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Action Opportunity Update  

Critical path to issue resolution 

• Reopen processing facilities in consideration of worker safety with federal guidance 

and support 

o Reopening at reduced capacity helps alleviate livestock overstock 

o Evaluate weekend processing to enhance short-term capacity 

o Coordinate worker protective equipment to: 

▪ maintain worker safety with normal operation PPE (specific to each 

job function and may include, for example, cut-resistant clothing, 

bump caps, dust masks/respirators, protective eyewear, protective 

foot wear, etc.); 

▪ maintain food safety with normal operation sanitation wear (specific to 

each product produced and may include, for example, hair/beard 

nets, disposable gloves, cloth or disposable coats/gowns, shoe 

covers, etc.); and  

▪ enhance COVID-19 infection control measures through cloth-face 

coverings, social distancing, physical barriers, etc. 

• Coordinate a whole of government approach through ESF 11 to:  

o Manage depopulation and disposal of hog overstock in multiple states 

o Identify all available alternate distribution to consumers and address logistics 

and regulations to supply into those distribution channels 

o Prioritize processing of heaviest weight livestock overstock that are still within 

processing equipment capacity 

o Monitor and address critical shortages in cold supply chain and logistics 

o Implement coordinated federal, state, local, and private sector 

communication plans to mitigate adverse public reaction to depopulation 

o Provide direct communication to consumers regarding food availability to 

mitigate panic buying and hoarding  

• Support livestock producers and processors in achieving new equilibrium with 

financial and liability considerations  
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Situation Update  

Action by Appointed and Elected Officials 

• House Democrats lay out livestock provisions in latest COVID-19 bill – 

Meat+Poultry, May 14, 2020 

• COVID-19: Back to Business: Congress Considers Liability Protections and Safety 

Regulations for Employers, Health Care Workers – National Law Review, May 14, 

2020 (Context note: Liability is one of the issues processing facilities are addressing as the reopen.) 

Recommendations from authoritative bodies 

• APHIS Livestock Coordination Center – USDA 

• COVID-19 Health and Safety Guidelines for the Meatpacking Industry – Minnesota 

Department of Health 

• Recommendations for Swine Depopulation (updated) – American Association of 

Swine Veterinarians 

• Emergency Animal Mortality Management – Swine – USDA 

• USDA Carcass Management Dashboard – USDA 

• Exercise Starter Kit for Workshop on Reconstituting Operations - FEMA 

Hog Update 

Analysis 

The hog overstock situation grows daily with depopulation and disposal being the projected 

outcome for these hogs. To put this in context, hog slaughter volume was at 95% capacity 

(~500,000 hogs per day) prior to COVID, capacity dropped by over 40% in mid-April, and 

is currently operating at about 75% of capacity.  

Hog production is finely tuned slaughter capacity which means that about 500,000 hogs 

meet slaughter weight each day. Hogs that reach slaughter weight today were born 

approximately 6 months ago. As a result, overstock will continue to accumulate until either 

1) processing plants reach at least 95% capacity or 2) pork production achieves 

equilibrium with slaughter capacity which will take 9-10 months due sow gestation and live 

pig growth for pigs already in the production channel. In all likelihood, it will be a 

combination of both as processing facilities may operate under 95% capacity for an 

extended period of time as COVID infection controls are incorporated in their facilities.  

Pork producers have been working diligently to reduce depopulation through nutrition and 

husbandry practices including aggressive culling of young stock. However, this primarily 

https://www.meatpoultry.com/articles/23122-house-democrats-lay-out-livestock-provisions-in-latest-covid-19-bill
https://www.natlawreview.com/article/covid-19-back-to-business-congress-considers-liability-protections-and-safety
https://www.natlawreview.com/article/covid-19-back-to-business-congress-considers-liability-protections-and-safety
https://www.aphis.usda.gov/aphis/ourfocus/animalhealth/livestock-coordination-center
https://www.dli.mn.gov/sites/default/files/pdf/COVID_19_meatpacking_guidance.pdf
https://www.aasv.org/Resources/welfare/depopulation_recommendations.pdf
https://www.farmers.gov/sites/default/files/documents/EQIP_Livestock_Mortality_Initiative_Factsheet-v2.pdf
https://www.aphis.usda.gov/aphis/ourfocus/animalhealth/emergency-management/carcass-management/carcass/carcass-mgmt-home
https://www.fema.gov/media-library/assets/documents/188077
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serves to delay depopulation decisions for which different states are on different timelines. 

