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Summary

The U.S. Department of Agriculture (USDA)’s Food Safety Inspection Service (FSIS) introduced the
Modernization of Swine Slaughter Inspection Ruling and New Swine Inspection System in 2019 (USDA
FSIS, 2019). This ruling eliminated the cap on the maximum swine-processing line speed, which had been
regulated since 1981, instead allowing processing facilities to determine their own line speeds. Workers and
worker advocacy groups immediately met the New Swine Inspection Systems with public criticism, citing concerns
for worker safety under the new system. The New Swine Inspection System is currently being used in six time-
limited trial facilities with an end date of May 2025, while data is collected to inform the future of the system
(USDA, 2025). In this policy and practice brief, we discuss the effect of the New Swine Inspection Systens's
increased line speeds on workers in swine processing facilities, using a review of the literature. We found that
there is strong evidence that line speed is associated with higher worker perceptions of injury risk, lower
worker well-being, and higher risk of injuries from repetitive tasks. Additionally, line workers unanimously
oppose increases to line speed and are advocating for reduced line speeds.
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Definitions

Line speed: The speed at which an animal is processed through a plant. This is regulated by the USDA. As of
February 2025, the maximum line speed in most swine slaughter plants is capped at 1,106 heads per hour,
although there is no maximum line speed limit in the six time-limited trial New Swine Inspection System facilities
(USDA, 2019).

Line worker or meatpacker: The worker responsible for processing the animal as it moves along the automated
moving “line,” which is a conveyor belt with a set speed. We are discussing in particular the workers who do
tasks of processing, cutting, deboning, shaving, grinding, and packaging the pork along the line as it is
moving.

Abbreviations

National Institute for Occupational Safety and Health ........ccccoviiiviviciinininiciicccecnn, NIOSH
Occupational Safety and Health AdminiStration ........cccviuiviericiiiininieieiiseesess e sssssssssesans OSHA
The United Food and Commercial Workers International Union .......ceceeeceeeeenieeneenneeeenienneeenneeeeneeenneaens UFWC
U.S. Department Of AGIICULTULE ......cucviueiieeiieeirieirieireeree et eae et USDA
USDA Food Safety INSPECtiON SEIVICE ....cuvvuuiecirieciriciriecirieeirieiee s ese s seess e essseessseesssessssesssseas FSIS
U.S. Department of Health and HUman SErvICES........ccvureiureiiriiirieieiieeieeeieesieeseesieeeieessessieessessssensaens HHS

Modernization of Swine Slaughter Inspection Ruling: Policy Review
In 2019, the FSIS under the Trump Administration introduced the Modernization of Swine Slaughter Inspec-

tion Ruling, revoking maximum line speeds and replacing them with an optional New Swine Inspection System
(USDA, 2019).

Overview of the New Swine Inspection System

The New Swine Inspection System allowed swine slaughter facilities to run their line speed as fast as desired to
increase productivity, asserting that “this increase in line speed is synonymous with an increase in industrial
efficiency” (USDA, 2019, p. 52335). This decision was unanimously praised by the swine industry and unani-
mously criticized by worker organizations; both perspectives are cited in the ruling, but the USDA explicitly
states that the ruling does not consider worker safety or well-being (USDA, 2019).

After releasing the New Swine Inspection Systens, the USDA stated it does not have “authority to regulate
issues related to establishment worker safety” (USDA, 2019, p. 52305). The Occupational Safety and Health
Administration (OSHA), the body regulating worker safety for meatpackers, has documents recommending
that processing facilities decrease their lines speeds to lower worker injury rates (OSHA, 1993). These publicly
available documents were cited in the Modernization of Swine Slaughter Inspection Ruling, but OSHA was
not involved in developing the New Swine Inspection Systens and does not have jurisdiction over issues of line
speed; the USDA is the single regulatory agency covering line speeds. The FSIS declares that the New Swine
Inspection System “remove[s] unnecessary regulatory obstacles to industry innovation by revoking maximum
line speeds and allowing establishments flexibility to reconfigure evisceration lines” (USDA, 2019, p. 52300).

Timeline of the New Swine Inspection System

The United Food and Commercial Workers International Union (UFWC) filed a lawsuit immediately follow-
ing the Modernization of Swine Slaughter Inspection Ruling in an effort to halt the increase in line speeds
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(UFCW, 2021). Seven states’ attorneys general filed briefs supporting this lawsuit (UFCW, 2021). In June
2021, the Federal Court ordered the FSIS to remove the portion of the New Swine luspection System that elimi-
nated maximum line speed caps (UFCW, 2021). All processing facilities were ordered to cap their line speeds
at 1,106 heads per hour (USDA, 2019). Thirty days later, the FSIS granted participation in a time-limited trial
of the New Swine Inspection System to six processing facilities located in Illinois, Michigan, Minnesota, Nebraska,
and Pennsylvania. According to the U.S. Senate Committee on Agriculture, Nutrition, and Forestry (2023),
these six swine processing facilities are high-volume, in states that are responsible for processing 30% of the
U.S. pork supply, and 40% of hogs in the U.S. are located within 100 miles of these six plants.

