersen positive about the sow. 
‘They produce uniform litters with strong 
and robust high-quality piglets.’ 

The farm data underline the qualities of the 
TN70. In 2016, the number of piglets 
weaned was 35.9. The litter size was 16.3 
live-born piglets and piglet mortality until 
weaning was just above 8 %. Weaning age 
is 30 days. It is expected that the result at 
end of 2017 will be over 38 weaned piglets 
per sow per year.

‘We can already see that we are approaching 
a live-born litter of 17.5 piglets. Every week 
several sows farrow litters with over 20 
healthy piglets alive. I never seen this  
before in my working career of 34 years. 
’Due to the large litters we need to work 
with several foster sows. No artificial rearing 
methods are needed.

Looking to the future Riis-Pedersen sees 
that in 2018 they will reach the level of 40 
weaned piglets per sow. ‘With the TN70 it 
is certainly possible to go to 40 piglets.  
We say 40 is the new 30.’ An important 
precondition for Riis-Pedersen for reaching 
the 40 mark is that the sow has to take 
care of her piglets. So no artificial rearing 
methods must be needed. 

Backfat scan before insemination
If he is asked ‘What do you do special to 
get these high results?’ Riis-Pedersen  
answers: ‘We do nothing special in my view. 
We pay extra attention to the animals, but 
if you compare the workload now with 
that before we repopulated with TN70 we 

Using the potential of the TN70

40 is the new 30  
at Knive Farm

Every week several  
sows farrow litters with over  

20 healthy piglets alive.  
I never seen this before in my  
working career of 34 years.

Bent Riis-Pedersen
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The Knive pig farm is located at  
a wonderful spot near the Norwegian 
town of Drammen, on a hill on the 
shore of a beautiful fjord. Farm 
manager Bent Riis-Pedersen (49)  
has worked for almost 29 years  
on this farm that is owned by Knut 
Langeteig. Bent and his four good 
colleagues take care of 600 sows 
and gilts at the home location. The 
farm requires a relatively high 
amount of labour, as it houses the 

sows on three levels in a compact 
building.

The weaned piglets are housed at  
a location five kilometres away from 
the sow farm and the finishers are 
also housed at another location. 
Knive Farm works with an in-house 
nucleus breeding programme in 
which it has an own herd of about 
100 Norsvin Landrace sows that 
produce the TN70 sow.

have less work to do.’ Of course the high 
health status is one of the reasons for that 
but the easy to use TN70 sow also contributes 
to that. 

Nothing special it seems, but there are  
a few things that not every pig farmer 
does. First is the genetics. Knive Farm uses 
the latest genetics. This means consistent 
use the best genetics with the best breed-
ing index. The sows are from the newest 
and so best generation available. They 
have the highest genetic potential. And 
other special thing is how they decide 
when a gilt is ready to be inseminated for 

the first time. Not only the weight of the 
animal and its age determinate if a gilt is 
ready. The backfat is also considered.  
All gilts are scanned and if they do not have 
13+ mm backfat they are not inseminated. 
The target weight is 150 kg (330 lbs) at an  
age of 225 days with this backfat thickness. 
‘If we follow the Topigs Norsvin feeding 
guidelines then they start well prepared 
and are in a perfect condition for their  
productive life. They are ready to contribute 
reaching the mark of 40 piglets per sow 
per year.’

Knive farm
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‘We are getting near.’ Brad Heron, Operations Director at Cherkizovo, 
tells us about his work with enthusiasm and pride. ‘We want to 
produce pigs for less than one US Dollar per kilo (0.45/lbs). And 
we are getting close to this cost price.’ Feed conversion is a crucial 
aspect, especially for the finishers. Feed costs per kilo gained is one 
of the important Key performance Indicator for Cherkizovo.

However, Cherkizovo does not focus solely on cost price. Quality, 
taste and animal welfare are important as well. ‘We want to  
comply with the demands of McDonalds, for example, on animal 
welfare so that we can deliver to them. We are also preparing 
ourselves for other non-Russian markets. Complying with all the 
rules, for example those of the EU, for that is important,’ explains 
Roger Jones Head Controller of Operations at Cherkizovo. 

In the eyes of Roger Jones Russia is the best place on earth when 
it comes to producing pork for the lowest cost price. This gives 
Russian producers a big advantage. When all of the options, such 
as feed production, are used and combined with geographical 
location and the positive business climate in the country then  
Russia can become the leading pork producer of the world.

Genetics are the basis
Genetics are the driver for the production. They form the basis for 
the production and are very important. Genetics brings the basis 
for high production and low feed conversion. Jones: ‘We concluded 
that breeding is specialist’s work and that we are not a breeding 
company. Cherkizovo considers itself to be a perfect executer of 
the breeding programme. Investments in research are very high and 
such research requires a very specific knowledge.’ There are just a 
few companies in the world that have the size and power to fuel 
the research needed to breed the best pigs of the future.

When looking for genetics, Cherkizovo looks for a partner for the 
long term. In Topigs Norsvin they found a perfect match. Jones: 
‘Topigs Norsvin wants to help us to be successful. They want to 
help to build our business both now and in the future. They are 
always looking for improvements and we like their service and 
support.‘ This results in a two-way relationship that is beneficial for 
both parties. The conversations between Cherkizovo and Topigs 
Norsvin are on a business level. ‘We accept that our opinions can 
differ, but we do not take it personally. This respect is vital for 
success. Not just for us, but for Topigs Norsvin as well.’

Striving to be one  
of top 5% most efficient  
pig producers in the world

The ambition of Cherkizovo is clear and simple:  
They want to be one of the best. The Russian company wants to belong among the  

top 5 % pig producers in the world when it comes to production efficiency and  
lowest cost price. Roger Jones, Brad Heron and the rest of the pork production team  

are modernising and improving the production at full speed. Health, genetics and  
management are the cornerstones of this strategy.
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The team of Cherkizovo sees that Topigs Norsvin goes for a long term 
relationship. ‘We have the feeling that we want to build something 
great together,’ states Jones. ’I feel that when I am talking to CEO 
Martin Bijl, but also during my contact with the technicians who 
assist us in the production.’

Healthy pigs
Cherkizovo believes in the eradication of diseases. The company is 
executing a large-scale breeding project that is breeding and gestating 
1200 gilts per week. This is actively depopulating and repopulating 
existing sow herds and stocking new construction facilities with 
high-health animals. Brad Heron states with a smile: ‘When we 
have eradicated the costly diseases from our system, the breeding 
project can be used to clean up facilities that are acquired in the 
future from companies that are unable to get cost of production 
to profitable levels.’

A precondition for obtaining the maximum genetic potential from 
the genetics used is a healthy pig herd. Heron: ‘Bad health eats 
genetic potential.’ Health is an important issue when looking at  
a low cost price. First of all disease control through vaccination is 
expensive and is needed time after time. But high health is also 
essential for high production. Higher feed costs caused by diseases 
can be substantial and losses due to death have a negative impact 
on the production costs.

New thinking
But genetics and health are not the only things Cherkizovo is looking 
at. They look at the entire concept of production to find ways of 
improving production and reducing costs. One example is how the 
new production units are designed. Whereas sows are mostly 
housed in multisite systems and weaned pigs and finishers are 
housed in separate units, Cherkizovo has chosen a different  
option. Heron: ‘We work with a system where piglets weaned at 
6 kg (13 lbs) go to the rearing/finisher barn and stay at the same 
place until they are transported to the slaughterhouse.’ This means 
that the pigs do not experience a setback caused by the stress of 
transport. This leads to fewer days of reduced gain and higher feed 
costs. The labour and other costs of the transport are also cut out 
of the system.

Cherkizovo is one of the top three pork producers in Russia. At 15 pork farms they  
produce over 1.5 million pigs per year. The majority of the production takes place in new 
modern facilities built in recent years. The company will expand from 89,000 to 95,000 
sows in 2017 and it will replace the existing old production units, the oldest date from 
the 1960s, with state-of-the-art new units in the next few years. Pork production is one 
of Cherkizovo’s activities. The company is Russia’s largest producer of meat  
products. The Group is one of the biggest producers of chicken, pork and processed 
meat and is the country’s largest feed manufacturer. 

