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Executive Summary 
The Government of Saskatchewan has set a goal in the provincial growth plan to double meat 
processing and animal feed value-added revenue to more than $1 billion by 2030. The 
Saskatchewan Stock Growers Association (SSGA) wants to conduct an environmental scan 
project to identify opportunities and challenges of growing the beef processing sector in the 
province.   

There are two primary components to the scan: 

A. Cattle and beef market supply and demand. 

B. Beef plant requirements and specifications. 

Part A of the report will reveal what number and type of cattle could be available for a plant. It 
would also demonstrate the current competition for those supplies.  It also looks at potential 
plant sizes.  This section also provides a general, or high-level perspective on the current beef 
market supplies and demand in Saskatchewan and the west.  

Part B involves an assessment of plant requirements and specifications. This is an examination 
of capital and operating expenses as well as operational requirements.  This section assesses 
the following components, among other factors. 
 
Cattle and Beef Supply and Demand 
 The Saskatchewan cattle industry has shown itself to be resilient and robust.  The provincial 

herd size has gained share relative to Canada and the northern tier of the United States.   
 The Saskatchewan cattle industry has long been characterized as one that supplies calves to 

other regions for the feeding and processing value adding.  Relative to other cattle 
producing regions of Canada and the United States there is very little value adding in terms 
of feeding cattle.  In addition, as of 2022 there is no federally inspected cattle and beef 
processing activity in the province.  

 Around one million calves and yearling cattle flow out of Saskatchewan from farming, 
ranching and backgrounding operations into backgrounding and feeding operations in 
Alberta, Ontario, and the United States.  From those destination operations cattle are fed 
and then moved to processing operations in Alberta, Ontario, and the United States.   

 These Saskatchewan-based cattle farming production operations and the out-of-province 
receiving operations are part of a long established and competitive logistical network.  
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Saskatchewan is the beginning point and a critically important component of a modern, 
refined and complex supply and demand cattle flow.   

 Saskatchewan is also an important market for Canadian beef.  Saskatchewan consumes 
about 30,000 tonnes of beef a year.  Total prairie consumption amounts to about 175,000 
tonnes per year.  For perspective, Canadian beef consumption amounts to about 1,000,000 
tonnes annually. Nearly all that beef consumed on the prairies and Saskatchewan is of 
Canadian origin.  That means it comes almost exclusively from Alberta, and more 
particularly from the two large plants in Alberta.   

The summary points of the above is that Saskatchewan is an important component of a 
competitive, well-established supply chain.  It is also an important but relatively small market 
for Alberta produced beef.     

Clearly Saskatchewan has the supply of cattle to meet the market needs of a new plant.  A new 
plant in Saskatchewan could reasonably process anywhere from 100 to over 1,000 per day.  
That sizing statement is based on cattle feeding capacity and fed cattle marketings in the 
province.  It is also based on estimations of cull cow marketings and availability in 
Saskatchewan. 

Plant Requirements 
With evidence of supply, demand and a crude guidance on plant size provided, the next step in 
the process is to look more specifically at plant operations and logistics.   

The first step here is to provide an understanding of the functions of a typical beef plant as well 
as the areas of caution and emphasis.  Factors such as slaughter, rendering, grading, chilling, 
employees, and management are examined in detail in the report.   

 One main point of emphasis is employment and location.  A plant processing approximately 
1,000 head would need approximately 400 or more plant workers and approximately 60 
management staff.  The areas needed to be covered by the management staff include, 
operations supervisory staff, quality assurance, office clerical staff, sales & marketing, 
accounting, health & safety, cattle procurement, maintenance, logistics, and purchasing. 

 The hiring of an experienced management staff will be a serious challenge.  Many 
management positions require a level of practical experience and technical knowledge not 
readily available in Saskatchewan.  As an independent stand-alone facility, it will need 
business management experience.  Most of this type of experience does not reside in 
Canada as the large processors moved these functions to their corporate offices located in 
the US.  There are very few individuals in Canada with the experience to manage an 
independent large scale beef facility. Most of those that do, are typically of retirement age.  
There is a definite lack of experience in Canada for some of these senior management roles. 

 It is asserted that it is beneficial to locate the plant near an urban centre as it may provide 
the best chance to secure this level of employment.  A robust temporary foreign workers 
(TFW) program would also need to be implemented in helping secure the required number 
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of front-line workers.  There have been recent changes to this program and businesses can 
utilize up to 30% of the workforce as TFW’s.  

