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Backyard 
slaughter: 
Regulatory and Food Safety 
Considerations
Dr. Kathryn R. Polking, DVM, MPH, DACVPM

Dr. Melissa Lang, DVM

• “It is essential in the public interest that the 
health and welfare of consumers be protected by 
assuring that meat and meat food products 
distributed to them are wholesome, not 
adulterated, and properly marked, labeled, and 
packaged.” 21 USC Part 602 (Federal Meat 
Inspection Act)

Regulation of meat products

• Federal Meat Inspection Act (FMIA)
• Ante-mortem and post-mortem inspection

• Sanitary facilities and procedures

• Truthful labeling

• Poultry Products Inspection Act (PPIA)
• Similar to FMIA, but covering poultry

• Humane Methods of Slaughter Act
• Humane handling of livestock in plants

• Acceptable stunning and slaughter methods

Major regulatory requirements
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• All “amenable” species must be inspected

• Amenable species include: cattle, sheep, swine, 
goats, horses, mules, or other equines (FMIA, 
HMSA), and chickens, turkeys, ducks, geese, 
guineas, ratites, or squabs (PPIA)- and now catfish

• Exotic/wild/game species are exempted (fall 
under FDA rules, or voluntary inspection)

Applicability

• “The provisions of this subchapter requiring 
inspection . . .shall not apply to the slaughtering 
by any person of animals of his own raising, and 
the preparation by him and transportation in 
commerce of the carcasses, parts thereof, meat 
and meat food products of such animals 
exclusively for use by him and members of his 
household and his nonpaying guests and 
employees” - 21 USC Part §623 (FMIA)

However. . . 

• Slaughter (and processing) of your own animal, on 
your own property, for your own use

• No inspection, no facility requirements, no 
regulation (except for disposal of offal)

• Owner performs all labor and assumes all risk

• Your advice to clients can protect their health

Home (backyard) slaughter

4

5

6



1/7/2022

3

• Custom-slaughter facilities (locker plants): 
• Provide a service- slaughter and process animals 

(without inspection) for the sole use of their owners

• Must be licensed, and “maintained and operated in a 
sanitary manner”

• All edible product is labeled “Not For Sale” and 
returned to the animal’s owner(s)

• Inedible parts are denatured and destroyed

Also exempted:

• Less risk than home slaughter
• Experienced personnel

• Sanitary facility designed for slaughter and processing; 
large coolers and freezers

• Periodic visits by government inspectors

• BUT- no inspection (no check for disease)
• Again, your advice to your clients may be invaluable to 

protect their health (and their families)

• Client or locker may seek veterinary advice when 
illness or pathology is evident

Custom slaughter, cont.

• “Not For Sale” means exactly what it says!!!

• Selling uninspected meat is a CRIME
• (Yes, this includes putting your extra ground beef up on 

Facebook)

• Meat from home or custom slaughtered animals is 
ONLY for the owner(s) own use
• (It can’t be donated to foodbanks, fundraisers, or other 

public events either)

Key points (from a legal 
perspective):
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• Only a licensed, custom-exempt establishment 
may perform slaughter and processing as a 
service for others
• Exception- does not apply to non-amenable species- e.g. 

hunted deer

• Does apply if you add amenable species (beef, pork) to that 
deer!

• If your client is interested in this- refer to our office 
(or your state’s equivalent)

Key points (a few more)

• Selling whole, halves, or quarters of beef:
• A livestock producer can sell shares of a *LIVE* animal to 

one or more buyers

• The producer may transport the animal(s) to the locker, if 
that is part of the sales agreement

• The producer must provide the names and contact 
information of the buyer(s) to the locker at drop-off
• (e.g.- “half to Kathryn Polking, half to Melissa Lang”)

• Buyer(s) pay the producer for the animal, and the locker 
for the slaughter and processing service

How to sell meat legally
(How to keep your clients out of trouble!)

• If the producer:
• Does not have buyers for all shares of an animal,
• Wants to sell individual cuts (e.g. steaks, roasts, 

burger) to consumers,
• Or wants the animal evaluated for disease. . .

• Then the animal should be inspected
• State-inspected facility for in-state sales
• Federally-inspected facility for interstate sales
• Iowa currently has 40 small lockers with inspected 

(“official”) slaughter programs

How to sell meat legally (cont.)
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• Animal receives both ante-mortem and post-mortem 
evaluation for disease conditions
• Trained Meat Inspector performs initial evaluation
• Questionable animals are retained for a veterinarian

• Slaughtered and processed under strict food-safety 
programs 

• Meat receives a mark of inspection and can be freely 
sold
• (Intrastate only for state-inspected, interstate if federal)

Inspected slaughter

Inspection marks

Iowa Mark of Inspection

Federal Marks of Inspection

Voluntary-species Mark of Inspection

• There are a few, specific exemptions that allow 
sales of (limited numbers) of *uninspected* 
poultry to consumers

• These exemptions are (very) complicated
• See me after the lecture if interested!