This New Swine Inspection System time-limited trial has been extended four times, with a current expiration
date of May 15, 2025 (USDA, 2025). The National Pork Producers Council has stated, “We appreciate USDA
and FSIS for listening to the pork industry and taking another step toward making permanent these increased
line speeds” (National Pork Producers Council, 2024, para. 2). Meanwhile, as they have been for decades,
workers and worker-led organizations are publicly fighting and protesting the increase in line speed.

Consideration of Workers in the New Swine Inspection System

The FSIS did not indicate in the Modernization of Swine Slaughter Inspection Ruling that it conducted or
solicited a comprehensive risk assessment or literature review prior to the Ruling. There are indications that
there are already serious worker-safety issues in the facilities in the time-limited trial (Barrett, 2019; Norfolk
Daily News, 2024; Polansek & Huffstutter, 2021). One participating facility is operated by Tyson Fresh
Meats, Inc. According to the Federal Good Food Purchasing Coalition’s (2023) report, “Impact Analysis,
Measuring and Modeling Climate, Environmental, and Social Impacts of Federal Food Procurement,” Tyson
has the highest number of serious OSHA violations and is also one of the largest recipients of USDA
procurement contracts. While USDA procurement contracts are intended to be guided by the agency’s
Agriculture Acquisition Regulation labor standards, in some cases these contracts are still being awarded to
companies with many labor violations (Federal Good Food Purchasing Coalition, 2023). These government
contracts are lucrative. For example, Tyson was paid over US$248 million by the USDA for contracts in 2022
(Federal Good Food Purchasing Coalition, 2023). These high payouts are another motivation for
meatpacking companies to increase line speeds and minimize injury reporting.

Context for the New Swine Inspection System

The New Swine Inspection System has an impact on workers that is influenced by other factors, including the
work setting of the processing line, demographics of swine processing line workers, and evolution of line
speed policies.

Work Setting of the Swine Processing Line

The swine-slaughter work environment is fast-paced and repetitive. After each hog is slaughtered and hung
on the line, workers butcher, slice, and package the carcass based on various standards and cuts (Schweihofer,
2014). Each worker on the slaughter line is assigned to one task, which they do repeatedly at the speed of the
line (Schweihofer, 2014). Cuts of the hog move along a conveyor belt, and the worker must perform their cut
or packaging task quickly as the line is moving (Schweihofer, 2014). Based on the maximum line speed estab-
lished by the USDA in 2019, the worker is completing this task within three seconds and repeating the same
movement at least 8,848 times per day. This pace is increased limitlessly for the thousands of workers in the
six time-limited trial New Swine Inspection System processing facilities that have unlimited line speeds.

In addition to these stressors, line workers are often stationed very close to one another in the slippery,
cold environment using automated knives, saws, and other sharp tools (Culp et al., 2008; Ebner et al., 2016).
According to workers in a 2015 Oxfam report, line workers are unable to take a break to use the restroom or
hydrate since the line never stops moving. Of these workers, almost all reported being denied a restroom
break, wearing diapers, or urinating on themselves while working (Oxfam, 2015). One line worker told
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researchers, “I had to wear Pampers. Myself and many, many others had to wear Pampers. It made me feel
ashamed” (Oxfam, 2015, “Pushed to the limit—and beyond,” para. 2).

Swine Processing Workers

Meatpacking is one of the most dangerous industries for workers in the U.S., according to U.S. Bureau of
Labor Statistics data (Smith, 2017). A study by Culp et al. (2008) found that there is at least a 33% chance of
traumatic injury for swine processing line workers after just six months of employment, and data from OSHA
show that each day, 27 U.S. line workers experience an amputation, loss of an eye, or injury requiring hospi-
talization (Rimmler-Cohen, 2023). In a survey conducted by Nebraska Appleseed in 2009, one anonymous
meatpacking worker was quoted as saying, ““They should recognize that we aren’t machines” (Nebraska
Appleseed, 2009, “Workers Comments from the Survey,” para. 2).