For example, as of May 14, Minnesota has begun depopulation with disposal at two 

centralized composting sites in southwest Minnesota, Iowa Secretary of Agriculture 

reported that depopulation has been minimal, and North Carolina has tested several 

disposal methods but has not yet reported any depopulation.  

Alternative slaughter options are being sought and have been successful for a limited 

number of hogs. For example, in Minnesota, smaller meat lockers increased their volume 

with many currently booked into January.  

The only way to avoid depopulation and disposal going forward would be for processing 

facilities to immediately begin operation at greater than 100% normal capacity. Worker 

safety and health, workforce availability and skill level, and regulatory and permitting 

requirements currently prevent this level of operating capacity. 

Daily Hog Slaughter and Overstock 

• Overstock estimates of above 

market weight hogs are about 

3.0MM, to date, with uncertainty 

ranges from 2.4MM to 3.8MM 

that must be culled due to 

COVID-19 causing processing 

plant closure and reduced 

capacity. (USDA Daily Estimated 

Livestock Slaughter; USDA Actual 

Slaughter under Federal Inspection) 

• Slaughter numbers were down 

by approximately 105,000 hogs 

for May 14 (372,000 hogs) as 

compared to a year ago 

(462,000 head) and to the same day of the week of April 3-9 (467,945 hogs). (USDA 

Daily Estimated Livestock Slaughter; USDA Actual Slaughter under Federal Inspection) 

• Pork processing capacity remained steady from the previous day and is reduced by 

approximately 24% on May 14 which adds approximately 120,000 animals to the 

overstock amount each day. Capacity increased in substantially in 2 facilities, 

increased slightly in 3 additional facilities, but declined in slightly in 1 facility and 

significantly in 2 facilities. Capacity updates today show 1 facility at 0% capacity and 

2 facilities improving to operating at or near normal capacity. (Kerns & Associates courtesy 

of NPPC)  

Source: Food Protection and Defense Institute

Data: USDA Daily Estimated Livestock Slaughter; 

USDA Actual Slaughter under Federal Inspection
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Projected Year End Hog Overstock 

• Year on year actual slaughter 

numbers for January-March (pre-

pandemic) are 6.4% higher in 2020 

than 2019. Overstock numbers 

have been adjusted to account for 

this industry growth and 

improvements in slaughter capacity 

during the week of May 10. (USDA 

Actual Slaughter under Federal Inspection)  

• Total hog overstock through 

December 2020 is projected to 

peak at about 11MM market weight 

hogs in late October with an 

uncertainty range of 19MM to 13MM animals. 

• Assuming a population of about 300MM adults, the 11.5MM hog overstock 

represents about ½lb of pork per week to every adult American for the next 20 

weeks. The potential positive impact on the food insecure in the US is tremendous If 

only a fraction could be diverted to food assistance networks.  

