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We are writing to you today to request a meeting regarding how your office
intends to conduct interagency review of a final rule from the Department of
Agriculture (USDA) that would remove federal inspectors from the production line at
poultry processing plants.1 This rule could have severe adverse effects on the
environment. We are concerned that the Office of Information and Regulatory
Affairs (OIRA) will once again reveal its bias against protective regulation by
excluding the Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) from such review.
As you know, Executive Order 12866 instructs OIRA to conduct interagency
reviews of regulatory proposals to ensure that, among other things, “decisions made
by one agency do not conflict with the policies or actions taken or planned by another
agency.”2 In the past, OIRA has wielded this authority to roll back regulation,
mustering agencies and departments that oppose such rules (e.g., the Department of
Defense) to oppose the agencies assigned responsibility for writing them (e.g., the
EPA). Or, in other words, interagency review has not served as a dispassionate effort
to ensure the development of the best public policy, but rather as a weapon to kill
strong protections.
OIRA will soon receive, if it has not already, a final rule that would remove
federal inspectors from the production lines at poultry processing plants. This
proposal is opposed by a large coalition of public health, safety, and labor
organizations because it would result in significantly higher rates of poultry
contaminated with Salmonella and Campylobacter and would also speed up the line
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as much as two-fold or more, severely endangering worker health.3 Because poultry has become an
increasingly popular source of relatively inexpensive protein, rampant bacterial contamination could
cause outbreaks of food-borne diseases. Workers in these plants are largely Hispanics and African
Americans who already suffer a disproportionate share of acute (knife cuts) and chronic (crippling
muscle and nerve disorders) workplace injuries.
When the proposed rule first came to OIRA, your predecessor, Cass Sunstein, adopted it as a
poster child for the President’s campaign to produce regulatory savings for business.4 Mr. Sunstein
was so anxious to get the proposal out the door before the election that the interagency review process
was truncated, standing in stark contrast to OIRA’s approach of subjecting protective proposals to
excruciatingly harsh and lengthy interagency review. Specifically, OIRA did not give the
Occupational Safety and Health Administration (OSHA) an opportunity to comment on the rule.5 The
proposal was approved without any significant change, further tarnishing OIRA’s reputation for
objective and comprehensive policy analysis. Now, as OIRA prepares to review the USDA’s final
rule, we certainly hope that you will bend over backwards to guarantee a fair, inclusive, and wellrounded interagency review process, ensuring specifically that the EPA has a meaningful opportunity
to analyze and comment on the rule’s environmental implications.
As proposed, the rule will lead to a sharp increase in the use of sanitizing, toxic chemicals,
which poultry processors will then discharge into nearby water bodies. Most poultry plants do not
even have limits for these chemicals in their wastewater permits, so additional discharges will
generally go undetected and unaddressed. In addition, the much faster line speeds permitted by the
rule will enable poultry plants to increase dramatically the number of birds they slaughter every day,
producing potentially overwhelming quantities of pollutant-filled wastewater that will also be
discharged into surface waters. In the last three years, 68 percent of poultry plants with data available
exceeded their effluent limits for one or more pollutants; a significant rise in slaughtering would only
increase and intensify these permit violations.6 The USDA did not acknowledge any of these
damaging outcomes in its Federal Register notice explaining the proposal, adopting the same “hear no
evil, see no evil” position on these issues as it did on the worker safety ones.
Increased Use of Antimicrobial Chemicals
Under current regulations, poultry carcasses visibly contaminated with feces, bile, feathers, or
other defects may be identified by visual inspection and taken to a separate station for “offline
reprocessing” by some combination of trimming, washing, vacuuming, or treatment with chlorinated
water. By contrast, “online reprocessing” (OLR) subjects all carcasses, whether or not they are visibly
3
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contaminated, to a series of “automatic bird washers and antimicrobial spraying or drenching
equipment” at various points without having to move them off the line.7 Naturally, OLR requires
much larger quantities of chemicals than offline processing alone. One manufacturer of a chemical
poultry wash suggests using 1.2 or 1.3 liters of an antimicrobial chemical per carcass at each rinsing
station.8
The new rule would allow poultry slaughter facilities to use any approved antimicrobial
chemicals for either method of reprocessing, removing the safeguard of the existing legal regime that
use of any chemical for online reprocessing, or any chemical other than chlorinated water for offline
reprocessing, requires obtaining a waiver from the USDA.9
As we mentioned earlier, the new rule will pave the way for much faster line speeds—up to 175
carcasses a minute for young chickens—and will retain only one government inspector on each
evisceration line.10 This change means that it will be nearly impossible to identify contaminated
carcasses through visual inspection and take them off the line for reprocessing. The use of OLR will
become far more popular than it is now, as companies try to compensate for the lack of meaningful
visual inspection and prevent outbreaks that would injure their reputations and expose them to
potential liability and enforcement actions.
