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Introduction: Growing Demand for Local Foods Shows Need for Strong Meat Processing Sector

Consumer interest in locally raised meats has steadily increased in recent decades, both nationally

(Martinez, et al., 2010) and in the state of Minnesota (Renewing the Countryside, 2015). More farms are

catering to this market by participating in farmers markets, selling through Community-Supported

Agriculture (CSA), and conducting on-farm sales. In Minnesota, the number of farms registered through

the state’s local foods directory has increased from 944 in 2012 (Minnesota Grown, 2012) to 981 in May

2021 (Minnesota Grown, 2020). Overall, 5 percent of Minnesota farms sell directly to consumers

(National Agricultural Statistics Service, 2017), representing over 3,000 farms and $139 million in

economic value according to analysis by the National Agricultural Statistics Service (NASS) (2016, 2021).

Small and medium-sized farms producing livestock and poultry provide consumer choice for meat that is

produced in animal-welfare-friendly environments, raised without antibiotics, organic, pasture-raised,

and humanely slaughtered. They also foster a closer connection with food's origins.

These farmers rely on an important stakeholder to successfully operate their businesses: small- and

medium-scale meat processing facilities. There are, according to the most recent available data,

approximately 280 meat processors in Minnesota that each employ fewer than 500 individuals (AURI,

2014). Before the onset of the COVID-19 pandemic, there were already indications that this industry

could lose its vitality in the coming years. Research from the Agricultural Utilization Research Institute

(AURI, 2014) found that two-thirds of facility owners were at or near retirement age, and a similar

proportion had no succession plan in place; half of Minnesota’s processing facilities were more than 50

years old; and regulations and inspector shortages were limiting expansion plans.

COVID-19 Widened Gap Between Consumer Demand and Processing Capacity

The COVID-19 pandemic exacerbated these challenges by upending existing markets and supply/demand

balances. Many conventional livestock producers lost access to their usual meat processing plants in

early 2020 as localized outbreaks forced the closure of facilities operated by JBS USA, Tyson Foods,

Smithfield, and Hormel, among others in Minnesota (Orenstein, 2021). With limited success, many of

these producers attempted to process their animals at smaller facilities, straining small plants’ capacity.

As large plant closures created temporary shortages and limited selection at meat counters in grocery

stores and wholesale clubs, consumers turned to local food producers to ensure they could find

sufficient supplies. It was, according to many farmers, an unprecedented surge in consumer demand for

locally raised meats. A 2020 survey of livestock producers (Zimmerli) saw nearly 65 percent of

respondents reporting an increase in demand for their products. A similar proportion said, at least

conditionally, that they would raise more animals if more processing capacity was available. Further

analysis by Sprout MN and Greater Minneapolis Community Connections (2020) found that butchering

service backlogs prevented regionally produced food from reaching consumers in North Central

Minnesota.

When meat processing is not available, small-scale farms cannot reach their full potential in contributing

to local food supplies and supporting their regional economy. USDA- and state-inspected (“equal-to”)

processing is particularly difficult to find, and some farmers have been forced to process animals under a

custom exempt certification because their inspected facilities were overwhelmed with demand (Mertz,
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2020). Doing so eliminates opportunities to sell at farmers markets, grocery stores, foodservice venues,

or out-of-state locations. In 2021, customer demand remains difficult to predict. Some processors have

seen declines in scheduling requests from farmers (Arnosti, 2021), possibly as farmers reduce their herd

sizes to account for limited processing capacity in 2020.

Existing Industry Analysis Does Not Account for Recent Environmental Changes

While researchers and stakeholders concur that Minnesota’s shortage of meat processing capacity

warrants investment of new resources, there is less clarity around the successes and challenges

experienced by current facility owners. Industry stakeholders cite an economic issue with small-scale

processors that limits their financial wellbeing: they are often too small to justify the capital investments

that allow large-scale packing plants to improve efficiency and reduce labor intensity (VanDerPol, 2020).

Others may be located in a region where overall demand for processing is low due to a low density of

livestock operations, limiting their motivation to increase their size, as is the case in Northeast

Minnesota (Pesch, Bennett, & King, 2019). Many processors have found success specializing in

value-added products and working with wholesale distributors, but following industry shifts that

occurred during the COVID-19 pandemic, it is unclear how they are navigating the “new normal” to

which they must adapt.

Case Study Methods to Understand Processors’ Successes and Challenges in the Upper Midwest

To satisfy the need for timely information about small- and medium-scale meat processing in our region,

Extension faculty solicited volunteer researchers from the University of Minnesota’s COVID-19 Action

Network (U-CAN). These volunteers conducted interviews with the owners of eight meat slaughtering

and/or processing facilities located in the state of Minnesota and elsewhere. Participants were selected

using purposive sampling seeking variation among their businesses’ structure, species processed, size,

and marketing relationships. With the participant’s permission, each interview was recorded,

transcribed, and analyzed for emerging themes.

Following analysis, the students researchers composed a case study for each processor that organized

the responses to detail their history, current state, and any expansion or growth plans. These case

studies, presented in this report, were revised and critiqued by University of Minnesota faculty and

members of a statewide Meat Processing Working Group with members from the organizations listed

below. The authors, who were recruited through the U-CAN initiative, included two undergraduate

students studying Food Systems, an alumnus of the Food Systems undergraduate program, and a

graduate student pursuing a Master of Public Health and a Doctor of Veterinary Medicine.

Representatives of the Sustainable Farming Association, University of Minnesota Extension, Minnesota

Farmers Union, Minnesota Department of Agriculture, Minnesota Farmers’ Market Association, Land

Stewardship Project, United Food and Commercial Workers (UFCW), AURI, and U.S. Cattlemen’s

Association contributed to the revising and analysis of this report, along with farmers, ranchers, and

industry professionals.
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Summary of Key Themes

The interview protocol developed for this report asked questions relating to participants’ current

business model, environmental challenges, and goals/ambitions moving forward. Their responses, which

are detailed in each case study, are summarized below based upon the impressions of the research team

and the Meat Processing Working Group. Although no specific analytical framework was employed, over

40 individuals had access to the findings and provided feedback on the trends they saw, which greatly

reduced the likelihood of researcher bias. A glossary is provided at the end of this paper to clarify the

terms used throughout.

Key Environmental Factors

● Unprecedented increases in demand. Due to the COVID-19 pandemic, most participants reported

that their facilities were booked out as much as two years in advance and that they are receiving

frequent calls from farmers looking for access to processing for their animals. Even farmers

whose requests were predictable in past years were suddenly asking for processing for

additional animals. Accommodating these requests has prompted businesses to start a waiting

list, add extra production shifts, purchase new equipment, accelerate expansion plans, and hire

additional employees.

● Difficulty accessing a reliable labor force. Many participants reported that labor was a primary

stressor in managing their business. Although most processors had enough employees at

present, those looking to expand were concerned they might not find more staff. Others feared

losing their existing employees as larger packing plants put upward pressure on local wages.

Difficulty finding childcare in rural areas, low industry wages, physically demanding working

conditions, inadequate non-wage benefits, and lack of a statewide meat cutting training program

all limit processors’ ability to find candidates for open positions.

● Business declines in hospitality and wholesale markets. Processors who were more exposed to

these industries often pivoted their own operating models to mitigate revenue declines. Many

participants discussed expanding their direct-to-consumer business by offering variety boxes,

shipping across the country, and building a stronger brand using digital marketing.

● Acute shortage of slaughtering capacity and low business incentives to serve this need.

Participants whose businesses were dedicated exclusively to processing often cited slaughtering

shortages as a core challenge to future growth. Slaughtering was described as particularly

difficult, requiring employees to perform repetitive and undesirable tasks. It also carries a lower

profit margin than processing, creating some hesitancy about including it in future business

plans. Participants whose businesses conducted slaughtering tended to view the practice as a

necessary component of their supply chain. Mobile slaughtering, on-farm inspected slaughtering

(where permitted), and vertically integrated farm-to-processing supply chains were all described

as models showing promise for future growth.

Emerging Business Trends

As business owners looked toward the future, many were optimistic about the direction for their

company, though some reported difficulty generating a profit under their current conditions. Below are

themes the researchers noted when discussing long-term business plans with processors.
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● Specialization and market segmentation. Unlike a historic “small town butcher” that served

diverse needs in its community, many processors hoped to develop a specific, scalable business

model that would capture a smaller segment of their customer base. Some affirmed their

commitment toward processing only poultry or livestock, not both, and most found that their

current level of inspection was suiting their needs. Targeted business strategies seemed to

ensure a quicker return on investment for the owner and allowed them to tailor their

equipment, employee training, and facility design toward their goals. Example plans included a

mobile processing owner-operator franchise model, partnerships with farm-to-table hospitality

vendors, and opening a processing facility as a nonprofit entity.

● Improved marketing and brand storytelling. Recognizing consumers’ interest in understanding

where their meat was raised, many participants discussed their willingness to invest in

advertising that could help them share that information with their customers. Some ambitions

were as simple as a more visible sign so people driving through the community could see a

processor’s retail store. Others were more advanced, such as building a more detailed website,

fostering visible partnerships with farms, crafting “chef-inspired” recipes for value-added

products, and supporting custom product labeling for their customers.

● Expansion into a new facility. Most participants acknowledged that automated equipment,

additional employees, and innovative processes could only take them so far if they remained in a

small or aging building. Because recent demand increases are expected to last into the future,

many processors shared plans to design a space they could occupy over the long-term if they

had not already done so. Mobile processing enterprises are also expected to add capacity,

usually through the purchase of additional trailers.

Limitations and Future Research

This study was limited in scope in that it comprised a select number of participants out of hundreds of

meat and poultry processors in our region. In total, only eight participants were interviewed, limiting the

number of perspectives captured. All outreach and interviewing were completed virtually due to the

COVID-19 pandemic. As a result, the researchers were unable to develop field notes based on

observations during the interviews (Yin, 2015).

The research highlights key environmental factors and business trends during a specific and turbulent

period for our region’s small businesses. Future scholars may consider a follow-up study with meat

processors to determine the longevity of the issues identified through this study. Analyzing the data also

highlighted themes that could become the subject of further investigation. This is not an exhaustive list,

but is meant to demonstrate areas where the authors of this study observed opportunities for research.

