
Carmen Rottenberg

Acting Deputy Under Secretary for Food Safety

Food Safety and Inspection Service

Room 331_E, Jamie L. Whitten Building

12th Street and Jefferson Drive, SW

U.S. Department of Agriculture

Washington DC 20250

Dear Acting Deputy Under Secretary Rottenberg:

The HEAL (Health, Environment, Agriculture, Labor) Food Alliance strongly urges the USDA Food

Safety and Inspection Service (FSIS) to reject the September 1st, 2017 petition by the National

Chicken Council (NCC) asking the USDA to waive line speed limits in poultry processing plants

and facilities across the United States. Approval of the NCC’s petition would gravely endanger

the mental and physical health and safety of the 300,000 people who already work at breakneck

speeds to process poultry in plants across the nation, as well as increase the risks of

contamination, which directly affects all of us in this country who consume chicken, turkey and

other poultry.

As documented in a 2016 report released by the Northwest Arkansas Worker Justice Center1

(NWAWJC), poultry workers in the U.S. already face hazardous working conditions while

processing birds at the current line speed of 140 birds-per-minute. In order to meet

employer-mandated quotas to cut, debone and package meat at the current speed, poultry

workers exhaust themselves, and incur injuries ranging from falls and headaches to debilitating

musculoskeletal disorders, serious cuts, and amputations. In fact, according to OSHA, poultry

workers are nearly twice as likely to suffer from serious injuries as workers in the private

1 Northwest Arkansas Workers’ Justice Center (2016). Wages and Working Conditions in Arkansas Poultry Plants.
http://nwawjc.org/poultry-report
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industry, and are more than six times as likely to suffer from work-related illness. Increasing line2

speed will not increase efficiency - it will only increase worker injuries and illness.

Along with endangering the health and safety of workers, higher poultry line speeds will

compromise the welfare of the poultry, and put consumers at an increased risk for contracting

foodborne illnesses. For example, in order to keep up with the demands of current line speeds,

over half of the workers surveyed by the NWAWJC were physically and emotionally exhausted,

and reported engaging in behavior that could affect the safety of the birds, and the health of

consumers. Nearly one third of the workers surveyed encountered contaminated poultry, and

reported that the contamination was directly tied to the intense time pressure that they were

up against for completing their processing and packaging tasks. Increasing line speeds will

further exacerbate these already unsafe conditions, and would have serious detrimental effects

on consumer food safety and animal welfare.

As an alliance of rural and urban farmers, ranchers, fisherfolk, farm and food chain workers,

scientists, public health advocates, policy experts, organizers and activists, the HEAL Food

Alliance urges the USDA’s FSIS to recognize and value the important work of poultry workers,

and provide these workers with safe, healthy, conditions that enable them to do their jobs with

dignity and meaning, while prioritizing the health and safety of the birds and the people who

consume them. The USDA must reject the petition by the NCC, and must not allow line speeds

to increase in poultry plants. Such a move will only benefit large industry corporations at the

expense and wellbeing of working people and consumers.

Sincerely,

2 Occupational Safety and Health Administration - OSHA. (2015). Memo: Inspection Guidance for Poultry
Slaughtering and Poultry Processing Establishments.
https://www.osha.gov/dep/enforcement/poultry_processing_10282015.html
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