
 
 

 
Sustainable Agriculture Coalition Lauds Breakthrough Compromise on 

Interstate Shipment of State Inspected Meat 
 
Introduction 
For many years, small and midsized farmers and ranchers have been struggling with the 
disappearance of affordable and accessible meat processing facilities.  With the expansion of 
industrial scale livestock production and its reliance on massive and often geographically remote 
processing facilities, this gap in the marketing chain has become increasingly problematic for 
sustainable livestock producers.  One specific policy solution receiving increasing attention over 
the past decade is the removal of the prohibition on the interstate sale of meat products processed 
in state-inspected plants.  Currently, there are approximately 2,000 state-inspected meat 
processing facilities, with most being identified as small or very small plants (less than 25 
employees) working with a limited number of producers.  Although the number of small and 
medium-sized farms working with these processors is unknown, the expanded market access 
afforded to the state-inspected processors and the farmers they serve is likely to offer significant 
economic benefits. 
 
The Sustainable Agriculture Coalition has long supported lifting the ban, but only if 
accomplished in a manner consistent with high consumer safety standards.  With the intention of 
promoting a resolution to the issue, SAC has offered suggestions for compromise over the years 
and during the 2007 farm bill debate, including approving facilities for interstate shipment on a 
case-by-case basis, special training and outreach funding for technical assistance for small and 
very small plants, and a prohibition against shifting from federal to state inspection.  SAC has 
also backed federal recall authority for state and federal plants.  SAC is pleased to report many of 
these recommendations are found in some form in the interstate shipment compromise agreement 
recently included in the Senate Farm Bill, and described in detail below. 
 
Background in Brief 
Since passage of the 1967 Federal Meat Inspection Act, livestock and poultry processing 
facilities have been subject to either state or federal inspection standards.  While not required to 
be identical to federal standards, state inspection standards must be “at least equal to” their 
federal counterparts.  Currently, 27 states have opted to operate their own inspection programs, 
but the 1967 federal law bars meat products processed in state-inspected plants from being sold 
in interstate commerce.   
 
In the years since adoption of the Act, increasing numbers of farmers, ranchers, and small meat 
processors have been calling for repeal of the interstate shipment ban, citing the unfair limits it 
places on potential markets for small and sustainable livestock producers, and the prohibitive 
expense small-scale processors must bear to comply with federal inspection standards.   
 
To date, removal of the prohibition has been blocked by national consumer groups, labor unions, 
and the American Meat Institute (AMI), which represents major interests in the livestock 



processing industry.  Citing broad concerns about food safety and inspection, organizations 
representing consumer interests have been steadfastly opposed to lifting the ban.  Joining this 
opposition, federal labor unions have similarly objected fearing both potentially weaker health 
standards that might place workers at risk and the loss of union jobs.  AMI has also long asserted 
the ban is necessary to protect consumer safety, and has maintained small processors and the 
farmers they serve are at no real disadvantage under the current system. 
 
Farm Bill Breakthrough 
However, in a late-breaking development in the ongoing Farm Bill negotiations, a compromise 
agreement included in the pending Senate Farm Bill is poised to resolve this decades-long 
controversy.  With support from several key Senators, representatives from farm groups, industry 
associations, labor groups, and consumer organizations reached agreement on a set of standards 
for state-inspected plants that would allow the sale of their products across state lines.  The 
standards would be added in a new “Title V” section of the Federal Meat Inspection Act, and 
would generally allow state-inspected livestock and poultry processing facilities with 25 or fewer 
employees to qualify their products for interstate sale through compliance with the Federal Meat 
Inspection Act. 
 
Although specifics concerning implementation of the new Title V requirements will not be 
known until USDA completes its work on promulgating associated agency regulations, some key 
elements of the compromise agreement include: 
 

·  While compliance with the Federal Meat Inspection Act will be required to qualify for 
interstate shipment of meat products from state-inspected plants, states will continue their 
cooperative agreements with USDA under current Title III provisions of the Act:  
Through compliance with the new Title V requirements, states will ensure federal 
inspection standards are met, but state inspection programs will still operate under the “at 
least equal to” standard established in Title III. 