● What programs or incentives would most effectively draw prospective workers into this

industry? Should resources be invested into training programs, certifications, job placements,

apprenticeships, or some other form of assistance?

● Is it possible for a small- and medium-scale meat/poultry processor to offer competitive wages

for their region that meet localized costs of living while remaining profitable? What business

models would most successfully enable this?
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● What further interventions would effectively address the shortage of slaughtering capacity in our

region? Could new business models, such as mobile slaughtering and cooperatives, viably meet

this need?

● Is the increased consumer demand that processors experienced during the COVID-19 pandemic

a permanent trend? How will it change in the coming months and years? What factors are most

important to consumers about their meat purchases in a post-COVID world?

● What are the successes and challenges associated with halal and kosher meat processing in

Minnesota? What interventions may be needed to ensure that consumers within these

communities have sufficient access to meat that addresses religious needs?
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Byron Center Meats - Mobile and Traditional Slaughter with
USDA Processing

Summary

Byron Center Meats is a family-owned, USDA-inspected processing facility located in Byron Center,

Michigan. The company specializes in meeting the needs of distributors and customers of all sizes, with

relationships across the continental United States. Beyond its main location, Byron Center Meats also

employs two mobile harvest units that travel to farms within a specified radius to conduct on-farm

slaughtering. One unit focuses on custom exempt customers, while the other is USDA-inspected; both

bring their harvest back to the Byron Center facility for processing. Currently, the company processes

beef, pork, lamb, bison, and venison and supports these species in its mobile units. Although the

COVID-19 pandemic and other environmental changes have created a need to stay resilient, the

company anticipates that its more than 1,500 farmer relationships will drive sustainable growth over the

long term. Laura Sytsma, who serves as part of the third generation of the family’s ownership, shared her

experiences for this case study.

Background

Founded in 1946, this family-owned

business began as a meat locker in Byron

Center, Michigan, to support

cut-to-order butchering of locally-raised

animals. Although the company has

diversified over time, cut-to-order

processing remains the core of its

business with many whole, half, and

quarter animals comprising its

fulfillment. All products that Byron

Center Meats markets are

USDA-inspected. These are sold among a

diverse portfolio of customer segments,

including:

● Bulk production for schools, hospitals, and foodservice distributors. These include products such

as portion cutting and boxed beef.

● Individual cuts, sold at the company’s flagship store at its plant in Byron Center, MI.

● Variety packages sold through its Harvest Box website, with orders shipped across all 48 states of

the continental U.S.

● Cut-to-order cuts purchased by farmers for home use or sale directly to their own customers.

Over time, the family’s operation has grown in its scale and complexity. Sytsma discussed how she and

her husband have created new additions to the business to match the needs of their customers. After

the facility suffered damage from a fire, the business was further expanded in the early 2010s to add an

additional 13,000 square feet of capacity. Today, the plant supports approximately 30,000 square feet of
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space for processing, storage, and the retail shop. It is USDA-inspected and runs one shift daily. Based on

rail space constraints, the plant can process 100 beef per week and 100 pork per week, with room for

approximately 100-120 dry aging carcasses on rails at any given time. The plant is also certified to

process organically-raised animals. Although the building is landlocked in its downtown location, Sytsma

expects the company to further invest in equipment upgrades, like vacuum packaging machines, and

additional cooler space to be more efficient with their footprint.

Mobile Harvest Units: Managing Local Supply Chains and Planning for Future Growth

Under its traditional model, Byron Center Meats developed relationships with eight local,

USDA-inspected slaughter facilities to provide carcasses for processing. These partnerships continue to

be valuable, but Sytsma discussed how her family noticed certain vulnerabilities within this supply chain.

Some slaughterers are approaching retirement without a transition plan, while others have expressed

concerns about their financial solvency over the long term. Adding mobile harvest units focused

exclusively on slaughtering for the main facility was an ongoing priority. In 2018, this vision became a

reality when a retiring entrepreneur approached them with an acquisition opportunity. Since then,

Sytsma’s son has worked full-time with the previous business owner to learn how to operate the mobile

units so they can be fully absorbed into Byron Center Meats’ production model. Currently, the family

operates two mobile harvest units:

1. Custom Exempt: This unit operates four to five days per week and works with 500-600 farms

each year. Customers vary in their frequency between annual and biennial requests for on-farm

slaughter. On a typical day, the unit will slaughter around five beef cattle and ten pigs. Some

customers will aggregate and bring their animals to a central location to reduce the

transportation costs. In compliance with food safety regulations, all farmers processing under

custom exemption make sales arrangements with their own customers who purchased the

animal for processing. Byron Center Meats is not involved in any direct marketing of the

custom-exempt products it harvests.

2. USDA-Inspected: This unit operates only on Thursdays based on the current approval received

from the USDA, though they hope to expand in the future as demand increases. The inspector

and a veterinarian meet the team at the customer’s farm; so far, fifteen farms have been fully

approved with a farm visit. Customers vary in their uses for the unit’s production; many sell

directly to restaurants, while others focus on farmers markets, grocery stores, and on-farm retail.

Byron Center Meats also purchases some of the meat collected through this unit to supply

carcasses for its main processing facility. Through assistance from the Michigan State University

Extension, the funds for this unit were provided by a successful grant proposal that Sytsma

submitted to the Michigan Department of Agriculture and Rural Development.

Mobile Harvesting Helps Farmers Stay in Line With Consumer Preferences

Both of the company’s mobile slaughter units require intentional planning of their logistics. Sytsma’s son,

Doug, must address many USDA requirements such as the need for a bathroom at the slaughter location

and proper disposal of water and waste materials. Beyond these regulations, there are also challenges

with ensuring that their equipment will fit into the customer’s lot and operate under varying weather

conditions. Sytsma’s family believes, in spite of these challenges, that mobile harvesting is a worthwhile
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endeavor for their business. The idea originated from a growing number of farmers who requested the

service so they could expand their businesses and sell at markets and retail stores. Many did not have a

truck and trailer to haul animals to a USDA-inspected slaughter facility, so they wanted a convenient,

economical solution to improve their marketing opportunities. Others found value in reducing stress on

their animals to improve the quality of their meat and provide humane slaughter assurances to

consumers. As more customers ask about how animals are raised, Sytsma commented that “consumers

are driving the bus” toward processing options that are tailored to the brand of individual farms.

Integrating Mobile Harvesting Into the Broader Operation

Byron Center Meats operates two of multiple mobile

slaughtering units servicing customers within 100 miles of its

plant. The company purchases carcasses from another

USDA-inspected mobile slaughterer that delivers to its facility 2-3

times per week. Sytsma discussed how this new model has

supported their main plant by providing flexibility with how

animals are procured. On a customer’s farm, animals are

euthanized with a gun and stored in a refrigerated section of the

truck during transport. No further processing takes place on the

farm. Movable curtains protect the unit’s cold air and provide

flexibility for the team as they add more carcasses throughout

the day. Hoists and saws are attached to the roof on a pulley,

ensuring that repetitive tasks are more ergonomic for

employees. According to Sytsma, the truck is customized and

“truly one of a kind” to meet their business needs. There are no

minimum volume requirements; the team will visit a farm to

slaughter one head of beef if a customer is willing to compensate

for their time. Carcasses are not brought to any third-party

processors outside of the company’s own facility. Once they arrive at the main plant, their destination

depends on how they were harvested:

● Carcasses that were slaughtered by the custom exempt unit are processed separately from the

rest of their production, and once ready, customers come to Byron Center to pick up their

orders. Cooler space is scarce, so customers are provided with a 3-4 day window to pick up their

order once it is ready.

● Carcasses that were slaughtered under USDA inspection can either be processed separately,

often for pickup by the farmer if they are self-marketing, or can also be integrated with the

company’s other inbound carcasses for wholesale processing.

Overall prices are calculated from a base price and adjusted by volume and mileage. These factors

demonstrate how Byron Center Meats can assume ownership of each step of the process as an animal

moves from the farm into a finished product. Sytsma discussed how her family briefly considered mobile

harvesting of poultry, but declined the venture due to specialized equipment requirements to slaughter

and process birds. They also felt that current slaughtering and processing needs for poultry were already

being met in their service area.
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Managing Capacity Amid Pandemic-Related Challenges

With very little advertising, the mobile harvesting service has steadily grown in popularity, and the

company offers a waiting list through a Google Form on its website for farmers seeking access to the

USDA-inspected unit. Both units are fully booked throughout 2021, compared to a 1-2 month lead time

before the pandemic. Approval by the USDA for a second day of production would enhance their

capacity to service new farmers. Sytsma discussed how her company rarely turns away farmers seeking

new processing capabilities, but recently, more than usual have been dismissed because of capacity

constraints. At the main processing facility, the team added a Saturday production shift, hired new

employees, and purchased new equipment to keep up with demand. Mobile harvesting tends to decline

slightly in the winter as farmers reduce their own production and freezing temperatures make it difficult

to slaughter on-site. The company did not face pressure to process for commodity producers amid

closures of meatpacking plants because they serve a different business segment and don’t offer

slaughtering in a permanent location. Sytsma shared how she and her team felt very supported by their

customers as the COVID-19 pandemic took shape. Employees have helped keep the plant running amid

occasional needs for individuals to quarantine or take sick leave. Funding from the Payroll Protection

Program and county allocations of personal protective equipment ensured that, even at reduced

capacity, the business could continue to operate as part of an essential industry.

Looking to the Future

As the company prepares to celebrate its 75th anniversary in summer 2021, Sytsma hopes that an

expanded business model will provide additional visibility into an industry undergoing constant change.

Consumers and farmers are pulling her team toward new avenues in packaging, ready-to-eat, and

convenience foods. Finding reliable employees is an ongoing initiative, especially with a lack of

apprenticeship and training opportunities in their area. Although they recognize that working in this

sector requires an inexhaustible willingness to learn new skills, the family hopes that continued

innovation will enhance an already growing, financially stable business model.
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Clean Chickens & Co. - Mobile Poultry Processing

Summary

Clean Chickens & Co. LLC is a family-owned business located in Elk River, Minnesota. They are exclusively

a mobile poultry processor, sending trailers directly to farms to process poultry on-site. Greg Wierschke,

owner and operator of Clean Chickens & Co., discussed how mobile slaughter units work, the struggle to

find labor, the changes in demand, and the goal of franchising.