A side note on poultry:
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Inspection and Disposition

• Two basic principles:
• Acute vs. Chronic

• Localized vs. Systemic

• Disposition steps:
• History

• Ante-mortem examination

• Post-mortem examination

• Is this a public health concern?

Disposition: general guidelines

• 9 CFR 311 (red meat) and 381 (poultry)
• Conditions of public health significance

• Infectious agents
• Foreign animal diseases
• Underlying pathologic conditions

• There are also conditions that are required by law to be 
condemned
• Not always public health significance
• May be considered an adulterant

• Ex: Malignant Lymphoma

• 9 CFR 309.4(a)
• Livestock showing symptoms of nervous system diseases on 

ante-mortem inspection shall be condemned

The Regulatory Requirements
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• Required to be reported

• Call the State Vet!
• APHIS will conduct an investigation
• You will get a laboratory diagnosis

• Things to look out for:
• Vesicles – nose, mouth, and feet
• CNS signs in cattle (rabies, BSE)
• When in doubt… call

A Note on FADs

• Examine animals from sides, both at rest and in 
motion

• Evaluate for signs of illness or injury
• CNS signs/abnormal behavior

• Lameness, injury, disabled

• Skin lesions, cough, fever, vesicles

• Is this a normal, healthy animal, or suspect?

Ante-mortem disposition

• CNS conditions are an automatic “condemn”

• Things you may see:
• Head tilt/circling

• Blindness

• Nystagmus

• Ataxia or paresis

• Tremors 

• Big concerns – BSE (mad cow) & rabies

Neurologic Conditions
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• Lameness 
• May look like ataxia or paresis

• Shivering in cold weather 
• May look like tremors

• Water in external ear canal 
• Looks like a head tilt
• Pigs are notorious for this

• Porcine stress syndrome
• Severe muscle tremors, “barking,” distress, pyrexia

Things that mimic a CNS condition:

• The following have been identified as potential 
harborage points for BSE prions, so it’s required 
that they be removed

• The brain, skull, eyes, trigeminal ganglia, spinal 
cord, vertebral column, and dorsal root ganglia 
from cattle 30 months of age and older and, 9 CFR 
310.22(a)(1)

• The distal ileum of the small intestine and tonsils of 
all cattle. 9 CFR 310.22(2)

BSE: Specified Risk Materials

• Non-ambulatory disabled cattle that are offered for 
slaughter must be condemned. 9CFR 309.3(e)
• This applies to cattle taken to locker/slaughter plant

• Non-ambulatory definition:
• Animals that cannot rise from a recumbent position or 

cannot walk

• This includes - broken bones, severed tendons/ligaments, 
nerve paralysis, metabolic conditions

• What about the down cow on the farm?

Non-Ambulatory Animals
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• Dead/dying/moribund
• Don’t eat an animal that “died other than by slaughter”

• Pyrexia: 
• 106F or higher in swine

• 105F or higher in all other species

Other ante-mortem condemns

• Procedures vary slightly by species, but are similar 
for each

• Three main phases:
• Examination of head and associated lymph nodes

• Examination of the viscera and associated lymph 
nodes

• “Final” full carcass inspection

Post-Mortem Disposition

A bled carcass will look different 
than on necropsy!

A note to remember:
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Conditions of Public Health 
Significance

• Condemnable condition

• Ante-mortem signs
• Fever, non-ambulatory disabled/difficulty ambulating, 

depressed, dehydrated, painful (teeth grinding), muscle 
tremors, dyspnea, hyperemic mucous membranes and/or 
skin

• Look for infected wounds (tail bites in pigs)

• Post-mortem signs
• Petechiation/hemorrhage, degeneration of tissues/organs, 

generalized acute lymphadenitis, tissue necrosis

Septicemia/Toxemia

Petechiae
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Petechiated kidney
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Pleural Hemorrhage

Splenomegaly

Lymphadenitis & Hemorrhage
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Hemorrhagic Lymphadenitis

Cardiac Necrosis

Renal Necrosis
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• Condemnable condition 

• Ante-mortem signs
• Depressed, lethargic, fever, swollen joints, 
• Abscesses – umbilical & subcutaneous

• Post-mortem signs 
• Abscesses throughout the carcass tissues
• Infarcts with suppuration
• Degeneration of tissues

Pyemia

Renal Infarction

Splenic Infarction
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Small pulmonary abscesses

• Not commonly found, but condemnable

• Presence of larval form of tapeworm in tissue
• Transmissible to humans

• Post-mortem findings
• Heart muscle with degenerated cysts
• Dead and degenerated cysts in muscles
• Meat is watery and discolored

• Should be condemned if muscles are edematous and 
discolored
• Can otherwise trim affected area 

Cysticercosis – Beef & Swine
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Other Diseases/Conditions

• Keep in mind acute vs. chronic
• Is the animal being treated for an acute illness?