Cherkizovo Group

Cherkizovo is introducing the TN70 sow in their system. At the end of 2016 the first sows 
came into production. ‘Our farm guys love the TN70,’ Heron states. ‘The early results of 
the TN70 in our system have exceeded expectations as we are starting to see live-born 
numbers consistently above 13 live-born for gilts with the animals weaning close to  
12 pigs per sow. We are excited to see how the animals perform in finishing, as feed 
conversion and meat quality are critical KPIs for our system although the reproductive 
performance has certainly got our attention as well.’

Farm guys love TN70
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Mansur Salavatullin, Production Manager 
of Kamsky Bekon needs some time to  
explain the company’s plans for the future. 
This is because they are major. Based 
around pig production and processing, 
Kamsky Bekon is developing business that 
include not just the standard elements of 
an integration, such as grain production, 
feed production, pig production, slaughtering 
and processing. In the Kamsky’s plans,  
integrated production also includes other 
less obvious businesses: A biotech plant 
producing lysine, gluten, glucose and other 
products from wheat, a cattle farm, and  
a processing plant for by-products from  
the slaughter plant to produce pharma 
products for human use.

‘We want to get the maximum efficiency 
out of our investments.’ Salavatullin explains 
why they have such big plans. ‘By investing 
in this way we use the benefits of scale as 
much as possible to lower our cost price 
and to maximise the use of our resources. 
Also with these additional businesses,  
added to the core line that is production of 

pork, we get as much added value as pos-
sible out of our production and it makes us 
more independent.’’ 

The plan is to realise all of that within the 
next five years. At the moment some of the 
plans, with an investment of over US$ 400 
million, are already finalised or are in the 
process of being realised. The rest of the 
investments, almost US$ 350 million will 
take place in the next few years.

Kamsky Bekon is aiming to be one of the 
top-10 pork producing companies in Russia. 
In terms of technical performance they are 
already in the top-3 of Russia and the top 
20% of best farms in Europe. 

Creating the integration as they are doing 
at the moment ensures they can offer the 
best product for the lowest price, but they 
also produce  a product with high quality. 
For that the meat brand Vitameat® is used 
to position the pork of Kamsky Bekon as a 
premium brand in Russia. 

Kamsky Bekon in  
Naberezhnye Chelny,  
Tatarstan is one of the 
top-20 biggest pork  
producers in Russia.  
The company has  

developed rapidly in  
recent years and has big 

plans for the future.  
With the pig production 

taking centre stage  
they want to create  
a vertical integration  

with more than just pigs. 

Investing in integrated 
production with more 
than pigs

North and East-Central Europe
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The ambition is to export outside Russia in the future. For that the 
company works to meet the highest standards of HACCP and ISO. 
‘We have to be ready for export deliveries in any country of the 
world if such opportunities appear. Kamsky Bekon is in step with 
the times, cooperates and is open for cooperation with the leading 
world-renowned companies in the genetics, feed production,  
production of equipment for farms, meat processing, automisation 
of processes and other spheres. Eventually, all of that means we 
can produce products that are desired in the overseas markets’.

Pork is core
Kamsky Bekon is a pork-producing company. That is were they 
came from and that is what they will be. All the plans are built 
around the production of pork. The starting point of all plans is 
the slaughter capacity they have. Pig production, arable production 
and all other business are scaled around this to ensure the slaughter 
capacity is fully used.

In the next few years the pig production capacity of Kamsky Bekon 
will grow from 16,700 sows to 27,000 sows. For that a new  
nucleus farm will also be constructed in 2017. This farm will be 
populated with Duroc, Norsvin Landrace and Large White lines 
from Topigs Norsvin. It will not only produce genetics for Kamsky 
Bekon but also for the market in Russia to meet the growing  
demand for Topigs Norsvin genetics there. 

Technical results

In times when Kamsky Bekon’ predecessor (Sosnovoborskaya farm) had 5,300 sows 
they had a target of producing 6,300 tons (or 13.9 million lbs) of pork per year. 
This was a target that came from the mid-1980s. The highest production they 
achieved was 5,400 tons (11.9 million lbs) or just over 1,000 kilos (2,200 lbs) of 
pork per sow per year. 

After the restart in 2005, production improved to 8,500 tons (18.7 million lbs) 
pork per year due to a new management of the farm. After introducing new 
genetics and further improving the management, production went up to 13,500 
tons (29.8 million lbs) or 2,550 kilos (5,622 lbs) per sow. 

Today at the newly built farms Kamsky Bekon produces over 3,250 kilos (7,165 
lbs) pork per sow per year. This production rate is in the top-3 of Russia. This 
production is also efficient. For instance, the total farm feed conversion is 2.65. 
This is including feed for sows, gilts, piglets and finishers.
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Typical for Russian pork producers

Kamsky Bekon has arisen from an old Soviet state farm. The development of the company in 
recent years is a good example for how many Russian pig companies developed. 

Until 2005, Kamsky Bekon worked using old practices and out-dated technology.  
The company had 5,300 sows. 

2005 was the year of rebirth and a new management decided that something had to change. 
They started to control and check all production, to measure labour efficiency and to invest 
in new technology. One of the investments was new genetics from Topigs Norsvin. The first 
batch of 40 Tempo boars arrived from the Czech Republic in November 2005.

In 2006, productivity increased by 50% but was not improving any more. The owner and 
management decided that a next more radical step was needed to develop further. It was 
decided that a new farm should be built and the female genetics should be replaced. Kamsky 
Bekon built a new farm and populated it with 4,550 Topigs Norsvin breeding sows.

In April 2007, the first new piglets were born marking the next new start of Kamsky Bekon. 
By renovating old barns and building new barns in the years after 2007, the number of sows 
grew to the 16,700 sows Kamsky Bekon has now. 

In recent years the Russian government has encouraged meat production so that the country can 
become self-sufficient and also to show the potential of Russian agriculture. The stimulation 
plans mean that companies like Kamsky Bekon can obtain the funding and opportunities they 
need to develop rapidly, not only in size but also in quality and efficiency. More than 90 % of 
the pork consumed in Russia is already produced there.

The long journey of Kamsky Bekon 

Pig production
24,000 sows

Feed production
60 tons per hour

Slaughtering
165 pigs / hour
10 cattle/hour

Arable farming
(wheat and other grains)

30,000 hectares Biotech plant
Production of lysine, 

glucose, etc from grain

Flour milling
400 tons per day

Cattle production
30,000 heads

Bone meal production

Biotech plant
Production human pharma products 

from slaughter by products

Meat processing
Sausages & semi-fi nished products

350 tons / day

• Renovation of feedmill and 
investments in building of 
grain elevator with more 
capacity.

• Less dependent, higher 
biosecurity, higher feed 
quality, stability, better 
feed conversion in animal 
breeding, decreasing of 
feeds cocts. • Building new farms.

• Needed for sausage 
production and sale of 
marble beef.

• Investments in machinery, 
more acres and new 
technologies.

• Securing enough harvest 
for animal breeding.

• Building new plant.
• More independent and 

extra added value.

• Expanding production and 
building nucleus farm.

• Using the benefi ts of 
large scale and getting a 
stronger position in the 
market.

• Built new plant.
• Spreading risks and extra 

added value.

• New high-level meat 
processing plant will start 
operating at full capacity 
in 2017.

• Creating extra added value.

• Building new plant.
• Extra added value and 

using all products from 
slaughter process.

Integrated production by Kamsky Bekon
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This support means more than just  
short training courses at other AI stations 
affiliated to AIM Worldwide in countries 
like the Netherlands or Spain. It also  
involves regular visits by experts to the 
Czech AI stations for calibrations and  
audits. During these visits current prob-
lems are discussed and solved, and ideas 
to improve the efficiency of semen pro-
duction are discussed.

Twice a year the Czech AI stations participate 
in the calibration session with all the oth-
er AI stations within the group. During 
these sessions semen samples are sent out 
to the local labs and the accuracy of the 
equipment is measured. 

The stations also measure the quality of 
the semen doses produced very strictly,  
as this is a requirement of AIM World-
wide. This means that temperatures are 

measured during the processing and the 
delivery of the semen to the customers. 
Basic measurements are the quality of 
movement, tenability and the morphology. 
The presence of bacteria is tested on  
a daily basis. If a deviation from the very 
strict standards is detected then pre-
defined procedures to correct this are  
implemented immediately.