Hog Inventory March 2020
Processing Plant Operating Status May 14, 2020

Top 11 States represent 90% of total hog inventory

Normal

Reduced Capacity

Closed

Top 30 Processing Plants

Operating Status

Source: Food Protection and Defense Institute
Data: USDA National Agricultural Statistics Service Quarterly Hogs and Pigs; 
Pork Checkoff  US Pork Packers; Steiner Group courtesy of NPPC

State

Hogs, 

million

% of 

Total

IOWA 23.6 33.1%

MINNESOTA 8.7 12.3%

NORTH CAROLINA 8.3 11.7%

IllINOIS 4.8 6.8%

INDIANA 3.9 5.5%

NEBRASKA 3.4 4.7%

MISSOURI 3.3 4.6%

OHIO 2.6 3.6%

KANSAS 1.9 2.7%

OKLAHOMA 1.8 2.5%

SOUTH DAKOTA 1.7 2.4%

Represents 88% of total capacity

Source: Food Protection and Defense Institute

Data: USDA Actual Slaughter under Federal Inspection

Estimated

~20% reduction

since Apr 10
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Hog Production Stats 

• Processing capacity is approximately 510,000 hogs/day. Pre-pandemic processing 

was operating at 95% of daily capacity first 3 months of 2020 (USDA Actual Slaughter 

under Federal Inspection; Steiner Consulting Group courtesy of NPPC) 

• An average slaughter weight hog at 288 lbs. that missed slaughter on April 10 would 

weigh between 325-338 lbs. on May 5. Hogs of this size cannot be processed 

because maximum weight in slaughter facilities is 340 lbs. due to equipment 

limitations. Each day approximately 200,000 hogs exceed the weight limitations for 

processing. 

Hog media coverage  
(This section contains exemplary media coverage from multiple perspectives around the issue.) 

• Plant Capacity, Exports and Economics: What's Next for Pig Farmers? – Ag Web, 

May 14, 2020 (Context note: This article indicates slow return to a maximal 90% capacity)  

• Pork Processing Slowed, But For Now Farmers Largely Spared From Euthanizing 

Their Pigs – Iowa Public Radio, May 13, 2020 (Context note: This article appeared in several 

public radio venues and overlooks the daily increase in hog overstock as production plants continue to operate 

at reduced capacity; see Analysis above)  

• Covid-19 update: 2 US pork processors change course – Pig Progress, May 14, 

2020 ((Context note: Article indicates that Smithfield and JBS will be reducing exports.) 

• COVID 19 Affecting Pork Processing, Farmers Feeling Pinch – NorthMetroTV, May 

14, 2020 (Context note: Small producer and butcher shop perspective) 

• K-State Infectious Disease Expert Offers Path For COVID-19 Research – Farm 

Journal’s Pork, May 14, 2020 (Context note: Pigs do not seem to be susceptible to coronavirus)  

Source: Food Protection and Defense Institute

Data: USDA Actual Slaughter under Federal Inspection, NPPC

Assumptions
• 6-month growth phase
• No culling prior to April 10
• Hog inventory at 95% plant capacity 

through mid-October representing 
market conditions for pigs already born 
and in growth cycle prior to COVID-19

• Average plant capacity
• 75% by week of May 10 
• 80% by week of Nov 1 – level 

expected to incorporate COVID-19 
worker health and safety measures

• Young pig and sow culling (relative to Q1)
• 5% for pigs reaching market weight 

in mid-September
• 10% for pigs reaching market 

weight in mid-October
• 25% for pigs reaching market 

weight in November
• The 25% reduction in herd size as 

compared to Q1 2020 and 80% plant 
capacity creates a pseudo-equilibrium

(Date: May 8, 2020)

https://www.agweb.com/article/plant-capacity-exports-and-economics-whats-next-pig-farmers
https://www.iowapublicradio.org/post/pork-processing-slowed-now-farmers-largely-spared-euthanizing-their-pigs#stream/0
https://www.iowapublicradio.org/post/pork-processing-slowed-now-farmers-largely-spared-euthanizing-their-pigs#stream/0
https://www.pigprogress.net/Health/Articles/2020/5/Covid-19-update-2-US-pork-processors-change-course-583978E/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=jiH9MMD8rEQ
https://www.porkbusiness.com/article/k-state-infectious-disease-expert-offers-path-covid-19-research
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Hog depopulation and disposal media coverage  
(This section contains exemplary media coverage from multiple perspectives around the issue.)  

