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by Lauren Turner

An increasing number of consum-
ers are becoming aware of a discon-
nect that has occurred from the food 
we eat. We are interested in knowing 
our farmers and thus where our food 
comes from, how it is raised and how 
it is processed and distributed. We are 
concerned about the effects of large 
corporate agriculture on animals, the 
quality of their food and the environ-
ment.

When it comes to poultry we would 
rather have turkey or chicken raised 
on pasture, under humane conditions, 
with room to roam. We may choose 
heritage breeds over the broad-breast-
ed whites raised in huge numbers 
in close confinement that dominate 
the commercial market. According to 
Clea Rome, director of the Washing-
ton State University Clallam Exten-
sion, 99 percent of turkeys produced 
in the United States are broad-breast-
ed whites, which cannot breed natu-
rally and must be propagated via 
artificial insemination. Without arti-
ficial insemination, this breed would 
be extinct after just one generation. 
These birds also typically spend their 
lives without the opportunity to forage 
naturally and are crammed together 
inside large facilities without room 
even to turn around.

Some small farmers are raising 
heritage poultry with free access to 
pasture, and are using mobile poultry 
processing units (MPPUs) for slaugh-
ter rather than submitting animals to 
the stress of being shipped over long 
distances to licensed slaughter houses, 
which are widely scattered and in-
creasingly hard to find. The units can 
be brought to the site where the ani-
mals are raised, and animals are killed 
and processed on-site.

The term MPPU can be confus-
ing. Some use it in reference to por-
table units consisting of bleed cones, a 
scalder and a plucker that fit on a pick-
up truck and allow farmers to process 
poultry for their own use and for a 
limited amount of on-farm sales. At 
least one state allows poultry process-
ing in a large, open-air structure, also 
referred to as a MPPU. Most states 
that currently have certified MPPUs 
used by farmers who are licensed to 
sell their products off-farm have fully 
enclosed “clean rooms” with walls 
and a ceiling. Slaughter, scalding and 
plucking birds typically are done out-
side the clean room, and then the 
birds are passed through a window 
to the clean room where evisceration 
and final processing is done. This is 
the type of unit referred to as a MPPU 
throughout this article.

Using a MPPU allows farmers to 
project sales of 100 percent of their 
stock rather than having to estimate 
the typical 10 to 15 percent loss of 
birds to transportation stress. A benefit 
to the consumer is that the meat of 
less-stressed animals is thought to be 
healthier and tastier. The mobile units 
and local distribution of products also 
address several other environmental 
issues associated with agriculture, as 
they decrease fuel costs and emissions 
and groundwater contamination, com-

pared with those of large corporate 
farms. 

While this practice is becoming bet-
ter known and more popular, only a 
handful of certified MPPUs currently 
exist in the United States. They are 
located in Vermont, Massachusetts, 
Kentucky, Montana, California and 
Washington. Massachusetts and Wash-
ington have more than one MPPU. 
There is no specialized MPPU manu-
facturer. Where the units do exist, 
they have been custom designed and 
built, usually by a group of farm-
ers forming a cooperative, along with 
partner foundations and agencies. The 
Vermont Agency of Agriculture, Food 
and Markets initially purchased the 
unit in Vermont. After three years of 
use under agency administration, the 
unit was sold in a competitive bid-
ding process to a private party who 
still makes it available to other farm-
ers throughout the state, with guid-
ance from the Vermont Farm Viability 
Enhancement Program. The State of 
Vermont is putting the proceeds from 
the sale back into developing more 
infrastructure in the state for value-
added meat products. 

Laws related to poultry process-
ing also vary from state to state, not 
always in the small farmer’s interest, 
so these groups also need to work with 
their state regulatory agencies and 
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lawmakers, sometimes to get legisla-
tion that allows the use of MPPUs.

Farmers in states where the units 
exist have been able to overcome a 
huge barrier to producing local poul-
try. The Western Washington Poultry 
Farmers Cooperative (WWPFC), for-
merly known as Kitsap Poultry Grow-
er’s Cooperative, is a group of farmers 
in northwest Washington who recently 
purchased one of the units. They share 
the unit among member farms to pro-
cess their poultry. 

