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A requirement,  
not an optional extra
Hygiene in the meat industry covers a wide variety of 
aspects – reason enough to examine the topic from a range 
of different angles. Hygiene is a series of practices aimed 
at keeping people healthy. The basic purpose of all hygiene 
measures is to identify, reduce, eradicate or at least prevent 
the uncontrolled spread of all types of contamination.
And that is why cleaning and disinfection based on defined 
standards and internal quality controls are part of every-
day working life in meat production and processing plants, 
and also in the meat trade. Hygiene is a requirement and 
not an optional extra and, as such, all enterprises need to 
be implementing good hygiene practice. This, in turn, is the 
basis of the indispensable HACCP strategy, which covers the 
entire production process.
Many misunderstandings arise in connection with the key 
concept of “critical control points”. The problem stems from 
the ambiguity of the verb “control”. On the one hand it can 
signify “monitoring”, “checking” or even “measuring”, yet it 
also has the meaning of “steering” and “mastering” which is 
the actual goal of self-checks. As the following pages reveal, 
responsible food industry companies can draw upon a wide 
range of services and technical equipment to assist them in 
performing this challenging task.

Renate Kühlcke 
Editor-in-chief  
FLEISCHWIRTSCHAFT
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Invisible enemies 
There would appear to be an almost infinite 
number of potential sources of danger. To 
make matters worse, the greatest threat 
comes from enemies which are invisible to 
the naked eye. 
Microbiological contamination is the night-
mare of all stakeholders in the meat indus-
try. Food contaminated with bacteria, viruses 
and other germs can cause serious illness 
in consumers. The most common germs 
found within the industry include the bacte-
rial species Salmonella and Campylobacter. 
The latter grows in the intestines of most ani-

Hygiene is one of, if not the most crucial 
aspect for the meat industry. It is the key to 
responsible food production. Producers can 
face serious consequences if they neglect or 
even disregard basic rules. The complexity of 
hygiene standards makes compliance with 
them a serious challenge for businesses. 

Microbiological contamination by bacteria, 
viruses and other germs present a grave 
danger for companies in the meat industry. 
In most cases, however, they are the result 
of human error.
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mal species and is usually transferred to the 
meat during the slaughter process. Accord-
ing to the Robert Koch Institute, Campylo-
bacter infections are the most common noti-
fiable bacterial diseases in Germany. Up to 
70,000 cases of diarrhoea are reported annu-
ally. Many people do not consult a doctor for 

diarrhoea alone, meaning that the actual 
number is probably many times higher. Cam-
pylobacter is found more often in poultry-
meat, which is why chicken legs and tur-
key breasts etc. should always be thoroughly 
cooked throughout. The germ is much less 
common in beef and pork. Campylobacter 
multiplies not on food, but when it enters the 
human body. As a result, the symptoms usu-
ally only appear after a few days. 
Although salmonella is still the best-known 
cause of food-borne diarrhoea, the number 
of registered cases has been in sharp decline 
for years now. According to the Robert Koch 
Institute, confirmed infections fell from 

53,000 to 13,000 cases between 2006 and 
2016. The positive development is attributed 
to a rigorous EU-wide programme aimed 
at controlling the pathogen. Nevertheless, 
the germ remains a serious threat to the 
industry. Besides raw pig and poultrymeat, 
it is mainly found on egg shells. That is why 
extreme care must be taken when prepar-
ing mayonnaise and other products contain-
ing fresh eggs. In contrast to Campylobacter, 
Salmonella multiplies particularly rapidly at 
room temperature.

Multiple risks
The consumption of raw or undercooked 
pork, in the form of minced meat, for exam-
ple, may lead to a Yersinia infection. Fortu-
nately, this is not the plague pathogen famil-
iar from history (this highly dangerous bacte-
rium is now believed to have been eliminated 
in Europe), but the related species Yersinia 
enterocolitica. Infection is usually accompa-
nied by severe abdominal pain in the right 
lower abdomen, which is why it is often con-
fused with appendicitis. 
Another common germ, the presence in raw 
meat of which has been proven, is entero-
haemorrhagic Escherichia coli, or EHEC for 
short. The germs produce toxins in the body 
which destroy key cells in the intestines. This 
can result in intestinal inflammation which, 
in turn, can cause life-threatening complica-
tions in five to ten per cent of those affected. 
In most cases, this leads to acute kidney fail-
ure and anaemia. The most recent excep-
tional accumulation of EHEC cases in Ger-
many in 2011 led to the death of more than 
50 patients. Fenugreek seeds from Egypt 
were identified as the source of infection at 
that time. 

Ph
ot

o:
 ©

 im
ag

o /
 W

in
fr

ie
d 

Ro
th

er
m

el



 Hygiene Special 7

Innovative hygiene systems 
successfully used worldwide

ITEC is a Frontmatec brand for 
innovative hygiene equipment and 
systems, and has been a strong 
name in the food industry for over 
25 years. 
The brand originated from ITEC GmbH in 
Germany, a global market leader for per-
sonnel hygiene. For decades, ITEC has 

been internationally recognized for modular 
cleaning, disinfection and stringent control 
systems through to comprehensive hygiene 
stations at production access points. In the 
food hygiene industry, the product range 
begins with hand cleaning and disinfection 
units, sole cleaners and extends through to 
knife and apron cleaning systems. 
Frontmatec Group has a worldwide net-
work of partners to support customers at 
home and abroad, helping them to com-
pete in global markets. The brand ITEC is 
represented worldwide by sales and service 
partners. 