15-step audit
A high-quality semen dose is essential for 
good reproduction results on the farms.  
The entire production must be monitored 
and checked constantly to achieve the  
requested quality standards. An annual audit 
must therefore take place at each AI station 
in the AIM Worldwide network. The aim of 
these audits is to evaluate the AI stations, 
find points for improvement, set priorities 
for improvement, develop action plans, and 
track the progress achieved. 

The audit evaluates 15 processing steps 
(e.g. quarantine, boar care and health man-
agement, semen collection, semen evaluation 
and processing, delivery to the clients)  
divided into six disciplines. The output of 
the audit is two scores. First one is a Total 
Index, which shows the total rating of the 
AI station over all 250 checkpoints.  
Maximum rating is 1000 points. Second is 
a Key Index, which contains the 25 essential  
indicators for the semen production.  
The maximum rating for the Key Index is 
100 points. The average score of all three 
Czech AI stations is 93 for the Key index and  
936 for the Total index. Customers from  
the Czech Republic and throughout the 
Central European region also confirm  
the semen quality.

Top AI in Czech Republic
Thanks to the AIM Worldwide quality approach

AIM Worldwide, Topigs Norsvin’s AI branch, has connections with AI stations  
in many countries through its chain of knowledge. One such country is the  
Czech Republic where the companies Chovservis a.s. and PLEBO CZ, s.r.o.  
make use of the support provided by AIM Worldwide. 
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Trends in West and South Europe

The industry in West and South Europe was busy reorganising itself due 
to the low prices in 2015 and the start of 2016. We have seen lower 
sow numbers and reduction of production in most countries.

Spain and Germany: more export
We have seen that Spain, with the lowest cost price in Europe, was 
able to further develop its exports and therefore it did not reduce its 
production. In 2016, Spain once again exhibited strong growth as an 
exporter of pork and production in Spain is rising again. With this  
development, Spain is becoming the most important producer of pigs 
in Europe and is outgrowing Germany.

In Germany we have seen pork consumption decreasing in recent years. 
For example, it has decreased by 11 % over the last five years. In other 
European countries we can also see that pork consumption is stagnating 
or decreasing. 

Societal demands
The demands of society and governmental rules related to manure 
treatment, environment, welfare and reduced antibiotic use are more or 
less on the agenda in all European countries. The outcome of all these rules, 
actions and obligations is a higher cost price in the European pig industry. 
This obliges the producers to lower the cost price on other levels.  
Increasing scale and productivity, improving quality and reducing cost price 
via higher efficiency and technology are key developments at present. 

Cost price reduction
The general trend in West and South Europe is an increase of scale, 
more efficient production and quality improvement. Cost price reduction 
was and is the credo. In 2016, Topigs Norsvin launched their new TN70 
sow in all markets and it fits perfectly within this trend. With TN70 our 
clients can lower the production costs and become more competitive. 
Besides the increasing numbers of pigs sold per sow per year we see  
a strong improvement in feed conversion and carcass quality with TN70. 

Also the terminal lines have proven to contribute to efficient high-quality 
production. An example of this is the way our Pietrain Top Pi has proven 
its outstanding quality and performance in the German ‘Warentest’.

Strong in AI
The AI activities of Topigs Norsvin have developed further in West and 
South Europe. As market leader we are able to develop new AI  
techniques and knowledge with the aim of distributing top quality 
genetics and semen as efficiently as possible to our clients. We see this 
as a very important tool for supplying our clients and bringing them 
the best genetic potential. This approach is also helping our clients to 
reduce their cost price.

Arno van de Laar 

Regional Director West and South Europe

Contributing to a lower cost price
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West and South Europe

The pork processing plant of Lomesa is 
based on Mercamadrid, an important zone 
at the edge of Madrid when it comes to 
providing food to the people of the Spanish 
capital and the rest of the country. It is the 
second largest fish market in the world, but 
Mercamadrid is also an important hub for 
meat, vegetables and fruit. It is also the 
location for distribution centres of retailers 
and food processors.

If you arrive after the early morning rush of 
suppliers and buyers of fish and other food, 
Mercamadrid is a place of relative quietness. 
Only a few trucks roll in and out. Some 
carry carcasses to, and processed meat 
from, the Lomesa plant. Every year about 
25,000 tonnes of pork arrives through the 
gates and later passes out again.

Ramon Portal, Director of Lomesa, sees the 
location of this processing plant as excep-
tional. It is close to the distribution centres, 
retail companies, as well as to six million  
potential consumers of pork. It makes it 
possible to respond quickly to clients’ needs. 

This is a part of the high-quality approach 
Lomesa is aiming for in the high-quality 
market segment for pork.

Lomesa is targeting the Spanish market 
segment with high meat quality. Why? 
Ramon Portal: ‘There are three types of 
pork processors in Spain: First: companies 
that work for the export market: 70-80% 
of their production is exported. A second 
group is companies that serve both the 
national and export markets. We belong to 
the third group that focuses on the national 
market. Quality of the product is relatively 
less important if you do a lot of export.  
The credo is: pork is pork and a low price 
is the important part. To be successful in 
the Spanish market, quality is more important. 
Of course we also have retailers in Spain 
who work in the low-price segment. But  
a big part of the market goes for quality 
and then price is less important. We started 
to focus on that high- quality segment 
about 10 years ago. We bring the taste 
experience back to pork.’

Lomesa: 

Going for top quality  
with Duroc IMF

The experience of good quality  
pork creates loyal customers.

Ramon Portal, Director



We Magazine 2017        Topigs Norsvin   |   51

Is the Spanish customer special?
Portal: ‘Our focus on quality has two reasons. First, you need high- 
quality meat for the production of cured hams. We also focus on 
retail channels whose clients appreciate high quality. In the northern 
half of Spain (everything north of Madrid) we see such clients more 
and more. Let us say everything north of Madrid. When you show 
these customers what is possible with pork quality, how it tastes 
and how it looks, they come back time after time to buy your 
product and they are prepared to pay a bit more for it. The expe-
rience of good quality pork creates loyal customers.’

What is the contribution of the Duroc IMF of Topigs Norsvin 
to this higher quality?
Portal: ‘It plays a very important role. At the moment, the Duroc 
IMF boar is used to produce almost 100% of the pigs we process. 
This boar contributes an important part to quality. It is good in low 
drip loss, it has a high intramuscular fat percentage and the right 
amount of backfat. These traits are essential for a good Spanish 
cured ham, but also contribute to a perfect mid-segment of the 
carcass. The loin of these pigs is very special, completely different 
than other breeds.’

Until recently you only bought finishers from producers. 
In 2016, Lomesa acquired a farm with 3000 sows and 
started their own production. Why?
Portal: ‘First a remark: I have been active in the pork processing 
industry for 46 years and never ever thought to get into pig  
production. The Spanish integrator system is an easy one. You only 
buy the pigs and as a processor you have limited risk. Things like 
labour or facilities are not the concern of the integrator. 

But times have changed. And I am glad we got involved in pig 
production directly. About 30 % of our supply comes from our own 
farm. In the future we might even invest in more of our own 
production.

As processors we realise that we have to offer our clients more 
than just high quality and good tasting pork. The supermarkets 
and their customers are increasingly requesting more information 
about the origin of the pork. Things like how are the pigs fed? 
What are the genetics? How was the health? And so on. When we 
have production in our own hands we know these things exactly. 

But there is more that is beneficial. We learn more about the product 
that we sell and we can use the things we see in production to 
improve the processing. And last but not least: it is an economically 
good thing. It is balancing the profit and equalises the price risks.’

What did you learn in your first year as pig farmer?
Portal: ‘I think we mainly learned three things. One is that we can 
influence production by management, so we can improve.  
The decisions we take have an effect at both the economic and 
production levels. And this pays off in a higher profit. It gives  
a good feeling when you see that things work out as planned. 

Also in the processing we see that the carcasses from our own 
farm are better. An example: in November we noticed that our 
pigs had not produced enough backfat. We investigated and  
discovered that the feed was not as it should be. We changed the 
feed and the problem was solved. We share the experiences we 
have about management on our own farm with the other producers 
we buy pigs from. This makes our whole output of pork better.