A study conducted by Leibler and Perry (2017) found that line workers reported more than two times as
many injuries to them than industry estimates show. A report by Human Rights Watch (2004) quoted a
meatpacker who said, “They have us under threat all the time. They know most of us are undocumented—
probably two-thirds. All they care about is getting bodies into the plant. My supervisor said they say they’ll
call the INS [Immigration and Naturalization Service] if we make trouble” (Compa et al., 2004, “Immigrant
Workers in the Meat and Poultry Industry,” para. 1). There are discrepancies in the meatpacking industry’s
injury data for many reasons, including immigration and language barriers, lack of federal protections, and the
historical destabilization of food-chain labor in the U.S.

An estimated half of meatpackers are foreign-born, and most researchers estimate that at least one quar-
ter of all meatpackers are undocumented, although these numbers are difficult to estimate and are thought to
be higher (Bauer & Ramirez, 2010; Compa et al., 2004; Passel, 2005). Workers claim this results in under-
reporting due to fear of deportation if they were to interact with OSHA, and workers report experiencing
threats to their immigration status from their employers if they do report injuries (Bauer & Ramirez, 2010;
Compa et al., 2004; Constance et al., 2023; Passel, 2000). Line workers also report fearing retaliation from
employers due to at-will employment laws and a lack of federal whistleblower protections (Fritzsche, 2013).

Line Speed

Line speeds have been regulated by the USDA in the swine industry since 1981 (Office of the Federal Regi-
ster, 1981). Currently, the maximum line speeds in most swine slaughter plants are capped by the federal
government at 1,106 heads per hour, meaning 18 per minute, or one per three seconds; there is currently no
limit in the six time-limited trial New Swine Inspection System facilities (USDA, 2019). Line speeds have been
continually increased over the years; some facilities have shown increased line speed by 50% within just a
five-year window (Ken & Ledn, 2022; McConnell, 2019). Facilities often increase line speed without increas-
ing labor proportionately, forcing workers to repeat movements more often, more quickly, and under more
strain (Ken & Leon, 2022; McConnell, 2019). Maximum line speed caps were established and upheld by the
USDA to facilitate easier food safety inspections, and the USDA acknowledges that there has never been
explicit consideration of worker well-being regarding line speed (USDA, 2019).

OSHA is responsible for the implementation of safety regulations and standards for this industry, but
there are no specific OSHA regulations that protect workers from line speed, repetitive stress, or related
musculoskeletal injuries, which are key risks faced by processing line workers, especially with increased line
speed (U.S. Government Accountability Office [GAO], 2016). These issues fall under OSHA’s General Duty
Clause, which is the catch-all statute requiring “a place of employment which are free from recognized
hazards” (OSHA, 2021, Sec. 5 “Duties,” para. 1), and when OSHA does complete investigations, it rarely
issues citations based on this clause (OSHA, 2024). According to OSHA itself in its 2021 COVID-19
Emergency Temporary Standard, the General Duty Clause “is not a good tool for requiring employers to
adopt specific, overlapping, and complementary measures” (OSHA, 2021, p. 32418).
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Review of the Literature

We reviewed available literature on the impacts of increased line speed on processing line worker injuries and
well-being, and found that the associated increase in repetitive movements from increasing line speed will
increase worker injuries, and that workers perceive unlimited line speed as a significant risk to their health and
well-being.

Line Speed and Worker Injuries

There is evidence that line speed is positively correlated with line worker injury based on worker self-reports
of perceptions of line speed and perceptions of injury rates. In a study of processing line workers in Arkansas,
Choi and Constance (2019) found that all 198 participants reported increased difficulties at work when the
line speed increased, and half reported feeling unsafe doing their job at the current line speed. Every worker
who spoke with Human Rights Watch in a 2019 report cited speed of work as a major risk of injury and ill-
ness. In multiple studies, line workers have reported that supervisors control the line speed in their facilities
and the workers feel that supervisors do not care about worker safety or safety procedures, leaving them
without proper injury reporting channels (Choi & Constance, 2019; GAO, 2016; Lander et al., 2012).

The National Institute for Occupational Safety and Health (NIOSH) conducts Health Hazard Evalua-
tions of workplaces, including meat-processing plants, in response to specific requests, but only in select cases
where there is “reasonable cause to justify conducting an investigation” (HHS, Centers for Disease Control
and Prevention, & National Institute for Occupational Safety and Health [NIOSH], 2009, Sec. 85.4 “Acting
on requests,” para. 1), and NIOSH states they may not have authority to conduct an investigation without the
cooperation of the employer (HHS, 2009, Sec. 85.4). Notably, in one 2014 evaluation of a Maryland poultry
plant, NIOSH researchers found that 81% of the jobs had hand activity levels above the American Confer-
ence of Governmental Industrial Hygienists’ action limit, which is defined by the level at which there is mod-
erate risk for musculoskeletal disorders (Ramsey et al., 2015). This same report concluded that 76% of parti-
cipants tested abnormal on a nerve conduction test of one or more hands (Ramsey et al., 2015).

