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Four Approaches to Processing Poultry 
for Sale of Meat in California

1. USDA Inspected 

2. USDA Exempt (from Inspection) + State Inspected 
(CDFA-licensed facility) 

3. USDA Exempt (from Inspection) + CDFA Registered

4. USDA Exempt (from Inspection) + CDFA Exempt  
1,000 birds/year, direct to consumer only; family 
labor or all production sold on-farm
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1. Federal Inspection (USDA Plant)

• Daily (bird-by-bird) USDA inspection

• No limit on # birds processed and sold

• Labeling “USDA inspected and passed” 

• May be sold to any type of customer– direct, 
retail, restaurants, wholesale

• Intrastate sales or Interstate commerce
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Directories and Databases for 
Finding a Processing Plant

• Meat, Poultry & Egg Product Inspection Directory (53)

• NMPAN State Help: Find a Processor 

• Small Farms Center map of Processing Facilities

• NCAT/ATTRA Searchable Database: Small Poultry 
Processing Plants and Services
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Common Criteria 

Why have regulations? 

• provide consumers with safe, wholesome food

• protect the environment

• ensure humane treatment of animals

• facilitate commerce

1. Slaughter only healthy birds

2. Produce an end product that is is sound, clean, fit 
for human consumption (not adulterated)

3. Proper labeling (truth in labeling; no misbranding)
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USDA Regulations 
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Exemptions to Federal Inspection 
Any processing not USDA-inspected must: 

• Meet criteria for exemption from federal 
inspection (operate under one per year)

• Proper Labeling: “Exempt P.L. 90-492” 

• Sales in California; no interstate commerce

• Exemption is only from Inspection; Operations 
must comply with all other applicable Federal, 
State and Local Regulations (Sanitation, 
Facilities, Recordkeeping, Water Systems, 
Waste Management, etc.)

• Keep Records to Demonstrate Compliance7



Federal Inspection Exemptions
Producer may operate under one / calendar year

• Personal Use: No limit, household use, No sales

• Custom Slaughter/Processing: Service; No sales

• Producer/Grower – 1,000 Limit 

• Producer/Grower – 20,000 Limit 

• Producer/Grower or Other Person (PGOP) -- 20,000 
Limit (for meals)

• Small Enterprise –20,000 Limit

• Retail Exemptions (Store/Dealer/Restaurant) No 
number limit; Several criteria restrict sales 
quantities and type.
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California’s poultry inspection program not 
equivalent to USDA; therefore:

• Meet criteria for federal inspection exemption

• Process in a state-licensed poultry plant

• Poultry Meat from an “Approved Source” 
Acceptable for sale to any customer within 
California (HRI, retail, wholesale, or direct) 

• Products may not be sold in interstate commerce

See CDFA site for Manuals, Applications, Guidance

9

2. Federal Exemption + State 
Inspection (CDFA-Licensed Plant)



CDFA Meat, Poultry & Egg Safety Branch
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3. USDA Exempt + CDFA Exempt; CDFA-
Registered Exempt Poultry Operation

• Poultry processed on farm or in other facility.

• Meet criteria for federal exemption

• Meet criteria for state exemption 

– Sales direct to consumer, only family labor; or 

– all production sold directly on farm premises

• Register with CDFA; agree to comply with Code of 
Federal Regulations, Title 9, Part 381

• Inspection at least once; not more than 4x/year 
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California State Inspection Exemptions

Food and Agriculture Code 

Section 25703. 

• Poultry produced on premises where slaughtered; 

• Sold by the producer on the farm, or directly to 
consumers at their homes, CSA, farmers' markets; 

• No employees; only producer & immediate family

Section 25704. 

• Entire production is slaughtered, dressed, & sold on 
the premises where it is produced. 

• Purposes other than resale (no HRI or middlemen). 
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4. USDA Exempt; CDFA Exempt; 
Not Registered < 1000 birds

Must meet criteria for federal and state inspection 
exemptions (see above)

1. Sales direct to consumer + no employees; or

2. All production sold from farm

• birds must be healthy when slaughtered; 

• process under sanitary conditions; no adulteration; 

• product appropriately labeled ”Exempt PL-490”
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Poultry Labeling

If Federally inspected:            If State-inspected:

INSPECTED

FOR

WHOLESOMENESS

UNDER SUPERVISION

CALIFORNIA

DEPT. OF FOOD and AGRICULTURE

PLANT NO. 38

Products processed under exemption from federal 
inspection bear the phrase:  “Exempt: PL-492”
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Safe Handling Instructions
• ”This product was prepared from inspected and passed 

meat and/or poultry. Some food products may contain 
bacteria that could cause illness if the product is 
mishandled or cooked improperly. For your protection, 
follow these safe handling instructions. Keep 
refrigerated or frozen. Thaw in refrigerator or 
microwave.

• Keep raw meat and poultry separate from other foods. 
Wash working surfaces (including cutting boards), 
utensils, and hands after touching raw meat or poultry.

• Cook thoroughly.

• Keep hot foods hot. Refrigerate leftovers immediately 
or discard.”
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Poultry General Order 
(Water Quality Control Board)

Regulated: Commercial poultry operations > two 
animal units (= 2,000 pounds of live poultry) > 12 
weeks/12 months. Some pasture poultry operations 
may be considered Low Threat Operations. 

Monitoring of wastes created by confined animal 
operations, groundwater quality monitoring, record-
keeping of waste management, and annual reports. 

“It is your responsibility to complete and submit a 
Notice of Intent (NOI) with appropriate filing fee for 
the poultry operation: 
www.waterboards.ca.gov/centralvalley/board_decisions/adopte
d_orders/general_orders/r5-2016-0087.pdf
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http://www.waterboards.ca.gov/centralvalley/board_decisions/adopted_orders/general_orders/r5-2016-0087.pdf


Composting?

17



18



19



Resources
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National Center for Appropriate 
Technology (NCAT) ATTRA Project
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NCAT/ATTRA offers 
practical research-based 

information Publications, Videos, 
Podcasts, Databases

800-346-9140 or 800-411-3222 
askanag@ncat.org
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American Pastured Poultry 
Producer’s Association
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NMPAN
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UC Cooperative Extension 
Agriculture Ombudsman
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UC Cooperative Extension 
Agriculture Ombudsman-Sonoma
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eXtension
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CAFF/Farmer’s Guild
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Approaches to Poultry Processing

1. Federal Inspection (USDA inspected facilities) 

2. State Inspection + Federal Exemption (limit <100-
20,000 birds/year). Contact with/Establish a state-
licensed plant with bird-by bird state inspection. Sell 
to any customer within California 

“Dual Exempt” from Federal and State Inspection: 

3. Custom Exempt Poultry Operation (Registered) 
(CDFA reviews operation set-up and procedures on farm)

4. Direct to Consumer Farm meet criteria for process 
on farm; sell products directly to consumers)
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Will Pastured Poultry Work as a 
Business Enterprise on my Farm?

Economics = “Household” Farm Family +  Financial 

• Revenue > Costs? 

• Production Scale 

• Systems Design 

• Branding messages

• Processing Decisions

• Marketing Matters!



Set Whole Farm-Life Goals; Make Plans; 
Raise Birds & Keep Production Records; 

Evaluate Results in Light of Goals; 
Use Info to Adjust Plans; Repeat!
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Thank you for your Participation!
Questions? Need further information?

Ann Baier

annb@ncat.org

https://attra.ncat.org/

1-800-346-9140 English 
1-800-411-3222 Bilingual

mailto:annb@ncat.org