Before this rule, the USDA had already granted 144 waivers to permit OLR of poultry
carcasses and parts.11 With 289 poultry slaughter plants in the United States, the rule would allow an
additional 145 plants not already operating under a waiver (289 minus 144) to immediately begin using
large quantities of chemicals for OLR, with attendant increases in effluent discharges.12 In light of the
changes to inspection and line speed, even those companies already permitted to use OLR may have
reason to increase their reliance on it, perhaps by installing spray washers at additional points on the
line.
The USDA Failed to Adequately Assess the Environmental Impact of a Rise in Chemicals
Out of at least 13 different chemicals used for OLR,13 the USDA briefly addressed—and
dismissed—the environmental impact of only one chemical, trisodium phosphate (TSP):
[TSP] can result in high levels of phosphorus as a byproduct, which, if untreated, could
overcome local municipal water systems. FSIS [USDA’s Food Safety and Inspection
7
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Service] estimates that approximately 5–7 of the 144 establishments operating under
regulatory waivers for OLR are using TSP as an antimicrobial agent. As noted above,
regardless of the substance that an establishment chooses to use for its OLR system, it is
required to meet all local, State, and Federal environmental requirements. The waste
water from the few poultry establishments that use TSP is handled routinely by existing
water treatment systems or recycled as byproducts without entering the plant’s systems,
municipal water systems, or the ground water. Thus, FSIS has determined that allowing
establishment to use approved OLR antimicrobial systems will not have a significant
individual or cumulative effect on the human environment.14
The USDA did not address the environmental implications of any other chemicals that could be used,
or estimate the extent of any increase in their use and how such an increase might challenge current
water treatment or recycling systems.
Existing Regulations Are Inadequate to Address New Discharges of Antimicrobials
Current effluent guidelines and permit programs are ill-equipped to handle any significant
increase in discharges of the chemicals used in OLR. The EPA must be given the opportunity to
comment on the poultry rule, and if necessary, update water quality guidelines to adjust for the new
pollution risks or suggest ways to lessen the rule’s environmental impacts.
According to a 2006 survey of the poultry industry, the three most commonly used chemicals
for OLR are: (1) acidified sodium chlorite, used by 33 percent of companies; (2) trisodium phosphate
(TSP), used by 24 percent; and (3) chlorine dioxide, used by 15 percent.15 The EPA has found sodium
chlorite and chlorine dioxide to have a range of toxicities for aquatic life.16 Moreover, both chemicals
can react with organic material in water to form toxic compounds.17 The use of TSP produces high
levels of phosphorus, which can result in excessive algae growth that leads to fish kills and loss of
biodiversity.18
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In 2004, the EPA established “effluent guidelines” for poultry processors. In general, effluent
guidelines set national limits for discharges of specified pollutants to surface waters, such as rivers,
lakes, and streams. These limits are then incorporated into the National Pollutant Discharge
Elimination System (NPDES) permit program, which is typically administered by the states.
Individual facilities (here, poultry processing plants) must meet these discharge limits in order to
comply with the Clean Water Act (CWA) and avoid enforcement actions and penalties.
In the 2004 rulemaking, the EPA proposed, but decided against, establishing limits for “total
residual chlorine” and “total phosphorus,” two pollutants whose discharges are likely to rise with
greater use of chemicals for OLR.19 As a result, existing NPDES permits do not contain effluent limits
for these pollutants, except where such limits are specified by state law. Of the 82 poultry plants with
permit data available, at least 47 plants (57 percent) have no limits on chlorine discharges, and at least
65 plants (79 percent) have no limits on phosphorus discharges.20 Some of the plants without specified
limits are nevertheless required to monitor for these discharges, but these are also relatively few (2 for
chlorine, 21 for phosphorus). In this regulatory environment—for the most part, unlimited and
unmonitored—most states will not even detect the extent of additional chemical discharges from OLR,
much less have the tools to ensure that such discharges do not impair water quality.
From looking at the 35 plants that do have limits for chlorine in their NPDES permits, we can
see that a quarter of them (9 plants) were found to have violated those limits during at least one threemonth period in the last three years. One of these plants was in violation for nine such periods, with
exceedences of between 150 and 400 percent for seven of them, and yet there is no record of any
enforcement action taken by the state.21 Increased reliance on OLR following the poultry rule would
only exacerbate such patterns of chronic non-compliance, while imposing additional burdens on state
environmental departments that will have to devote greater attention and resources to monitoring and
enforcement.