Background

Greg and his wife, Rebecca, own Clean Chickens & Co. Fifteen years ago, the couple was raising birds of

their own before moving closer to the Twin Cities and observed a need for on-demand processing to

alleviate their own concerns about the expense of purchasing their own processing equipment. The

concept for the business was derived when Greg realised that he could build the equipment needed for

processing at less expense than transporting birds to be processed. He slowly began processing for other

farmers to help pay for the equipment cost and, over time, shifted from farming toward managing the

operational side of the business full-time. His wife has an MBA and manages the financial side by

working with government agencies and funding sources and managing human resources. Greg’s

involvement includes creating standard operating procedures, working with crew captains, and creating

food safety plans.

As a result of its recent exponential growth, the business has transitioned from an LLC to an LLC with an

S Corporation status in the past year. Growth of the business does not appear to be slowing in the near

future. Greg shared he will be applying for a business license to operate in Wisconsin and Iowa by

mid-summer. Greg hopes to partner with local owner-operators under a franchise model as he adds

additional units to grow their business while sharing its responsibility.

Clean Chickens & Co. serves a broad range of farmers, including small operators serving their family and

friends, and larger groups selling at farmers markets and grocery stores. In 2019, the company processed

approximately 3,000 birds. In 2020, they reached over 20,000 birds. Greg projects that he will process

approximately 40,000 birds in 2021. He ultimately expects his capacity to level off around 54,000 birds

processed per year.

Navigating Poultry Slaughter Regulations and P.L. 90-492

Clean Chickens & Co. has historically operated with two 12’ by 5.5’ mobile processing units, both of

which are exempt from inspection requirements under Public Law (P.L.) 90-492. This law allows a farmer

to process up to 20,000 birds for their customers’ personal or household use without needing an

inspector on-site. To qualify, the producer must participate in the slaughter process and it must take

place on the property where the birds were raised. Some allowances are made for selling at farmers

markets, provided that the premises are enclosed and meet sanitation requirements, which are both

provided through Wierschke’s services. No further processing beyond cutting is permitted and all

products must be clearly labeled with the “Exempt P.L. 90-492” label to make consumers aware.

Chickens are left on the farm in the producer’s own storage after processing; Clean Chickens & Co. does
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not store meat for customers once they leave. Both of Wierschke’s processing units follow this protocol.

He completely replaced his oldest trailer with a newer 7.5’ by 16’  unit, which will still be outfitted for

custom exempt processing.

Moving forward, Clean Chickens & Co. hopes to add a third, USDA-inspected 36’ by 8.5’ trailer to

increase its market share with producers who want to sell across state lines and through wholesale

markets. Wierschke is currently in the USDA certification process for this trailer and is navigating the

regulations in place both locally and through the department. Once that trailer is available, it will

increase the company’s capacity by giving them a third unit.

Building Relationships and a Company Brand

Producers are drawn to Clean Chickens & Co. because of their mobility and ability to process on-farm.

This service is valuable to farmers for several reasons. Most prominently, mobile processing removes the

need for a farmer to process their own birds and invest in their own equipment and sanitary procedures.

As long as the farm has an area with level ground sufficient to fit the trailer, the farmer can access this

reliable, on-demand service for on-farm poultry processing. Mobile processing also eliminates the need

for a farmer to transport their birds to an off-site facility.

Wierschke has personal experience as a grower and uses this expertise to deeply understand the needs

of his customers. For example, he is keenly aware of the need to protect the biosecurity of farms he is

visiting. He keeps high sanitation standards, washing and sanitizing cages after each use. He expects his

customers to have similarly stringent operating procedures and has occasionally declined business from

a farm with apparent signs of uncleanliness and high staphylococcosis. He also requires customers to

charge at least $3 per pound for their meat because he knows such a price is needed, at minimum, for

them to be profitable and avoid artificially lowering prices for other farms.

In his own words, Wierschke describes how his team’s efficiency and expertise create a valuable

partnership for his farmers:

“We turn two days [of a farmer’s time] into six to eight hours of work. We also have the

experience of being growers. So when I come into an operation, I can see how it's running and I

know the numbers. I know the markets on this, where we are in the state, and what the

economy will absorb or take into account.”’

The company hopes to offer more custom packaging and labeling in the future, as more farmers have

asked for it. Weirschke has found it difficult to justify investing time into these services because of his

customers’ small scale, but if he can take on larger farms (>10,000 birds), it will be more worthwhile.

They have processed under halal in the past and have organic certification, as needed. Organic

processing requires a change of chemicals, which is low-impact, except in the winter when

organic-compliant chemicals tend to freeze more easily. They have considered operating a stationary

plant out of a building but are concerned about the costs and capital needed to do so.
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Labor Requirements and Challenges

To provide on-site leadership, each trailer has its own crew captain who is responsible for managing one

to four employees. The business employs between five and ten individuals in total. Moving forward,

Wierschke anticipates that the USDA-inspected unit will be the most labor-intensive because of its more

stringent protocols for how sanitation needs are met. An inspector must look at every bird and ensure

that animals are healthy and fit for processing, slowing the process when compared to custom-exempt

processing. The sanitation standards themselves are quite similar, but Wierschke emphasized that the

need for more detailed documentation is a primary difference that increases the time and cost of

processing under USDA inspection. He believes that his employees are highly versatile and can easily

move between a custom-exempt trailer and USDA-inspected trailer.

One challenge that Wierschke faces managing his labor needs is the downtime that poultry processors

face during certain periods of the year. Clean Chickens & Co. usually operates at full capacity from early

May until late November. All units are in operation during this time. From late November through

mid-January, they will run only one unit and have employees focus on cleaning and rehabilitating the

trailers for the next season. In the late winter months, the employees receive unemployment benefits or

seek other work. This 9-month cycle is explained during the hiring process and understood by employees

up front. This model works similarly to the construction industry, where workers are laid off during the

coldest months of winter, and has helped Greg retain employees and talent. Generally, Wierschke feels

that his labor has been fairly consistent under their current state, and his high margins have allowed him

to increase wages to $15 per hour.

Managing Seasonal Demand Variations

Clean Chickens & Co. mainly processes chicken and turkey, but will occasionally support duck or rabbits

for farmers supplying protein to the pet food market. Greg has witnessed a huge demand increase for

raw pet food in response to pet owners wanting high-quality options without chemical denaturing during

manufacturing. To Wierschke, rules for pet food seem more stringent than the inspections of meat for

humans.

Generally, as demand slows in the winter months, so too does Wierschke’s ability to operate his units in

the cold months of the year. Processing in the winter presents acute challenges with keeping water lines

at the right temperature and keeping conditions comfortable for his staff. The plumbing must be cycled

more frequently than in the summer, and speciality cleaning products with a low freezing point are

required. They cannot run their ice machine out of concerns that the ambient cold would damage its

components, instead resorting to purchasing bagged ice. During extreme cold, the team also worries

about oil and fuel beginning to gel, inhibiting the operation of his engines. Certain retrofitting

procedures may alleviate this concern moving forward, and Wierschke is considering them as he adds

new units and modernizes older ones.

He builds the trailers from scratch utilizing his own experience and standards based on the operational

needs he sees for each unit. As the business expands, he plans to pursue a more uniform design for his

trailers so he can achieve economies of scale and ensure that employees can easily switch between
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them. Uniformity will also help with training of crew captains and development of maintenance

programs.

Franchising and Apprenticeship

Clean Chickens & Co. has applied for a business license in Wisconsin and hopes to expand into Iowa in

the near future. Both states would require additional mobile units that Wierschke hopes to build out as

demand increases. He has received calls from farmers in twelve different states and recognizes the value

of what he provides, especially as poultry processors grow more scarce. He doesn’t want to expand too

quickly because of concerns about a lack of skilled labor in new markets. To ensure prospective

owner-operators are trained to implement his model, Wierschke wants to start a two-year

apprenticeship program with an option to invest after completion. He wants to help them develop

operational excellence and business expertise so franchisees can develop a strategy to be successful in

their geographies. In the past, Wierschke has seen the value of slow, intentional training programs for

employees and crew captains. An early attempt to use a temporary labor contractor was unsuccessful

because it was expensive and left him feeling like he was letting new employees “fly by the seat of their

pants.” The new apprenticeship program will have a written syllabus and possibly be in partnership with

a local college. Wierschke hasn’t seen an existing program in Minnesota that would meet these goals,

though would be open to partnership with colleges currently developing a meat cutting training

program.

Staying Resilient During COVID-19

Wierschke rarely turns down customer requests, especially when made in advance, and makes every

effort to help farmers if they need last-minute assistance. In 2020, he worked with approximately 70

producers and has slowly added more as capacity increases. He requires a minimum of 50 birds to

schedule an appointment and tries to book two to three farms per day for each unit. Around 65 percent

of his producers are larger in size, with at least 100 birds per visit, and are selling their chickens to

customers. Occasionally, the team has also turned away farms that have an unusually high number of

birds, such as >10,000, as it is difficult for them to keep them at a safe temperature given their cold

storage limitations.

COVID-19 significantly increased the demand that Wierschke experienced from his farms and new

customers trying to get onto his schedule. The team was operating seven days per week during summer

2020 and still refusing orders for 200 to 700 birds per day. Wierschke began prioritizing farmers with

higher quantities of birds and charged more per bird for those with smaller quantities, potentially as

much as $25 per bird. COVID-19 also made it difficult to access durable goods and equipment, slowing

the process of adding new trailers as equipment was delayed. Value-added grants and emergency relief

funding have helped the company weather the pandemic’s impacts. Obtaining capital for expansion

remains a challenge and, along with USDA regulatory compliance, remains Wierschke’s biggest challenge

against growing the business.
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Dover Meats - Serving the Farm Community with
USDA-inspected slaughter and processing

Summary

Dover Meats is a USDA-inspected plant located in Dover, Minnesota. Within the 9,000 square foot

facility, they slaughter and process beef, pork, lamb, buffalo, bison, and elk into ready-to-eat products.