 Depending on plant size the cost of construction of a new plant could range from $120-200 
million.  It is estimated that once a decision is made to proceed forward with the 
construction of a facility it would take anywhere from 2 to 2.5 years to complete.  
Depending on the location and the potential for an environmental assessment and permit 
requirements, this timeline could be extended. 

It is imperative for this facility to have a comprehensive business / sales plan to be successful 
long term.  The packing business is ferociously competitive. In the last couple of years, it has 
enjoyed unprecedented margin at the expense of the other value chain partners. This, 
however, is unlikely to continue.  The timing of a new plant in Saskatchewan is likely to coincide 
with a downturn in the beef processing margin making it even more important that all facets of 
a new operation perform better than the balance of the industry.   

Willie Van Solkema 
Kevin Grier 
July 2022 
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Opportunities & Challenges for Growing 
Saskatchewan’s Beef Processing Sector 
 

Introduction and Purpose 
The Government of Saskatchewan has set a goal in the provincial growth plan to double meat 
processing and animal feed value-added revenue to more than $1 billion by 2030. The 
Saskatchewan Stock Growers Association (SSGA) wants to conduct an environmental scan 
project to identify opportunities and challenges of growing the beef processing sector in the 
province.   

There are two primary components to the scan: 

A. Cattle and beef market supply and demand. 

B. Beef plant requirements and specifications. 

Part A:  Cattle and Beef Market Supply and Demand 
The following are the key objectives to address part A 

1. Determine the supply and source of cattle that could be available for a beef packing 
operation in Saskatchewan. 

2. Identify the trends in the cattle inventories in Saskatchewan. 
3. Illustrate current marketing patterns and flows in Saskatchewan to identify competitive 

dynamics. 
4. Identify the sources of demand for Saskatchewan cattle by type and by market (Cattle 

market competitors and market participants). 
a. Western feedlots and backgrounding 
b. U.S. feedlots and backgrounding 
c. Western packing plants 
d. U.S. packing plants. 

5. Future demand for cattle by type, customer, location (market competitors and participants) 

This information will reveal what number and type of cattle could be available for a plant. It 
would also demonstrate the current competition for those supplies. This in turn would spell out 
the challenges in maintaining that supply. Ultimately this determines the potential plant size 
and the competitive risks in maintaining that plant supply. 

This information will form the basis for the availability of supply for any potential processing 
facility including the option for processing multiple species. This information will help to 
determine the potential plant size that can accommodate the available livestock supply. This 
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section will also help to better understand the challenges of maintaining this supply as well as 
the competitive risk in taking this supply away from current customers. 

The next component of part A is to provide a general, or high-level perspective on the current 
beef market supplies and demand in Saskatchewan and the west. That is, the section then turns 
from live cattle supply and demand to beef supply and demand. 

This component of part A provides an initial assessment of whether there is a demand for new 
beef production in Saskatchewan and the west. This section provides crude estimation of the 
market potential additional beef production in Saskatchewan. 

1. Saskatchewan beef supply and demand.  
2. Retail and foodservice channel participants. 
3. Current suppliers.  
4. New production opportunities. 

 

Part B:  Beef Plant Requirements and Specifications 
Once the potential plant size and type is established, the next phase of the research involves an 
assessment of plant requirements and specifications. This is an examination of capital and 
operating expenses as well as operational requirements.  This section assesses the following 
components, among other factors. 
 
1. Plant location rationale and prospects. 
2. Plant and equipment capital costs. 
3. Plant operating costs 
4. Regulatory requirements 
5. Transportation logistics 
6. Operating Revenue 
 
Included in this segment will be an outline of potential suppliers for plant materials and 
services. The section will outline the advantages and disadvantages this plant will have relative 
to competitors from a logistical and operational perspective. 
 
This section will also delineate the optimal types of arrangements that would be required for 
cattle supplies and suppliers. 
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Part A:  Cattle and Beef Market Supply and Demand 
Saskatchewan Cattle Supply  
 
Cow Herd Trends 
The base of the Saskatchewan and North American cattle industry is the beef cow herd.  The 
growth or contraction of the beef cow herd is a function of the cow-calf sector’s profitability.  
That profitability in turn reflects North American and global beef and cattle supply and demand.  
The main point is that the cow herd is the most important indicator for supply trends in the 
industry.  The growth or contraction of the cow herd determines supply availability for the 
cattle and beef industry chain. 