Increases in the Number of Birds Slaughtered and Associated Wastewater Discharges
We are also concerned about an entirely separate consequence of the poultry rule that could be
detrimental to water quality: the likelihood that poultry plants will increase the number of birds they
slaughter every day, as a result of faster line speeds, with accompanying increases in water use and
discharges of pollutant-filled wastewater. Because poultry processing facilities use water for virtually
every operation (e.g., scalding, washing, chilling, equipment cleaning), they produce enormous
19
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quantities of wastewater—on average, 9.3 gallons per bird for chicken and 31.2 gallons per bird for
turkey.22 With processing capacities up to 175 young chickens per minute and 55 turkeys per minute,
up from previous maximums of 70-140 and 45 respectively, poultry plants will have the ability to
process many more birds over a daily processing shift than they do now.23
The USDA insists that the poultry rule will have a minimal effect on the number of birds
slaughtered and the amount of wastewater produced:
[FSIS] predicted that, because of the efficiencies in the proposed new poultry
inspections system, the price of chicken products would decrease by two cents per bird.
FSIS projected that the predicted price reduction could lead to an increase in sales of
poultry products of about a quarter of one percent or less. ….
Expected sales of poultry products will determine the number of birds that poultry
establishments slaughter. Allowing establishments to operate at faster lines speeds will
allow them to slaughter the birds more efficiently. It will also allow them to reduce their
hours of operation while maintaining production at a rate necessary to meet market
demands. Thus, by allowing establishments to reduce their hours of operations, the
faster line speeds permitted under this proposed rule will result in a small, if any,
increase in water use or runoff….24
But we find it hard to accept that the poultry industry will greet such dramatic increases in line speed
by reducing work hours proportionately, maintaining essentially the same levels of production because
they would be unable to achieve more than a trivial increase in sales. In fact, the USDA’s analysis of
the rule’s effects on the price and consumption of poultry contains a number of serious flaws and
omissions, which suggest that the number of birds slaughtered and the amount of wastewater produced
are likely to be much greater than it acknowledges.
The USDA Underestimated the Rule’s Effect on Poultry Price
First, the USDA’s prediction that the price of chicken products would decrease by only two
cents per bird was derived by assuming only a 6-percent increase in line speeds under the proposed
rule. The agency itself admitted this estimate was “very conservative” and then proceeded to
understate just how conservative it was.25 The proposed maximum line speeds actually represent much
more drastic increases over current speeds that might have a greater effect on the price—and thus
consumption—of poultry products.
Facilities processing young chickens have between two and four government inspectors per
line: lines with two inspectors can process 70 birds per minute, lines with three inspectors can process
105 birds per minute, and lines with four inspectors can process 140 birds per minute. The proposed
rule would allow just one government inspector per line, and permit line speeds up to 175 birds per
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minute.26 The new maximum speed represents a 25-percent increase for lines that currently have four
inspectors, and a 150-percent increase for lines that currently have two inspectors. In general, then,
line speeds could potentially increase by between 25 and 150 percent—a far cry from the 6-percent
estimate assumed by the USDA. To be sure, the USDA was attempting to estimate the average
increase in line speeds, not the maximum, and the agency requested comments on the precision of this
estimate.27 But the USDA also failed to give any explanation for why, on average, companies would
take so little advantage of the new limits and instead adopt only a “relatively low marginal increase in
line speed.”28 Indeed, at plants operating under the pilot program that this rule seeks to expand, speeds
of 175 birds per minute or greater are common, according to federal inspectors.29
The USDA Underestimated the Rise in Poultry Consumption
Compounding its flawed analysis of price effects, the USDA then underestimated the potential
increase in the quantity of poultry demanded by considering only the short-term changes in domestic
consumption. In its calculations, the agency used an estimate for the price elasticity of demand that
describes only the domestic market, admitting that its numbers do “not take into account either the
increased long-term production or expanded exports.”30
If anything, it is the enormous, growing market for U.S. poultry exports that will provide the
most likely avenue for increased sales—thus enabling companies to take fuller advantage of their new
production capacities and resulting in greater quantities of poultry wastewater discharges. The United
States is the world’s largest broiler meat producer, and the second largest exporter, shipping
approximately 7.2 billion pounds of broiler meat to other countries in 2012.31 For the period from
January through May 2012, broiler shipments were 13 percent higher than they were for the same
period in 2011, mainly due to increasing demand in the United States’ top six export markets: Mexico,
Russia, Cuba, Canada, Angola, and Taiwan.32 Even with high feed costs slowing production, exports
remained strong in November 2012.33
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Not only is demand for U.S. poultry exports growing because of improvements in foreign
economies,34 but it is also significantly more responsive to changes in price (elasticity of -1.44) than
U.S. demand for poultry (-0.43 for chicken and -0.58 for turkey).35 An elasticity of -1.44 means that a
1-percent reduction in the price of poultry results in a 1.44-percent increase in the quantity of poultry
demanded in export markets. The USDA’s Foreign Agricultural Service (FAS) has found that
“[d]emand for animal protein particularly in China, Brazil and India continues to stimulate global
poultry production as a highly competitively priced option.”36 In light of such intense competition,
even a small decrease in price could have significant impacts on demand for U.S. poultry exports
overseas.37 Considering that the price of poultry is likely to decrease by more than the USDA predicts,
as described above, the resulting growth in exports could very well justify much higher levels of U.S.