All of the animals processed are brought to the plant by the farmer. Eric Klein, owner of Dover Meats,

was interviewed to provide insight into his business. Klein discusses the challenges associated with labor

and the impact of labor shortages, along with the increase in demand from COVID-19. The increase in

the number of producers, transition from wholesale to retail, and interest in direct marketing or

co-packing are key topics for Dover

Meats.

Background

Dover Meats was established in June

2017 with the goal of providing

cut-to-order processing and services

to a wide variety of producers. Klein

explained how he ran a meat

distribution company for the last 18 to

20 years, servicing many small

processors. Facing issues with lack of

space, keeping up with high volumes,

and meeting customer demands prompted the Kleins to build their own processing plant in 2016. When

Dover Meats built their own plant, they were able to meet the market demand and provide a quality

product to their customers. Other local processors had older facilities, had a strong customer base, were

close to retirement, and were not interested in expanding. Dover Meats is an S Corporation solely owned

by Eric and his wife, Lisa. He and Lisa make all of the decisions and comprise most of the management

team. On average, Dover Meats works with 30 producers each month. The number of livestock varies

greatly by producer.

Current Operations and the Impact of COVID-19

Dover Meats processes about 30 pigs and 20 head of beef each week, with adequate freezer space

depending on customer pick-up timing. Mondays and Fridays are dedicated to beef and bison. Lamb and

pigs are processed on Tuesdays. Klein shared that they dedicate days for certain animals based on

similarities in processing. At Dover Meats, 100 percent of products are USDA-inspected. The animals are

brought to Dover Meats’ plant on a trailer; they have to be ambulatory at slaughter, per USDA

regulations. Klein requires producers of bison and other “ornery” animals to bring them in alive but

quickly moves them through the process upon arrival to keep his team safe. They use a captive bolt

pistol to euthanize beef cattle and other large livestock and stunning on lambs and pigs. Because of the

company’s reliance on restaurants, COVID-19 caused them to lose 90 percent of their business and
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forced them to change their business model. Dover Meats specialized in wholesale restaurant-direct

accounts that were hard hit when restaurants were forced to close their doors. Dover Meats is switching

gears by expanding into retail to make up for the loss, while waiting for COVID-19 restrictions to ease.

Klein sees Dover Meats at an advantage with their updated and efficient plant compared to other

processors. Their modern facility allows them to accommodate a more diverse customer base. Coming

into 2021, their schedule is completely booked for slaughtering and processing. They are waiting to take

orders for 2022 until they have more clarity toward customer demand. Before the pandemic, they

remained booked out for an average of four months. Recently, they have been excessively busy, running

five days per week, and trying to remain balanced. Even before COVID-19, Klein was never worried about

fluctuations. There were always people willing to fill unscheduled capacity. Many large producers, who

normally sell to larger packers, have come to Dover Meats in the past six months if their usual processing

plant was shut down. The larger producers have largely been turned away, because Klein wants to

preserve the existing long-term relationships with regular customers.

Challenges with Labor

The company currently employs fifteen individuals. When running at full capacity five days a week, Klein

shared that it was difficult to give employees time off. He thought about adding a second shift, but it

would be too challenging from a labor perspective. In order to make staffing changes, they would need

more managers and more people. Attracting and maintaining skilled employees is very difficult. They

currently rely on hiring entry-level staff and train them up to work in their facility. Klein believes that

training programs would have limited success as workers would prefer to learn on-the-job and get paid in

the process. The plant itself is Hazard Analysis Critical Control Point (HACCP) certified, but the employees

are not required to complete anything other than Servsafe for the managers. Klein believes group

training would be well received and beneficial to his workforce.

Producer Relationships and Managing Capacity

Dover Meats values working closely with their producers and customers and is able to offer some flexible

arrangements. Dover Meats does not require a minimum volume for producers, but the varying lot sizes

and volumes pose challenges to the business. Approximately 20 percent of Dover Meats’ business comes

from smaller, ‘one animal’ customers. Klein explained that it is difficult for the small customers to

schedule ahead of time. When their designated time slot comes around, the animal may be too small or

too big, and it is hard to predict.

Klein discussed the large number of opportunities for co-packing and how he has begun to explore these

partnerships as another source of revenue. Co-packing refers to an agreement in which Dover Meats

would receive the product and recipe from a customer and produce it to their specifications, usually

under their label. The customer supplies the meat by bringing their own animals or delivering boxed

meat. It is usually a large amount of one product that is requested; a typical co-packing order is around

2,000 lbs.

Maintaining rail and freezer capacity is also challenging and is  dependent on customer pick-up time. The

normal pick-up time for a product is one week, but can fluctuate. When the pandemic hit, everyone
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came to pick up at once and the team fell behind their schedule. In an attempt to increase production

efficiency and capacity, they added more equipment that allows them to focus on value-added

processing and automation. Dover Meats also hopes to make tasks simpler and avoid errors by adding a

machine to do ground beef chubs and an additional stuffer and grinder.

Dover Meats has special certifications, like Animal Welfare Approved and the ability to process

organically. They have decided not to do halal due to the added commitment. Klein stressed that the

existing customer demand for traditional processing and the time-intensive nature of halal were the

primary reasons he has decided not to pursue it.

Looking to the Future: Challenges with Expanding

The original plant was built in 2016, with the intention of expansion. If labor were not an issue, more

could be done in the existing plant with more employees. Slaughtering is very labor-intensive; people

who understand and can do quality work are needed. Klein discussed how slaughtering is likely the

hardest part of the whole plant due to USDA regulations and animal welfare rules. When inspection

issues arise it's important to efficiently address the corrective action and paperwork to get the plant

running again. Klein always keeps backup stun equipment to minimize downtime and prevent animals

from sitting on the premises too long. Klein sees value in adding a second shift or inviting more people to

do co-packing, but needs more employees to make these viable. Adding additional co-packers would

prevent rail space from being tied up since they are supplying the meat or it is coming in as boxed meat.

When considering more automation, most equipment is too high-priced, takes up too much space, or is

just not available. As the business has evolved, Klein has worked to become more advanced with

packaging and labeling in response to customer interests. Dover Meats has utilized one mini-grant of

$5,000 and two rounds of the AGRI Value-Added grants in the past. They also used the Paycheck

Protection Program during COVID-19. Klein shared that they did not use any grants for the newer

additions to their facility due to the slow turnaround time of the funds:

“MDA moves so slowly, and in this time period with things moving so fast, there's no time to1

deal with the four or five month lag of MDA. With MDA you're not allowed to ‘buy’ anything or

commit until they say yes. It's another eight to 14 weeks to get something built and shipped

across the sea, since stuff comes from Germany, China, Russia, etc. So, it hurts the business

trying to do that.”

When designing future grant programs, he feels that support for expansion and growth would be more

beneficial than working capital. In his view, working capital should be provided through the business’

own cash flow and customers. When considering transition plans, Klein hired his current plant manager

when they first opened because this individual had greater processing expertise. Klein’s passion remains

in the farming and distribution areas of the industry, and he built the plant out of necessity, seeing a gap

in infrastructure that was hindering efforts to expand local agriculture in his region. He plans to exit and

transfer the business to the plant managers in the coming years. The current plant manager already

owns a small percentage of the business.

1 Minnesota Department of Agriculture
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Gunthorp Farms - On-Farm Meat Processing

Summary

Gunthorp Farms is a family-owned, pasture-raised farm with a USDA-inspected slaughter and processing

facility located in La Grange, Indiana. They are known for their on-farm, USDA-inspected processing plant

where they slaughter, process, and package pork, poultry, turkeys, and ducks. Gunthorp specializes in

quality meats used by chefs and families throughout the Midwest that are prized for their local and

sustainable supply of meat. Following the hog market crash in 1998, when commodity prices dropped as

low as $45 per pig (Barboza, 1998), Gunthorp Farms added their processing facility to help meet the

needs of the market and remain solvent in the meat industry. Over time, the facility has expanded to add

additional cold storage space and increase the plant’s capacity. The changing workforce and small

management team has posed difficulties for Gunthorp as the team copes with sharp increases in

demand for its products. The availability and prioritization of big plants by USDA inspectors has taken a

toll on Gunthorp, especially since customers are drawn to the USDA inspection service. Evan Gunthorp is

an active manager of Gunthorp Farms and participated in an interview for this study to provide his

perspective on small meat processing.

Background

Until 1998, Evan’s dad was in the commodity hog market when the IBP truck would roll up and the hogs

would go off to whomever was paying the highest dollar. After the hog market crashed, Evan’s dad

had to choose between looking for a job in town or finding an alternative outlet in the meat business.

That is when Gunthorp Farms began selling hogs to restaurants in the Chicago area using an off-farm

slaughter and processing facility. When that facility became insolvent and closed, they added a

USDA-inspected processing plant on their farm to make up for the lack of other available options. The

family took out a $15,000 Home Depot Home Improvement credit card and modified the garage to hold

their equipment. This first plant operated under custom exempt for one year until transitioning to USDA

inspection for chickens, later adding pigs, turkeys, and ducks. Gunthorp has added other enterprises to

respond to customer requests and to take advantage of the opportunity to slaughter and process for

other farms in the area—a service that they expect to increase in the future. They also hope to expand

their brand into retail through partnerships with local grocers.

Current Operations and Expansion

The 8,000-square-foot plant operates as an LLC and is separate from Gunthorp’s farm. Gunthorp employs

about 15 part-time and 30 full-time employees during the high processing season. Poultry is slaughtered

on Mondays and pork on Fridays to allow for adequate cleaning and sanitation. They retain one of the

only facilities in the United States, according to Gunthorp, where pigs and birds are slaughtered in the

same room. After slaughter, the animals are processed in separate rooms, but merge back into one room

for packaging. The plant has two different packaging operations: one for grinding and one for marinating

or smoking. Evan shared that the latest addition of a 23-foot by 88-foot cooler has significantly reduced

the need to move existing inventory out of their cold storage as the next slaughtering day approached.
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The 8000 sq. ft. plant operates as a LLC and is separate from Gunthorp's farm; the plant processes for the

farm, which is a separate LLC. Gunthorp employs about 15 part-time and 30 full-time employees during

high processing times. Poultry is slaughtered on Mondays and the pork on Fridays to allow for adequate

cleaning and sanitation. They retain one of the only facilities in the United States, according to Gunthorp,

where pigs and birds are slaughtered in the

same room. After slaughter, the animals are

processed in separate rooms, but merge back

into one room for packaging. The plant has two

different packaging operations; one for grinding

and one for marinating or smoking. Evan shared

that the latest addition of a 23’ by 88’ cooler

has significantly reduced an earlier scramble to

move existing inventory out of their cold

storage as another slaughtering day

approached.

