‘I’'m taking a different course’

Nieske Neimeijer (30) runs her parents-in-law’s pig farm

Simply taking over the farm as it was, was not an option for the Neimeijer family. To future-proof
the pig farm major changes were necessary. Son Jeroen and daughter-in-law Nieske therefore
decided to switch to organic.

Nieske Neimeijer took over her parents-in-law’s pig farm in 2012. The conventional pig farm with 260
sows and 760 meat pigs was transformed into a closed, organic holding with 80 sows and 600 meat

pigs.

Where did the idea come from?

‘My parents-in-law’s pig farm was not future-proof. There was little or no scope for expansion and it
did not comply with the 2013 regulations. We started talking about a take-over in 2007 and Jeroen
formed a partnership with his parents. We were keen to have a closed farm. But with 80 sows that is
not financially attractive. If we wanted to stay pig farmers we had to do something different.
Converting the sties and switching to organic turned out to be the way forward. Producing less but in
a higher market segment.’

What are the main differences between conventional and organic?

‘Organically farmed pigs have more pen and loafing space in the sty and are bedded on straw.
The animals can choose whether they want to be inside or outside. The open-air space must provide
at least four metres of unobstructed view. Pregnant sows are able to go to pasture.
The suckling period is two weeks longer than for conventional sows. Piglets remain with the sow for
six weeks. The sows are kept in groups, except in the last stages of pregnancy and during the suckling
period. In addition, the animals are given organic feed. The aim is also to minimise the use of
antibiotics. Preventive medication is not allowed and curative treatment is only permitted if the
animal is already ill. Meat pigs may only be treated with antibiotics once in their lifetime to qualify as
organic. Sows once a year.

‘Organic pig farming requires a different kind of management. | am looking more at alternative
treatment methods and resources. For example, | give my animals willow branches to prevent
restlessness. Especially when there is a risk of tail biting. To combat diarrhoea | use natural products
made from green tea and if they have joint problems products made from snake poison can provide
a solution.’

What is your top priority?

‘The farrowing pens. New-born piglets have little energy and must drink a lot of colostrum quickly. If
they don't manage to do that | step in to help. With an average number of live-born piglets of 16.5,
their start in life calls for a little more attention than usual. In an organic farrowing pen the sow walks
around freely. On the one hand this has a positive impact on farrowing but on the other hand the
chance of overlying is bigger. As a result, in the first year mortality in the farrowing pen was too high.
In December | fitted a farrowing rail in the farrowing pen, which significantly lowers mortality.

The piglet nest is equipped with underfloor heating and heat lamps to keep them warm. The piglets
are confined to this nest for the first two to three days after birth when the sows are suckling so that
they get to know it well.’



What are the challenges?

‘Preventing piglet mortality in the farrowing pen. We have started weighing piglets at birth to see if
they have sufficient weight to survive, so if necessary | can intervene during pregnancy. In addition,
research has shown that piglets with a high birth weight produce a better slaughter quality. | also
want to prevent tail biting. | have a feeling that the sty climate plays a part in this. | used to regulate
the climate by hand. Now it is regulated by a ventilation curve. Practice will show what effect this

’

has.

What is your ambition?

‘My ambition is to supply top-class meat pigs. The quality of a meat pig begins with the choices made
in breeding. At the moment we have Topigs 20 sows. But | want to crossbreed them with Topigs 50 in
a rotational cross for a more resilient stock and better meat quality. A good meat pig has a slaughter
weight of at least 89 kg but not more than 104 kg, a fat cover of 10 to 18 mm, and not less than
55 mm of muscle. A pig that does not meet one of these requirements yields 35 cents less per kg.
You can also achieve a greater yield with proper marketing management. For better estimates of the
expected yield, we weigh half of the animals in the meat pig sty a few days in advance. My challenge
is to achieve the highest possible return, not just produce meat pigs. Rearing pigs with a story, that is
my ambition.’
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