ITEC Hygiene station – success 
begins with secure access control
Hygiene stations are an essential com-
ponent of hygiene technology. A profes-
sional hygiene station ensures personnel 
hygiene and thus production. It is designed 
for access control as well as for effective 
cleaning and disinfection of hands, work 
shoes and work equipment. For a smooth 
operation, the station must be adapted to 
the number of users and to the internal 
processes. Therefore, there are standard 
versions, as well as individual solutions 
available. ITEC hygiene stations are char-
acterized by special safety, high efficiency, 
low media consumption and a hygienic 
design. 
Find out more: www.itec-hygiene.com

Frontmatec Hygiene GmbH

Auf dem Tigge 60 b + c 
59269 Beckum 
Germany

+49 (0) 252 185 070 
hygiene@frontmatec.com

www.itec-hygiene.com

Promotion
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In addition, there are a number of other path-
ogens that enter the body largely through 
the consumption of contaminated or under-
cooked food, but which occur only very rarely 
in Germany. These include shigella, lis-
teria, various cholera bacteria, clostridia and 
Bacillus cereus. The cases detected in this 
country are mostly due to infections picked 
up on trips to countries with relatively low 
hygiene standards.
But how does such contamination occur? 
One of the biggest risks within the value 
chain is the human factor. Carelessness on 
the part of employees is the cause of many 
hygiene problems. This has been confirmed 
by investigations conducted by the Federal 
Office of Consumer Protection and Food 
Safety. According to various studies aimed 
at determining the causes of microbiological 
contamination, the failure of technical equip-
ment is only responsible for a small percent-
age of the problems. In the meat industry in 
particular, manual labour still plays a deci-
sive role in slaughtering and production – 
regardless of the size of the business. 

Compliance with regulations
Although it will never be possible to com-
pletely eliminate all sources of risk within the 
production chain, comprehensive compliance 
with the hygiene rules significantly reduces 
the risk of microbiological contamination. 
Even at the planning stage for slaughter and 
production rooms, it is important to avoid 
“dead” space such as indentations, recesses 
and gaps. Dirt particles or food residues can 
accumulate in these, which can then be over-
looked or prove inaccessible during cleaning. 
Such places provide optimal conditions for 
bacteria, viruses and other germs to multiply. 

In addition to human negligence, vermin 
such as rodents or insects also pose con-
siderable risk potential. Rats, mice, cock-
roaches or flies – all businesses, regardless 
of their size, are susceptible to such pests. 
Even though many modern production 
plants now resemble high-security facilities 
in which the presence of rodents is virtually 
unthinkable, gaps can still be found within 
the supply chain. Only recently, the media 
reported on a rat infestation that had gone 
undetected for months in a storage facil-
ity for meat products. Rodents and insects 
carry the pathogens into the supply and 
production chains via their excretions such 
as urine, faeces, saliva or skin residue. By 
way of illustration: a single rat can produce 
about half a litre of urine and about 2000 
pieces of excrement within just one month. 
As scientific studies have shown, salmo-
nella in rodent faeces, for example, remains 
highly infectious to humans even after 150 
days. 

Economic impact
At the business level, microbiological con-
tamination can have serious economic con-
sequences. If such a case is discovered 
before delivery to retailers, the relevant 
batches must normally be disposed of in their 
entirety. The situation is even worse, however, 
if contaminated food has already been put 
into circulation by the retailers. In addition to 
costly recalls, there is the threat of additional 
claims for damages. If any hygiene deficien-
cies are discovered during checks of the pro-
duction premises, fines or even the closure 
of the plant and other legal consequences 
may be imposed, depending on the serious-
ness of the offence. 
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trained in accordance with the German Infec-
tion Protection Act (IfSG).
A high degree of personal cleanliness is 
required, and ensuring that the general 
hygiene regulations are observed is an over-
riding priority:
→  Wash and disinfect hands thoroughly 

before starting work and after each visit 
to the toilet,

→  Clean work clothes and non-slip shoes,
→  No nail polish, jewellery or wristwatches.
In addition to well-kept business premises 
and attractive presentation of the goods, 
clean staff is one of the most important fac-
tors in achieving lasting business success.
EU-wide hygiene rules are defined by the 
so-called hygiene package, which includes 
Regulation (EC) No 852/ 2004 on foodstuff 
hygiene. Article 5 of this Regulation requires 
food companies to establish, implement, 
maintain and continually update a system of 
hazard analysis and critical control points. The 
Hazard Analysis and Critical Control Points 
(HACCP) approach, which originated in the US, 
is designed to prevent food-related risks that 
could cause illness or injury to consumers. 
According to the Hamburg Chamber of Com-
merce, an effective and properly documented 
self-monitoring system based on HACCP prin-
ciples ensures orderly operating procedures 
and leads not only to food safety but also eco-
nomic efficiency. However, implementation 
may require significant time and effort, espe-
cially for small companies. Accordingly, sup-
port from organisations such as chambers of 
commerce and guilds is recommended.

