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Finnish pork production chains: Quality through vertical 
integration 
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Where on earth is Finland? Is it too cold 
for pigs? 

Finland is situated in northern Europe between the 60th 
and 70th parallels of latitude. A quarter of its total area 
lies north of the Arctic Circle. Finland's neighboring coun
tries are Sweden to the west, Norway to the north, Russia 
to the east, and Estonia to the south, across the Gulf of 
Finland. Finland's land-border with Russia (1,269 km; 
]Xg miles) is the eastern border of the European Union.' 

Finland's surface area is 33g,000 sq. km. (130,500 sq. 
miles), of which 69% is forest and 10% water. Finland 
contains 188,000 lakes, I gO,OOO islands, and Europe's 
largest archipelago. 

The climate is marked by cold winters and fairly warm 
summers. Temperatures in winter are moderated by the 
influence of the Baltic Sea and west winds from the At
lantic warmed by the Gulf Stream. The mean tempera
ture in Helsinki in July is 17°C (67°F)' and in February-
6°C (21°F). In January and February, temperatures below 
_20DC (-4°F) are not uncommon. In the far north, beyond 
the Arctic Circle, the sun does not set for about 73 days, 
producing the white nights of summer. In the same re
gion, during the dark winter period, the sun remains be
low the horizon for 51 days, creating the polar night known 
in Finnish as ka(llllos. 

There are 5.2 million people and 1.5 million pigs in Fin
land. Population density is about 15 persons and 4 pigs 
per sq. km (39 persons and I () pigs per sq. mile).2 About 
35% of Finns live in rural areas. The capital of Finland is 
Helsinki, with a population of 550,()OO. 

Pork production in Finland 

The number of pigs slaughtered in 1998 was 2.25 mil
lion. 2 Total pork production rose to 184 million kg (406 
million Ib). The average slaughter weight was 81.8 kg 
(i.e., about 245 lb live weight). Self sufficiency of pork 
was 105%, and consumption per capita was 34 kg (75 
Ib). Pork export was 20 million kg (44 million lb), and 
import was 13 million kg (29 million Ib). Most pigs are 
raised in western and southwestern Finland. 

Excellent animal health is one of the major strengths of 
Finnish pork production. The whole of Finland is free of 
major swine di . .,eases like PRRS, TGE, SVD, Aujeszky, 
Teschen, swine influenza, etc. Salmonella cholerae suis 
has never been found in Finland.' 

Three slaughterhouses owned by 
cooperatives have 70% market share 

There are 30 slaughterhouses in Finland, Atria Ltd. and 
HK Foods Ltd. being the two biggest ones. Both of them 
slaughter nearly 700,000 pigs per year having about 30% 
market share each. The majority of Atria's shares are 
owned by three farmers' cooperatives (Itikka, Lihakunta, 
and Pohjanmaan Liha), and the majority of HK Foods' 
shares are owned by LSO Cooperative. The third farm
ers' cooperative, Karjaportti, slaughters about 109'0 of pigs, 
and the remaining 30Ck are slaughtered in smaller, pri
vately owned slaughter plants. 

A great deal of meat sold in Finland is branded. All major 
slaughterhouses also process meat and have their own 
brands. Atria and HK are the two major brands. Atria is 
committed to use only domestic meat in its products. 

Quality pork chains are "virtually 
vertically integrated" 

One advantage of the cooperative structure of the slaugh
terhouses is that pork production can be organized in a 
"virtually vertically integrated" manner. Pork production 
is controlled by cooperative slaughterhouses "from stable 
to table," thus the cooperative can take the full responsi
bility of the quality of their products. Producers have vol
untarily agreed to produce pork according to the standards 
given by their cooperative. Packing plants and brands are 
owned by the cooperative. Farmers and packers are jointly 
developing products. 

This vertical integration has been utilized in pork quality 
chains to produce pork of desired quality. Atria's quality 
chain produces Atria Quality Pork, and HK produces Non
medicated Pork at its LSO 2000 quality chain, 

The producers can choose between conventional pork 
production and quality pork production. It is up to them 
if they want to commit themselves to an integrated qual-
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ity chain. Because of better production figures 6 at the qual
ity chains compared to conventional production and an 
extra price of about 15% of health class feeder pigs and 
2% of quality pork, farmers have been motivated to join 
the integrated quality chains. 

