Increased costs for renderers cause pain for meatpackers

By Megan Hinds
Times-News writer

JEROME -- Large commercial meatpackers in the United States are feeling the pinch of a slowdown in beef sales after the discovery of mad cow disease in Washington state in December, due to the closing of several foreign markets to American beef.

In Magic Valley, however, smaller custom-cut meatpackers are still enjoying good business, but the industry as a whole is taking a hit due to increased costs for renderers, who have begun charging meatpackers for services that were once free.

New rules from the U.S. Department of Agriculture that prohibit the use of downer cattle for human consumption have severely affected the rendering industry. Those rules have made it harder for rendering companies, like Darling International, which has offices in Twin Falls and Boise, to sell animal byproducts such as bone meal and tallow on the market.

"It's a very difficult time in our industry right now. Some places, it's impossible to sell," Neil Katchen, Darling International executive vice president of operations, told The Times-News in February. "The price of proteins fell right off the map. The value of meat and bone dropped to less than half. The implications of that are just unbelievable."

In addition, companies that manufacture products that use tallow want raw material with fewer impurities. That means further processing, and more cost for the renderer. 

Meatpackers pay a $25-per-month service fee for Darling to haul away the parts of animals left over after processing, as well as a $6 charge each time a load is hauled away, no matter how heavy the load is, said Clint Carlin, co-owner of Carlin Inc. in Jerome. Now, Darling charges an additional fee of .5 cents per pound of material.

Meatpackers looking to dispose carcasses at area landfills rather than paying the extra hauling charge to Darling are also out of luck. In January, the Idaho Department of Environmental Quality instituted new regulations on disposing animal carcasses or offal. 

Now waste transfer stations limit the number of carcasses brought to landfills per day, as well as the time of day that animal waste may be disposed. The regulations also instituted charges of $22 per cubic yard of animal waste brought to transfer stations.

Charges like those add up quickly, said Don Scarrow, owner of Scarrow Meats in Jerome. Scarrow said that additional charge comes out to about $600 per month right now. During the fall -- the busy season -- Scarrow's rendering expenses could total $2,000, he said.

Scarrow and Carlin say they have been absorbing the costs so far, rather than passing it on to their customers. 

"We are just not able -- the way the economy is -- to pass it onto the consumer," Carlin said. "I can't do that to my customers."

Scarrow agreed, but said it's only a matter of time until meatpackers increase their prices if the extra charge remains in place. He said he's looking into opening an incinerator in conjunction with another meatpacker, Valley Beef of Wendell.

B & L Meats of Buhl took downer cows before the ban, and co-owner Ann Killinger said the business has taken a hit because of the new regulations. The increased costs of rendering services are a double blow, she said. B & L Meats has passed on the extra charge to customers, tacking on a $3.25 disposal fee per beef processed, with similar fees for other livestock.