In Germany alone, around 200,000 cases of 
food-borne illness are reported every year. 
Children, pregnant women, the elderly and 
people with compromised immune systems 
are particularly at risk from these diseases. 
All employees in food processing compa-
nies should be fully aware of the high level 
of responsibility they bear. And this cannot be 
delegated: each individual bears responsibil-
ity for him or herself and others.
A comprehensive approach is required for 
hygiene in food production: premises and 
equipment are important here, as are the way 
in which production is organised, and also 
the upstream and downstream processes. 
However, people are at the heart of hygiene. 
If there is microbiological contamination or if 
foreign bodies are found in food (one of the 
most frequent complaints, according to the 
Federal Office of Consumer Protection and 
Food Safety), investigations invariably reveal 
the same picture: the causes can nearly 
always be traced back to human error, with 
purely technical failure playing a role much 
less frequently. Humans remain the greatest 
hygiene risk when it comes to the transmis-
sion of germs along the value chain. 
And that is why the staff must be at the heart 
of all hygiene policies. As a rule of thumb: 
people who are in contact with food, be they 
trainees or permanent employees, must be 

Everyone is responsible
Corona has put general hygiene rules firmly 
in the public spotlight. In the meat industry 
they have always been crucial and make  
particular demands on every single employee.
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mented. And as in all dynamic processes, 
these must be regularly reviewed and, if 
necessary, adapted and refined.

In practice, many of the CCPs have long 
since become second nature as daily pro-
cesses to all experienced employees. But it 
is important that these are carried out to the 
same standard by all concerned. Only in this 
way can hygiene and quality be guaranteed. 
For example, a recipe including all ingredi-
ents and the production sequence should 
be created for each product. It should lay 
down safeguards for the process sequences 
such as: temperature control during stor-
age, ensuring no breaks in the cold chain, or 
cooking at sufficiently high temperatures and 
for a prescribed length of time.
The HACCP system covers all facets of pro-
duction and marketing and thus also the 
team’s garments and their professional laun-
dering. Appropriate workwear for employees 
makes a significant contribution to avoid-
ing possible hygiene risks and helps com-
panies to minimise potential hazards. Three 
risk classes (RCs) are defined: RC 3 is for the 
handling of unpackaged edible, highly per-
ishable foodstuffs, RC 2 is when employees 
handle unpackaged perishable foodstuffs 
or ingredients, RC 1 indicates a low hygiene 
risk. Based on the risk classes, the clothing 
differs in terms of its protective function and 
frequency of change.
Observance of high hygiene standards can 
be ensured by outsourcing the washing of 
employee laundry. The Bundesverband der 
Lebensmittelkontrolleure Deutschlands e. V. 
(BVLK) issues recommendations as to which 
service providers meet the requirements of 
DIN 10524 in the washing and handling of 
workwear for food processing companies. 

The general EU regulations are set out in 
concrete terms in the guideline of the Ger-
man Butchers’ Association with regard to the 
situation in craft enterprises. 
In principle, the HACCP system involves 
three steps: the inventory or analysis of pro-
duction and business processes with regard 
to potential hazards, the definition of con-
trol points, and the introduction of monitor-
ing measures. 
The Hazard Analysis is based on the follow-
ing fundamental question: What risks can 
have a negative impact on food and endan-
ger human health? These can be biological 
(bacteria, viruses, parasites), chemical (res-
idues of veterinary medicines, feed addi-
tives or plant protection products; residues 
of paint, cleaning and disinfecting agents, 
etc.) or physical (metal parts such as broken 
knives, metal clips, plastic parts, glass splin-
ters, bone splinters, wooden parts).
→  Identification of critical control points 

(CCPs): this is followed by the question of 
where these risks may arise.

→  Definition of CCP limits: which standards 
can be applied to minimise risks? Here, 
each case must be analysed on its own 
individual merits. In butcher shops, for 
example, limits may be set for the matur-
ing parameters (aw water activity, pH 
value, weight loss).

→  Implementation of controls: it must be 
defined how, when and by whom the CCP 
is checked and documented.

→  Determination of corrective action: what 
action is taken if the set CCP limits are 
not met? 

→  Documentation, review and further devel-
opment: as with any quality management 
system, all measures must be docu-
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New measurement system for 
perfectly sealed MAP packaging

With LeakCheck, GEA is launching a new 
in-line measurement system capable of 
checking seal and package integrity on all 
forms of modified atmosphere packs (MAP),  
contactless. This guarantees the protective 
function and the quality of the food pack-
aging for goods in perfect condition.
Consumers want fresh, hygienically pack-
aged food while retailers want long-lasting 
products that look attractive. Positioned at 
the start of the supply chain, food manu-
facturers must provide solutions that meet 
all hygiene and quality standards. Meet-
ing these demands while at the same time 
boosting productivity calls for end-to-end 
process monitoring automation.

First came GEA’s tried-and-trusted Oxy-
Check quality control system, whose 
contactless, non-invasive oxygen con-
tent measuring system has been verify-
ing every MAP since 2017. Based on that 
system, the GEA LeakCheck now uses an 
in-line process on the GEA thermoformer 
to test the seal and package integrity on 
each individual package.
In order to boost food processing produc-
tivity, the industry is increasingly focus-
ing on automation. The aim is to achieve 
a consistent or even enhanced product 
quality. Thanks to GEA LeakCheck, the 
two key factors for ensuring food safety 
– residual oxygen content and seal integ-
rity – can now be continuously recorded 
and monitored on an end-to-end basis. 
Process errors are rapidly detected and 
the delivery of faulty packaging is virtually 
zero.
In summary, Volker Sassmannshausen, 
Senior Product Manager Thermoforming 
Packaging Systems at GEA, again makes 
it emphatically clear that “with the GEA 
LeakCheck, all units leaving the pack-
aging machine are tested non-invasively. 
Since the measuring techniques are non- 
invasive, neither the packaging material 
nor the contents are wasted. Besides effi-
ciency and sustainability, the upshot is that 
practically no defective packaging reaches 
the market.”

