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In the conditions of typical poultry farms and transportation, chickens
defecate on themselves and one another and commonly stand in feces.
Feces are alsn nresent in intestines at the time of slaniahter. As a result.

www.pcrm.org/health/reports/fecal-contamination-in-retail-chicken-products 1/3




5/9/12 PCRM | Fecal Contamination in Retail Chicken Products

e mmm st — mrm e [t e trr im—mr—— m mit— mrai— —s e gete—s s e e s ——meey

feces are common in poultry farms, transport vehicles, and slaughter
plants.

A typical large processing plant may slaughter more than a million birds
per week.1 There, chickens are stunned, killed, bled, and sent through
scalding tanks, which help remove feathers but also act as reservoirs that
transfer feces from one carcass to another. After scalding, feathers and
intestines are mechanically removed. Intestinal contents can spill onto
machinery and contaminate the muscles and organs of the chicken and
those processed afterward.

The eviscerated carcasses are then rinsed with chlorinated water and
checked for visible fecal matter. However, some slaughter lines process as
many as 140 birds per minute, allowing inspectors minimal time to
examine each carcass for visible feces.?

After the visual check for fecal matter, carcasses are typically chilled in ice
water, effectively a communal bath in which feces spread from bird to bird.
After chilling, a chicken may be cut up, allowing for further fecal spread
from carcass to implements. The remains are then packaged, carrying fecal
bacteria to consumers. Feces consist of undigested food, dead cells,
hepatically excreted compounds, parasites, and live bacteria, which may be
benign or pathogenic. Feces on retail products are of concern to consumers
for both esthetic and health reasons, but fecal traces are typically not
visible.

To assess the efficacy of procedures to limit fecal contamination, the U.S.
Department of Agriculture requires poultry slaughter and processing
establishments to test for levels of E. coli, a bacterium that is a highly
specific indicator of fecal contamination. According to the USDA’s
Guidelines for Escherichia coli Testing for Process Control Verification in

Poultry Slaughter Establishments, facilities must test one chicken per

22,000 slaughtered or perform at least one test per week.3

This study assessed the frequency of fecal contamination on retail chicken
products in 10 U.S. cities.

Methods

PCRM purchased chicken products—whole chickens, breasts, drumsticks,
thighs, or wings—from stores in 10 cities in nine states. Twelve samples of
chicken were initially purchased in each city for a total of 120 samples.

The grocery store chains sampled were Albertsons, Dominick’s, Fry's,
Giant, Harris Teeter, H-E-B, Jewel-Osco, Kroger, Pic ‘n Save, Piggly Wiggly,
Publix, Ralphs, Randalls, Safeway, and Winn-Dixie.

Brands tested included Perdue, Pilgrim’s, Sanderson Farms, Covington
Farms, Eating Right, Foster Farms, Gerber’s Poultry, Harris Teeter,
Harvestland, H-E-B, Hill Country Fare, Murray’s, Nature’s Promise, Open
Nature, Smart Chicken, Piggly Wiggly, Publix, Red Bird Farms, Roundy’s,
Safeway, Safeway O Organics, Springer Mountain Farms, Super G,
Supervalu, and Wild Harvest Natural.

The products were purchased, and store packaging was left undisturbed.
The packages were placed unopened in coolers with ice packs and
immediately shipped overnight to EMSL Analytical Inc., a certified,
independent analytical testing laboratory in Chicago, Ill. Using detection
methods standard for food testing, EMSL tested for the presence of E.

coli.* As noted above, E. coli is a specific indicator of fecal contamination
and is used by slaughter and processing plants to check for fecal
contamination of food products and water, following USDA requirements.

Results

Testing revealed that 48 percent of all chicken samples tested positive for
feces. Among skinless breasts, 49 percent of products were contaminated,
compared with 28 percent of breasts with skin intact, indicating that skin

removal did not reduce fecal contamination in the samples tested.

Of the antibiotic-free chicken samples, 46 percent tested positive for fecal
contamination, while 48 percent of conventional samples tested positive.

Of the 20 stores sampled, one (Safeway, Phoenix, Ariz.) had no detectable
fecal bacteria in six samples. To determine whether this was an aberrant
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result based on sampling, 10 additional samples were purchased and
tested by EMSL Analytical Inc. Of these 10 samples, six tested positive for
fecal contamination, suggesting previous findings were the result of
sampling, rather than to an absence of feces in the store.

Discussion

The results show that feces are common on chicken products. Although
variability was evident from store to store, it appears that consumers bring
feces into their kitchens on roughly half of the retail chicken products

purchased, regardless of the region or brand. This variability appears to be
due to sampling, rather than to differences in procedures followed by
different stores or brands.

Retail chicken products are rarely tested for feces. Instead, testing is
commonly performed during slaughter and processing to assess the
effectiveness of practices intended to limit fecal spread. A 2009 USDA
study found that 87 percent of chicken carcasses tested positive for E. coli

after chilling and just prior to packaging.5

The current findings suggest that skinless chicken is at least as likely as to
be contaminated as chicken with skin left intact. Likewise, antibiotic-free
products appear to be as likely as “conventional” chicken to be
contaminated. Nearly 50 percent of both types of products tested positive
for fecal traces.

Conclusion

Overall, roughly half of the chicken samples purchased in supermarkets
were contaminated with feces, which originate in chickens’ intestines, but
are easily spread during rearing, transport, slaughter, and processing. In
turn, feces carried on chicken products into the home are easily
transferred to countertops, cutting boards, utensils, refrigerators, and
family members.

While consumers are counseled by the USDA to apply high cooking heat to
poultry products, this treatment simply cooks the feces along with the
muscle tissue and does nothing to remove it from the ingested product.

In summary, feces are present on approximately half of chicken products
at retail stores in locations across the United States.
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