The above discussion and most of the research for this section of the report focusses on beef 
cows, as opposed to dairy cows.  In Saskatchewan the beef cow herd totals to roughly 1.1 
million head.  That compares to the dairy cow herd of about 30,000 head.  That dairy herd 
amounts to about 2-3% of the total cow herd in the province.  That Saskatchewan dairy share 
compares to about 20+% in the rest of Canada with a much greater share in the east.  

The ebb and flow of the dairy cow herd is dependent upon prospects, quota, and demand 
within the dairy industry of Saskatchewan and Canada.  Within that context, the dairy cow 
inventory in Saskatchewan has been very stable over the past ten years.  For the reasons of its 
relatively small size and its stability at that small size, this report focusses on beef cows.   

In that regard, the Saskatchewan beef cow herd has been in decline since 2006. The decline 
since that time, however, was greatly exaggerated by the unusual increase in the herd due to 
the 2003 BSE case.  That dramatically inflated the size of the herd for a variety of reasons not 
the least of which was a lack of marketing channels.  The unusual inflation of the herd in turn 
resulted in a more dramatic decline in the herd.  In other words, the long decline in the 
Saskatchewan herd is exaggerated in length and breadth due to the 2003 BSE.  With that 
important caveat noted, as seen on the graph below, the trend in the herd has been generally 
stable from about 2016-2022.  Most recently, on January 1, 2022, the herd was unchanged 
from the prior January.   
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Another indicator of the trend direction is that relationship of the Saskatchewan herd to the 
rest of Canada.  The Saskatchewan herd has an 82% correlation with the total Canadian cow 
herd.  That is one piece of information that indicates that the factors that influence the total 
Canadian industry are also impacting the Saskatchewan cow-calf operations.   

With that acknowledged, the Saskatchewan herd has been growing as a share of the total 
Canadian herd.  It is noteworthy that the Saskatchewan share of the Canadian herd has grown 
notably in the last three years.   

 

While the Saskatchewan herd is closely correlated to the Canadian herd, there is almost no 
statistical relationship between Saskatchewan and the U.S.  Not surprisingly, part of the 
explanation for the divergent trends is the impact of BSE in Canada/Saskatchewan.  Within that 
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bigger picture context, it is of interest that between 2015 and 2022, as the U.S. herd has 
increased and then decreased, the Saskatchewan herd has trended sideways.   

In reference to the U.S., it is more instructive to compare Saskatchewan to the northern tier of 
American states.  In comparison to those northern tier states, Saskatchewan’s share has been in 
decline from 2010 to 2019.  Saskatchewan has, however, gained share during the last three 
years.  Saskatchewan has gained share during 2020-2022 compared to both Canada and the 
northern tier states 

 

While Saskatchewan is subject to the vagaries of the Canadian and North American supply and 
demand trends, it is demonstrating greater resilience versus the Canadian herd over the 1990-
2022 period.  In addition, during the last three years, the Saskatchewan herd has outperformed 
the total U.S. herd and the northern tier states.   

This research is not tasked with conducting a competitive analysis of the Saskatchewan cattle 
industry.  Nevertheless, the message based on statistical performance alone is that 
Saskatchewan is a robust and conducive location for cattle production. 

Expected Herd Direction 
The North American herd has been in contraction or culling mode beginning in 2020.  The 
reasons relate to the margin performance in the cow calf sector of the cattle industry.  During 
late 2021 and into 2022, drought has accelerated the culling of the North American herd, 
including Saskatchewan and Alberta.  As of mid-2022, pasture, and moisture conditions in most 
of the North American cattle regions is poor, including Saskatchewan.  In addition, due to the 
drought as well as global events, the cost of feed is historically high.   

It is not in the scope of this project to conduct cattle cycle analytics.  Separate research into this 
area however indicates that the North American herd is amid the contraction phase. The point 
is that conditions dictate that the North American herd will be in decline likely through 2024.   
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The Saskatchewan herd is not immune to these conditions.  In fact, with respect to drought and 
feed costs, Saskatchewan and the Canadian prairies in general are in more challenging straights 
than other cattle regions.  The logical or informed forecast is to expect that the Saskatchewan 
cow herd will decline at 1-2% each year during the next three years.  If there is not adequate 
moisture in 2022 that rate of decline will accelerate. 

 

 

Calves and Feeder Cattle 
While cows are the base of the herd and a marker of trends, in Saskatchewan and North 
America, this research also requires understanding of the other components of the inventory.  
Further to that, assessment of the supply and demand of calves and feeder cattle is critical for 
any prospective plant. 