GEA Group Aktiengesellschaft  

Peter-Müller-Straße 12 
40468 Düsseldorf 
Germany

+49 (0) 211 9136 0 
info@gea.com

www.gea.com

Promotion
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Large carcasses – high demands

ate or careless working methods. The most 
common sources of infection include the 
incomplete removal of faecal remains, con-
taminated animal skin, and poorly cleaned 
work equipment. The number of so-called 
cross-contaminations – i.e. the contamina-
tion of previously uninfected carcasses – can 
skyrocket within a short time. 
The list of zoonotic agents spread during 
slaughter is headed by the bacterial species 
Campylobacter, Salmonella and Yersinia. The 
number of salmonella infections within Ger-
many has been declining for years, yet the 
danger posed by pathogenic germs is still 
omnipresent. Health experts are particularly 
concerned about the rising incidence of anti-
biotic resistance among pathogens. Espe-
cially in cattle slaughtering, the group of 
shiga toxin-producing Escherichia coli (STEC) 
bacteria is a serious problem. No other ani-
mal species shows such high levels of infec-
tion with the germ. The US was the pioneer in 
the field of STEC control. It has been operat-
ing a zero tolerance strategy for faecal con-
tamination in cattle carcasses in slaughter-
houses since the mid-1990s. The resulting 
contamination precautions start well before 
the point of slaughter and are based on the 
“farm-to-fork” strategy. It emerged that not 
only the conditions in which the animals are 
kept have an influence on germ development, 
but also external factors such as the seasons. 

Beef consumption in Germany has steadily 
increased since the massive slump caused 
by the BSE crisis at the turn of the millen-
nium. Rising demand led automatically to 
an increase in the number of cattle slaugh-
tered. For the slaughterhouses concerned, 
this presented a particular challenge. The 
most obvious difference to the primary ani-
mal slaughtered in Germany, the pig, is the 
stature of cattle. Cattle are considerably 
larger and bulkier, which must be reflected 
in the dimensions of the premises and the 
technical equipment. But also at the micro-
biological level, the slaughter of cattle consti-
tutes a distinct specialist field. Each species 
of animal has its own specific microbiologi-
cal characteristics. There are essential bac-
teria but also numerous germs that can pose 
a considerable health risk to humans. A basic 
distinction is made between primary and sec-
ondary contamination with zoonotic agents. 
Zoonoses are infectious diseases that are 
transmitted from animals to humans and vice 
versa. Primary contamination occurs when 
cattle already carry germs such as Salmo-
nella or Campylobacter and these come into 
contact with the meat during slaughter. 

Secondary contamination
Secondary contamination, however, poses 
a much greater risk to slaughterhouses. 
This is contamination caused by inappropri-

The slaughter of cattle has frequently been the subject of criticism in recent years – in some 
cases because of poor hygiene. This is one of the reasons why, from a hygiene point of view, 
it is important to pay particular attention to certain aspects. 
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Since then, a series of microbiological tests 
and visual checks have been carried out dur-
ing the slaughtering process to minimise the 
risk of contamination. Unlike pigs, cattle are 
usually “dry slaughtered”, meaning that the 
visual cleanliness of the live animals before 
slaughter plays a crucial role, as numer-
ous scientific studies have shown. If in doubt, 
excessively dirty animals must be cleaned 
before being slaughtered. In many cases this 
means additional stress for the cattle and is 
a time-consuming process, as the animals 
have to dry off again afterwards. Despite com-
prehensive quality tools such as the HACCP 
guidelines and a range of EU food hygiene 
regulations, experts still see potential for opti-
misation in the field of microbiological con-
tamination prevention. Existing mandatory 
controls could be further extended, with com-
mercial food business operators carrying out 
their continuous on-farm controls and the 
authorities conducting their regular verifica-
tions on a greater scale than at present. The 
results would have to be presented transpar-
ently, and necessary improvements imple-
mented in a timely manner. 

Optimised process hygiene 
While technological advances within the 
slaughtering process are primarily aimed at 
speeding up work processes, scarcely any 
measures have been introduced to date to 
optimise process hygiene – especially the 
minimisation of microbiological contamina-
tion. Initial efforts here are almost exclusively 
centred on pig slaughtering. The carcasses 
are scalded with hot steam and then opened 
and halved automatically by slaughtering 
robots. There are no such machines for cat-
tle slaughtering at present. This is regret-