Production of Atria Quality Pork in 
Lihakunta 

The farms qualified in rearing feeder pigs of Atria quality 
have demonstrated their stock is free of sarcoptic mange, 
swine enzootic pneumoniae (SEP), swine dysentery (SO), 
progressive atrophic rhinitis (AR), and salmonellosis. One 
of Atria's three cooperatives, Lihakunta, is now totally 
free of these swine diseases. The all in - all out finishing 
units of Lihakunta are quarantined to get feeder pigs free 
of these diseases. 

All swine farms of Lihakunta have a mandatory 
salmonella insurance. The insurance is given by an insur
ance company. Its cost is only 0.04% of the meat price 
paid to the producer because of the very low risk of 
salmonella. In case of salmonella outbreak, the insurance 
covers all costs of salmonella eradication including pro
duction losses. Eradication of salmonella is a must in Fin
land because slaughterhouses pay only 50% of regular 
price of pigs raised in salmonella contaminated farms. In 
spite of frequent sampling, salmonella has not been found 
in any swine farms of Lihakunta. 

A few years ago, mange was very common (about 90% 
prevalence) in farrowing units of Lihakunta. In 1998, 
Lihakunta started an extensive campaign to get rid of 
mange and SEP in the whole company. The campaign 
included paying for the medicine costs of mange eradica
tion, paying for the diagnostic costs of SEP (ELISA test 
of colostrum or blood) and a surplus of 30 Finnish Marks 
(1 FIM=0.2 US Dollars) per feeder pig for the farrowing 
units free of mange, SEP, SO, and AR. In one year, all 
farrowing units of Lihakunta (N= 145) had fulfilled mange 
eradication. 

All farrowing units of Lihakunta were colostrum or blood 
tested (ELISA) for antibodies of Mycoplasma 
hyopncumoniae. SEP was found from two farrowing units 
selling feeder pigs for Lihakunta and eradicated immedi
ately. Fifteen out of ninety-five integrated units of 
Lihakunta were found to have SEP. Eradication has al
ready started in eleven of these fifteen herds. No AR nor 
SD positive farms were found in the survey. 

Finishing units producing Atria Quality Pork have spe
cial demands concerning housing, management, animal 
welfare, feed, and environment.4 For example, pen space 
of Atria Quality farms exceeds the demand of the animal 
welfare law by at least 23%. Lihakunta requires external 
auditing (by a consultant of the Rural Advisory Center 
and a local veterinarian) of the farm before it can be ac-

cepted to the Atria Quality chain. Frequent veterinary vis
its and documentation of all diseases and treatments are 
required. Every batch must be checked at least once. An 
environmental protection plan of the farm is required and 
audited as well. No antibiotic feed additives are allowed 
in Atria Quality finishing units. 

Feeder pigs are sorted to the pens by source herd. Com
mercial feed must be guaranteed to be salmonella free. 
Feeds causing ethical, technical, or taste problems are not 
used, e.g., blood, waste food, fishmeal. 

Fifty-five percent of Lihakunta's finishing units now 
qualify for the Atria Quality chain. 

LSO 2000: Non-medicated pork 

HK Foods has developed the LSO 2000 quality chain 
which produces pork from pigs which have not been sick 
nor medicated during their finishing period from about 
25 kg to slaughter.5 

The LSO 2000 quality chain starts with feeder pigs which 
originate from the health-classified farrowing unit and are 
guaranteed to be free of the major swine pathogens. Feeder 
pigs are delivered to the all in - all out finishing units, and 
sorted to the pens by source herd. The LSO 2000 finishing 
units have been certified to have optimal housing and 
management conditions. The demands include: 0.9 m2 (10 
ft 2

) pen area/pig, free access to water, solid floor on lying 
area, bedding, minimum light of 100 Ix for 10 to 16 hours 
per day, thermoneutrality, optimal ventilation, etc. 

No mass medication, antibiotic feed additives, or growth 
promoters are allowed. Pigs which become sick are indi
vidually medicated and ear-marked. These pigs are ex
cluded from the quality chain at slaughter. A logbook of 
medications must follow the pigs to the slaughter plant. 

Salmonella is controlled frequently both at the farm and 
at the slaughter plant. At least 70% of feed used at the 
finishing unit must be domestic grain, Feed ingredients 
causing bad taste (e.g., fishmeal), technical, or ethical 
problems are not allowed. Commercial feed must be guar
anteed salmonella free. 

Resting time before slaughter is 2 to 5 hours. Pigs with 
any sign of disease are removed from the quality chain at 
meat inspection. Consumers get high quality pork from 
pigs which have been healthy and which have not been 
medicated during their finishing period. 
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