Rail space has not been added to the new

cooler because Gunthorp prefers to use the

extra space for storing poultry in totes, which

takes up a lot of space. Rail space, to Gunthorp,

feels like “a lot of money going into stainless

steel” and has not yet been necessary in the

new cooler. The old cooler has enough rail

space now that it does not need to hold as much of the poultry. Because the new cooler has helped with

poultry production, it has opened up more processing capacity within the plant by reducing turnover

time in the cooler, streamlining storage methods, and eliminating most time constraints. For example,

the team can now dedicate a specific pallet in its cooler for products that will be put through their

rollstock machine to produce 1 lb. packages. Previously, the cooler location was always shifting, creating

a need to tag each package “fairly excessively” to avoid employee error. Gunthorp discussed how

chickens are processed on a four-day turnover and pigs on a six-day turnover. Smoking pork adds an

extra week making it a two-week turnaround overall.

Managing Customer and Consumer Demand

Evan talked about how their capacity is determined by bottlenecks, which occur at different points. With

pigs, they try to run the plant at capacity year-round, which becomes an issue of whether or not there

are enough pigs ready or whether they can find enough pigs from someone else to meet capacity. Pigs

are easier to process with fewer employees needed compared to poultry. Even at 70-80 pigs per week,

they can still get all those processed and broken down with three employees. With poultry, they utilize

10 to 12 employees for any production run, which is a set quantity of units processed in a given

production time. Gunthorp occasionally sees a decrease in the number of birds coming into the plant

and experiences a large fluctuation in terms of excess staff as a result. Gunthorp used to sell exclusively

to restaurant suppliers, but that is not a viable business model anymore. They have transitioned to doing

more processing for other farms and working their way into the retail landscape. In poultry, they must
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require a higher lot size in order to be profitable, leading them to turn away many poultry producers

recently because they could not meet a minimum lot size requirement. Instead, Gunthorp partnered

with a poultry farm willing to bring 800 to 2,500 birds each week in 2020. This single source in 2020,

combined with Gunthorp Farms’ own birds that it raised, provided a consistent market and was sizable

enough to justify plant staffing allotments. Evan stressed how small groups of chicken do not work with

the high fixed costs per lot. When Gunthorp set an outright price to help compensate for the fixed costs,

it turned producers away. The transitions on the slaughter floor, in processing, and in labor downtime

amount to about $600 in initial costs for lots of any size. The pigs come in smaller lots, usually around

20-30 at a time.

Despite Market and Business Improvement, Labor Poses Challenges

The limiting factors for Gunthorp are primarily from the human and management aspects. Evan shared

the management team is extremely small with primarily him and his dad. For Gunthorp, adding

additional managers comes at a cost of over $50,000 dollars per position. This additional cost makes it

difficult for the company based on what they are producing. Evan emphasized that in order to scale up

management, they would have to scale up production substantially to justify those positions. Even then,

it probably wouldn't be an economically lucrative business for chickens and it is not the goal of their

business. Gunthorp was offering employees $8 to $9 an hour when the USDA-inspected plant started in

2004. At that point, he was able to find a qualified and hardworking team with relative ease. They may

not have had direct experience in meat processing, but they were trainable and willing to take on

responsibility.

Gunthorp was able to outpace the wages offered by the larger local poultry processor, until about 7

years ago. Evan recounted how larger plants nearby would continue to hire more people at substantial

wages, forcing others to increase their wages. Gunthorp does not have the money available to compete

with the high wages, making it difficult to find good, skilled employees. Currently, they offer a starting

wage of $13 to $14 an hour, creating a salary of around $29,000 per year. This ends up being about $2

less per hour than local competitors, according to Gunthorp. This is also lower than the national average

salary for butchers and meat cutters, according to the Bureau of Labor Statistics (2019), which is

approximately $32,500 per year. The discrepancy highlights the difficulty faced by many small- and

medium-scale meat processors who often cannot operate at parity with industry wages without

compromising the profitability of the business.

Finding Success in the Current Market Space

Customers find Gunthorp’s USDA-inspected services appealing among the other few processors in the

area who are only state-inspected. Knowing the processing needs of smaller operations and the

associated fixed costs helps them find balance. Gunthorp’s deep understanding of his pricing model

helps him weigh the cost of labor downtime and turn away potential customers based on lot size. The

incorporation of a rollstock machine has increased efficiency. The rollstock machine processes all retail

products into small, one-pound packages and allows them to dedicate space to certain products.

Gunthorp also explained how business has ramped up in the last half of 2020. In 2020, they processed

for about 5 pig farmers and about 2 poultry farmers. During the busiest time, they process 4,000

chickens, 600 turkeys, and 80 pigs per week. Presently, they are working with about 10 to 15 pig
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producers. These relationships are not under a formal contract but are working within an agreement

about lot sizes, pricing, and cutting instructions. Looking to the future, Gunthorp is planning on updating

their labeling capacity to incorporate their custom logos when they continue to develop their supply

chain. They do not rent locker space to other farms, but they do have an off-site storage facility about

one hour away for finished products of their own. The facility is certified for organic processing, though

this is not a primary revenue stream because consumers are not willing to pay for it at a large scale.

Navigating as a Small Processor

Evan discussed how small plants are at an extreme disadvantage when it comes to costs associated with

USDA inspection. Having an inspector present in a small plant is much harder to justify with the lower

volumes. The USDA frequently pulls its inspectors from small plants in order to cover the high staffing

demands in big plants. Evan described a situation as it happened on Veterans Day, when his plant was

not scheduled for production, yet they ended up working because the USDA allocated them an inspector

for the whole day. At a $90 per hour expense, Gunthorp did not want to waste the labor of this inspector

despite the inconvenience. The larger plants can also easily justify a second shift, yet this is more difficult

for small plants, because the USDA requires that it not be seasonal. Currently, they pay the USDA

overtime anytime when they work past their first shift. Fortunately, Gunthorp got accepted for a second

shift request, ensuring they can increase their production capacity. USDA regulations are more difficult

to navigate than state regulations, and Gunthorp must be meticulous with his paperwork to remain

compliant. Until this year with the CARES Act and the Payroll Protection Plan, Evan explained they have

touched a pretty insignificant amount of state or federal funds or grants. The CARES Act money did not

work out for Gunthorp, but they may be accepting their grant in the future. The actual monetary cost of

paying holidays, sick time, and overtime for employees in a small plant is substantially higher compared

to a big plant when considering employees.
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JM Watkins - “Main Street” Meat Processing
Summary

JM Watkins is a family-owned, USDA-inspected slaughtering and processing facility located in Plum City,

Wisconsin. Leveraging relationships with farmers throughout its region, the company’s origins are in

cut-to-order butchering tailored to the specifications of each customer. In recent years, following the sale

to its current owner, the business has expanded to include wholesale and retail sales. Over time, the

owner hopes to increase this business segment to maximize their capabilities as a federally-inspected

plant. JM Watkins processes beef, pork, lamb, goat, venison, and wild game. Recently, surging customer

demand due to the COVID-19 pandemic and overall consumer interest has strained the capacity of their

small facility. To address this, the company expects to commence groundbreaking on a new building in

Plum City by the summer of 2021, which will include an expanded retail presence. Despite these

ambitions, the company also faces ongoing challenges related to labor, advertising, and cooler space.

Brandon Clare, who currently owns and manages daily operations at the facility, participated in an

interview for this study to share his experiences since purchasing the business in November 2013.

Background

JM Watkins has served as a

longstanding landmark in Plum City,

Wisconsin, since its original owners,

Bob and Gloria Watkins, began

dedicating three generations of their

family’s ambitions to the business. They

operated under a State of Wisconsin

equal-to inspection status and focused

exclusively on cut-to-order processing

for local farmers. After three years of

searching for a new owner, the Watkins

family found Brandon Clare who had

recently moved to the area with his

family and was interested in the company. Following its sale in November 2013, the business retained

the Watkins’ legacy by having the former owners continue working there for one year to ensure that its

best practices were kept. While Clare has not changed the original recipes, he has slowly expanded the

scale of the company. In September 2017, JM Watkins was officially licensed as a USDA-inspected plant,

creating opportunities for new retail and wholesale accounts. Although their current building has limited

space for retail sales, Clare aims to continue expanding this segment and has written contracts with

out-of-state customers to foster strong demand. Currently, around 85-90 percent of their revenue comes

from cut-to-order processing where farmers will provide cutting instructions according to what their

customers have requested, or what they hope to sell at a farmers market or other retail location.
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Current Operations: Making the Most of a Tight Space

Clare discussed how his cutting floor contains approximately 15’ by 11’ in usable space, and at any given

time, there can be 6-7 employees working in that area. Workstations and equipment are arranged for

efficient production by keeping slicing, grinding, and packaging machines toward the outside of the

room. Large tables for cutting are located in the center to help employees work together without being

in each other’s way. With this setup, JM Watkins slaughters and processes 15-16 beef per week, 10-12

pigs per week, and 15-20 lamb per month, while other species such as venison and goat are accepted

more sporadically. To keep everyone content in the limited space, Clare encourages employees to play

music while working; Spanish music can often be heard in the shop if his Hispanic staff are present. The

company’s cooler and freezer space is equally restrictive, currently supporting only 12-13 beef in the

freezer at any given time. Clare described managing this space as a “constant battle,” and customers

must pick up their meat within one week or be subjected to a $5 per tray storage fee. He has even had to

threaten to donate a customer’s meat to a food pantry if their pickup was too slow. The current facility is

not certified to process organic meat. Clare feels that labels that originate from on-farm practices, like

non-GMO and grass-fed, have become more valuable to consumers than organic certifications. Overall,

the business is financially stable and experienced a 30 percent growth in revenue from 2019 to 2020,

largely due to increased demand from COVID-19.