As a starting point, the Saskatchewan beef cow herd at about 1.1 million head, generates an 
annual calf crop in a similar range.  As with the cow herd, the recent trend in the calf crop as 
been one of stability with a modest increase in 2021. 
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The next step is to examine the inventory of available slaughter steers and heifers as well as 
calves within the province at any given time.  First note that while the calf crop might number 
over 1.1 million head, the available supply of calves to start the year typically numbers between 
700-800,000 head. 

 

In addition to the calf crop, it is of interest to note that according to Statistics Canada, there are 
about 100-130,000 feeder cattle per year that are moved interprovincially into Saskatchewan.  
Logic suggests these cattle would come from Manitoba.  With that noted, industry participants 
are sceptical of whether these cattle stay in Saskatchewan or whether they are simply in transit.  
For the purposes of examining supply, these cattle are to be noted but they will not be 
considered part of the potential or available supply for any plant. 
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Further along the life cycle, note that the available supply of yearling steers and heifers in 
Saskatchewan has trended less than 150,000 head to start each year since 2015. 

 

One apparent observation of the herd from cow to calf crop to yearling steers and heifers is the 
dramatic reduction in the inventory through the supply chain.  In fact, in Saskatchewan the 
ratio of the provincial inventory of yearling steers and heifers to the calf crop the prior year is 
less than 15%.  That is, of the entire calf crop, only 15% remain in the province one year later.  
For Canada, that ratio is closer to 45%.   

 

The next step in the flow from cows to calves to yearlings is the final step, slaughter. 
Saskatchewan cattle slaughter has been negligible for at least ten years at both federal and 
provincially inspected levels.  This will be discussed in greater detail later in this report. There is 
little point in even graphing the slaughter in the province.  The last two years federal kill has 
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been zero.  The last time there was any notable federal slaughter was 2008.  That was the last 
full year of the XL Foods slaughter at Moose Jaw.  That ended in April 2009. As such if the ratio 
of yearlings to the calf crop is just 15%, that ratio of slaughter to the calf crop is zero.   

Alternative Livestock 
 
This report is primarily on cattle and beef.  With that noted, any potential new plant could have 
a demand for alternative livestock.  Perhaps more importantly, alternative livestock could 
become more important for those provincial facilities that might be negatively impacted by a 
new cattle plant. 
 
The 2021 census of agriculture reported 149,539 bison on 989 Canadian farms and ranches. 
This reflects an annual compounded growth rate of about 5.2% since the bison census was first 
taken in 1996 when 42,235 bison were reported on 745 farms. The 2021 bison census reported 
a 25.3% increase in bison numbers since 2016 when 119,314 bison were reported on Canadian 
farms and ranches. All provinces reported an increase in bison numbers except for Manitoba 
where bison numbers decreased by 16.4%. The provinces of Ontario, Saskatchewan and British 
Columbia demonstrated the largest bison population growth from 2016 to 2021.  
 
The four Western Provinces accounted for 92% of the producers in Canada and 96.9% of the 
commercially raised bison in Canada.  
 
Bison Population 

 1996 2001 2006 2011 2016 2021 2021 % Change 
from 2016 

BC  6,245 8,964 12,656 9,206 6,504 14,888 +128.9% 
AB 22,782 79,821 97,366 57,483 54,907 65,405 +19.1% 
Sask.  7,006 34,781 57,395 39,334 40,418 52,860 +30.8% 
MB 4,621 13,473 19,609 14,116 14,025 11,725 -16.4% 
ON 2,344 3,755 4,106 2,320 1,843 2,974 +61.4% 
QC 2,236 4,192 4,322 2,380 1,538 1,682 +9.4% 
Atlantic  n/a n/a n/a n/a 79 n/a n/a 
National  45,235 144,950 195,728 125,142 119,314 149,539 +25.3% 

 
There were 989 bison farms and ranches that reported bison in 2021 compared to 975 bison 
farms in 2016 – an increase of 1.4%. The provinces of Alberta, Saskatchewan and Ontario 
reported an increase in bison producers with the remaining bison producing provinces showing 
a decline.  
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Farms and Ranches Reporting Bison  
 1996 2001 2006 2011 2016 2021 2021 % Change 

from 2016 
BC  57   98 121 71 55 48 -12.7% 
AB 334 950 869 571 445 472 +6.1% 
SK  175 562 597 352 303 308 +1.6% 
MB 73 157 166 108 86 82 - 4.6% 
ON 46 58 71 60 49 52 +6.1% 
QC 56 58 69 45 34 26 -23.5% 
Atlantic n/a n/a 3 2 2 n/a n/a 
National  745 1,887 1,898 1,211 975 989 +1.4% 

 
Summary Point 
The summary point is that the province possesses a stable supply of cattle.  In fact, in 
comparison to the Canadian herd and the U.S. northern tier states, it is asserted that the 
Saskatchewan supply is both robust and resilient.  With that, noted the supply chain data show 
that there is very little value adding with feeding or slaughter.  Those data points are just two of 
many that demonstrates the common knowledge that Saskatchewan is a province that 
generates a natural resource, a calf, but does not add value.   