table given that various studies have shown 
that the main causes of microbiological con-
tamination are carelessness and misconduct 
on the part of employees. The high hygienic 
security offered by automated processes only 
becomes a problem for companies when 
technical defects occur. In such cases, pre-
cise procedural instructions must be drawn 
up to prevent hygiene accidents.
Unlike pigmeat, beef cannot be processed 
immediately after slaughter, but must first 
be left to hang for a certain period of time. 
Slaughterhouses need suitable premises 
for this purpose, in which the warm meat is 
cooled from a body temperature of around 
37 degrees to below 7 degrees. Since most 
germs multiply quickly at the high initial 
temperatures, this step is particularly sen-
sitive and requires powerful cooling systems.
Overall it is apparent that implementing a 
strict hygiene regime can greatly reduce 
microbiological contamination, but not elim-
inate it completely. The most effective pro-
tection is a combination of different meas-
ures which incorporate all those involved in 
the process, including livestock producers 
and external inspectors. It is important that 
the slaughterhouses ensure that the hygiene 
rules are strictly observed by employees, 
but also that they continuously monitor the 
extent to which the slaughter areas meet 
the required standards. With regard to cat-
tle slaughtering, this involves asking ques-
tions such as: Are the rooms high enough? 
Is there adequate ventilation? Do the live ani-
mals enter the area in an orderly manner? 
Are “clean” and “unclean” areas consist-
ently separated? Is the refrigeration system 
powerful enough for the number of animals 
being slaughtered? 
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The table below shows the ten leading export 
and import countries of poultrymeat. Nota-
ble here is the big difference in the values for 
global exports and imports. The FAO offers 
no explanation for this. While in 2017 the top 
ten exporting countries accounted for 81% of 
total exports, the top ten importing countries 
accounted for only 44.3% of imports. Bra-
zil and the USA dominated the export market 
with a combined share of 48.7%. Poland has 
recently been able to significantly strengthen 
its position as one of the most important 
exporting countries, and in 2017 was ranked 
fourth with a share of 5.9%. Among import-
ing countries, Mexico took the leading posi-
tion, while the USA was the main supplier, 
followed by Brazil.
A comparison of trade flows and regional 
structures in the world meat market shows 
very high regional concentrations among 

the respective countries of origin and desti-
nation for beef and pigmeat and among the 
countries of origin for poultrymeat, but much 
lower for the destination countries for poul-
trymeat exports.  
Trade in pigmeat is expected to remain con-
centrated in Europe and Asia. Beef and veal 
exports will be dominated by the Americas, 
with imports increasingly being accounted 
for by Asian countries. In the case of poultry-
meat, there will be little change in the export 
dominance of Brazil and the USA, but the 
number of importing countries is expected to 
further increase due to the growing demand 
for poultrymeat, particularly in the emerging 
and developing countries. Other factors that 
influence global trade flows include religious 
barriers to the consumption of pork, the high 
price of beef and the growing prevalence of 
poultrymeat consumption.

Imprint
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Cutting-edge
safety
Prevent operator injuries with the MAJA-OPS.

The MAJA-OPS (Operator Protection System) provides 
the highest level of safety available for open-top 
skinning machines. It’s backed by industry certifications, 
with a GS safety certificate and compliant with DIN EN 
ISO 13849.

Visit marel.com/safer-skinning to learn how our advanced 
technology can help protect your people—and your 
business. 
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their inclusion among the leading exporting 
nations.
A look at the individual countries’ shares of 
trade in beef and veal shows that the regional 
concentration was much greater in exports 
than in imports. Only a few countries pro-
duced large surpluses to their own domes-
tic demand, while there were significantly 
more which had to rely on imports to meet 
their needs.
A look at the three leading beef and veal 
exporting countries – Brazil, Australia and 
the US – reveals a striking concentration 
of exports to just a handful of destinations. 
Brazil sold 50.1% of its exports to three 
countries (Hong Kong, China and Egypt), 
Australia 53.8% to Japan and the USA, and 
the USA 49% to Japan and Mexico. Another 
common feature is the predominance of 
Asian target countries. For beef and veal 
imports, Asia headed the list at 45.1%, fol-
lowed by Europe at 26.3% and North Amer-
ica at 18.2%. The fact that the US is the lead-
ing import country, accounting for a share of 
14.1%, may seem surprising, but is explained 
by the high per capita consumption of high 
quality steak meat which cannot be met by 
domestic production alone. Europe’s ranking 
in the export and import of beef and veal is 
mainly based on trade between EU member 
states.
There was also a greater regional concen-
tration in pigmeat exports in 2017 than in 
imports. The top three exporting countries – 
Germany, the US and Spain – accounted for 
43.2% of world exports, while the top three 
importing countries – China, Italy and Japan 
– absorbed 27.4% of global exports. Europe 
is the undisputed leader in total pigmeat 
exports, accounting for 82.1% of exports. At 

11.8%, North America plays a subordinate 
role here. At the same time, European coun-
tries accounted for the lion’s share (63.1%) 
of global pigmeat imports, with intra-EU 
trade playing a special role. Germany’s lead-
ing position has to be seen in the light of the 
fact that its export figures are not based on 
domestic production alone, but also include 
the import of 4 million pigs for slaughter.
Of the top ten pigmeat exporting countries, 
seven were EU members, with the US, Can-
ada and Brazil rounding out the top group. 
Their main target countries were in Asia and 
Central and South America, while German 
and Spanish exports were mainly directed 
towards other EU member states and a 
handful of countries in East Asia. Rising Chi-
nese demand largely compensated for the 
loss of exports to Russia. China, Japan and 
the Republic of Korea alone received 23.2% of 
world pigmeat imports in 2017.
In poultrymeat, the Americas accounted 
for more than half of exports (51.7%), but if 
North and South America are considered 
separately, Europe was the leading exporter 
of poultrymeat, with a share of 35.6%. The 
three main poultrymeat exporting coun-
tries – Brazil, the US and the Netherlands – 
accounted for 56.9% of world exports in 2017. 
Analysis of the respective target countries 
reveals significant differences.  
Asian countries accounted for almost 40% 
of world imports of poultrymeat, followed 
by Europe (29.4%) and Africa (13.7%). Brazil 
was mainly focused on selling to countries 
in West and East Asia. US exports were more 
broadly regionalised, although Mexico alone 
took 22.4% of the exports. Seven of the top 
ten markets for Dutch poultry exports were 
EU Member States.

