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Minnesota's new meat inspection program is creating 
marketing opportunities 
Kevin Elfering, Program Manager 
Meat, Poultry, and Egg Inspection, Minnesota Department of Agriculture 

Background 

No national legislation has had more impact on meat pro
cessing in the United States than the Wholesome Meat 
Act of 1967. Sponsored by Minnesota's Senator Walter 
Mondale, this Act required that all meat products pro
cessed in the United States be inspected by the United 
States Department of Agriculture (USDA) or a state in
spection program that is "equal to" the USDA. In 1967 
Minnesota had a meat inspection program, but after a few 
years of struggling with the inspection system and the 
costs associated with them, Minnesota gave up its inspec
tion program in 1972. Since that time, there had been a 
few attempts to resurrect the program, but it did not get 
the support it needed. The only real difference between 
state and federal inspection is that only federally inspected 
meat is eligible for sale in interstate commerce and for 
export. Otherwise the rules and regulations are identical. 

In the middle 1990s, some farmers started getting involved 
in doing some of their own marketing in Minnesota. Al
though this started as a fledgling business, many farmers 
had success in selling their products directly to consum
ers, and some even started branding their products for 
sale directly to grocery stores. One of the issues with the 
livestock producers was the lack of a processing plant 
close to their farms that could handle the capacity of the 
animals that they wanted processed. In 1995 there were 
approximately twenty small slaughter/processing plants 
under USDA inspection in Minnesota. Most of these plants 
did not have the ability to add any further customers to 
their capacity, and producers were calling the Minnesota 
Department of Agriculture to look for plants that could 
slaughter and process for them. In 1996 the Minnesota 
Association of Meat Processors requested that the De
partment re-implement its inspection program. The De
partment researched the feasibility of the program, and, 
in 1997, Governor Arnie Carlson included the re-imple
mentation in his recommendations to the legislature. This 
encouraged an initiative to re-implement a state meat in
spection program in Minnesota. 

This new program was to be designed to work in partner
ship with the USDA and focus on small meat processing 
establishments. The USDA's philosophy is that they have 
the expertise in working with the large plants; state pro-
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grams have the expertise in dealing with the small facili
ties. The 1998 State Legislature unanimously passed the 
legislation and funding for the program, and in Decem
ber of 1998, the USDA terminated the designation of in
spection in Minnesota. In other words, Minnesota once 
again had its own meat inspection program. 

Marketing capabilities 

In January of 1999, a small meat processing facility in 
the central part of the State became the first Minnesota 
plant in the meat inspection program. The owners of the 
company raised hogs and had them slaughtered in a local 
USDA-inspected plant. They had been a retail facility and 
a custom meat processor. (A custom meat processor pro
cesses meat only for the owner of the animal and the meat 
is returned to the owner. It is not considered "inspected," 
and the packages of meat are required to be identified 
"not for sale" under State and federal requirements.) The 
owners of this facility wanted to expand their business to 
seIJ to other grocery stores and restaurants. Their first 
month of producing State inspected products yielded a 
100-pound production. That same plant today produces 
more than 12,000 pounds of inspected products each 
month for sale to grocery stores. For many of us, this may 
not seem to be a great amount of product compared to the 
mega-plants of today, which produce that amount of prod
uct in one hour. However, the annual sales of the addi
tional products have increased revenue for one small plant 
by $250,000. That same plant is presently in the process 
of expanding their facility and will process for other farm
ers that are in the direct marketing business while con
tinuing to slaughter their own animals. The increase in 
this business is projected to double in the next few years. 

Today we have forty-five plants that are operating under 
State of Minnesota inspection. (See Figure 1.) Nineteen 
plants are slaughtering and processing under State inspec
tion; the remainder are processing only. Adding the addi
tional nineteen slaughter plants has doubled the number 
of small slaughter plants that operate under either State 
or federal inspection. Two plants that were originally op
erating under State inspection applied for federal inspec
tion because their business had expanded with demands 
for interstate sales. Nevertheless, neither of these two 
plants would have been able to make the transition to fed-
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Minnesota's new meat inspection program is creating marketing opportunities 

Figure 1: Minnesota meat inspection plants (4th quarter 2001 numbers estimated) . 
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eral inspection without the benefit that State in pection 
initially provided them in developing their anitation pro
gram and hazard analysis critical control point (HACCP) 
plan . These are both required by State and federal inspec
tion . Both of these plants' main busine is laughtering 
and processing for producers for direct marketing. 