There may be a temptation to assert that if over one million calves are produced, in addition to 
cull cows, that there is ample supply for adding value, including and especially slaughter, within 
Saskatchewan.  Before that claim can be put forward, however, it is necessary to assess the 
demand pulls and competitive dynamics at play for the Saskatchewan supply.   

Demand for Saskatchewan Cattle 
The cattle and beef industry is comprised of three main operations:  Cow-calf, feeding and 
packing.  As noted above, the cow-calf sector is the base of the industry from which flows the 
stock for the rest of the industry. The cattle feeding and packing sectors are the primary sectors 
that comprise the market demand for the output of the cow-calf operation.  Backgrounding 
operations are also part of the demand for calves.  Backgrounding is an intermediate process 
between cow-calf and feeding, which may or may not be a part of the cattle and beef supply 
chain.  Backgrounding can be conducted by cow-calf, cattle feeding or independent operators.  
Given its fluid nature, it is noted as a component of demand but for these purposes it cannot be 
statistically identified. 

Cow-Calf 
According to the 2021 census, there were 12,748 farms reporting beef cows in Saskatchewan.  
As noted above, those farms contain a total of over 1.1 million head.  That compares to 12,428 
farms and 1.09 million head in the 2016 census.   
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Statistics Canada breaks down the inventory by size of operation.  The most numerous 
operations by number of operations were those with 18-47 cows at 3,310 operations.  The size 
of operations with the most cows was the 273-527 size operations with over 200,000 cows 

Between the census of 2016-2021, the number of cows on operations increased modestly and 
the number of operations increased.  It is also interesting to note that the operations identified 
as having between 273-527 head, which had the most beef cows in 2021, also saw a significant 
gain in both the number of farms and in number of cows on those farms.  That indicates a solid 
growth in commercial operations, as opposed to hobby-type, which also grew solidly. 

The following are key summary points from the 2021 Census of Agriculture related to 
Saskatchewan cow-calf operations as assessed by Terry Bedard of Saskatchewan Agriculture: 

 The number of farms reporting beef cows as well as the total number of beef cows has 
increased on Saskatchewan farms between 2016 and 2021.  

 Over one-quarter of the 2021 census farms that reported beef cows had herd sizes of 18 to 
47 cows; however, that group only accounted for nine per cent of the beef cows. 

 Farms reporting a beef cow herd size of 273 to 527 beef cows have 21 per cent of the beef 
cows, but only account for five per cent of the farms.   

 Over 70 per cent of the farms reporting beef cows have herds of fewer than 122 cows. The 
average herd size is 87 beef cows, down from 88 head in 2016, but significantly up from 
2011 when the average herd size was 30 beef cows. 

 Almost 50 per cent of the beef cows are found on less than 15 per cent of the farms. 

Another important summary point is that between 2011 and 2021 and between 2016 and 2021, 
the number of farms reporting beef cows and the number of beef cows they reported went up 
in the 1 to 7 beef cows and 8 to 17 herd size range as well as the 178 head and up.  The key 
take-away is that the smaller farm sizes are increasing, as are the larger ones, but the middle 
ones are not. 



 

18 
 

 

 

 

Regarding geographic distribution, based on the mapping of the 2016 census by regional 
municipality, it appears that the cow herd is relatively evenly dispersed across the province.  
With that noted, southern part of the province, and particularly the southwest, appears to have 
the greatest concentration, within the context of a widely dispersed herd.  The northwest is 
also heavily populated with beef cows.   

As a final point of note, while the number of beef cow farms in Saskatchewan increased from 
12,428 to 12,748, the Canadian beef cow farm numbers decreased significantly over that time 
from 61,425 to 54,517.  This again points to a degree of resilience and sustainability that is not 
shown elsewhere in North America.   