Cutting-edge
safety
Prevent operator injuries with the MAJA-OPS.

The MAJA-OPS (Operator Protection System) provides 
the highest level of safety available for open-top 
skinning machines. It’s backed by industry certifications, 
with a GS safety certificate and compliant with DIN EN 
ISO 13849.

Visit marel.com/safer-skinning to learn how our advanced 
technology can help protect your people—and your 
business. 
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In October 2019, the FAO published national 
trade data for plant and animal products for 
the year 2017. This makes it possible to ana-
lyse the structures of the world meat trade 
and to examine more closely the trade links 
between exporting and importing countries. 
There are clear differences in the shares 
of the three main types of meat – beef and 
veal, pigmeat and poultrymeat – being sold in 
world trade. The continents also vary consid-
erably in the amounts of the different types of 
meat they export and import.
Of the 308.1 million tonnes of meat produced 
worldwide in 2017, 27.7 million tonnes (9%) 
were traded. Of this, 6.1 million tonnes were 
beef and veal (9.2% of the quantity produced), 
6.3 million tonnes were pigmeat (5.3%) and 
15.3 million tonnes were poultrymeat (12.5%).

The export and import shares of the individ-
ual continents reveal some major differences. 
In the case of beef and veal, the Americas 
accounted for 53.5%, i.e. more than half of 
exports. North America accounted for 19.7% 
and Central and South America for 33.8%. 
Europe ranked second at 23.1%, followed by 
Oceania at 21.7%. It stands to reason that 
countries with large natural grasslands play 
a major role in exports. It is noteworthy that 
Australia and New Zealand rank second and 
fourth among the leading beef exporting 
nations. The high market value of beef also 
permits longer transport distances, as graz-
ing on natural grassland results in lower pro-
duction costs compared to intensive fatten-
ing methods. The large dairy herds in  Ireland 
and the Netherlands were one reason for 

FAO trade data provides an overview of world trade for the main types of meat and traces 
the flow of goods between the principal exporting and importing countries. It emerges that 
there is greater regional concentration of exports than of imports. Only a few countries 
are able to produce quantities which exceed their own domestic demand.
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18.3 %  Meat and meat products

14.6 %  Milk and dairy products

15.2 %   Confectionery, long-life bakery  
products and ice cream

9.7 %   Convenience food and  
other food products

6.5 %  Alcoholic beverages

4.8%  Oils and fats

6.6 %  Processed fruit and vegetables

4.2 %   Coffee and tea

4.3 %  Pet food

4.8 %  Mills and starch

1.9 %   Bakery products

2.8 %    Soft drinks, mineral water 

3.3 %   Fish and fish products

1.1 %   Sugar

0.1 %   Pasta

1.7%   Spicery and sauces

The strength of the German meat industry is also reflected in the foreign trade statistics: 
accounting for an 18.3 per cent share of total food industry exports, it was the top sub-sector 
in 2019.

Strong exports
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Spain 
1,183,746 t 

+36.1 %

Germany 
1,057,074 t 
+18.5 %

France 
277,621 t 
+19.9 %

Denmark 
770,719 t 

+21.5 %

Netherlands
605,618 t

+26.2 %

Source: Eurostat

Top 5 pigmeat exporters within EU  
2019, change from 2018 to 2019

Bucking the decline in pigmeat production 
being seen throughout Europe, the Spanish 
industry has recently significantly increased 
production levels and boosted stocks. Accord-
ing to Eurostat, the number of pigs slaugh-
tered in Spain rose by over 850,000, or 3.2 per 
cent, to 27.61 million heads in the first half 
of 2020. This puts the country well ahead of 

Germany, for which Eurostat records a 1.5 per 
cent reduction in slaughter numbers to 26.78 
million heads in the first half of 2020. Spain 
is thus on the verge of becoming the leading 
pigmeat producer in the EU. It is only because 
of the lower slaughter weight, at 2.51 million 
tonnes, that Spain is still just behind Ger-
many, at just under 2.56 million tonnes.
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Spain 
1,183,746 t 

+36.1 %

The first news report only concerned one wild 
boar found dead in the easternmost part of 
Germany. Then it all happened very quickly: 
once Germany lost its “ASF-free status” in 
early September 2020, South Korea was the 
first country to stop imports of live pigs, pork 
and pigmeat products from Germany. Japan 
and China (Germany’s most important for-
eign customer) followed. By mid-September, 
export bans had also been imposed by South 
Africa, Mexico, Singapore, Argentina and 
Brazil. Hopes are now resting on politicians’ 
negotiating skills in reopening the markets 
currently closed for German goods as soon 
as possible.
The industry has been particularly badly hit by 
the Chinese import ban. China is the largest 
consumer of pork in the world and the most 
important buyer of German pigmeat out-
side the European Union. It has been fight-
ing a massive outbreak of swine fever itself 
since 2018 which, until recently, had made it a 
lucrative market for German exporters. In the 
first third of 2020, these exporters delivered 
around 158,000 tonnes of pigmeat worth 424 