• Minnesota refines COVID-19 SOP as producers forced to depopulate herds – 

National Hog Farmer, May 14, 2020 

• Meat Plant Closures Mean Pigs are Gassed or Shot Instead – New York Times, May 

14, 2020 (Context note: This article was picked up and ran in many major media venues)  

• Thousands of Pigs Rot in Compost as U.S. Faces Meat Shortage (2) – Bloomberg 

Law, May 14, 2020 (Context note: Article contains pictures of compost site in Minnesota; also contains 

information on quantity of hogs moving to rendering)  

• Millions Of Pigs Will Be Euthanized As Pandemic Cripples Meatpacking Plants – 

NPR, May 14, 2020 (5-min audio) 

• With meat production slowed due to COVID-19, thousands of viable pigs are being 

euthanized – The Denver Channel, May 14, 2020 

• Farmers will have to euthanize millions of pigs as meat plants remain closed – CBS 

News, May 14, 2020 

Cattle Update 

Daily Cattle Slaughter and Overstock 

• Overstock estimates of target 

market weight cattle is about 

1.04MM, to date, with uncertainty 

ranges from 0.81MM to 1.27MM 

that were not processed due to 

COVID-19 causing processing 

plant closure and reduced 

capacity (USDA Daily Estimated Livestock 

Slaughter; USDA Actual Slaughter under 

Federal Inspection)  

• Slaughter numbers were down by 

approximately 30,000 cattle for 

May 14 (92,000 head) as 

compared to a year ago (122,000 

head) and to the same day of the week ending April 4 (115,152 head). (USDA Daily 

Estimated Livestock Slaughter; USDA Actual Slaughter under Federal Inspection)  

Source: Food Protection and Defense Institute

Data: USDA Daily Estimated Livestock Slaughter; 

USDA Actual Slaughter under Federal Inspection

https://www.nationalhogfarmer.com/livestock-handling/minnesota-refines-covid-19-sop-producers-forced-depopulate-herds
https://www.nytimes.com/2020/05/14/business/coronavirus-farmers-killing-pigs.html?campaign_id=9&emc=edit_nn_20200514&instance_id=18463&nl=the-morning&regi_id=131626850&segment_id=27760&te=1&user_id=a4cacd30c65b2e4ced24b07d12c21986
https://news.bloomberglaw.com/coronavirus/thousands-of-pigs-are-rotting-in-compost-as-u-s-faces-shortages?utm_source=rss&utm_medium=CVNW&utm_campaign=00000172-12b0-df10-ab76-5efe56080000
https://www.npr.org/2020/05/14/855662494/millions-of-pigs-will-be-euthanized-as-pandemic-cripples-meatpacking-plants
https://www.thedenverchannel.com/news/national/coronavirus/with-meat-production-slowed-due-to-covid-19-thousands-of-viable-pigs-are-being-euthanized
https://www.thedenverchannel.com/news/national/coronavirus/with-meat-production-slowed-due-to-covid-19-thousands-of-viable-pigs-are-being-euthanized
https://www.cbsnews.com/news/farmers-euthanize-millions-pigs-meat-plants-close-coronavirus/
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• Year on year actual slaughter 

numbers are 4.6% higher in 2020 

than 2019 in January-March (pre-

pandemic). Overstock numbers 

have been adjusted to account for 

this industry growth. (USDA Actual 

Slaughter under Federal Inspection) 

• Slaughter numbers for the week 

ending May 10 were down 

approximately 32%. (USDA Daily 

Estimated Livestock Slaughter; USDA Actual 

Slaughter under Federal Inspection) 

Cattle Production Stats 

• Cattle processing capacity is approximately 128,000 head/day. Pre-pandemic 

processing was operating at 91% of daily capacity for the first 3 months of 2020 
(USDA Actual Slaughter under Federal Inspection; Steiner Consulting Group courtesy of NPPC) 

• Average slaughter weight of cattle is 1350-1400 lbs. Cattle processing weights are 

slightly more flexible on weight requirements than hog processing. (USDA Actual 

Slaughter under Federal Inspection) 

• Cattle husbandry practices provide greater options to throttle throughput during 

processing plant disruptions than hog production. This is due to both the ability to 

modify feeding practices and the distributed nature of cow-calf operations placing 

cattle into finishing operations. The economic impact of this throttling is significant, 

but throttling may be able to mitigate the need for mass depopulation.  