Saskatchewan Beef Farms Cows and Operations 2021
Distribution Farms Reporting Number of cows

All Farms 12,748 1,107,110
1 to 7 beef cows 1,298 5,164
8 to 17 beef cows 1,781 21,527
18 to 47 beef cows 3,305 99,522
48 to 77 beef cows 1,864 111,847
78 to 122 beef cows 1,686 164,991
123 to 177 beef cows 1,091 159,772
178 to 272 beef cows 941 202,981
273 to 527 beef cows 643 229,899
528 beef cows and over 139 111,407

Source:  Statistics Canada
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Feedlots 
Each year, Canfax does a survey of feedlots over 1,000 head capacity in Alberta and 
Saskatchewan.  According to Canfax, as of the beginning of 2022, there were 11 feedlots with 
capacity over 1,000 head in Saskatchewan.  That compares to 158 lots in Alberta.  Those 11 
feedlots in Saskatchewan had a total capacity of just under 110,000 head.  In 2018 there were 
10 feedyards in Saskatchewan with total capacity of 90,500 head. 

Saskatchewan’s feedlot capacity for yards over 1,000 head has been gradually increasing since 
the North American herd low point in 2014.  With that noted, the capacity is still much smaller 
in 2022 compared to its capacity of over 160,000 head in 2010.   

 

As noted above, Canfax only lists feedlots over 1,000 head capacity.  The Saskatchewan Feedlot 
Directory published by Beef Business in September 2021 lists feedlots with total capacity of 
about 190,000 head.   

Most of the feedlots and the capacity in the directory are located south of Regina.  Some lots 
are as far north as the Saskatoon area, but they are a minority (see Saskatchewan government 
created feedlot map next page).   

While the Canfax capacity listing has been stabilizing and increasing since 2014, the actual 
number of cattle on feeding operations in Saskatchewan has been notably increasing since 
2018.  The Statistics Canada inventory of cattle on all feeding operations, regardless of capacity 
size is nearly 150,000 head as of January 1, 2022.  That compares to less than 100,000 over 
2015-2018.   
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Looking at the combination of data between Canfax, Statistics Canada and the Saskatchewan 
directory leads to the conclusion that the Saskatchewan feedlot capacity is probably between 
170-180,000 head.  If that capacity is turned just over two times per year, as a benchmark, that 
implies that Saskatchewan could or does market about 350,000 fed cattle per year.  That 
equates to between 6-7,000 head per week.   

Beef Packing 
As noted above, the last full year of a consistent federally inspected slaughter plant in 
Saskatchewan was 2008 at the XL Foods operation in Moose Jaw.  That year federal slaughter 
was less than 250,000 head of which over half was cows and bulls.  That plant stopped 
operations in April 2009.  Since that time, there has been sporadic and very short periods of a 
small volume of federal slaughter in the province. For example, in 2015 there were less than 
2,000 cows slaughtered.  In 2018 there were about 1,500 fed cattle slaughtered in federal 
inspected operations.  That year provincial plants slaughtered nearly 3,000 cattle.  In 2021 
there was no federally inspected slaughter.  Provincially inspected slaughter in 2021 amounted 
to about 3,500 head according to Agriculture and Agri-Food Canada.  According to the 
Saskatchewan Ministry of Agriculture there may have been 10,000 head slaughtered by Health 
licensed plants. 

From a substantive perspective or with a focus on critical mass, Saskatchewan origin fed and 
non-fed slaughter cattle are going to be slaughtered in Alberta or northern tier U.S. operations.   

Cattle Flows and Disposition 
With the 1.1 million beef cows and the similar calf crop as the basis of the provincial supply, the 
next step is to assess the disposition of those cattle.  That is, what are the market channels and 
competitive dynamics for the provincial cattle?   
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There are 800-900,000 head of feeder cattle that are moved out of Saskatchewan each year.  Of 
those 800,000 head that leave Saskatchewan, a best estimate would be that two thirds are 
calves and one third yearlings. While Statistics Canada does not say the destination, the logic 
says the vast majority are going to Alberta feedlots or backgrounding.  Another destination for 
those feeder cattle would be Ontario.  According to Statistics Canada, Ontario typically brings in 
about 200,000 head of cattle each year from other provinces, such as Saskatchewan.  