Third learning point is that things take time on a farm. When you 
change something it takes weeks or months before you see the 
effect. This means you have to have faith in the things you do.  
In meat processing you have a much shorter reaction time. You 
can change something in the morning and in the evening you see 
the effect. Pig production is more like curing hams. It takes months 
before you see if something you changed the process works  
out or not.’
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Porcisan is a pig producer in the southeast 
of Spain. It is active in the provinces of 
Murcia, Alicante, Almeria, Albacete and 
Sevilla. The family-owned and family-run 
company started in 1986 with a 600- sow 
farm. Before that they were pig traders for 
more than 100 years. Today Porcisan owns 
15,000 sows on six production farms and 
rents the finishing capacity that is needed 
to rear the pigs born on the sow farms. 
Recently they bought a new feed mill to 
increase their production capacity and support 
the company´s growth plan. Since the start, 
Porcisan has used Topigs Norsvin genetics. 

The company is also producer of the famous 
Spanish Iberico ham. For that they have 
1500 sows and they process, cure and 
market the hams completely in their own 
company, Vitalus Distribución Alimentaria.

Based on the opportunities that arise in the 
future, the family-owned company wants 
to grow to about 20,000 sows in the  
next 3 to 5 years. ‘We do not have a real 
target. The growth rate is based on the 
locations we can get to build big sow 
units.’ Director Antonio Sanchez explains: 

High health and  
robust pigs  

for efficient production

West and South Europe
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‘We only start new sow farms when we 
know for sure that they are in a region and 
setting that they can be set up as a PRRS-
free farm and even more important that 
they can stay PPRS-free.’

PRRS free means high health status
PRRS-free is not a goal for Porcisan, it is a tool. 
Company Chief Veterinarian Pedro Gomez 
says: ‘We see it as an indicator for high 
health status. If you are PRRS-free then 
health in general is at a high level.’ And a high 
health status is one of the cornerstones of 
the philosophy of Porcisan. Healthy pigs 
produce better and more efficiently.

Efficiency, and connected to that profitability, 
is the goal of Porcisan. Antonio Sanchez: 
‘We need to be competitive if we want to 
remain pork producers in the future. This 
means that we have to grow in volume and 
efficiency. We benchmark ourselves  
against the other Spanish producers at the 
moment, but looking towards the future 
we increasingly see the European market 
as the market of our products. In Spain we 
are currently in the situation that every  
extra pig produced needs to be exported.  
And that means that we also need to be 
competitive on a European scale.’ In this 
European and even worldwide perspective, 
Porcisan considers the possibility of investing 
in the meat industry as a key challenge in 
the future.’

Robustness needed
Porcisan produces pigs in the southeast of 
Spain. That is not the most logical region 
in Europe to produce pigs considering the 
very hot weather in the summer. However, 
breeding pigs has been a tradition in this 
region for many years and so pig producers 
have adapted to the extreme weather  
situation. They are now successful producers 
who have expanded considerably in  
recent years. 

‘You need to deal with these high tempera-
tures, even nowadays with the modern 
climate-controlled barns we build,’ Pedro 
Gómez explains. ‘One of the things we 
need is an extra robust pig. So we used  
the Topigs 40, which is known for its  
robustness and strength.’ Porcisan switched 
to the new TN70 of Topigs Norsvin. But it 
was a step taken after many discussions.  
It was not clear if this new sow was  
appropriate for the climate in the southeast 
of Spain. Was it robust enough?

Porcisan visited the first farm in Netherlands 
that tested the new genetics and based on 
that visit they were convinced of the need 
to do a test: The TN70 was the sow that 
can take production at Porcisan to the next 
level while at the same time increasing  
efficiency. In 2014, they inseminated about 
220 Topigs Norsvin A-line sows of their 
GGP herd with Norsvin Landrace semen. 
The A-line is one of the Large White lines 

of Topigs Norsvin. The TN70 sows born 
were tested at the farms of Porcisan.  
Most of these sows are now producing 
their second litter and the results are so 
favourable that Porcisan decided to scale 
up and replace the complete sow herd with 
TN70. Meanwhile, they imported about 
2000 TN70 sows from Germany to do  
a broad and accurate test. These sows are 
now producing their second litter and  
are a combination of Norsvin Landrace  
and Z-line, the other Large White of  
Topigs Norsvin. 

An extra 1.5 piglets born and weaned
Based on the first results, the TN70 sows 
produce 1.5 piglets per litter extra in their 
first litter. This 1.5 extra is seen in the num-
ber of live births and the number of piglets 
weaned per litter. The same results are 
seen in the data of the second litter.  

These data are partly from the summer  
period. So the sows perform well under 
this harsh climate. Pedro Gomez: ‘ One of 
the things we are learning at the moment 
is how to manage this sow with its  
higher production.’

It is too early to conclude how the new 
genetics line is doing in the finisher phase. 
For Porcisan, efficiency in the finishing 
phase is as important as a higher piglet 
production. ‘So far we can conclude that 
the results are comparable or better than 
with the Topigs 40,’ says Pedro Gomez. 
‘But that is a first impression. I am confi-
dent that the offspring of TN70 will be 
more efficient. Looking at the sow we see 
a high efficiency potential.’ 

Farm employees like the TN70. It is an easy 
to handle sow, very quiet and docile. They 
like the animal’s character and in a way this 
also contributes to higher efficiency.

Short silence
When asked what could be improved 
about the TN70 Pedro Gomez and Antonio 
Sanchez look at each other in silence and 
amazement. At present they cannot see 
anything that needs improving. ‘We are 
curious what the differences will be  
between the imported animals from  
Germany with Z line genes and the cross 
with A line we that we made on our farm. 
We want to know how much extra robust-
ness the A line brings.’

The company  
is also producer  
of the famous  

Spanish Iberico ham. 

From left to right Pedro Gomez (Veterinarian), Antonio Sanchez (Owner), Ana Belen Sanchez, (Head of International Communication)
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With InGene, a part of the sow herd on  
a farm is pure line. The pure line sows with 
the best TSI are inseminated with semen of 
the same line to breed the next generation 
of the pure line sows on the farm. The bal-
ance of the pure line sows are inseminated 
with a different pure line to produce F1 
parent sows. With this breeding program 
only semen is introduced on the farm, rather 
than live animals, which minimises health 
risks. But most important: the InGene pro-
gramme gives producers access to semen 
of the highest genetic value, from the top 
of the Topigs Norsvin breeding pyramid. 
And that pays off in an age where genetic 
progress is faster than ever before. But InGene 
is more than the best genetics. It is also 
about being connected to the worldwide 
breeding programme of Topigs Norsvin. 
The third element of InGene is the support 

provided by our breeding specialists. With 
their knowledge and expertise they help 
producers to use InGene efficiently and 
with maximum added value. 

Bigger producers use InGene
One of the countries where many farms 
make use of InGene is Spain. Isabel Portal 
and Jonatan Sanchez-Osorio are two of the 
InGene specialists that support many clients. 
They see a clear trend that bigger integrated 
producers are using InGene. ‘That also works 
the best.’ Isabel Portal explains: ‘These farms 
can work with a herd of pure line grand-
parent sows  grand parent sows that is big 
enough to do good breeding and selection. 
That, as well as the involvement and  
willingness of the farm staff, is essential for 
the success of the system.’

One of the remarks Jonatan Sanchez-Osorio 
hears is that InGene costs extra time.  
Sanchez-Osorio: ‘It does not take much 
extra time, I notice that farm workers and 
managers need to be more precise. For 
example, in their work they have to pay  
a little more attention when inseminating 
and when writing down data.’ This extra 
attention has positive benefits though.  
‘Often the extra attention results in an  
improved general management on the farm. 
In that way InGene also leads indirectly to 
better results.’

InGene 
the best ‘homemade’ sows

With InGene you can produce Topigs Norsvin sows on your own farm using the  
knowledge and support of Topigs Norsvin. You effectively become the breeder for 
your own farm and benefit directly from the genetic progress of Topigs Norsvin.

InGene is:
•Best genetics from the top of the breeding 
pyramid.

•Knowledge and support from Topigs Norsvin 
specialists.