 
·  Federal oversight of state-inspected processing plants choosing to seek approval for 

interstate shipment of meat and poultry products:  Under the new “interstate sales” option 
for state-inspected plants, USDA will promulgate new regulations governing 
implementation of the Title V provisions, and work in tandem with a state’s agricultural 
agency to ensure compliance.  All products approved for interstate sale will be required 
to bear a USDA designated “mark” or label.  In addition, USDA will appoint a federal 
employee as a state coordinator for each state inspection program.  The coordinator will 
be responsible for inspections of state processing facilities, status reports to USDA, and 
the suspension of facility operations in the event of violations.  Periodic audits of 
USDA’s activities under the new regulations will be conducted by USDA’s Office of 
Inspector General. 

 
·  Establishments with 25 employees or less will generally be considered eligible for the 

program, but USDA will have some flexibility to allow plants with a greater number of 
employees to qualify:  While the program will generally be limited to facilities 
employing 25 individuals or less, USDA will have the latitude to allow plants that require 
additional employees based on seasonal demand to participate on a case-by-case basis.  A 
special provision for state-inspected plants that employ more than 25 individuals but less 



than 35 would allow for a shift to federal inspection, with the transition period not to 
exceed three years.   

 
·  Federal assistance will be provided to state-inspection programs for implementation of 

the new Title V requirements:  Within the Food Safety and Inspection Service, USDA 
will establish a division designed to provide outreach, education, training, and technical 
assistance to small processing facilities seeking to comply with the new program.  These 
activities will include the provision of grants to state agencies for the delivery of services.  
Grants will also be made available to state agencies to assist plants with greater than 25 
but fewer than 35 employees transition to federal inspection.  USDA will also reimburse 
states for up to 60 percent of the costs associated with inspections of small processing 
facilities, and provide up 100 percent reimbursement for costs associated with additional 
testing for microbiological contamination. 

 
Status in the House-Passed Farm Bill and Conference 
The Farm Bill passed by the House this past July also contains a proposal to lift the ban on 
interstate sales of state-inspected meat, but takes a very different approach from that adopted in 
the Senate bill.  Instead of allowing state-inspected plants to continue operating under their 
existing agreements with the Food Safety and Inspection Service, the House proposal would 
apply federal inspection standards across the board to both federally and state inspected plants, 
only then permitting the interstate sale of state-inspected meat products.  In addition, the 
proposal appears to prevent states from adopting additional, more stringent inspection standards.  
Originally strongly endorsed by AMI, and garnering hesitant support from the National 
Association of State Departments of Agriculture as a significant first step, the House proposal 
was harshly condemned by both consumer groups and labor unions. 
 
The farm bill conference committee to iron out differences between the House and Senate-passed 
farm bills will take place in the first couple of months of 2008.  SAC will be strongly supporting 
the Senate breakthrough compromise deal, and expects that it will become law by spring of 
2008.  At that point in time, the detailed work of writing regulations and developing the 
programmatic aspects of the compromise will begin at USDA. 
 
Additional Resources 
 
National Farmers Union http://www.nfu.org/news/2007/10/23/interstate-shipment-of-meat-agreement-in-
senate-farm-bill.html  
 
National Association of State Departments of Agriculture 
http://www.nasda.org/interstatemeatshipment/ 
 
Consumer Federation of America 
http://www.consumerfed.org/pdfs/Interstate_Meat_Press_Release_10_23_07.pdf 
 
National Sustainable Agriculture Information Service (ATTRA) 
http://attra.ncat.org/ 
 
Sustaining Small Meatpackers Policy Discussion Paper, Hilde Petersen (2004)  
www.sustainableagriculturecoalition.org  



 