Cattle media update  
(This section contains exemplary media coverage from multiple perspectives around the issue.) 

• Tyson reduces some beef prices as coronavirus pushes grocery-store costs higher 

– Fox Business, May 14, 2020 

• Beef Marketing Margins – Jayson Lusk, May 4, 2020 

Poultry Update 

Daily Poultry Slaughter and Overstock (coming soon) 

Poultry media update  
(This section contains exemplary media coverage from multiple perspectives around the issue.) 

• - 

Source: Food Protection and Defense Institute

Data: USDA Actual Slaughter under Federal Inspection

Estimated

~27% reduction

since Apr 10

https://www.foxbusiness.com/money/grocery-store-tyson-foods-beef-price
http://jaysonlusk.com/blog/2020/5/4/beef-marketing-margins
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Livestock Media Update 

Webinars 

• USDA to Host Webinar for Producers Interested in Applying for Direct Payments 

through the Coronavirus Food Assistance Program – USDA, May 14, 220 1 EDT 

• Is Your Plant COVID-19 Ready? – Food Safety Tech, May 27, 2020 12-1 EDT 

o “Using CDC and WHO Guidance, this webinar will provide practical tips on 

best practices to mitigate workplace exposure based on what is currently 

known about the COVID-19 virus. The use of “social distancing” as the 

primary mode of mitigation has proven to be particularly difficult to implement 

in a food production setting but there are steps that can be taken.” 

Processing facilities media coverage 
(This section contains exemplary material from multiple perspectives around the issue. Most focus on the issues of 

potential capacity and timing while assuring worker health during reopening.) 

• Fourth USDA Inspector Dies From Virus Amid Meat Plant Outbreaks – Bloomberg, 

May 13, 2020 

• Thirty Workers, Four USDA Inspectors Dead Amid Meat Plant Coronavirus 

Outbreaks – Time, May 14, 2020 

• Feds Agree to Help with COVID-19 Outbreak Tied to Texas County Pork Processing 

Plant – Public Radio Tulsa, May 14, 2020 

• There Are Sensible Ways to Reopen a Country. Then There's America's Approach – 

Time May 14, 2020 

• Upper Iowa Beef plant confirms coronavirus outbreak – KCRG, May 14, 2020 

• Virus Hotspots Grow in Grow in Meat Plants from Germany to Brazil – Bloomberg, 

May 13, 2020 

• Mapping Covid-19 in meat and food processing plants – Food & Environment 

Reporting Network, updated daily with interactive map 

o “According to data collected by FERN, as of May 14 at 12pm ET, at least 

213 meatpacking and processed food plants and nine farms have confirmed 

cases of Covid-19, and at least two meatpacking plants and five processed 

food plants are currently closed. At least 15,689 workers  (14,259 

meatpacking workers, 1,058 food processing workers, and 372 

farmworkers) have tested positive for Covid-19 and at least 65 workers (59 

meatpacking workers and 6 food processing workers) have died.” 