•Reduced health risks.

Grandparent 
Boar

Grandparent 
Sow

Grandparent 
SowGrandparent

 Sow herd

Parent Sow

Replacement gilts

Sows with lowest TSI: culled

Best sows 
(highest TSI)

Producing finishers

Great Grandparent 
Sow

Great Grandparent 
Sow

Great Grandparent
 Boar
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TN70 - The NEW parent female of  

Topigs Norsvin

www.topigsnorsvin.com/tn70

Finishers profit 
through the ultimate, 
well balanced female!

TN70
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His high expectations have been fulfilled. 
‘Changing to the TN70 means I can now 
produce piglets with very good finisher 
characteristics and a high quality carcass,’ 
says Erik Thijssen. ‘These are piglets the 
market wants.’

Three years ago, the Dutchman, who  
operates a 1600-sow farm near the town 
Grüngräbchen in the German region Saxony 
was one of the first in Germany to start 
with the TN70. 

800 piglets a week
The pig producer knows what he is talking 
about. The majority of the stock consists of 
the TN70. Some of the sows have already 
produced three litters. ‘Besides a higher 
farrowing rate, we can now record an extra 
0.7 live born piglets compared to the old 
genetics. Especially in the difficult second 
litter, TN70 produces significantly better,’ 
explains the 54-year-old farmer.

Erik Thijssen sees the potential of new  
genetics in the finishing barn every day,  
as he runs a test facility plant of 2000  
finisher places where he rears the 10 percent 
less good piglets and the males that are pro-
duced as a by-product from the in-house 
nucleus breeding. The finishers score a lean 
meat percentage of over 59 percent,  
a much better value than before.

Thijssen sells these piglets to a dealer.  
Every week a truck with 800 piglets is sent. 
‘This is the best way to get the best  
prices on the market.’ To ensure perfect 
production that meets the market  
demands Thijssen also uses Top Pi finisher 
top boars from a pool that has been selected 
by the dealer.

Sharp selection
Thijssen is using the InGene in-house  
nucleus system to breed replacement sows. 
For the production of replacement sows, 

Sow farmer Erik Thijssen  
changed to the robust  

Topigs Norsvin TN70 sow  
with high milk production,  

a change that paid off.  
He tells us  

about his experiences.

Successful with new sow

West and South Europe

Uwe Bräunig

DLZ Primus Schwein
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he has a 250 sow nucleus herd. His sow management system is 
connected to Pigbase, the worldwide database of Topigs Norsvin. 
He receives weekly up-to-date breeding data that make it possible 
for him to breed replacement gilts based on TSI (Topigs Norsvin 
selection index). 

The sow replacement rate is about 50 percent. This is because  
the farm is still replacing old sows with the new TN70. Thijssen: 
‘We aim for a replacement rate of 40 to at most 45 percent.  
This level gives us the most sows in the third to sixth parity,  
which is when they have the highest production.’ 

Thijssen rears the gilts in a separate barn and they are first  
inseminated when they are about 240 days old, weigh at least  
140 (309 lbs) kilos and are preferably in their second heat. To realise 
this, the gilts are moved to the insemination section when they 
are 230 to 240 days old. They stay there 4 to 5 days and then 
return to the rearing section. Two weeks later they move again to 
the insemination section. ‘We have enough gilts so we can select 
them when they get in heat, as we learned that gilts that come 
faster into heat are more fertile.

Fine-tuning with PIGSIS
The basis for the good fertility results is not just due to how Thijssen 
rears and selects gilts. Fine-tuned insemination management is 
also an important element. Several months ago, Thijssen decided 
to record all data about the heat of sows during a period of three 
weeks in order to further optimise the insemination management. 
Data was fed into PIGSIS, Topigs Norsvin’s program that analyses 
all data and calculates the best insemination moment for a specif-
ic situation at the farm. ‘The analysis revealed that the second 
insemination was often too late and so we have now moved the 
first insemination slightly forward and do not usually inseminate  
a third time,’ explains Thijssen.

This new insight led to the following workflow around  
weaning and insemination: weaning early Wednesday morning, 

on Thursday the sows get boar contact and the monitoring is on 
Friday and Saturday. First insemination on Sunday and early  
Monday morning the second follows. ‘This allows us to stay in the 
optimal window for the ovulation.’ The high farrowing rates of 
over 90 percent show that the system is working. 

On Thursday the majority of sows farrow. The last sows farrow on 
Friday. We do not need to have a constant watch to help with the 
farrowing. ‘The sows have good mothering abilities and farrow 
their offspring fast and without complications. We hardly ever  
have to assist.’ The sows have 15 or 16 good teats and have a high 
milk production, which means that Thijssen can make litters of  
14 piglets. The rest go to a foster sow. ‘We do not have to work 
with artificial systems to feed the piglets.’ 

*This edited article was first published in January 2017 in the German magazine  
DLZ Primus Schwein.

Sows: 1600    Weaned piglets: 6700    Finishers: 2000    Employees: 11    Live born piglets/litter: 14.7 

Weaned piglets/litter: 12.8    Weaned piglets/sow/year: 30.5    Farrowings/sow/year: 2.38    Farrowing rate: 90 % 

 Piglet mortality until weaning: 12.1%    Replacement rate 48%    Weight piglets at weaning: 7.0 kg (15.4 lbs)    

Daily gain: 430 grams (0.95 lbs)    Piglet weight at end of rearing: 25-28 kg (55-62 lbs)    Mortality: 2.0 %

Farm info Thijssen Tierzucht GmbH

Results from November 2015 to November 2016

Farm works with a 4-week production system 
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Breeding  
the Pietrain of the future  
with science and dedication

The Kooistra nucleus farm in Tostedt, Germany is one of the farms where  
Topigs Norsvin breeds its Top Pi Pietrain finisher boar line. Owner Hilda Kooistra  
and Topigs Norsvin breeding specialist Hermann Schlagelambers are using the latest  
breeding innovations and combine these with a shared dedication for  
breeding better Top Pi boars with each successive generation.

West and South Europe
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Testing day at the Kooistra nucleus farm. 
This means moving pigs around, looking at 
young boars and gathering much data. 
Young boars, but also gilts, are scanned 
with the Live Muscle Scan (LMS) that 
Topigs Norsvin uses all over the world in its 
nucleus farms. A big screen mounted on 
the wall makes the work for tester Matthias 
Reifig a bit easier. The screen shows the 
scan image in a large format, which makes 
it easier for him to see if the scan is done 
correctly. ‘It makes my work easier but 
more importantly, it improves the quality of 
the scan.’ Topigs Norsvin breeding specialist 
Hermann Schlagelambers adds: ‘This means 
that the data we gather are more accurate 
and the greater the accuracy of the data, 
the higher the genetic improvement we 
can realise.’

Science shows its value
Gathering data, processing this into breed-
ing values and selecting pigs with those 
breeding values lies at the heart of breeding. 

The better you do this the higher your genetic 
progress. And that is where Topigs Norsvin 
differs from most other breeding program- 
mes for Pietrains. Topigs Norsvin uses the 
same high-tech modern technology and sci-
ence to breed the Top Pi as used other lines 
of the company. Often this is technology 
that other companies breeding Pietrain do 
not have access to. Topigs Norsvin uses ge-
nomic selection on a big scale, for example. 

At the Kooistra nucleus farm, Topigs Norsvin 
gathers not only data about the loin depth 
and backfat depth with the Live Muscle 
Scan. Feed efficiency and growth are also 
monitored with individual feed intake  
registration. This data is gathered from all 
animals, even from females. 

A new extra feature is the use of 3D camera 
technology to score the carcass quality of 
the pig. A camera automatically takes 25 
3D photos when the pig walks out after 
the LMS test.

Carcass data
From every litter one pig is slaughtered and 
cut out completely to obtain precise data 
about the composition and meat quality of the 
animal. All pigs that are not used in breeding 
go to a slaughterhouse where the Auto-
FOM carcass scoring system is used. This 
data is also used in the breeding programme. 
The animals for slaughter receive extra 
markings on the hams so that these parts 
can also be tracked in the slaughter process.

Another valuable source of data are the 
slaughter remarks that are made by the 
slaughterhouse. Schlagelambers: ‘This info 
about the quality of lungs, liver and other 
health parameters are important in our 
goal to breed robust and healthy pigs.’

