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Ad hoc “Merino network”:

Merino and Merino–derived breeds in Europe 

State of art – in situ valorisation. 

Silverio Grandea, Francesca Maria Sartib , Samira Giovanninib

a: Associazione Nazionale della Pastorizia (ASSO.NA.PA.), 
00187 Rome, Italy.

b: Dipartimento di Scienze Agrarie, Alimentari e Ambientali 
(DSA3), University of Perugia, 06121 Perugia, Italy

@: direzione@assonapa.it; francesca.sarti@unipg.it
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History 

In 1700 Cardinal Ruffo began the process of
"merinization” of the sheep of the Papal States by
importing Spanish rams.
The Andalusian Jesuit Gonzalo Adorno Hinojosa in
particular acquires "some mountains with pasture" in
Visso, where he brings the animals and at his death
the local families (Montebovi, Rosi, Piscini) carry on his
work crossing them with the local sheep «Vissane» and
also with rams of the Bergerie Nationale of
Rambouillet.

1° Theory: The breed originated in the Daunia (Capitanata),
from the crossing of sheep and rams of Merinos Spanish breed
with the local ovine Apennine populations locally called
Garfagna, by Alfonso I of Aragon in the XV century in order to
improve the quality and finenesse of the wool.

2° Theory: in Southern Italy there was a sheep who presented
fine wool even before the import of the Merinos from Spain,
which was raided by Hannibal first and by the Barbary pirates
then; it arrived in Africa, where, bred by the tribe of Beni-
Merines would give rise to the progenitor of the Spanish
Merinos, which came to Spain with the invasions of the Moors,
would then return to its homeland in the form of Merinos rams
to improve the local populations.
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History 

After the loss of the economic value of the wool, in the 1960s
breeders began to cross the Italian “merinizzate” breeds Gentile di
Puglia and Sopravissana with 60 different genetic types….with the
aim to improve them in the production of meat and milk.

At the end of the 1980s ASSONAPA established a working group
(Prof. P. Pollidori, Prof. F. Panella, Dr. S. Dell'Aquila) that in 1997
defined and approved the Standard of the breed taking as «ideal
type» the Merinolandschaf.

Merinolandschaf

Merinizzata Italiana
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Current situation

OLD MERINO DERIVED BREEDS

2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016 2017 2018 2019 2020

heads 3893 4380 5045 5120 5326 5404 5571 6737 8037 7938 6612

flocks 32 30 35 35 33 38 43 48 47 43 43
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2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016 2017 2018 2019 2020

heads 6066 6535 6988 7819 8658 7836 7447 6910 6784 6216 5704

flocks 50 51 55 64 63 58 61 60 58 54 52
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Demographic data to describe the current population size of these 3 Merino derived breeds.

Flocks and Heads enrolled to Assonapa Herdbook
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Current situation

2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016 2017 2018 2019 2020

heads 22714 29315 29625 29461 28783 25392 21154 17862 19032 14542 11777

flocks 190 199 216 223 221 215 194 190 178 148 132
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The population of the breed, after its

establishment in 1997, reached the

maximum number of heads registered in

the Herd Book during the 2011-2014 while

in recent years there has been a drastic

decline both in the number of farms and

heads. The Herd Book lost about 2/3 of

the heads.

The reasons are due to the decrease in the

consumption of heavy lamb or mutton meat

that has led farmers to slaughter lambs early,

losing profitability.

When income decreases, farmers are

forced to reduce management costs
including those of genetic improvement.
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Selection target

In situ conservation activities* since 2000s:

• Enrollment in herd book;
• Morphological evaluation;
• Survey of the residual population;
• Assessment of breed standards;
• Molecular characterisation;
• Monitoring inbreeding trend

Selection program activities*:

• Enrollment in herd book;
• Morphological evaluation;
• Performance test since 1991;
• Blup AM-MT indexes since 2017;
• Molecular charachterisation;
• SINGLE STEP GBLUP INDEX (future)

• Linear evaluation (future)

• Diffusion of AI (future)

OLD MERINO DERIVED BREEDS: 
«SOPRAVISSANA & GENTILE DI PUGLIA»

«IN SITU» 

CONSERVATION

SELECTION 

PROGRAM

THE NEW MERINO DERIVED BREED (1997) 
«MERINIZZATA ITALIA»

*in collaboration with the University of Perugia, University of Milan and University of Molise and CNR-IBBA.
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Food and non-food products and services

• Wool (14.36-30.00 μm)*
• «Pecorino Romano DOP» cheese
• «Abbacchio Romano IGP» (lamb raised on 

mother’s milk and slaughtered at 40-60 days of 
age)

• «I.G.P. Agnello del Centro Italia»

• Wool (13.50-27.07 μm)*
• «Canestrato» cheese
• Lamb named: «Pasqualino» (Easter), «Natalino» 

(Christmas) or «Mulacchio» (slaughtered after they were
brought back home from transhumance on a mule)

*Merino wool 16-24 μm
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Food and non-food products and services

• Light and heavy lamb (slaughtered at 60/100 days)
• «Canestrato» cheese
• Wool (20.38- 40.03 μm)*
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Food and non-food products and services

I. Production

I. Landscape

II. Culture

III.Existence

IV.Option

Sopravissana: ancient roman «consolari roads»

Superior quality food

Improved maintenance of rural landscape

Improved maintenance of rural culture
Gentile di Puglia: Tratturi

Certainity of continued existence

Optional resource for future generations
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