Market media coverage  
(This section contains exemplary media coverage from multiple perspectives around the issue.) 

https://content.govdelivery.com/accounts/USDAFARMERS/bulletins/28b2ab3
https://content.govdelivery.com/accounts/USDAFARMERS/bulletins/28b2ab3
https://a4343.actonsoftware.com/acton/media/4343/fstplantcovid19safe?sid=TV2:GDx2UB68r
https://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2020-05-14/fourth-usda-inspector-dies-from-virus-amid-meat-plant-outbreaks
https://time.com/5836973/usda-inspector-meat-workers-dead-coronavirus/
https://time.com/5836973/usda-inspector-meat-workers-dead-coronavirus/
https://www.publicradiotulsa.org/post/feds-agree-help-covid-19-outbreak-tied-texas-county-pork-processing-plant
https://www.publicradiotulsa.org/post/feds-agree-help-covid-19-outbreak-tied-texas-county-pork-processing-plant
https://time.com/5836607/reopening-risks-coronavirus/
https://www.kcrg.com/content/news/Upper-Iowa-Beef-plant-confirms-coronavirus-outbreak-570466361.html
https://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2020-05-13/virus-hotspots-multiply-in-meat-plants-from-germany-to-brazil
https://thefern.org/2020/04/mapping-covid-19-in-meat-and-food-processing-plants/
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• Grocery prices are soaring. Here's what's getting more expensive – CNN, May 14, 

2020 

• Meat exports explained: Pork, chicken parts fuel the rise as processing companies 

struggle with COVID-19 – Daily Press, May 14, 2020 

• Why Covid-19 plant shutdowns could make the Big Four meatpackers even more 

profitable – The Counter, May 14, 2020 

• Ruminations on Solutions to the COVID-Related Food Disruptions – Jayson Lusk, 

May 12, 2020 

Food shortage media coverage  
(This section contains exemplary media coverage from multiple perspectives around the issue. At present, there are no 

indications of wide-scale food shortages although supply chain disruptions continue to create spot limited supply or out of 

stock situations.) 

• Trump's USDA fights court ruling protecting food benefits during pandemic – 

Reuters, May 13, 2020 

• Meat shortage: When will supplies improve? – WCPO, May 14, 2020 

• $50 ribeye to go? Expect higher meat prices at Bay Area grocery stores and 

restaurants – San Francisco Chronicle, May 14, 2020 

• Restaurants start to see effects of meat shortage during COVID-19 pandemic – 

WKRN, May 14, 2020 

• Nationwide meat shortage hurting Nevada & Tahoe restaurants as they re-open – 

mynews4, May 14, 2020 

• Soaring Prices, Rotting Crops: Coronavirus Triggers Global Food Crisis – Wall Street 

Journal, May 13, 2020 (Context note: global view of food crisis due to COVID and supply chain 

disruption but it is not specific to meat supply chain) 

Activist media coverage  
(This section contains exemplary media coverage around the issue and should not be interpreted as the views of the 

author or the Institute.)  

• - 

 

Previous updates available upon request  

https://www.cnn.com/2020/05/13/business/grocery-prices/index.html
https://www.dailypress.com/business/consumer/dp-nw-meat-exports-20200514-skr6cdttqzfuvfbrd6xelrr4ie-story.html
https://www.dailypress.com/business/consumer/dp-nw-meat-exports-20200514-skr6cdttqzfuvfbrd6xelrr4ie-story.html
https://thecounter.org/covid-19-meat-plant-closures-food-prices-cattle/
https://thecounter.org/covid-19-meat-plant-closures-food-prices-cattle/
http://jaysonlusk.com/blog/2020/5/12/ruminations-on-solutions-to-the-covid-related-food-disruptions
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-usa-trump-foodstamps-idUSKBN22P33J
https://www.wcpo.com/money/consumer/dont-waste-your-money/meat-shortage-when-will-supplies-improve
https://www.sfchronicle.com/food/article/Coronavirus-meat-shortage-We-won-t-run-out-of-15270789.php
https://www.sfchronicle.com/food/article/Coronavirus-meat-shortage-We-won-t-run-out-of-15270789.php
https://www.wkrn.com/community/health/coronavirus/restaurants-start-to-see-effects-of-meat-shortage-during-covid-19-pandemic/
https://mynews4.com/news/local/nationwide-meat-shortage-hurting-nevada-tahoe-restaurants-as-they-re-open
https://www.wsj.com/articles/coronavirus-global-food-crisis-shortages-11589385615
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