But more data still is gathered. The off-
spring of boars at the AI are tested and 
these performance and quality data are 
also used in the breeding programme. This 
offspring testing is something the German 
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farmers traditionally see as a proof of the quality of  
the boars, which also shows their potential in real  
production circumstances. 

But also with dedication
The data gathered are processed into breeding values 
at Topigs Norsvin’s head office and used at the nucleus 
to select the best boars for the AIs and the next breeding 
generation sows and boars.

Breeding Top Pi is not all about science. Dedication for 
the breed and breeding pigs is also important. The 
exterior of the boars is extra important for Pietrain 
lines. All AIs in Germany, but also in other countries, 
want to see the boar in real life before they place it on 
their stations. This means the specialists of the AI stations 
come to the farm to check the boars. For that Kooistra 
made a special showroom in a corner of the barn  
so that  boars can be shown behind glass to avoid 
biosecurity risks.

Although breeding pigs is always a matter of loving 
and a passion to be good in it, with Pietrain this is 
probably extra important. Treating them well and  
taking dedicated good care of them is something  
Hilda Kooistra does perfectly on her clean and well-run 
250-sow breeding farm. Entering a section of rearing 
pigs means that numerous pigs greet you with a curious 
look. The pigs look healthy and are in perfect condi-
tion. It is not a problem to show every young boar, 
after a short clean up, in the showroom.

While walking around in the barn with Kooistra, her 
love for pigs and breeding shows. For example, every 
so often Kooistra gives a pig a soft caress on its head 
or back. The response is a happy-eyed vigorous head 
looking up or a snout that pushes softly against her 
leg. When moving pigs around she talks a bit to the 
pigs making them feel more at ease. All of this makes 
her work more pleasant but also makes the pigs easier 
to handle.

The result
The uniformity, carcass and meat quality is something 
processors increasingly appreciate. They see the difference 
more and more. Farmers like the high growth rate  
and robustness compared to other Pietrain lines. 
Schlagelambers: ‘The big plus of Top Pi on top of all 
this, is the assurance that it uniformly delivers what we 
say it will bring. This is increasingly valued in the market.’

All this makes the Top Pi, or Select as the Germans call it, 
a popular boar in Germany. This resulted in a 10 % 
growth in sales during the last six months of 2016.  
Schlagelambers concludes: ‘The market is becoming 
increasingly convinced that our Pietrain is the Pietrain 
of the future.’

The uniformity,  
carcass & meat quality  

of Top Pi is something processors 
increasingly appreciate.  

Farmers like the high growth  
rate and robustness.

West and South Europe
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Dutch pig producers increasingly produce under a specific payment 
scheme or a brand concept. In order to help, Topigs Norsvin has 
divided the finisher boar lines into groups. We call it TPI, short for 
Topigs Norsvin Profit Index. The actual boar population is split up 
into TPI groups based on the breeding values of the traits feed 
efficiency, daily gain and carcass quality. This sorting is dynamic. 
This means that boars are sorted based on their actual breeding 
values. In each TPI group the best-performing boars for the select-
ed traits can be chosen. Semen of this Excellent group brings more 
than € 2 per slaughter pig extra profit while costing only € 0.20 
more per finisher.

The best for the mix
The TPI system allows pig producers to use the boars that best 
match their needs. This is becoming even more important with 
low margins and tighter payment schemes. However, not only the 
payment system influences the choice of TPI group. Also the con-
ditions on the farm like feeding system, health, management and 
climate are playing a role. All of these factors complicate the choice 
for the right genetics. Topigs Norsvin Nederland has developed  
a special tool to help the producer with the right choice.  
Roy Strikkeling of Topigs Norsvin Nederland: ‘With this tool we can 
calculate the maximum profitability for each producer.’

This boar selection calculator will also be an important instrument 
when more and more producers use the TN70 sow. ‘This sow line 
produces offspring with a higher carcass quality. And this means  
a new finisher boar needs to be chosen for the optimal profit on a farm.’

Proven qualities
To enhance the reliability of finishing and carcass traits, sires for 
which the offspring have been tested are also available. These are 
called Top Select sires. The offspring are produced and tested on 
special farms of customers and production and slaughter data are 
available. 

This Top Select segment is mainly for exports to the German mar-
ket. Each year Dutch sows produce about 27 million piglets. About 
8 million of them go as piglets or slaughter pigs to Germany. The 
German market therefore has a special interest in knowing the 
results of offspring. 

Fine tuning in the Netherlands 

The right combination of  
genetics and market demand

In the Dutch market, producers align the possibilities of Topigs Norsvin  
genetics very precisely with the specific market demands. Helped by Topigs 
Norsvin advisors, they sort within lines to reach the highest profitability.

In the Dutch market several so called concept production 
chains are active. Such market concepts differentiate 
their pork to consumers with a special brand name 
and produce pigs under specific feeding and/or  
welfare rules. Often these chains have special desires 
for the genetics. With several lines, Topigs Norsvin is 
the perfect partner for these production chains. 

Based on the needs of the concept it is possible to 
select special meat and carcass quality traits. When 
extra taste and tenderness are required traits such as 
drip loss, intramuscular fat and low boar taint are 
important.

DNA track and trace
A special service for the concept production partners 
is the DNA track and trace to determine the origin of 
the pork in the shop. For this the DNA profiles of the 
boars at the AI are measured and stored. By measuring 
the DNA of the meat and comparing it with that of 
the boars at the AI it is possible to determine if the 
meat has been produced in the concept chain and 
thus secure the production process and avoid mistakes.

Partner for concept production
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Pork is an important part of the menu in most Asian countries and a growing 

consumption is driving expansion and integration of the industry. Domestic 

market prices are relatively good, especially in importing markets. However, 

important feed ingredients are also imported, making the cost price of 

pork dependent on world market prices. 

Economic growth and urbanisation are continuously stimulating the  

demand for pork and changes in the supply chain. Integrators and larger 

producers are investing significantly in production structures and facilities to 

step in or increase their presence in the market. Cost-efficient production 

is important to stay competitive in the future as well.  

China is the largest producer and largest importer of pork and pigs in  

the world and influences other markets. The sow herd is increasing again 

after a reduction in the period 2014 -2016. It is mainly the larger  

companies that are expanding signifcantly and adapting to developments 

in modernisation and industrialisation. The focus on production costs has 

become more important as an answer to the volatility of the pork market, 

but also due to environmental protection measures, the significant invest-

ments in modern farms, and the increase of operational costs in general.

The pursuit of performance in both cost and market-driven production is 

putting health, management and good genetics in the spotlight. The  

industrial part of the industry is requesting more cooperation based on 

long-term vision and support to get the best out of genetics in and for the 

Chinese market rather than repeatedly importing new animals. 

In the Philippines the supply chain is developing due to modernisation and 

urbanisation. How people buy their meat is changing and large production 

structures have been developed to control safety, meat quality and costs 

in the production of lean and tasty pork. New facilities are being built and 

managed well so that the industry can survive under lower pork prices.

Japan is one of the biggest importers of pork. At the same time the Japanese 

producers feel the need to professionalise and modernise so that they can 

cope with the increased competition. This requires investments with  

respect to reducing production costs and increasing productivity and  

innovation. The trend towards less but bigger pig producers and a smaller 

sow population will continue. 

Substantial investments to  
boost production and raise quality

Trends in Asia and Africa 

Jan Sallevelt
Director International AI and Business Development

Henk Janssen
Area Manager, Asia Pacific and Africa

Pieter van Sundert
Key Account Manager
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South African pig production

Among the best of the world
South Africa is by far the most important pig production 
area in Africa. Pork consumption is increasing because 
the growing middle class population have discovered 
pork as an excellent alternative for chicken. 

Investments in high health, food safety, animal welfare 
and modern two-site pig farm operations are enabling 
the South African pig producers to compete with the 
best producers in the world. Small size producers have 
stopped and their production has been taken over and 
expanded by large professional pig producers and inte-
grated pork producers.

