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  iven that USDA-FSIS of� cials have 
stated they intend to take further 
action with regard to salmonella 

this year, this is a good time to consider 
the intricacies associated with proper mi-
crobial control through a broiler slaughter 
establishment.

  Before wading too deeply into this issue, 
it is worthwhile to restate the current USDA-
FSIS raw poultry product performance 
standard for salmonella for broilers. A FSIS 
salmonella sampling set consists of 51 car-
cass rinse samples taken at the post-chill lo-
cation. For a set to be considered successful, 
the maximum allowable number of samples 
that may be positive for salmonella is 12. The 
status of each sample is determined by the 

presence or absence of salmonella without 
regard to the number of such cells or speci� c 
serotypes present. Based on this standard, a 
positive salmonella carcass rinse could con-
tain 10 or fewer, or as many as 1,000 or more, 
such cells. While these facts raise questions 
about the underlying validity of such testing 
(a topic for another day), suf� ce it to say 
that those who try to accurately determine 
microbial control through a broiler slaugh-
ter establishment via the use of salmonella 
incidence testing alone will, more often than 
not, be confounded.

  Realistic Assessment Sometimes 
Is Missing From Plan

  Common sense, and a basic tenant of 
Hazard Analysis and Critical Control Point 

(HACCP) systems, both tell us that for a 
potential hazard to be adequately controlled 
through a process, it may be prudent to 
know the amount of that hazard entering 
said process. This is of particular interest 
when one considers antimicrobial service 
providers to help achieve and/or maintain 
compliance with regulatory microbial 
standards. It is dif� cult to understand how 
some of these providers can guarantee 
universal performance of their systems/
products without apparent regard for the 
variability of the incoming microbial load 
that can be encountered in different estab-
lishments. Although an antimicrobial may 
have a certain level of performance in some 
establishments, that does not mean it will 

perform similarly in all establishments.
  Also lacking in many such guarantees 

seems to be a realization that both the mi-
crobes of concern, as well as the chickens 
playing host to them, are living organisms 
subject to normal forces of nature (i.e. 
competition, adaptation, etc.). Therefore, 
it is not necessarily safe to assume that the 
amounts and respective serotypes of mi-
crobes entering a process today will remain 
constant and unchanged in the future.

  Just because an antimicrobial cur-
rently performs at a certain level, it would 
be unwise to presume that it will always 
do so. These details should be considered 
before contracting with any antimicrobial 
service provider. The lower one is willing 
to set a given microbial limit below the cur-

rent regulatory standard, 
the more critical these 
details may become.

  Those antimicrobial 
service providers who 
offer a performance guarantee usually 
include, as a condition of the offer, some 
type of clause in their service agreement 
stating that, �lessee�s mechanical processing 
equipment must be operated according to 
each respective equipment manufacturer�s 
speci� cation.� As such a statement seems 
self-evident it is rarely given any further 
consideration prior to execution of the 
agreement. Overlooking the potential rami-
� cations of this detail, and not agreeing upon 
the conditions under which both parties will 

consider such a clause relevant, can be the 
genesis of many contentious moments in the 
relationship between plant management and 
their antimicrobial service provider.

  In most cases, I believe that clause is 
placed in a contract to remind plant manage-
ment that a multiple hurdle approach must 
be taken with regard to microbial control, 
and so that the antimicrobial service provider 
cannot be held responsible if equipment and 
processes are run in ways other than those 
for which they were intended. However, if 
such a clause were literally interpreted, and 
strictly exercised, a service provider could 
conceivably use it to excuse failure to meet 
a performance guarantee every time they 
observed a venting/opening machine nicking 
intestines, clogged nozzles in a wash cabinet, 
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frayed brushes in a brush cabinet, and so on.

  Comprehensive Approach 
Needed For Control

  The key to helping avoid such an adversarial 
situation is by forming a real partnership where-
in both plant management and the antimicrobial 
service provider are open and honest about their 
expectations and limitations, as well as willing 
to give and receive constructive criticism if their 
respective expectations are not being met. It is 
important to remember the service provider is 
a valued team member, and include them in 
all discussions concerning process changes to 
help prevent such modi� cations from having an 
unforeseen impact on the performance of their 
system/product that subsequently leads to less 
effective microbial control.

  The bottom line is that there is no single 
answer for what works best with regard to 
proper microbial control through a broiler 
slaughter establishment. What works well in 

one plant may not work well in another. What 
works well today may not work as well six 
months from now. Even the very meaning of 
�works well� may differ depending upon the 
microbe for which one is testing and whether 
or not the test methodology yields qualitative 
or quantitative results.

  To be sure, while proper microbial con-
trol is not rocket science, it is not without 
dif� culty. Each step in the slaughter process 
must be consistently controlled to achieve, 
and adequately maintain, compliance with 
regulatory microbial standards. Actions 
taken at one step in a process can create 
problems requiring correction in other areas 
of that same process. Decisions regarding the 
proper means by which to address such chal-
lenges should involve all relevant stakehold-
ers (i.e. production, quality assurance/food 
safety, maintenance, antimicrobial service 
provider, etc.) to help insure the development 
of comprehensive solutions.

  Regulatory Standards Must Not 
Inhibit Investment

  Lastly, and on a broader scale, if 
the broiler industry is to continue to 
successfully strive to improve the food 
safety of the products we produce, and 
justify the considerable expense of the 
antimicrobial interventions implemented 
toward that end, then we must expect 
and demand regulatory microbial stan-
dards that are based in applied science, 
not political science. And, as the broiler 
industry will (in part) turn to the anti-
microbial service providers to assist us 
in meeting any new regulatory microbial 
standards that may be mandated by 
USDA-FSIS, they should join us in the 
debate to help shape them. 
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