 

In addition to the inter-provincial movement, there is also international imports and exports 
from Saskatchewan.  Regarding imports, there have been about 15-25,000 feeder cattle per 
year going into Saskatchewan in 2018-2021.  Prior to that period there were little or no imports.  
The imports in recent years have likely been dairy breed steers.  In any event, for this discussion 
the volume is not material.  The exports listed by Statistics Canada are both feeder and 
slaughter cattle.  They have amounted to about 100,000 head in recent years.   
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Based on multi-year data for total western live fed, non-fed and feeder cattle exports, it is likely 
that the 100,000 live exports from Saskatchewan reported by Statistics Canada would break 
down as follows: 

 Fed cattle 0-10% 
 Non-Fed cattle 30% 
 Feeder cattle 50-70% 

Those numbers would vary greatly from year to year and within the year.  Non-Fed slaughter 
cattle would go to plants such as Long Prairie in Minnesota.  Saskatchewan feeder cattle would 
go to feedlots in northern plains states such as Nebraska or into the U.S. Northwest feedyards.  
These feeder cattle exports are no longer a market driver as they once were.  The export 
volumes are no longer material relative to the volumes that go to Alberta.  This of course can 
change but the export option has been less of a factor for at least 10 years. 

Finally, there would also be Saskatchewan cattle going to slaughter in Alberta.  The total 
amounts to about 200-225,000 per year.  Statistics Canada data does not break out fed or non-
fed cattle.  With that noted, it is likely about 60% fed cattle and 40% non-fed cattle. 

 

The graphics on the following page recaps the Saskatchewan cattle flow described above. 
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Summary on Supply and Availability 
Effectively all the 1.1 million head calf crop eventually leaves Saskatchewan through a limited 
number of channels for slaughter.  Most of the cattle, about 800,000 moves through Alberta 
feedlots and then Alberta packers.  Within that context, there is feeding capacity in the 
province of Saskatchewan of up to 180,000 head.  At any given time, there is likely about 
140,000 head on feed in the province.  These finished cattle are in demand by the packers in 
Alberta and the U.S.  The fed cattle flow from these Saskatchewan feedlots could amount to 5-
7,000 head per week.   

It is important to note that this “availability” does not even consider that more cattle might or 
could likely stay for feeding in Saskatchewan if there was a new provincial packer. These cattle 
would also be in demand and available for competitive bidding from a new Saskatchewan 
based packer.  In theory, this new bidder should have a competitive advantage on freight costs 
compared to the Alberta packers.  

Supply Disposition

International exports
95,000

Slaughter
200,000

Death loss
115,000

Inter-prov Exports
840,000

International imports
15,000

Inter-prov imports
125,000

Calf Crop
1,100,000

Beginning inventory
2,250,000
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In addition, based on the relative size of the cow herd in Alberta and Saskatchewan as well as 
the size of the Alberta cow kill, there is likely an annual slaughter cow availability in 
Saskatchewan of about 125-150,000 head or about 2-3,000 per week.  As with the fed cattle, 
these non-fed cattle are in demand from packers in Alberta as well as in the U.S.  Nevertheless, 
they, like the fed cattle would be locally available to a Saskatchewan based packer.  At the very 
least there would be a freight advantage for the local packer. 

As a basis for discussion on availability, all cattle in Saskatchewan are in demand in Alberta and 
the United States.  Nevertheless, even if 800,000 head of feeder cattle continue to move out of 
Saskatchewan, there still could be 5,000 to 10,000 slaughter cattle per week that are within 
Saskatchewan that could be accessed by a local plant.  Again, these are cattle that are in 
demand by Alberta and U.S. packers.  

As a final point, a 2020 research paper by Jared Carlberg at the University of Calgary offered 
further perspective on the Saskatchewan cattle supply and demand picture. The paper, entitled 
“Vulnerabilities and Benefits of Megascale Agrifood Processing Facilities in Canada” looked at 
cattle slaughter compared to cattle inventory.  It noted that Canada’s 2020 ratio of supply 
compared to slaughter was 3.2 to one.  In Saskatchewan, which had 150 head per week 
slaughtered in 2020, the ratio of inventory to slaughter was 282 to one.  The reports says if 
Saskatchewan had the national average ratio, that provincial slaughter number would rise to 
over 680,000 head annually, an 87-fold increase over its current slaughter numbers. 

The key point again, is that the supply is available, but the cattle are a part of a long 
established, mature supply chain.  Any new facility would have to compete with long 
established cattle feeders and packers in both Alberta and the U.S.   

Another point of caution is that during the 2020-2022 period, there has been announcements 
of new plants or plant expansions in the United States.  One of many notable announcements 
was for a 8,000 head per day plant to be located in South Dakota, 6-700 kilometers south of 
Estevan Saskatchewan.  That announcement was made in the spring of 2022 and construction is 
to start in 2023.  Prior to that notice there were other new plants or expansions declared that 
amounted to about 10,000 per day.  These are significant volumes for an industry that 
slaughters about 120,000 head per day.   