Production, consumption and trade of pork

Production Consumption Import ( - = export)

2016 2017* 2016 2017* 2016 2017*

China 51,850 53,750 54,070 55,870 2,400 2,300

Vietnam 2,525 2,575 2,506 2,556 -21 -21

Philippines 1,440 1,500 1,659 1,750 220 250

Japan 1,275 1,263 2,590 2,585 1,320 1,320
 In 1000 metric tons ( carcass weight equivalent) Source: USDA Foreign Agricultural Service
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Asia and Africa 

Spitskop Farm is a 1600-sow unit situated near Bronk-
horstspruit in South Africa. The farm, built in 2011, is 
one of five sow units owned by GHB Farms. GHB 
Farms, a family business founded by Gerard Braak Sr. 
in the early 1950’s, grew to be one of the largest  
commercial farms in South Africa. Business activities 
are not limited to pig farming and include involvement in 
Topigs Norsvin genetics and Eskort, a meat processing 
plant producing a range of pork products to the  
retail sector.

Since 2013 when the unit came into production,  
Marius Pretorius, has been the manager. The Farrow-
to-Wean unit buys 12-week-old replacement gilts from 
Topigs Norsvin South Africa. After weaning, piglets are 
sent to the Wean-to-Finish unit. 

Change in management
At Spitskop the arrival of the new genetics did not  
just bring a different colour ear tag to the farm.  
Management and feeding had to be adapted to fit the 
TN60. With the existing gilt rearing programme,  
faster growth rates were achieved with the TN60.  

This created the need for adjustments to diets and 
feeding levels to keep the weights and backfat within 
the specified targets. Gilts are also inseminated a week 
older than before.

The largest differences were seen in the farrowing houses 
due to the TN60’s higher production. The animals, first 
and older parities, have lower intake than the Topigs 
40 sows, the genetics used before the TN60, but with 
higher output. Lactation diets and feed curves were 
adjusted to meet these requirements. 

Apart from a slightly longer gestation period and animals 
requiring about a half day longer to come in heat after 
weaning, there are no differences in the insemination 
and dry sow phases.

Already close to 30 piglets
2016 was a year for adaptation to the TN60. Now that 
the systems are rolling, there are all smiles when the 
production figures of the last month are updated on the 
whiteboard in the office. Weaned/sow/year is closing 
in on 30! The herd currently comprises 40 % TN60s. 

More output 
with less input

TN60 gilts were introduced into the South African market in 2015. 
With production kicking off in 2016, excitement ran high  

with these new sows entering farrowing houses  
across the country. Spitskop is one of those farms.

TN60
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Looking at the effect of the introduction of TN60 it can be concluded 
that farrowing rates have improved, the number of live born and 
subsequently weaned piglets per litter is climbing, and there is  
a steady downward trend in pre-wean mortality. If the available 
data of the TN60 are used as a prediction for the future, then the 
prospects look very good. Our dream of achieving over 31 weaned 
piglets/sow/year has become a realistic target.

‘We are very excited about the TN60. They 
are definitely more efficient animals and 
also more prolific,’ Charl Braak, owner of 
GHB Farms, says. ‘Great improvements in 
production figures have already been 
achieved. We cannot wait for the results 

once herds have been switched to 100 % 
TN60. With the extra live born piglet per 
litter attained, our new target is to get all our 
farms over 30 weaned piglets/sow/year.’

GHB Farms

Results Spitskop farm (01-01-2016 to 01-12-2016)

28.0 Weaned piglets per sow per year 12.8 Live-born per litter

2.52 Cycle index 11.1 Weaned per litter

92.0 Farrowing rate (%) 21.5 Weaning age (days)

From left to right Dries du Plessis, Gerard Braak Jr., Gerard Braak Sr. and Charl Braak.

Topigs Norsvin in South Africa

Topigs Norsvin South Africa is one of the largest pig genetic suppliers 
in South Africa. Business relationships with clients in Swaziland,  
Mozambique, Namibia, Zimbabwe, Zambia, Malawi and Nigeria are 
also well established with ongoing enquiries for further development. 

The current business strategy is mainly focused on parent stock and 
fresh semen sales with a limited number of clients, mostly outside the 
South African border, running in-house multipliers for own replace-
ment gilt production.
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Mitsuo Kuriki is the CEO of the Pig Division of Crest 
Group of companies. Crest is a family owned agriculture 
company with 4 million laying hens and 5000 sows 
and they are also Topigs Norsvin distributor for Japan.

Mitsuo Kuriki belongs to the growing group of progres-
sive pig producers in Japan. ‘Investing in modern pig 
farming technology and genetics is important for  
improving the production efficiency,’ according to Kuriki. 
‘Production costs in terms of feed, labour, construction 
and manure processing are continuously increasing 
here in Japan. As pig producers we must continuously 
invest in improving the productivity as otherwise we 
will not have a viable business.’ 

The pig division of Crest is currently investing in  
a restructuring of the current pig production locations: 
two of the three farrowing-to-finish farms will be  
converted into wean-to-finish units. At the same time 
there are plans to invest in a new sow farm with  
a capacity of 5000 sows to produce piglets. ‘We want 
to get the best out of the Topigs Norsvin genetics by 
increasing the health of the herds’.

Same production with fewer sows
Rosse Farm, a farrow-to-finish unit for 2000 sows was 
the first farm that tried the Topigs 20, which were 
imported from a SPF breeding farm in the Netherlands. 
Kuriki was surprised about the production performance 
of the Topigs 20. The first batch of Topigs 20 gilts 

immediately produced at a level of 26.5 piglets per sow 
per year. The average herd performance was 23.1 at 
that time. Nowadays the Topigs 20 herd is producing 
28.7 piglets per sow per year. As the farm cannot be 
expanded, Rosse is producing the same number of 
50,000 slaughter pigs but with 15% less labour and 
20% fewer sows. Even the carcass value has been  
improved by 2% extra carcass yield using the same 
local Japanese Duroc as terminal sire.

Since meat quality traits, such as water holding capacity, 
firmness of meat and fat and intramuscular fat, are very 
important in Japan, Crest closely monitored meat quality 
of the Topigs 20 breeding byproducts and the Topigs 
20 progeny right from the start. Evaluations by meat 
tasting panels and packers revealed that the meat  
produced by Topigs 20 competes very well with the 
meat produced by local Japanese genetics, which have 
an excellent meat quality but are far less cost efficient.

Rosse’s employees consider Topigs 20 to be an easy to 
manage sow. Kuriki: ‘In the past, giving assistance at 
birth was a common practice; nowadays we hardly 
ever have to give assistance at birth’. The litters of first 
parity sows are standardised at 14 piglets since all first 
parity sows have a minimum of 14 well-placed and 
functional teats. This stimulates the mammary gland 
causing the sow to produce a lot of milk in later parities.

Balance between  
cost-efficient production and  

the tough requirements of the  
Japanese meat market

About eight years ago, Mr Mitsuo Kuriki made acquaintance  
with Topigs Norsvin genetics for the first time. This was during a visit  

to a pig producer in Germany who was working with Topigs 20.  
This German producer had a higher production performance with  

less labour than Kuriki’s farms in Japan. 

Asia and Africa 
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In Asia, Topigs Norsvin has the 
longest history in the Philippines, 
where the oldest relations go back 
more than 30 years. Topigs Norsvin 
has been able to expand rapidly 
during the last three years in large 
integrated systems. These efforts 
have been supported by genetic 
centres and extensive imports, to 
reduce the genetic gap between 
top nucleus level and the customer stocks in the Philippines.  
Accordingly, the organisation has also been adapted over the years 
towards market needs. 

The next five years promise to be exciting as we guide these high-
speed developments into professionalism across the entire pig 
chain. Topigs Norsvin is proud to be partner of the companies that 
are rapidly developing with branded products and strong concepts.

Few people in the worldwide pig business realise that Vietnam 
has more than 5 million sows. Many of these are still kept in 
backyards, but this is changing rapidly. Also a large number  
of farms still rely on local breeds. These are upgraded with 
occasional imports that are subsequently diluted rapidly by the 
local genes. 

Some progress is detected, but not enough for the modern 
businessmen. They understand that big steps must be taken  
if Vietnam is to maintain its regional import positions.  
New integrations are popping up. Everybody likes to have 
‘their own’ genetics. 