Clark Farm, located on northern 
Washington’s Olympic Peninsula, rais-
es heritage turkeys and chickens on 
pasture supplemented with organic 
feed, and they are members of the 
WWPFC.

The Clarks run a diversified farm, 
and they began adding heritage tur-
keys to their mix two years ago. In the 
first year they lost 25 percent of their 
flock to eagle predation just before 
harvest. Still determined to produce 
heritage turkeys, the Clarks ordered 
new stock the next year. Heritage 
birds had to be ordered from a source 
in New Mexico, with a hefty price tag 
attached to transporting them. That 
year the Clarks were able to install 
netting over the tops of all of their 
poultry pastures to protect the entire 
flock from eagles. However, turkey 
chicks are fragile, even more so than 
chickens, and they lost 30 to 50 per-
cent of the imported birds to trans-
portation stress. After that experience, 
the Clarks decided it would be more 
cost-effective and sustainable to breed 
their own heritage turkeys on their 
farm. They will be able to make back 
the losses of the past two years by 
producing their own birds, while pro-
viding a less stressful life to their flock. 
They selected breeding stock from 
among the turkeys that had survived 
transport. Their remaining stock was 
enough to meet their personal needs 
with a surplus of about twenty-seven 
birds. In order to process the surplus, 
they helped the WWPFC out by giv-
ing the new mobile unit a trial run, 
slaughtering their turkeys last year on 
the Monday before Thanksgiving. 

The Clarks are working to become 
licensed by the Washington State De-
partment of Agriculture. They will 
then be able to sell birds processed in 

1. Turkeys roam freely under protective netting.
2. Turkeys placed upside down in bleed cones quietly “fall asleep” as they bleed out.
3. Turkey is held in scalder for about a minute.
4. Naked bird removed from plucker, to be passed through window to clean room.
5. Clean room production line.
6. Head and neck are removed with a cleaver and rubber mallet.
7. Feet are removed with a knife.
8. Ice being added to cooling water to maintain required temperature.
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the MPPU to off-farm markets. Mean-
while, the fresh surplus turkeys from 
last year’s slaughter were distributed 
directly from their farm to friends and 
family for personal consumption. I 
observed the process, from start to 
finish, and took my own ultra-fresh 
turkey home with me.

Early in the morning, the mobile 
slaughter unit was set up on-site. Bleed 
cones and the scalder were set up 
outside the main trailer, nearby on the 
ground. The plucker was on a plat-
form outside the clean room, with a 
pass-through window next to it, where 
the freshly plucked birds were handed 
through for further processing. Gath-
ering the birds from their pasture, the 
slaughter, scalding and plucking done 
outside the clean room are considered 
“dirty work.” To increase food safety, 
regulations and common sense pro-
hibit the same people doing the dirty 
work from also doing the processing 
inside the clean room, so the process 
requires some extra help. Volunteers, 
including WWPFC president Stuart 
Boyle, helped the Clarks with process-
ing. Boyle delivered and helped set 
up the MPPU, and he worked in the 
clean room. A couple of other volun-
teers did the outdoor work.

Another advantage of on-farm 
slaughter in a mobile unit is that han-
dling of the birds prior to slaughter is 
minimized. Once the unit was set up, 
several turkeys at a time were gath-
ered from the pasture, which was only 
about 50 feet away. They were placed 
in smaller cages, which were walked 
over to the bleed cone area.

I love seeing free-range poultry 
roaming freely about, scratching in 
the dirt, eating at will; in other words, 
being treated humanely for the dura-
tion of their short lives. Childhood 
memories ran through my mind of 
my grandma using an axe, literally on 
a chopping block (the 
flat stump of a tree), 
to chop off the head 
of a chicken that ran 
around seemingly still 
alive, spurting blood 
from its neck. I braced 
for such a scene, re-
minding myself that 
I am committed to 
the philosophy that 
if I am going to eat 
meat, I should be will-
ing, at least theoreti-
cally, to kill the animal 
that provides it. As it 
turned out, there was 
some blood, but not 
so much. The bleed 
cones provide a much gentler, cleaner 
slaughter method that is less stressful 
to the birds.

