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INTRODUCTION

Slaughterhouses produce meat and poultry products for retail stores, restaurants, and homes,
where they are handled and consumed. Since the beginning of the COVID-19 pandemic,
thousands of slaughterhouse workers have been infected with the SARS-CoV-2 virus. As of May
14, there were at least 14,259 infections and 59 deaths among U.S. slaughterhouse workers. !

These slaughterhouses have been central points of viral spread in humans. In South Dakota, more
than half the cases of COVID-19 statewide occurred in workers at the Smithfield plant in Sioux
Falls. Workers have expressed grave concerns for their personal safety, due to the frequent
transmission of the virus within slaughterhouses. Similar issues afflict workers at fish processing
plants.?

Because these workers, who may be asymptomatic viral carriers, directly handle meat and
poultry products, and because the SARS-CoV-2 virus is easily airborne, remaining detectable for
30 minutes or more in air samples,’ transmission of the virus to the products they handle is
likely.

Poultry slaughterhouses collectively slaughter more than 20 million birds every day, typically on
high-speed automated production lines. Chickens are stunned, killed, bled, and sent through
scalding tanks, which help remove feathers but also act as reservoirs that transfer contamination
from one carcass to another. After scalding, feathers and intestines are mechanically removed.
Intestinal contents can spill onto machinery and contaminate the muscles and organs of the
chicken and those processed afterward.

Some slaughter lines process as many as 175 birds per minute. Because the same machine
eviscerates thousands of birds an hour—without intervening decontamination—contamination
may easily spread to other birds. Near the end of the line, carcasses are typically chilled in ice
water, effectively a communal bath in which contamination again spreads from bird to bird,
permeating the carcasses. After chilling, a chicken may be cut up, allowing for further spread
from carcass to implements. The remains are then packaged, carrying the contamination to
consumers.

Slaughter of cattle and pigs is executed by workers, not machines. At more than 300 cattle
slaughtered per hour and more than 1,000 pigs slaughtered every hour, the spread of
contamination is unavoidable. This is especially true for pigs; because their hides are not
removed during the slaughter process, pig carcasses are put through a communal scalding tank,
similar to the defeathering tank for chickens. Contaminated carcasses enter the same water as do
the other pig carcasses, potentially infecting the uncontaminated ones. Scalding is followed by
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dehairing, in which “rotating drums equipped with scraper blocks . . . rotate the carcasses to
remove the hairs.”* Recontamination of the carcasses occurs at dehairing.’

The U.S. Department of Agriculture (“USDA”) recommends that consumers refrigerate meat and
poultry at temperatures below 40 degrees Fahrenheit (4 degrees Celsius).® At these temperatures,
infectious viruses thrive. Rather than killing viruses, refrigeration preserves them. According to a
2010 University of North Carolina study, viruses kept at 4 degrees Celsius remained easily
detectable throughout the full 28-day study period.” This is far longer than the time required for
products to be transferred from processing plants to stores where they are purchased by
consumers.

Slaughterhouses remain under intense pressure to produce, despite risks to workers and the
public.® Yet no U.S. slaughterhouse tests its products for the presence of the SARS-CoV-2 virus.
It has long been known that viral pathogens on food products are routinely transmitted to
consumers. According to one study, “infected handlers at slaughterhouses are repeatedly
involved in transmission” of two such viruses—Norovirus and Hepatovirus A.° But producers
largely leave safe handling concerns to the consumer. However, while SARS-CoV-2 is as
durable and transmissible as other pathogens, its risks are far greater.

Contrary to current USDA guidance, protecting consumers takes far more than requiring a
processing plant to select the “appropriate disinfectant product.”!® According to the Centers for
Disease Control and Prevention, one “can become infected from respiratory droplets when an
infected person coughs, sneezes, or talks” or “by touching a surface or object that has the virus
on it, and then by touching your mouth, nose, or eyes.”!! Every animal carcass that speeds down
the production line past an asymptomatic but infected worker is another object capable of
transmitting that worker’s infectious respiratory droplets to consumers. It is therefore incumbent
on USDA to exercise its broad authority under the Federal Meat Inspection Act'? and the Poultry
Products Inspection Act!® to more meaningfully protect consumers from COVID-19 as set forth
below.
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LEGAL AUTHORITY

The Federal Meat Inspection Act requires USDA to conduct inspections of cows, pigs, goats,
sheep, equines animals, and certain fish used for food before and after slaughter and during the
processing operation to prevent the distribution and sale of meat that was unwholesome,
adulterated, unhealthful, and not properly marked, labeled, and packaged.'* USDA must ensure
that only unadulterated carcasses are approved for further distribution to consumers. If meat is
unadulterated, USDA must affix an inspection legend indicating that the meat has been inspected
by USDA, passed the inspection, and is safe to eat.'?