million euros to China. The volume of exports 
to the Asian giant has more than doubled, 
and the value more than tripled compared 
to the same period last year. Most recently, 9 
per cent of the pigmeat produced in Germany 
went to China.
Another reason why the Asian markets are 
so appealing for European exporters is their 
demand for products that attract hardly any 
interest in the domestic market: feet, ears, 
tails and bones. Finding replacement mar-
kets for these could well prove difficult in the 
short term.
A spokesman for the Tönnies slaughterhouse 
group  described the import bans as a severe 
blow to Germany as a business nation. There 
has recently been a decline in the production 
and export levels of German pigmeat any-
way. Figures from January to July 2020 pub-
lished by the Federal Statistical Office show 
that the number of pigs slaughtered fell by a 
total of 734,100, or 2.4 per cent, to 31.10 mil-
lion units compared to the same period of 
the previous year. A new multi-year low has 
thus been reached. The corona-related plant 
closures of several large slaughterhouses 
have no doubt played a significant role, too. 
At 2.97 million tonnes, pigmeat production in 
the first seven months was 1.7 per cent down 
on the previous year’s figure.
Other major exporters such as the USA and 
Spain could benefit from the broad-based 
ASF-related import ban on German pigmeat. 

The first cases of African swine fever  
(ASF) in Germany brought immediate and 
serious consequences for German pigmeat 
 exporters: exports to non-EU countries  
have effectively collapsed. The industry  
has been hit particularly hard by the  
Chinese import ban.

Swine fever  
hitting exporters hard
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voran Maschinen GmbH

Inn 7 
4632 Pichl bei Wels 
Austria

+43 (0) 72 49 444-0 
officevienna@voran.at

www.voran.at

COO: 
Johannes Lindner

Your solutions network  
for the food industry!

Slaughtering
The requirements of the market and 
our customers for modern slaughtering 
plants are wide ranging. Voran is a com-
petent partner during the whole process 
and beyond. Adherence to internationally 
recognized standards is essential.

 This includes:
•  Animal protection appropriate to  

the species
•  Consistent separation of pure and 

impure areas
• Synchronous, traceable operations
•  High standards in practice, personal 

and operating hygiene
•  Effective resource management and 

energy cycle management
•  Compliance with the latest  

environmental and waste disposal 
standards

•  Meeting regional and cultural stand-
ards, such as Halal

All plants planned by voran feature state- 
of- the-art technology. You will be im -
pressed with their precision, traceabil-
ity of work sequences in connection with 
ergonomics, efficiency and hygiene.
voran is a worldwide supplier of the most 
modern slaughtering plants for large 
livestock (beef cattle, camels) sheep, 
goats and pigs.

As a complete solutions provider, we 
design and build robust, energy-efficiency 
and durable plants equipped with the lat-
est technology.
We guarantee you will receive the highest 
level of operational safety and cost effec-
tiveness because we will be responsible for 
coordinating all the interfaces.  

 At a glance
• Applications consulting
• Project management
• Risk analysis
• Engineering
• Documentation
•   Complete  implementation –  

including training
• Help desk with support

Promotion
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Tönnies Group

 16,600,000

Westfleisch 7,900,000

Vion Food Germany 7,800,000

Danish Crown Fleisch 3,075,000

Müller Group 2,150,000

Böseler Goldschmaus 1,760,000

Tummel 1,600,000

BMR 1 1,490,000

Willms 1,315,000

Simon 1,090,000

Top 10 German pig slaughterers
Slaughterings 2018

Source: Top 100 meat industry companies, afz 46/2019

Source: Top 100 meat industry companies, afz 46/2019

Top 10 German cattle slaughterers
Slaughterings 2018

Vion Food Germany

 750,000

Tönnies Group 444,000 1

Westfleisch 425,000

Müller Group 316,000

Danish Crown Beef  225,000 2

Bahlmann 170,000 3

Brüninghoff  80,000

Attenberger 80,000

Steinemann 75,000

Willms 73,000

1) Contract slaughtering

 

1) Cattle incl. cutting
 2) Husum, Teterow 
 3) incl. calves
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Tönnies Group 6650.0
Vion Food Germany 2900.0
Westfleisch 2600.0
PHW-Group 2580.0
Heristo 1372.0 2

Rothkötter Group 1125.0
Müller Group 964.8 1

Kaufland-Fleischwaren 849 .0
Zur-Mühlen Group 820.0 2,3

Sprehe 761.1  

Source: Top 100 meat industry companies, afz 46/2019

Source: Top 100 meat industry companies, afz 46/2019

Top 10 German poultrymeat processors
2018 sales revenue, EUR million

Top 10 German meat industry companies
2018 sales revenue, EUR million

PHW Group

 2580.0

Rothkötter Group 1125.0

Sprehe-Gruppe 761.1

Heidemark 700.0

Plukon 530.0

Vossko 178.0

Borgmeier 150.5

Frisch-Geflügel Claus 102.0

Steinfelder 91.8

Höhenrainer  36.7 1

The current situation in the market as a whole and in the beef, pork and poultry  
sub-markets.

Concentrated markets

1) Estimated 
2) 2017 value
3) GfK projection
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Westfleisch SCE

Brockhoffstr. 11
48143 Münster
Germany

+49 (0) 251 493-0
info@westfleisch.de

www.westfleisch.de

Head of Sales Westfleisch-Group: 
Hubert Kelliger

From Farmers. Directly.
Slaughtering, cutting, processing
Be it sausage specialities, barbecue clas-
sics, fine steaks, homemade-style  burgers, 
fashionable slow-cook trends or high- 
convenience microwave favourites – West-
fleisch offers its industrial and retail 
customers and large-scale consumers 
everything from a single source.