The birds were placed in the cones; 
head first, which seemed to calm them. 
A very sharp scalpel (some states re-
quire stunning knives) was then used 
to quickly open the jugular vein, and 
the bird quietly fell asleep as it bled 
out into a blood catch basin, leaving 
very little blood present during the 
rest of the processing. The blood that 
drains from the turkeys is later com-
posted, along with other discarded 
parts of the birds.

The freshly killed bird was dipped 
into the scalder containing 145-degree 
water for about a minute. This process 
enlarges the pores that the feathers 
are in and softens connective tissue 
in the pore, making plucking much 
easier. Scalding as a method to facili-
tate plucking has been used for a long 
time, historically speaking. 

The scalded bird was placed in the 
plucker, which spins rapidly for half a 
minute or so and efficiently removes 
most feathers. Residual bits of feather 
were easily removed by hand. The 
naked bird was then passed through 
the window into the processing room.

First the head was removed and the 
neck separated from the body by strik-
ing a strategically placed cleaver with 
a rubber mallet. Removing the head 
and neck may also be accomplished 
by using shears. Using shears is a little 
faster and increases the efficiency of 
the operation. It allows more birds per 
day to be processed, which can trans-

late to more profit for 
the farmer. Feet, in this 
case, were cut off with 
a knife and discarded. 
Shears are also effec-
tive for removing feet. 
A scalpel was used to 
open the cavity. Of-
fal and kidney, liver, 
heart and gizzard were 
removed. The offal 
was separated and dis-
carded. All discarded 
parts and other waste 
parts, including blood 
are composted. The 
offal and other poultry 
parts provide nitrogen, 
and carbon is added in 

the form of paper or wood. Water and 
oxygen are mixed in, and the micro-
bial process of decomposition heats 
the compost pile to 135 to 145°F. That 
temperature is maintained for at least 
three days, which kills any pathogens 
and seeds.

The leather membrane, a tough 
protective inner lining attached inside 
the gizzard that prevents rocks from 
piercing the gizzard, was removed 
when the organs were separated. Or-
gans and the neck were placed in plas-
tic bags that accompany the whole 
bird, packed inside the cavity, the 
same way you get the ones in a gro-
cery store.

Great care was taken to keep things 
clean. A hand-washing station is re-
quired in the clean room. Regulations 
in Washington don’t specify methods 
for keeping the evisceration surface 
clean, only that it must be a non-
porous surface that can be sanitized. 

Another 
advantage of  
on-farm slaughter 
in a mobile unit 
is that handling 
of the birds prior 
to slaughter is 
minimized.
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Inspectors observe processing, looking 
for food safety issues, correcting them 
as they see them. The WWPFC is 
very careful about food safety, includ-
ing keeping work surfaces and tools 
clean. They strive to teach prospective 
licensees in a consistent manner that 
has proven satisfactory to the WSDA 
inspectors, thereby instilling trust that 
translates to passing inspections with 
flying colors. 

Hoses are handy for rinsing the 
worktable regularly. WWPFC teaches 
using a spray bottle containing bleach 
diluted to a solution of 50-100 parts 
per million, which is a non-toxic level, 
to sanitize the work surface and tools 
following processing of each bird. This 
is nothing like the recently publi-
cized commercial industry’s practice 
of soaking poultry in bleach water 
to remove bacteria that is inevitably 
present during mass production. The 
bleach solution evaporates immedi-
ately and never touches the birds. 
Organic sanitizing solutions are also 
available at a much higher cost. 

Each turkey, starting at a body 
temperature of about 85 to 88 de-
grees, was placed in an ice chest full 
of iced water at approximately 34 to 
38°F. Regulations dictate cooling the 
birds to 45°F within four hours; it usu-
ally takes about one hour. A record 
was kept of the time each bird went 
into the cooler and the temperature 
of the water when the bird was put 
in. A thermometer was put into the 
first bird, and the temperature of 
that bird was taken each time a bird 
was added. This checked the time it 
took that bird to get to the required 
temperature and was used to estimate 
when each subsequent bird would 
reach temperature. 