Despite Strong Employee Relationships, Labor Availability is a Constant Challenge

The company employs 9 individuals, including Clare’s wife. Clare credits his commitment toward

respectful, honest management practices as the key to his low turnover and high worker satisfaction.

During conversations with his team, Clare reported that tapping into employees’ intrinsic motivation to

do good work enabled him to keep his standards high without “yelling at them” to achieve them. He

appreciates leading his team “without hounding them to get more done.” Beyond offering competitive

wages, the company also contributes to a 401(K) retirement plan, offers employee discounts, and will

provide complimentary processing of their animals. He would like to offer health insurance but cannot

currently afford it due to its high cost for small businesses. As Clare said, “you’re not going to get rich

doing this job, but the business does pretty well.” In the future, he sees the availability of labor in his

local market as a limiting factor against expanding his facility. Beyond a few prospective workers available

from a “short list,” Clare is limited in readily available outlets for hiring more people. He would need to

“practically double” his staff to fully utilize a bigger space, requiring him to advertise and solicit

applications in a manner not required under his current business model.

COVID-19’s Impact: Customer Demand “Exploded” as Consumers Focused Locally

To increase business during a predictable spring sales slump, JM Watkins holds an annual hog sale in

partnership with local farmers. The timing was perfect during Spring 2020 as grocery stores began selling

out of pork and consumers searched for an alternative. The company extended its sale and sold twice as

many pigs as the year before. While this provided much needed revenues for the business, Clare

commented that some producers felt slighted when he could not make additional room for them as his

capacity was maximized. To address this, his team rearranged its slaughtering schedule and added a

Saturday shift to accommodate as many animals as possible:
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● 15 beef (as usual) were slaughtered on Tuesday and held on rails until Thursday/Friday

● 40 pigs (higher than usual) were slaughtered on Saturday and held until Monday. On Monday,

the team would cut as many as possible to make rail space for new beef on Tuesday.

While this change helped the company meet more demand, its schedule remains at full capacity and is

booked into 2023. Advanced bookings were requested steadily following the beginning of the pandemic,

with 80-85 percent of 2022 slots already reserved by October/November 2020. The pandemic also

changed some of the product requests that Clare received. Previously, he had built a strong relationship

with a customer purchasing specialized cuts of bacon and ham for use in the restaurant industry. As their

sales plummeted, that customer’s lost business was quickly replaced by other segments experiencing

rapid growth. Clare reflected that market diversification was key to his resilience through the crisis.

Managing Core Business Needs: Putting the Customer First

JM Watkins is managed as an S-Corporation that covers the current facility and may, eventually, expand

to include real estate for the new plant. By summer, to provide coverage for activities such as permitting

and construction, Clare commented that he may form separate LLCs. Much like under the previous

owners, the business has grown organically through word of mouth with minimal advertising. Clare

discussed how his lamb processing segment has been particularly receptive to customer referrals due to

the tight-knit community he senses among those farmers. Other farmers have established repeated,

long-term business commitments that Clare has fostered because their demand is more predictable. He

provided the example of an individual who raises Jersey cattle and is booked for processing of 8 beef per

month. Clare sees his breed as being of a higher quality and recommends it to retail consumers to

increase the farmer’s demand. In turn, Clare sees more frequent processing business because Jersey are

a smaller breed that have less meat on each carcass. It’s easier, as he commented, to keep slots open for

a farmer who is consistent each month rather than sporadic throughout the year.

Retail consumers also appreciate JM Watkins’ service standards and provide word-of-mouth advertising.

Clare described one customer who expressed appreciation because he hadn’t “yelled at us [or] screwed

our orders up.” Simple commitments to quality cutting, friendly service, and responsible community

relations have gone a long way toward building long-term trust. In the future, Clare hopes to incorporate

some additional advertising measures, even those as simple as a “sign on the road,” to further grow the

retail segment.

A New Chapter: More Retail Space, Processing Capacity, and Community Presence

Clare discussed how it can be “exciting, but scary” to invest his business’ own capital into a multi-million

dollar expansion for a new building. In the new facility, JM Watkins would have the capacity to slaughter

25-30 beef per week and 20 hogs per week, which is approximately double its current capacity.

Continuing demand trends following the COVID-19 pandemic along with the recent or impending closure

of other processors in the region create an apparent need for this additional throughput. Clare expressed

mild concern about finding enough customer demand for the new space, even as his schedule is

currently booked far in advance. The new building is in a high-traffic area where the company hopes to

grow the retail business toward a more steady weekly income. Improved signage and advertising will

hopefully encourage people driving through the town to stop and check out their offerings. Despite this

growth, close relationships with producers and offering cut-to-order cutting and labeling will remain a
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substantial part of JM Watkins’ model. Clare has not yet received any grant or loan assistance from

public agencies to finance the project but hopes to look into this into the future. He hopes to find

assistance with designing his pre-slaughter animal holding area to reduce animal stress and make it

easier to move them. As he enters the design process, Clare hopes to create a facility that would be

attractive to a new owner when he retires, either as a meat locker or something else entirely. Though his

children may have ambitions to take over the business, he doesn’t want to force them into it and

recognizes that it is difficult to automate many of his processes and still be profitable. A large-scale

processor “can have laser cutters and...hardly touch the pigs until they're in the box,” but at a smaller

scale, more manual labor is required. His oldest son may pursue a Meat Science degree and, eventually,

participate in the UW-Madison Master Meat Crafter Training Program if he continues to show interest.
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Prairie Meats - Meat Processing for Their Farm and Beyond
Summary

Prairie Meats is a family-owned, USDA-inspected slaughter and processing facility for cattle, swine,

venison, and lamb located in Olivia, Minnesota. Its mission is to provide marketing opportunities for

Minnesota farmers through “skill, passion, and commitment.” The facility was born out of a need to

process cattle from the owning family’s locally-raised beef company as USDA-inspected processors grew

scarce in their region. With a strong focus on serving the local community, Prairie Meats builds

relationships with farmers, hunters, and consumers. Doing so helps the team serve as an important link

in their food system, bringing producers and their customers more closely together with an essential

service. Heidi Paskewitz, co-owner of the facility, participated in an interview for this case study.

Background

Since the early 1900s, this

three-generation farming family has

raised beef cattle along the Redwood

River in Southwest Minnesota. Today,

they remain licensed and bonded

livestock dealers and finish their own

cattle in feedlots. In 2017, the family

learned of an opportunity to

purchase a processing plant formerly

known as Doug’s Danube Locker.

Recognizing a local need for

USDA-inspected processing, the

family decided to buy the facility and enter the meat slaughtering and processing sector. In May 2020,

Prairie Meats completed the renovation of a larger building close to its original facility and transitioned

its operations into it. The original building is now used only for storage. With the transition, more

employees were hired and capacity increased, enabling the team to serve more customers. The new

building also includes a retail store where consumers can shop from a selection of fresh beef and pork,

snack sticks, snack strips, and summer sausage. The family’s cattle finishing operation remains in

operation and they continue to sell some of their beef to other packing plants.

Community-Focused Marketing: Bringing Back the Local Butcher

Prairie Meats specializes in private label and cut-to-order processing for farmers seeking a new

marketing opportunity for their animals. Although many of its beef products come from the family’s own

cattle stock, the group regularly processes animals for other producers. Farmers will often sell their

finished products at farmers markets or other outlets, though the Prairie Meats retail store also provides

a vital marketing location within the community. The company purchases additional USDA-inspected

boxed meat for processing into value-added products. Over time, Paskewitz commented that she has

seen producers requesting more capacity from her team as demand for locally-raised meats has

increased. They have slowly added more farms and expanded their retail to grow the business. With

limited other USDA-inspected processors in the area, the company recognizes its essential role as a
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partner with local farmers. Private labeling and cut-to-order processing support these producers by

helping them reach their business goals. For its own meats, Prairie Meats sells under its own label. The

company also works with many deer hunters in the area; nearly one-third of their processing is for

venison under a custom exemption from inspection. Hunters often come in groups, following Prairie

Meats’ requirement that they debone, skin, and trim their carcasses before delivering them.

Inside the Facility: Managing Capacity in an Unprecedented Year

Following its expansion into a larger, renovated facility in May 2020, Prairie Meats now operates in a 50’

by 60’ property, not including the retail store. The team slaughters 3 days per week and processes 5 days

per week. They employ 3 part-time and 11 full-time employees. Each week, the team processes 12 cattle

and 10-12 pigs. In weeks where hogs are not processed, they will instead process around 10-12 lambs or

15 goats. Beef carcasses hang in their cooler for 10 days, while pork and goats are processed the next

day after slaughter. The company does not rent out locker space. Once an animal has been fully

processed and packaged, customers are given one week to pick it up. The plant is USDA-inspected and

approved for one shift per day. Since the beginning of the COVID-19 pandemic, this capacity has been

strained as Prairie Meats attempts to include as many interested farmers into its schedule as possible.

Paskewitz described the recent year as “crazy busy” with the team running at full capacity for processing

and booked out for 4-5 months. Slaughtering has some unused capacity and the company is considering

expanding into slaughter-only services for other processors by adding a 4th slaughter day. Paskewitz

mentioned that there is plenty of cooler space available to do more slaughtering, but finding employees

willing to work an extra day each week is challenging due to child care and COVID-19 constraints. Even

during slower periods, she said, there are always more value-added and smoked products to make for

the retail store, such as summer sausage. Venison is particularly challenging because of its seasonality in

November-April. To address this, the team creates a second, venison-only assembly line during this

period.