poultry production under the rule.38
Environmental Implications of a Significant Rise in Slaughtering
A major increase in the number of birds slaughtered will produce more waste materials that
poultry processing facilities have to treat and dispose of. Greater quantities of blood, urine, feces,
feathers, fat, and bone will mean greater discharges of a wide range of pollutants like biochemical
oxygen demand (BOD), chemical oxygen demand (COD), total suspended solids (TSS), oil and grease,
and fecal coliform bacteria, as well as nitrogen, ammonia, and phosphorus.39 With the exception of
COD and phosphorus, the EPA established limits for all of these pollutants in its 2004 effluent
guidelines. As a result, the majority of NPDES permits contain limits or monitoring requirements for
these pollutants, although such limits may warrant reevaluation given the likelihood of increased
slaughtering.40 These pollutants are already released at high concentrations: while the quantities vary
with the size of the plant, the EPA’s Toxics Release Inventory (TRI) shows that many plants currently
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competitive U.S. leg quarter prices.”).
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If the ban is lifted, either by a WTO dispute settlement or an FTA, then the U.S. would gain a major new source of demand
for U.S. poultry exports: the 27 member countries of the EU. In 2010, Russia attempted a similar ban on U.S. poultry, but
six months later agreed to allow imports of poultry treated with three chemicals it deemed acceptable. Bottemiller, supra
note 15. See also note 15 supra.
39
POULTRY EFFLUENT GUIDELINES DEVELOPMENT, supra note 17, at 6-9 to 6-12.
40
Effluent Limitations Guidelines and New Source Performance Standards for the Meat and Poultry Products Point Source
Category, 69 FED. REG. 54476, 54489 (Sep. 8, 2004), available at http://www.gpo.gov/fdsys/pkg/FR-2004-09-08/pdf/0412017.pdf.
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discharge thousands of pounds of ammonia and hundreds of thousands of pounds of nitrates into water
bodies each year.41
A quick review of facility compliance reports also reveals frequent violations of existing permit
limits at current production levels. There are 82 poultry plants with permit data available, and 56 of
them (68 percent) exceeded their effluent limits for one or more of these pollutants in the past three
years. Of the 56 plants with exceedences, 14 are located near “impaired waters,” where pollution
controls have been identified as insufficient to maintain the water quality standards set by the state.42
Only nine of the 56 plants were required to pay penalties (averaging about $28,000), which suggests
that states are already finding it difficult to keep up with monitoring and enforcing such violations. 43 A
rise in slaughtering would only increase and intensify permit violations, further impair nearby waters,
and exacerbate the challenges of enforcement.
Conclusion
The significant, adverse environmental implications of the USDA’s poultry rule warrant the
EPA’s careful scrutiny during the interagency review process. At the least, the EPA must be given the
opportunity to estimate the extent of any potential increases in discharges of chemicals and poultry
wastewater, analyze the scale and nature of any environmental impacts from both kinds of pollutants,
and provide its expert perspective on the advisability of the rule or how it might be changed to better
protect the environment. This review process will also provide the EPA with an opportunity to
reevaluate its 2004 decision not to establish national effluent limits for some of the relevant chemicals
in light of these potential increases, and to assess the additional challenges that state environmental
departments might face in ensuring water quality under the rule.
Thank you for considering these views. Catherine Jones will call your office to arrange a date
and time for a meeting.
Sincerely,

Rena Steinzor,
President, Center for Progressive Reform
Professor of Law, University of Maryland
Carey School of Law
cc:

Michael Patoka,
Policy Analyst, Center for Progressive Reform

Bob Perciasepe, Nancy Stoner, Barbara Boxer, David Vitter, Fred Upton, and Henry Waxman

41

We conducted a search of the TRI database for facilities with a NAICS code of 311615 (poultry processors). See EPA,
TRI Search, http://www.epa.gov/enviro/facts/tri/search.html (last visited Jan. 28, 2013).
42
See EPA, Overview of Impaired Waters and Total Maximum Daily Loads Program,
http://water.epa.gov/lawsregs/lawsguidance/cwa/tmdl/intro.cfm#section303 (last visited Jan. 28, 2013).
43
For the data on impaired waters and penalties, we conducted searches of EPA’s Enforcement & Compliance History
Online (ECHO) database for facilities with an SIC code of 2015. EPA, ICIS-NPDES Data Search, http://www.epaecho.gov/echo/compliance_report_water.html (last visited Jan. 28, 2013).
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