Monitoring temperature each time 
is important. Adding birds increases 
the temperature, and ice needs to be 
added periodically to maintain the 
proper temperature. 

Once the birds were properly 
chilled, they were removed from the 
ice water bath, the water drained from 
them, and then the package of their 
neck and organs was stuffed into their 
cavity. The birds were then wrapped 
in plastic and kept chilled in ice chests 
until they were picked up.

Farmers engaging in such small-
scale sustainable practices work hard 
to improve the fate of animals while 
contributing to improvement of major 
issues such as air, water and soil qual-
ity and biodiversity, advancing the 
trend of a return to healthier times 
before agriculture became industrial-
ized. Not all are certified organic, but 
many use organic methods without 
going to the expense and process of 
becoming certified. 

It is still up to the farmer whether 
to raise poultry conventionally or or-
ganically. The farmer is in control 
of choosing, raising and processing 
breeding stock. Probably all are com-
mitted to sustainability at some level. 
The WWPFC has sustainability as 
part of their mission statement, “to 
support, educate and advocate for 
producers and consumers of sustain-
able, locally grown poultry.” Their 
sustainability model is of production 
within a region of 100-150 miles radius 
including local hatcheries with natural 
breeding processes. This creates a 
closed loop that supports local econo-
mies and results in better quality and 
safety of food.

The WWPFC has had support from 
its community since its inception. A 
majority of members are non-farmer 
consumers who want local poultry. 
Others are backyard hobby poultry 
growers. Before the cooperative was 
able to purchase the certified MPPU, 
they purchased portable equipment. 
The portable equipment is still rented 
to very small producers and to hob-
byist co-op members. The co-op now 
owns two sets of portable equipment, 

with plans to buy additional units to be 
placed strategically with farmers who 
agree to be sponsors. This will allow 
more units to be easily accessible to 
more small-scale poultry growers. The 
farmer members who share the certi-
fied MPPU are allowed to become 
licensed to sell off-farm, enabling them 
to increase their capacity to supply 
local food, completing a community 
circle.

In her recently-published book The 
Mobile Poultry Slaughterhouse: Building 
a Humane Chicken Processing Unit to 
Strengthen your Local Food System, Ali 
Berlow tells, in a delightful way, the 
story of how Martha’s Vineyard in 
Massachusetts got a MPPU for their 
island community. She offers lots of 
advice and details about how to get a 
MPPU into your community. 

A mobile poultry-processing unit 
increases access to local food and 
contributes substantially to farming 
sustainably. Throughout the United 
States, more farmers are exploring 
the use of mobile poultry processing 
units. There is inconsistency among 
various state laws and regulations. If 
you are interested in having a MPPU 
to service your community, your state 
university extension is a good place 
to start. 

Lauren Turner is a freelance writer, specializing in 
agricultural, environmental and community topics. 
She retired from a 30-year career with the U.S. 
Forest Service, where she worked as a wildlife 
biologist, ecosystem manager and district Ranger. 
An avid organic gardener, she lives in Sequim, 
Washington, with her husband and their cat.

Western Washington Poultry Farmers Cooperative: www.kitsappoultry.com
Foothill Farming: ucanr.edu/sites/placernevadasmallfarms/Livestock/Poultry
Northeast SARE: www.sare.org/Learning-Center/Project-Products/northeast-

Sare-Project-Products/Mobile-Poultry-Processing-unit-Farm-and-Food-
Safety-Management-Guide

Kentucky Agriculture Department: www2.ca.uky.edu/smallflocks/Fact-
sheets/KY_mobile_processing_unit.pdf

Montana Poultry Growers Cooperative: www.chicken.coop/mobile-process-
ing-unit

New Entry Sustainable Farming Project: nesfp.org/resources/building-farm-
poultry-processing-facility-0
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