Looking to the Future: Refining Operations and Remaining Flexible

Prairie Meats operates as an S-corporation, with Heidi Paskewitz and her husband serving as the primary

business owners. Employees are involved in decision making processes to ensure that changes reflect

the needs of the business’ stakeholders. Although recent capacity constraints have not forced Prairie

Meats to turn away customers, the company follows industry-standard practices requiring animals to be

under a maximum weight and size. Producers have stayed consistent with the types of products they are

requesting, though private labeling continues to be a popular service. Paskewitz described that she has

seen more consumers interested in buying locally-raised meats, helping their business continue to be

profitable into the future. As the COVID-19 pandemic took shape, Prairie Meats faced labor challenges as

employees periodically took sick leave to quarantine. Others found it difficult to show up for work if local

K-12 schools were closed and they were unable to find childcare. Overall, however, Paskewitz

commented that their employees are generally stable and committed to the business. The pandemic also

made certain supplies, especially Personal Protective Equipment, difficult to obtain. These problems

have subsided over time, especially as food and agriculture workers become eligible for vaccinations.

Prairie Meats also received the Payroll Protection Program (PPP) loans and some county grants to stay

resilient. Given that the company just expanded into a new building, no further additions are planned

beyond regular maintenance of equipment.
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Rural Advantage - A Nonprofit Meat Processor
Summary

Rural Advantage is a nonprofit organization located in South Central Minnesota with a vision for

capitalizing on interconnections between agriculture, the environment, and communities.  Linda

Meschke, the Executive Director of Rural Advantage, was interviewed on the nonprofit’s recent

endeavors to increase access to poultry slaughter and processing. As part of its focus on sustainable food

systems, Rural Advantage operates a 120-acre farm near Leroy, Minnesota, where they intercrop

chickens with hazelnut trees. Out of a need to process these chickens and those for other local poultry

farmers, the organization purchased a facility near Stacyville, Iowa, which first opened in 2010 under a

different owner. Rural Advantage will open and operate a slaughter and processing facility, using a

nonprofit business structure, to provide the necessary infrastructure for regenerative poultry raising in

its region, a key component of the Driftless Regeneration Project taking shape in the bordering region of

Iowa, Minnesota, and Wisconsin.

Background

Founded in 2003 by Meschke, Rural Advantage focuses much of its work on third crops as an alternative

to the traditional corn-soybean rotation common in its part of the state. They are especially interested in

perennials such as hay, native planting trees, shrubs, and small fruits like elderberry and aronia berries.

Meschke sees third crops as an opportunity for producers to improve their resilience by generating extra

income, similar to how some farmers will sell sweet corn, pickles, or maple syrup at a roadside stand.

Regeneration Farms is a key partner for Rural Advantage within the poultry processing facility and will

manage the plant’s daily operations. It is a for-profit organization that has pioneered the trademarked

Tree-Range® chicken brand, highlighting the farm’s poultry-centered regenerative approach toward

cultivation. Regeneration Farms approached Rural Advantage with the idea for the plant after its current

processor was slated to close.

Management Structure

Meschke expects the processing facility to open in spring 2021. Although Rural Advantage will maintain

ownership of the Stacyville, Iowa plant, Regeneration Farms will oversee daily operations under a

management lease. Regeneration Farms will also manage the plant’s relationships with farmers, many of

whom already work with the company under a production contract for Tree-Range® chickens. Once

processed, chickens are sold directly to consumers, at co-ops and grocery stores, and to Carleton and St.

Olaf Colleges. Regeneration Farms’ revenues will be kept separate from the processing facility, but the

facility will generate income based on a fixed unit price to maintain the plant and provide training and

education to growers. Meschke described education as an important lynchpin of expanding

Poultry-Centered Regenerative Agriculture, a term first created by the Main Street Project in Northfield,

Minnesota. Farmers close to the plant in Minnesota, Wisconsin, and Iowa will work with the Main Street

Project, which is involved to provide farmer education and support.

Facility Setup

The Stacyville, Iowa, plant is approximately 60 feet by 100 feet and will operate as a USDA-inspected

facility over one daily shift. Rural Advantage will offer some custom processing services for farmers who
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request it, but the majority of its production will otherwise be USDA-inspected. Meschke expects the

plant to slaughter and process 2,000 birds per day at full capacity, though the organization anticipates

that it will take time to recruit enough farmers to maximize that capability. The Tree-Range® brand will

be humanely slaughtered and processed under the organic certification, though non-organic producers

may be designated certain production days of the week if they wish to use the facility. Over time,

Meschke estimates that an increasing share of the plant’s capacity will be utilized by the Tree-Range®

brand and regenerative growers, leaving less capacity available for other farmers.

Preparing the Facility

Because the plant has not been in production for over three years, it will require a thorough cleaning to

prepare it for use by Rural Advantage. Meschke described certain sanitation procedures that her team

will follow, such as washing walls and tables to remove surface debris and clearing out water lines to

flush away residue. Although the plant was sold with its original, modern equipment, Rural Advantage

will change certain setups to accommodate its needs. The previous operator, for example, processed

capons that required a smaller restraining cone during the kill process than will be needed moving

forward. Along with purchasing larger cones, Regeneration Farms will also fund a new packaging

machine so birds can be labeled with their branding. According to Meschke, these changes were

relatively minor. Larger, more costly equipment was already present at purchase, saving their team the

time and resources needed to locate all the necessary components. There is enough freezer and cooler

space at the plant to cover one week’s worth of processing, though their team has earmarked expansion

of this capacity as an area for future consideration. The facility also includes an employee shower and

changing area, USDA inspector’s office, and break room already built into the floor plan.

Managing Labor Needs

Rural Advantage has developed a relationship with a recruiting agency that specializes in immigrant labor

near Austin, Minnesota. The agency will hire and transport workers from the Austin area to work in the

plant, arranging for a van shuttle to help employees travel to work each day. The agency may also be

contracted to support the Leroy, Minnesota, farm if Rural Advantage decides to raise more chickens at

that property. On-site training will be provided for humane slaughter standards. Employees will

specialize in certain areas such as the kill floor, processing line, packaging, and freezer/cooler space. At

full capacity, Rural Advantage will employ 15-20 people at the Stacyville plant.

Adjusting to Seasonal Demand Changes

During the winter, when demand from farmers is typically lower, Meschke expects that the facility will

focus on spent hens to keep operating. Her team has already connected with growers seeking contracts

for up to 20,000 hens. Although these birds will not be sold under the Tree-Range® brand, they would

keep the facility functioning and generating some income during an off-peak season. Over time, Meschke

hopes to scale back their processing of spent hens and conventionally-raised chickens to support

increased demand for regenerative agriculture. Rural Advantage has a trailer for hauling birds on its own

and may consider offering its services to family farms in the Twin Cities where USDA poultry processing is

scarce. The COVID-19 pandemic has not affected the team’s progress toward opening the facility.

According to Meschke, “the wheels were already moving” even before they were approached by

Regeneration Farms to help replace its existing processor.



31

Looking to the Future: Accelerating Adoption of Regenerative Practices

Around 5 years from now, Rural Advantage hopes to separate this facility into a separate entity. Although

it should be profitable, the profits would be earmarked for education and redevelopment of the plant,

not for an individual owner. Meschke suggested that her team may explore a farmer-owned cooperative

structure moving forward, though their future ambitions remain in the ideation phase at this point. For

Regeneration Farms, the plant represents a final link to close a sustainable production loop that has been

pursued over time through the Driftless Regeneration Project. Tree-Range® chickens intersect with the

hazelnut trees by eating the grass and insects that grow underneath them. They fertilize the soil through

their manure, providing nutrients to facilitate the trees’ growth. Farmers economically benefit from

having two products to sell - chickens and hazelnuts - while nourishing the land they steward for future

generations. This plant demonstrates to farmers that the infrastructure they need to pursue this

ambition is now fully operational so this production practice can expand moving forward.
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Y-Ker Acres - Specialty Processing with Outsourced
Slaughter
Summary

Y-ker Acres is a vertically integrated brand that raises, processes, and markets heritage breeds of pork to

customers across the country. It operates as two separate business entities: a farm in Carlton,

Minnesota, and a meat company utilizing a commercial kitchen in Duluth, Minnesota. Each is managed

individually, but they work in close partnership. At the farm, the owners raise approximately 400

heritage breed pigs each year, along with a small herd of beef cattle. Although the majority of their pork

is sold through the Y-ker Acres meat company, the farm also markets through a cut-and-wrap facility for

some pork and all of its beef. Meanwhile, Y-ker Meat Co. focuses on developing new markets for

premium-quality, value-added products that include sausages, bacon, pork chops, soups, broths, and

lard. Over the years, the company has explored marketing opportunities to create a business that is

heavily diversified. Y-ker Meat Co. is planning a new processing facility to be built on the west side of

Duluth, providing an opportunity to increase their volume. Brian Merkel, who serves as “The Butcher”

and manages the meat company, provided an interview for this case study to discuss its current state

and their plans for the future.

Background

Matt and Sara Weik began raising pigs as a complement to their community-supported agriculture (CSA)

business that focused on fresh vegetables. Although they did not originally intend to raise pigs full-time,

their ambitions accelerated in 2014 as they were invited to supply local meat companies with their

heritage pork. Since 2014, they have increased their herd to include annual production of about 400 pigs

per year. Their farm, which served as the origin of the Y-ker Acres brand, sent all of its pigs to a

USDA-inspected cut-and-wrap facility in Wisconsin, and its products were sold through robust wholesale

relationships with co-ops, restaurants, and grocery stores. In 2019, their business model began to shift as

Brian Merkel entered the picture. An experienced butcher, Merkel specialized in whole animal butchery

and education, often partnering with Minneapolis-based restaurants looking to do their own butchering

of animals for use in recipes. He saw an opportunity to start a farmer-owned meat processing business

and create a compelling line of value-added products without relying on external packers. To accomplish

this, Y-ker Acres Meat Co. was formed as a separate LLC and, since then, it has exclusively sourced its

meat from Weiks’ pigs. The farm continues to sell some pigs to the Wisconsin facility because its

USDA-inspected certification is needed to support wholesale sales. Y-ker Acres farm also raises beef

cattle, but in this case study, the authors focused on their pork business as this represents the majority

of their revenue and motivated their venture into meat processing.

The New Face of Y-ker Acres: Enhanced Supply Chain and Strategic Marketing

Merkel described his intentions behind the Meat Co. as “solving a problem” for Y-ker Acres farm, where

top-quality hogs were being sold beneath their market value because the larger facility could not

accommodate chef-inspired recipes. It was inconvenient for the Weiks to transport their pigs for more

than four hours across state lines for slaughtering and processing instead of working with a local butcher.