Another swine producer in Northern Minne ota i work
ing with a new facility in proce ing high quality pork 
products for ale to con umer , re taurant , and at the Twin 
Cities ' farmers market . Thi i an example of making 
the transition from being a wine operation rai ing ani
mals for sale to large packi ng hou es at a fixed price, to 
becoming an independent meat producer and marketer. 
Thi s farmer has made the tran ition from bei ng a price 
taker to a price demander, a refre hing switch in today' 
agriculture world. 

Another example is a ustainable agriculture farmer who 
is raising pa ture hog and havi ng them proce ed at a 
State in pected plant. Thi family operation i another 
instance of farmer taking control of their de tiny rather 
than waiting for a miracle to happen in the price of agri
cultural commoditie . 

SSOP, HACCP and other food safety 
programs 

Although marketing is certainly a part of the ucce of 
the meat inspection program, the main focu from the 
Minne ota Department of Agriculture's standpoint i one 
of fo d safety. All of the plants operating under continu
ou in pection must develop and implement certain food 
safety program within their plant. Inspe ti n per onnel 
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are not nece arily in pecting any more. The plant is re-
ponsible for inspecting and the State inspector verifie 

that they are following their Sanitary Standard Operating 
Procedures (SSOP ). In addition, each plant ha devel
oped a Hazard Analy i Critical Control Point (HACCP) 
plan for each of the proce e it ha . For example: the 
critical limit for fecal material on fini hed carca es i 
zero. 

The State ofMinne ota Meat In pection Program has been 
very active in en uring afety in the production of meat 
product. The State program i required to have ampling 
protocol identical to USDA ampling procedure for 
Salmonella performance tandard in raw product. The 
Department implemented an effective program that 
ample fully cooked, ready-to-eat product for Listeria 

monocytogenes and Salmonella pecies. We recently pur
cha ed a ribo-printer to conduct further fingerprint typ
ing of pathogenic microorgani m . Ribo-printing i imi
lar to pUl ed field gel electrophore i (PFGE) printing, 
except it elect section of ribonucleic acid (RNA) rather 
than deoxyribonucleic acid (DNA) as in the PFGE method. 
With thi typing, we will be able to identify train or 
genotype of organi much a L. monocytogenes and 
po ibly be able to link them to a particular ource. Thi 
perhap will include trace-back to a particular herd where 
we can further educate the producer in the u e of micro
bial intervention at the farm level and carry it through to 
the proce ed food . 

Slaughter operations 

The number of animal laughtered in the fir t two year 
of the Minne ota in pection program are con iderable. 
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, Figure 2: Distribution of species slaughtered in State of Minnesota inspected plants in 2000. Numbers 
represent actual animals slaughtered. 

Species Slaughtered 2000 
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However, since the beginning of 2001 , the total s have 
more than doubled. More than 4000 swine have been 
slaughtered in the first six months of 200l. 

Swine is the predominant species in the red meat plants. 
(See Figure 2.) However, significant numbers of cattle, 
sheep, lamb, and goats are also slaughtered. Many of the 
plants have found some niche markets, slaughtering many 
species, including exotic species (cervids and bi son). Al
though these species are not considered amenable to the 
Federal Meat Inspection Act, they are defined as animals 
and livestock under the State Act. This requires that these 
animals be slaughtered and processed in a contin uously 
inspected faci lity. 

For the most part, we do not see high numbers of animal 
pathology in our slaughter plants. Keep in mind that these 
faci lities are very small , and in order to remain competi
tive in the market place, they slaughter high quality 
animals. 

Minnesota's meat inspection future 

These have been exci ting times for Minnesota's animal 
and meat industries. We believe that the meat inspection 
program will contin ue to grow in the coming years. In 
2002, there is a strong likelihood that the ban on inter
state shipment of state inspected meat will be repealed by 
Congress, and thi s wi ll only further the markets for small 
meat processors. One of the most exciting things in work
ing with thi s program is the producers and processors 
themselves. The goals of the industry and the regulatory 
agencies are the same: mai ntaining a faci lity in a sanitary 
condition and providing safe , wholesome food. The meat 
inspection program has provided some new markets for 
livestock producers, but it is the producers and proces
sors who have made the program successful with their 
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marketing abilities. We hope to continue with this growth 
and be a part of the supply of safe, high quality meat prod
ucts in Minnesota. 
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