• Wait for the animal to recover, then butcher

• Most of these conditions will be localized
• Trim the affected portion and the rest is fine

• Some will progress to generalized disease
• Look for signs of systemic changes:

• Reactive, hyperemic lymph nodes (not just regional)
• Degeneration of tissues or organs
• Petechial hemorrhages*
• Icterus

To eat or not to eat
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• Abscess
• Arthritis
• Pericarditis
• Pneumonia
• Pleuritis
• Peritonitis
• Gastroenteritis 
• Nephritis 
• Mastitis 
• Metritis  

Common Inflammatory 
Conditions

Arthritis

Enteritis
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Pericarditis

Granulomatous Pericarditis

Fibrinous Pericarditis
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Peritonitis

Pleuritis

Purulent Nephritis
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Nephritis

Subacute Nephritis

Chronic Nephritis
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Pneumonia

• Ante-mortem signs
• Weakness, weight loss, low-grade fever
• Intermittent “hacking” cough
• Superficial lymph nodes swollen and firm

• Post-mortem
• Cattle – primarily in respiratory lymph nodes
• Swine – must be in all 3 “seats” to condemn

• cervical, mesenteric, pulmonary lymph nodes

• Rare in sheep and goats

• Looks like white-yellow “granules” 

• Feels gritty on cut surface

Tuberculosis
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Swine TB
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Granuloma cervical LN

• Caused by an increase in the amount of bilirubin in the 
blood
• Deposits in tissues and makes whole carcass yellow
• Make sure to differentiate yellow FAT caused from feed

• Grass fed and dairy breeds can have yellowing of fat 

• Look at the tissues that are normally white:
• Sclera
• Tendons
• Pleura (lining of chest cavity)
• Peritoneum (lining of abdominal cavity)
• Omentum 
• Cut surface of abdominal wall fat
• Joint surfaces
• Mesentery

Icterus
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Think – “highlighter yellow”

• “Cancer eye”

• Neoplastic lesion of the eye & surrounding tissue

• Metastasis may occur to lymph nodes & lungs
• Condemn 

• Infection, Suppuration, and Necrosis of the tissues 
around the eye may occur

• If eye was removed → condemn head

Ocular Squamous Cell 
Carcinoma
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• Condemnable condition

• Consistency is the key
• Stick your finger in it, it will deteriorate

• “Mush”

• This has MANY manifestations
• May be one lesion, may be found in multiple areas

Malignant Lymphoma
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• Mostly on hog skin
• Can appear “inky” and smear

• Look at regional lymph nodes
• Black spots → completely black
• Check the integrity of the node

• Check internal organs
• It can and does metastasize but uncommon
• If localized to skin/lymph nodes, trim off

• Don’t confuse with melanosis!
• You may seem some pigment in cervical lymph nodes of black 

hogs, but it doesn’t smear and it’s not diffuse

Melanoma
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• Swine Erysipelas

• Coccidial Granuloma

• Bruises and injuries

• Emaciation

• Dropsy

• Skin Conditions

• Melanosis

• Papillomas

Other Conditions
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• Splenic Torsion
• Okay unless the animal is icteric

• Cystic Kidneys
• Just toss the kidneys

• Hydronephrosis
• Is the animal uremic? (uncommon)

• Milk spot liver (ascarids)
• VERY common for hogs raised on dirt/pasture

Other Things you might see 
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Ascarids – “Milk Spot Liver”

• Organisms present in food that cause illness 
(typically GI, but possibly systemic)

• Many are normal (or at least common) intestinal 
flora of livestock

• Contaminate meat products during slaughter and 
processing*

Food-borne pathogens
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• Beef: E. coli O157:H7 and other STECs*
• Frequently carried in intestinal tract of cattle

• Pork: Salmonella, Trichinella spiralis
• Trichinella has become rarer due to indoor rearing of 

swine

• Poultry: Salmonella, Campylobacter

Food-borne pathogens of concern 
in meat and poultry products 

• O157:H7 is the most common, but not the only 
strain 

• Produce hemorrhagic enteritis: severe stomach 
cramps, diarrhea (often bloody), and often 
vomiting

• Most people recover in 5-7 days, but 5-10% 
develop hemolytic-uremic syndrome (HUS)
• Children are especially at risk

Shiga-toxin producing E. coli

• Typically contamination of meat surface by 
fecal/ingesta material during slaughter process

• Controlling STECs in beef
• Good sanitary dressing procedures (don’t get manure 

on the carcass!)

• Careful trimming of any contamination

• Anti-microbial rinses (e.g. lactic or acetic acid)

• Chilling of carcass/beef

• COOKING!  (160 F for ground beef- use a thermometer!)

STECs in beef

103

104

105



1/7/2022

36

• As inspectors, we worry about STECs in ground 
beef, but not so much about steaks and roasts-
why??

• What is the difference between ordering your 
steak rare and ordering your burger rare??

Your quiz question:

Quiz questions for us??

• Dr. Kathryn Polking, DVM, MPH, DACVPM
• Kathryn.polking@iowaagriculture.gov
• 425-218-5835

• Dr. Melissa Lang, DVM
• Melissa.lang@iowaagriculture.gov
• 515-494-7366

• Iowa Meat and Poultry Inspection Bureau
• 515-281-3338
• meatandpoultry@iowaagriculture.gov

• Send us pictures, give us a call, we’re happy to help

Contact Info
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