To address these issues, the Y-ker Acres Meat Co. built a brand that highlights the farm’s practices to
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garner a higher price from consumers, while keeping processing closer to home. Merkel uses a

USDA-inspected slaughterer in Sturgeon Lake, Minnesota, where the pigs are cut into half carcasses.

Next, the carcasses are transported to a catering kitchen in Duluth which Merkel rents by the hour as he

determines the capacity levels needed for his permanent facility. The kitchen operates under a

Minnesota Department of Agriculture retail license (not USDA-inspected) and provides the infrastructure

to butcher, make value-added products, vacuum seal, and label for sale. The meat processing equipment

is stored in the basement and must be brought upstairs when Merkel’s team is present, highlighting a key

reason for investing in a new plant.

From this space, Merkel and his team have pursued several outlets for selling their products:

● Contracting with a Minneapolis-based salumi producer. They purchase cuts of pork from Y-ker

Acres, manufacture specialized salumi, and sell it back to the meat company labeled with the

Y-ker Acres brand. This improves the variety available to Merkel’s customers without investing

resources in this specialized manufacturing process.

● Developing direct-to-consumer sales. Y-ker Acres Meat Co. offers mixed boxes of their

value-added products for $130-250, with shipping available anywhere in the continental United

States. Sixty-five individuals hold a monthly subscription to these boxes under a CSA-style model.

COVID-19 increased sales from this segment as more customers sought out their offerings.

● Producing regional favorites. The company has had “great success” in selling Iron Range porketta

and Swedish potato sausage, developing a reputation among “expats” living outside Minnesota

who were raised in this region. These items have helped develop the Y-ker Acres brand name

and improve direct-to-consumer sales.

● Limited sales to restaurants under HRI exemption. USDA-FSIS guidelines allow processors

operating with a retail license to sell up to $75,000 of their products to hotels, restaurants, and

similar establishments. Merkel operates within this exemption to sell to restaurants in Duluth.

● Catering and food truck sales. The company has dabbled into foodservice by opening their own

food truck, which was activated in Summer 2019 but remained idle during Summer 2020. Merkel

commented that his team “sold a lot of food” through the truck but did not generate any profit.

He believes that it was a valuable learning experience and is unsure of the next steps for this

venture.

New Facility Resolves Some Limitations With Temporary, Small-Scale Partnerships

The catering kitchen that Merkel leases anticipates an increase in its foodservice demand in 2021 as

COVID-19 restrictions ease, which may limit the amount of time that Merkel is allotted to use the space.

He is concerned that further limiting his capacity in this already small location will jeopardize his

customer relationships and negatively impact the farm’s financial situation. The kitchen does not have

dedicated cold storage, and Merkel rents cooler and freezer space in a separate building close to the

kitchen. Meanwhile, the USDA-inspected slaughtering plant he uses can only support 12 pigs every two

weeks, and Merkel is actively searching for a second partnership to meet his business’ needs. These

limitations have accelerated the company’s transition into a permanent plant. Y-ker Acres Meat Co. has

secured a purchase order for its new building and is collaborating with an architect to design a space that

meets its needs. The building was originally constructed as a cross-docking facility with a rectangular

layout and garage doors on multiple sides for trucks to transfer cargo between trailers. It is



34

approximately 6,000 square feet and will be reconfigured to comprise a holding cooler, processing floor,

kitchen, and storage space. An external shipping container will likely house additional cold storage.

Culinary equipment such as a tilt skillet, smoker, and ovens will also be incorporated into the space. It is

intended to be a “one stop shop cut-and-wrap facility” where a carcass can be fully processed and

shipped out as a value-added product. Merkel hopes that the new building will provide him with the

flexibility needed to process for other farmers, which he has already started in a limited context in his

current space.

New Facility Will Not Relieve Slaughtering Bottleneck

Despite existing challenges with local slaughtering capacity, Merkel does not plan to include slaughtering

in his new building. He describes his thought process for deciding against integrating into this part of the

supply chain:

“I know there’s a huge shortage of small slaughter facilities. I’m just not interested in doing it

myself and trying to manage a team that does it. On paper, the best decision would be to build a

slaughter facility on the farm, but I don’t want to. How many people are out there who want to

kill animals every day and manage other people who do it and aren’t paid very well? It’s a tough

gig.”

Merkel hopes that expansion plans underway at the Northeast Regional Corrections Center (NERCC),

which currently offers the only meat cutting training program in the State of Minnesota, will provide

another outlet for slaughtering his animals. He finds that his request for half carcasses is difficult for

slaughtering plants to fulfill because their facilities are often not optimized to offload this size of product.

He also wishes that more slaughtering facilities had scalding machines to offer skin-on pork. Although he

recognized that these machines use a lot of water and space, he said it is a “big issue” for his company

because there are many products that can only be made with a skin-on carcass and his customers are

requesting it.

As Physical Footprint Grows, Complex Business Management Needs Emerge

Managing a full-time processing facility presents challenges that Y-ker Acres Meat Co. does not

experience under its existing model. Merkel does not have any traditional employees; instead, he relies

on outside individuals, often considered professional chefs, to work with him at the catering kitchen.

They are legally designated as self-employed independent contractors and are not compensated with a

regular salary. Navigating processes associated with hiring, training, and leading a larger team will

provide a new challenge. Merkel plans to start with two salaried managers and train staff through

apprenticeships so they can understand butchering at a detailed level. Mentor-mentee relationships are

part of an “old school” approach to this craft that Merkel wants to revive in his business. He applauds

efforts by Central Lakes College to start a meat cutting training program and would love to host students

at his facility in the future.

As the business grows, it must also become profitable to survive. Y-ker Acres Meat Co. is financially

stable, though Merkel hopes to find additional high-margin activities to improve its outlook moving

forward. Y-ker Acres farm struggled in 2020 as wholesale sales slowed during the pandemic and
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expenses increased. The meat company’s new facility will increase output by three to four times the

current volume, and Merkel hopes to eventually process 40 pigs per month, which will help the farm

move away from reliance on wholesale. In the interim, value-added grants from the Minnesota

Department of Agriculture have financed new equipment, digital marketing, and other business needs to

help Y-ker Acres Meat Co. increase its scale. Merkel found MDA to be “very easy to work with” and

supportive of his evolving needs.
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Glossary

Boxed Meat/Poultry

Products that come from animals slaughtered and cut into partial carcasses at a large-scale facility,

usually under USDA inspection. Some participants indicated that they use boxed meats for some of their

value-added products, especially if they do not have enough slaughtering capacity within their region.

Boxed meats are not necessarily locally-raised.

Chub

A chub is a cylindrical flexible packaging material that can be used for ground beef, sausage, or other

meat products.

Cut-and-Wrap Facility

An often large-scale meat processing plant focused on cutting and packaging of animal carcasses with

minimal further processing, often for fresh meats sold to grocery stores and wholesalers for further

processing for retail markets.

Cut-to-Order Processing

Participants in this study often described how their businesses offer farmers the ability to specify how

they want their animals cut into saleable pieces for their customers. It was common for participants to

refer to this practice as “custom cutting.” To avoid confusion with custom-exempt processing as

described below, this report uses the term cut-to-order processing to describe the practice.

Levels of Inspection for Meat/Poultry Processing in Minnesota

● Custom-Exempt (Livestock): May be routinely inspected by an MDA inspector up to four times

per year, but there is no routine inspection of animals at the point of slaughter. Packages of meat

are labeled “not for sale.” Only the owner of the animal (which may be a customer of the original

farmer, provided that sale took place before slaughter), the owner’s family, and non-paying

guests may consume the products.

● Public Law 90-492 (Poultry and Rabbits): Allows small-scale producers to slaughter their own

poultry and sell to customers for personal or household use. Applicable for up to 20,000 animals

per year. Slaughter must occur on the property where the animals were raised and the producer

must participate, though off-farm help (i.e., mobile processors) is permitted.

● Minnesota Equal-To: Operating under “continuous” (meaning “daily”) inspection by a Minnesota

Department of Agriculture (MDA) inspector. Animals must generally be brought live to the

slaughter facility, with exceptions available for field harvesting of animals like bison and beef

bulls. Animals and carcasses are inspected before and after slaughter. Products can be sold

within the state of Minnesota with a state inspection seal at farmer’s markets, grocers, and

wholesalers.
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● USDA-Inspected: Operating under continuous inspection by a U.S. Department of Agriculture

(USDA) inspector. Products can be sold across state lines and carry a USDA inspection seal.

Farm-raised and wild game, such as venison, cannot be sold under USDA inspection.

Plants operating under MDA or USDA inspection level can also process some products under custom

exempt standards, but those meat packages must be labeled as “not for sale.”

Processing

Processing involves taking an animal carcass, or cuts of a carcass, and further rendering the animal for

human consumption. The simplest processing technique involves cutting the carcass into various parts

and packaging them for fresh or frozen sale. Many processors will often conduct further techniques

including, but not limited to, smoking, brining, grinding, marinating, or cooking. For brevity, this report

often refers to participating businesses as “meat processors” even when they may also conduct

slaughtering at their facility. Each case study specifies in detail which practices each business conducts.

S Corporations and Limited Liability Corporations (LLC)

These terms are occasionally used in this report to describe different taxation and business structures

used by the individuals interviewed for these case studies. An LLC is a type of legal entity typically

established at the state level. A business can register as an LLC without becoming an S Corporation. LLCs

allow the business owners to limit their personal liability for the business’ debts. Establishing an

S-Corporation provides the additional benefit of having the business’ profits flow to the entrepreneur

without being taxed at the organizational level. The S Corporation status is primarily employed for

federal tax purposes.

Slaughtering

Slaughtering involves killing, cleaning, and skinning/defeathering an animal to be used as meat or

poultry for human consumption. A slaughtering process may include quartering or halving the animal

carcass for storage. After slaughtering, livestock such as beef and pork often undergo hanging on a rail in

refrigerated storage, a practice often referred to as “dry aging.” Some slaughterers may instead use “wet

aging” in which the meat is vacuum-sealed in packaging to allow trapped juices to break down muscle

fibers.
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