The underlying principle of the act is that adulterated meat is unfit for consumption and cannot
be passed at inspection by USDA for sale to the public.!® Meat is adulterated “if it bears or
contains any poisonous or deleterious substance which may render it injurious to health . . . or is
for any other reason unsound, unhealthful, unwholesome, or otherwise unfit for human food.”!”
Meat is misbranded “if its labeling is false or misleading in any particular” or “if it fails to bear .
.. the inspection legend and . . . such other information as the Secretary may require . . . to assure
that it will not have false or misleading labeling.” 8

Congress likewise enacted the Poultry Products Inspection Act to protect the “health and welfare
of consumers” by assuring that products containing the meat of chickens, turkeys, ducks, geese,
and guineas “are wholesome, not adulterated, and properly marked, labeled, and packaged.”"
The act requires inspections,?’ defines “adulterated” as shown above,?! and prohibits
misbranding.??> Again, the basic principle underlying the act is that adulterated poultry is unfit for
consumers to eat.

USDA permits several inspection legends for meat, including “Inspected and passed,” “U.S.
Inspected and Passed,” or “U.S. Inspected and Passed by Department of Agriculture,”?* For
poultry, USDA authorizes only one inspection legend: “Inspected for wholesomeness by U.S.
Department of Agriculture.”**

Pursuant to these acts, USDA requires a “[s]afe handling label” on all raw meat and poultry
products.?> USDA also operates a massive and targeted food safety campaign to inform
consumers about the handling and cooking of meat and poultry products via a nationwide food-
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safety hotline and specialized campaigns directed at food handlers, institutions, health
professionals, and at-risk populations, as well as food handlers in the home.?

ACTION REQUESTED

USDA advises the public that its inspection system guarantees a wholesome food supply. Yet its
inspection system does not prevent contamination by the SARS-CoV-2 virus. Thus, USDA must
undertake stringent and proactive rules, policies, and enforcement measures to prevent the
continued contamination of meat and poultry. At the same time, USDA must vigilantly warn
consumers about the risks inherent to consuming meat or poultry products as a result of the
COVID-19 pandemic and its long-lasting effects.

Accordingly, the Physicians Committee for Responsible Medicine hereby requests that USDA:

1. Require all processing plants operating in the U.S. and all facilities shipping meat and
poultry products into the United States to test their products for the presence of SARS-
CoV-2 and immediately make their findings publicly available.

2. Require all such facilities to report to local public health authorities, on a weekly basis,
the number of workers or worker family members with presumptive or confirmed SARS-
CoV-2 infection and those dying of COVID-19.

3. Report via the USDA web site, on a weekly basis, the number of meat and poultry plant
inspectors with presumptive or confirmed SARS-CoV-2 infection and those dying of
COVID-19.

4. Amend sections 317.2(1)(2) and 381.125(b) of
Title 9 of the Code of Federal Regulations such
that all meat and poultry products regulated by
USDA carry, in their safe handling labeling, the

following disclosure: “Warning: Workers in U.S. .

meat and poultry processing facilities have been Workers in U.S.
sickened or killed by the SARS-CoV-2 virus, and meat and poultry
this product has not been certified virus-free.” processing facilities

5. Publish, and distribute to all major retail facilities, have been sickened
notices to be placed at meat and poultry counters or killed by the SARS-
and at check-out counters, stating as follows: CoV-2 virus, and this
“Warning: Workers in U.S. meat and poultry
processing facilities have been sickened or killed product has not been
by the SARS-CoV-2 virus, and this product has certified virus-free.
not been certified virus-free.”
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