Together with the strong Dutch Partner of Topigs Norsvin,  
De Heus, a highly appreciated local genetic centre was built. 
It adheres to the highest standards of AIM Worldwide (the 
Topigs Norsvin AI brand) and after one year it is already too 
small. An extension is planned for 2017 with regular imports 
of boars from France and Canada.

The first (G)GP herd will also start in 2017. The growth is  
surprisingly fast compared to the expectations at the start of 
the project in 2015. The idea of starting with boars and semen 
was vital. Now we have gained recognition for the fertility as 
well as the performance of the famous Talent boar.

The pig industry is developing rapidly in China and the larger size 
companies and integrations are gaining market share. The industry 
is scaling up and becoming more high-tech and industrialised  
to achieve the best performance.  As Topigs Norsvin we have 
considered how we should adapt to these developments and how 
we can be of best value in the pork chain and justify our presence 
in China. In 2015, we changed our activities and decided to stay 
very close to our core business of genetic progress and to focus 
particularly on partnerships with the larger size farms and  
integrators. In these bigger production structures with a modern 
approach for health and production management, we have found 
the conditions where our genetics and breeding support can make 
a huge difference. 

One of our new projects is with Huanshan group. Topigs Norsvin 
and Huanshan Group have worked together since 2011 but  
decided to change the cooperation to a closer partnership.  
Huanshan Group is increasing their production pyramid and  
needs a continuous supply of better performing animals. 

Topigs Norsvin will help to get the best out of the genetics with 
practical support in areas such as feeding, reproduction, artificial 
insemination, monitoring and how to run a breeding programme 
on their farm that is fine-tuned to their needs. Animals produced 
in excess of Huanshan Group’s needs, will be sold to the market. 

Chinese production develops rapidly 

Successful long partnerships  
in the Philippines 

Vietnam: 
Sleeping giant awakes



In September 2016, Topigs Norsvin Japan organised its first seminars in 
Tokyo and Kagoshima. ‘A mix of international and local keynote speakers 
who talked about practical subjects formed the ingredients for a highly 
informative day that was greatly appreciated by the participants,’ said 
Motohiro Kudo, Commercial Technical Manager of Topigs Norsvin Japan. 
‘About 400 pig producers and professionals from the Japanese pig industry 
celebrated the launch of the Topigs 20 manual for rearing gilts and sows 
and the online feed monitor.’

Captains from the pig and pork industry of five different continents and 
from 9 different countries representing about 685,000 sows participated in 
the 2-day Topigs Norsvin Innovation Tour, which was held in the Netherlands 
and followed by a 2-day visit to the Eurotier exhibition in November 2016. 
The topics discussed included R&D with respect to animal health and welfare, 

as Europe is considered to be a frontrunner with respect to animal welfare 
matters and a reduction in antibiotic usage. An excursion to the newly 
constructed sow unit of Kees and Wilma van de Meijden with the new sow 
product TN70 allowed the participants experience a mix of innovations.

Disease control, production efficiency and feed costs are the top future business challenges of our 
customers. Animal welfare and environmental regulations will become increasingly important in all 
markets throughout the world.

These results were obtained in a recent large-scale customer survey in Topigs Norsvin’s main global 
markets. The survey included results from 14 countries and 4 continents, representing more than 
1.4 million sows and 32 million slaughter pigs.

Obviously, customers consider production challenges such as feed efficiency and growth rate to be 
very important. However, the survey results also indicate the increasing importance of quality- 
related traits such as sow retention, piglet vitality and finisher survival. Therefore, many markets 
consider increasing yields of good quality pork to be more important than a further increase in 
carcass leanness.
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The first  
Topigs Norsvin Japan Seminar 

Topigs Norsvin Innovation Tour

Customer survey: trends in the market



Most of us think of summer when we hear the word barbeque. But the 
guys in The European Allstar Barbeque Team do barbequing all year 
around! And preferably pork on the grill of course. 

Topigs Norsvin has been proud sponsor of the team since 2015, and when 
they travel around the world competing with other teams they always 
cook the succulent pork of Topigs Norsvin genetics. One of their  
favourites is meat from our Norsvin Duroc. They love the marbling and 
the juicy taste of it! If you would like to taste some of their delicious grilled 
pork then feel free to contact them! Follow The European Allstar Barbeque 
Team on Facebook to see when they are competing near you!
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Everyone loves  

barbequing

Hans Petter Rasmussen loves barbequing all year around. This picture was taken in Norway 
on a nice and cold winter day. 

We aim to give new employees an introduction to our company that 

they never will forget. During the introduction seminar of Topigs Norsvin 

a group of about 15 colleagues from subsidiaries around the world 

visited the head office in Netherlands and received a week-long intro-

duction to the structure of Topigs Norsvin, how we work, the various 

departments at the head office, et cetera.

However, the programme was not just filled with information. There 

was also time for team building activities so that the participants can 

get to know each other in a fun way.

Introduction  
to the company

Satisfied and loyal customers are a great asset for any company and that 
includes Topigs Norsvin. However, keeping you satisfied as a customer 
is a day-to-day challenge. It is about far more than the products we 
deliver. Aspects like service and personal contact are also important. 

Besides the many contacts and discussions that we have with you as 
our customers, we also use online surveys to measure the level of  
satisfaction about our products, delivery and order fulfilment, technical 
support, and after sales service. Via these surveys we invite you to let 
us know what you think. A survey consists of 10 to 20 questions. The 
opinion of our customers matters to Topigs Norsvin and we use this 
information to improve our processes, services and products. So thank 
for your valuable contribution!

Let us know  
what you think!
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Before the summer of 2017, a new AI station in Norway will be 
ready to receive 300 boars. For high biosecurity, the new AI 
station is located in a remote mountain area. Expected annual 
production is 500,000 semen doses; approximately 340,000 
doses will be for the domestic market and the rest for export. 
The new station is an important step for Norwegian exports,  
as the demand for high-health genetic products is increasing in 
the global markets. Norway is known for high health and an 
animal welfare-centered production, which facilitates sustain-
able breeding programmes for the Landrace and Duroc breeds.

In November 2016, Topigs Norsvin was present at Eurotier, Europe’s - and probably 
the world’s - biggest livestock exhibition, which is held in Hannover, Germany.  
Many clients and other relations from all over the world visited us at our booth and 
learned all about the new TN70 sow and other innovations from Topigs Norsvin. 

A big thank you to everybody who visited our stand.

 The biggest exhibition in its kind:

Eurotier

New AI station in Norway

In March 2016, Topigs Norsvin South Africa invited about 

120 pig farmers and professionals from Sub-Saharan Africa 

for the 21st edition of Topigs South Africa Pig Producers 

Event. Besides an exchange of information about research 

and progress in breeding, the day is above all a moment to 

meet and discuss current issues in the Sub-Saharan Africa 

pig industry. During the event the new nucleus farm of 

Topigs Norsvin South Africa with a capacity of 1500 sows 

and modern testing facilities was presented. The event was 

concluded with the Client Performance Awards for the  

Best Sow Unit (Marius Pretorius and Team of GHB Braak - 

Spitskop) and the Best Grower Unit (Carina and Jan Theron 

and Team of Ede).

African pig producers and  
professionals gathered in  
Pretoria, South Africa

Marius Pretorius, Team of GHB Braak - Spitskop



As a breeding company we are at the start of the food supply chain.  
This means that just like all other chain partners we are responsible for the delivery of safe, healthy and responsible food in  

a sustainable manner. We take this responsibility seriously and that is why we follow the Code-EFABER

Code-EFABAR, the commitment to responsible breeding, is a voluntary Code of Good Practice for and  
by the animal breeding sector. By adhering to this code at Topigs Norsvin,  

we demonstrate our commitment to the issue of sustainability.

The Code of Good Practice for Farm Animal Breeding and  
Reproduction Organizations addresses the issues of food safety and public health,  

product quality, genetic diversity, efficiency, environmental impact, animal health, animal welfare,  
and breeding and reproduction technologies. By following this code,  

we ensure that these issues are taken into account in our breeding programs. 

Code-EFABAR is an initiative of the European Forum of Farm Animal Breeders (EFFAB).

For more information, visit the Code-EFABAR website: www.responsiblebreeding.eu

We follow Code-EFABAR