Fit for the future
Westfleisch is pursuing a growth and, above 
all, quality-oriented strategy with its “West-
fleisch 2025” structural project. The individ-
ual plants will be developed and improved 
in order to make even better use of the 
 specific advantages they offer.
The demands placed on the food  industry 
are constantly on the rise. In order to be well 
prepared for future competitive challenges, 
Westfleisch is investing in technology, human 
resources and processes as part of its struc-
tural programme. The objective is to pro-
mote further specialisation within the group 
in the coming years and to make it more 
flexible. Investments will focus on quality, 
efficiency and animal welfare.

this branch.
Westfleisch is a company run by farmers 
for farmers. More than 4,600 family-owned 
farms are members and producers of the 
valuable raw materials marketed by the 
cooperative. They supply pigs, piglets, cattle 
and calves directly to Westfleisch on the 
basis of written cooperation agreements. 
From rearing through to the finished pro-
duct, farmers and Westfleisch work hand in 
hand for the best quality.

Westfleisch has been marketing and 
producing meat and sausage pro-
ducts for over 90 years. In Germany 
and Europe, the cooperative ranks 
among the leading companies in 

Promotion
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petition is taking its toll given the narrow 
margins. Last year saw further closures of 
a whole series of small and medium-sized 
slaughterhouses, with the majors not 
always expanding to fill the gaps. And more 
and more regional slaughterers are dis-
appearing either because of the collapse 
of regional market structures, or due to 
increasing legal requirements and exces-
sive bureaucracy bringing companies to 
their knees. Another major problem is the 
shortage of skilled labour.

But the meat industry is also respond-
ing to the changing social demands and is 
assuming greater responsibility for people, 
animals and society. This includes techni-
cally upgrading the slaughterhouses and 
bringing them up to modern animal welfare 
standards, and also taking on more perma-
nent staff. Leading companies and asso-
ciations have recently changed tack and 
announced that they will be dispensing with 
contract work in the core areas of slaugh-
tering and cutting from 2021.

Sector shares of total food industry turnover
2019

Source: Federal Statistical Office, BVE

25.0 % Meat and meat products

9.8 % Bakery products

6.2 % Alcoholic beverages

5.9 % Convenience food and 
 other food products

3.1% Oils and fats
 Coffee and tea 2.3 % 

1.1 % Sugar

 Milk and dairy products 15.3 % 

 Confectionery, long-life baked goods  7.2 % 
 and ice cream

 Processed fruit and vegetables 6.1 % 

 Pet food 5.8 % 

4.7 % Soft drinks, mineral water 
 Mills and starch 3.5 % 

 Pasta 0.2 % 
 Fish and fish products 1.3 % 

2.3% Spicery and sauces

EUR 185.3 billion



Total sales of meat and meat products 
in 2019 amounted to 46.3 billion euros. 
This represented 25 per cent of the turn-
over of the German food industry. Domes-
tic meat production levels have risen by 
about one third over the past 20 years, but 
2019 saw a slight decline for the third year 
in a row. Based on provisional results from 
the Federal Statistical Office, commercial 
slaughterhouses in Germany slaughtered 
59.7 million pigs, cattle, sheep, goats and 
horses in 2019. Including poultry, the com-
panies produced a total of almost 8 million 
tonnes of meat. The quantity produced was 
therefore 1.4 per cent lower than in 2018.
Germany is one of the key countries in the 

world for the production, consumption, 
export and import of meat. The most impor-
tant product is pork, followed by poultry 
and beef. The strength of the sector is also 
reflected in the foreign trade statistics: the 
meat and meat products industry accounted 
for 18.3 per cent by value of exports in 2019. 
This makes it not only the industry with the 
highest turnover, but also the strongest 
export branch in the food sector.
Nevertheless, the image of the meat indus-
try has suffered in recent months: plant 
closures caused by mass corona infections 
among slaughter and cutting employees 
were the subject of many negative head-
lines. In addition, the ongoing fierce com-

The Industry 
in Figures

Although meat production levels in Germany have fallen slightly, the sector remains  
by far the strongest branch within the food industry. The producers of meat and meat  
products together account for exactly one quarter of food sector revenue.
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Dear Readers

2020 is proving a particularly challenging year for the German meat 
industry. Its “systemic importance” gave the sector a boost at the 
start of the corona crisis, but since then it has been hit hard. Mass 
Covid-19 infections in slaughterhouses put the “work and labour 
contract” system in the public spotlight. The sector responded by 
committing itself to improving labour and social standards. The busi-
nesses are now facing up to their responsibilities. Despite the enor-
mous pressure on margins, they are integrating on a permanent 
basis the staff who were previously employed by subcontractors. 
The outbreak of African swine fever in September 2020 hit the sec-
tor just as hard, and once again inspired critics to question the entire 
system of meat production in Germany. Indeed, it now seems inevita-
ble that livestock farming will be forced to transform.
There has been no reduction in the scale of the tasks which the meat 
production and meat processing companies have to carry out. Yet the 
sector has experience in weathering crises. And has always found the 
right response to the wide range of demands placed on it, including 
the QS system and the Animal Welfare Initiative. And the meat indus-
try has lost none of its economic strength. 

Sandra Sieler
Deputy Editor-In-Chief  
afz– allgemeine fleischer zeitung
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