The literature shows that meat processing workers experience high rates of repetitive stress injuries,
carpel tunnel syndrome, and nerve issues in the hand and arm, and these repetitive movement injuries are the
most common injuries for line workers (Arcury et al., 2015; Choi & Constance, 2019; GAO, 2016; Lander et
al,, 2012; Ramsey et al., 2015). As line speed increases, repetitive movements for workers increase. A study by
Rosenbaum et al., 2015) found distinct levels of risk based on the type of job being performed by the line
worker (such as deboning versus cutting) raising considerations of differential risk for types of workers.

HHS and NIOSH have reportedly conducted minimal research on line speed, and these studies have
often provided inconclusive results due to lapsed time (GAO, 2016). Even so, in a 2016 GAO report on
workplace safety and health, NIOSH reported that line speed, in conjunction with other factors, “affects the
risk of both musculoskeletal disorders and injuries among workers” (p. 30). NIOSH and OSHA have studied
ergonomic risks and recommended that employers protect workers “by reducing the amount of time the
employee performs repetitive motions, by reducing the speed at which the employee performs the tasks, or
by eliminating certain repetitive tasks during recovery” (as quoted in Fritzsche, 2013, “Processing Line Speeds
Blamed,” para. 6). The literature recommends that future studies gather primary data to quantitatively deter-
mine the relationship between line speed and worker injury rates, but there are many barriers to conducting
this research (GAO, 2010).

Line Speed and Worker Well-Being

The literature shows that line speed is negatively correlated with line worker well-being. The Southern Pov-
erty Law Center (Fritzsche, 2013) reported that workers overwhelmingly report being unable to influence line
speed and feeling desperate to slow down the line. Workers report struggling to keep up with the line speed
and being threatened by supervisors when they were unable to perform at the speed, requested restroom or
water breaks, experienced injury, or complained of pain (Ebner et al., 2016; McConnell, 2019).
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Workers report that line speed is not the only threat to their well-being, but it is a major source of stress
and worry (Choi & Constance, 2019; GAO, 2016; Lander et al., 2012). In a 2021 study, Ramos et al. found
that line workers were aware of behaviors that may reduce their risk of injury, such as sharpening their knives
or adjusting their posture,, but felt they were unable to engage in these behaviors due to the speed of work. A
worker was quoted in this study saying,

We don’t speak English. We don’t have another option. We don’t have another form of work. Because
that is where they pay us the best and we want to get ahead, but that way we are also killing ourselves
because every day the line is faster. (Ramos et al., 2021, “Workers conform because they feel powetless,”
para. 2)

Limitations

There are limitations to the results of this review of the literature. Most of the primary data regarding line
speed and worker injury or well-being is collected from the perspective of the worker, rather than using quan-
titative measures. While worker perspectives are valuable data, this limitation creates barriers to addressing the
question of what an appropriate line-speed cap is and how much line speed must be reduced to decrease
worker-injury rates. Line speed does not harm workers in a vacuum; rather, it is interacting with the many
other dangerous factors that affect swine-processing line workers, making this a complicated issue to quantify.
Other factors in this relationship include variable facility structures, work types, labor-to-livestock ratios, and
workforce demographics.

Conclusion

There is sufficient evidence of the negative impacts of increased line speed on worker safety and well-being to
end the current time-limited trial of the New Swine Inspective System in the six major pork producing facili-
ties. Research is conclusive that the associated increase in repetitive movements from increasing line speed
will increase worker injuries, and that workers perceive unlimited line speed as a significant risk to their health
and well-being. Bills like the Protecting America’s Meatpacking Workers Act are a means to limit line speed
and halt the New Swine Inspection System time-limited trial until objective safety assessments can be conducted,
and these provisions could also be incorporated into the next farm bill. We found gaps in the literature
regarding the appropriate line speed, processes to limit work injuries and bolster well-being, the extent of
unreported labor violations in the meatpacking industry, and how line speed interacts with other factors to
influence workers. Line workers are sounding the alarm about the dangers of increased line speed under the
New Swine Inspection System and its impact on their safety and well-being. As one line worker said to Nebraska
Appleseed in 2009—15 years ago: “they fixed some things, but the line speed kills you” (Nebraska Appleseed,
2009, “Workers Comments from the Survey,” para. 2). |
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