It is also significant that by the time any or all the expansions come to fruition, the cattle herd is 
likely to be smaller.  The point of emphasis here is that the competitive environment for any 
new plant in Saskatchewan would be much more intense than current levels.   
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Saskatchewan Beef Supply and Demand 
This section of the report assesses the beef supply and demand environment for Saskatchewan.  
The purpose is to provide a background for the market situation that a new plant might deal 
with on the prairies.   

Production 
About 75-80% of the beef production in Canada occurs on the prairies in federal and 
provincially inspected plants.  As noted above, Saskatchewan has not had a consistent federally 
inspected beef production for several years.  Three Alberta plants represent the overwhelming 
majority of prairie beef production.  Those plants are Cargill, High River; JBS, Brooks; and 
Harmony, Balzac.  About 90% of the Alberta total is JBS and Cargill.   

 

Imports 
The other element of supply is imports.  Imports represent about 20% of total Canadian beef 
consumption.  The vast majority of those imports, however, are consumed in eastern Canada.  
Another way to explain the geography of imports is that effectively there are almost no imports 
onto the prairies, especially into Saskatchewan.  This is not surprising given the geography of 
production.  In addition, from retail through to foodservice, the prairies are a Canadian beef-
focussed market.  Imported beef is not a part of the prairie retail and foodservice landscape. 
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Exports 
Exports not unexpectedly are the opposite of the import picture.  Canada and the Alberta 
plants export about 40% of its beef production.   

 

Consumption 
Given that 40% of beef production is exported that means that 60% stays in the domestic 
market.  Further to that, the prairies do not import beef to any meaningful degree while the 
east is a large importer.  By default, that means that of course nearly all prairie and 
Saskatchewan consumption is sourced from the three Alberta plants, largely Cargill and JBS.   
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Canadian beef consumption amounts to about 950,000 to 1,000,000 tonnes per year.  Of that 
total, prairie consumption amounts to about 175,000 tonnes and Saskatchewan is at 30,000 
tonnes. These estimations are a simple reflection of the populations.   
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Saskatchewan Beef Consumption Channels 
A good rule of thumb is that about 60% of consumer food expenditures are at retail and 40% 
are at foodservice.  This is based on Statistics Canada consumer expenditure surveys.  From 
2020-2021 with the lockdowns of foodservice, the expenditures were much more retail 
focussed.  That can be expected to go back closer to normal from 2022 onward. 

Retail and Foodservice Participants 
The Saskatchewan and prairie retail supermarket sector had total sales of $3 billion and $18.5 
billion respectively in 2021 according to Statistics Canada retail sales data (“Retail trade sales by 
province and territory).  If the grocery-type sales of general merchandisers such as Walmart and 
Costco are added to that total, the retail sales total might amount to $3.3 billion and $22 billion 
for Saskatchewan and the prairies respectively.  Of that total, about 10% or $330 million and $2 
billion for Saskatchewan and the prairies might be fresh beef.  That estimate is based on the 
Statistics Canada Consumer Price Index food basket shares as well as anecdotal estimates from 
grocers about beef sales shares. 

Packer beef sales at the packer level can be estimated based on the cutout value of the beef at 
the packer level multiplied by the volume of beef sold.  Based on that crude but defensible 
methodology, Canadian packer beef sales to retailers on the prairies could have amounted to 
about $950-$1 billion in 2021.  Sales to Saskatchewan retailers from beef packers could have 
been about $150-200 million in 2021.   

Those sales are divided up in Saskatchewan by the Federated Cooperative network along with 
national or regional chains such as Loblaw, Sobey, Save-on Foods as well as Walmart and 
Costco.  Based on rough estimations of share it is likely that the Cooperative network might 
have about 20% of the grocery share in Saskatchewan.  The Loblaw banners of Real Canadian 
Superstore and No Frills would also be a leading channel.   

These channels would all be supplied nearly completely by the three Alberta packers, and more 
particularly just two, Cargill and JBS.   

Foodservice on the prairies, like retail is dominated by Canadian beef products.  Restaurants 
want Canadian beef only. Foodservice outlets across the prairies are supplied by national 
distributors Gordon Foodservice and Sysco.  These two broadline distributors provide a full 
array of restaurant supplies, including beef.  They in turn purchase that beef from the three 
Alberta packers.  Other major foodservice distributors on the prairies are Centennial and Pratts.  
Both companies have distribution and processing operations across the prairies.  There would 
also be regional or local foodservice distributors.  The Coop system also has a foodservice unit 
across the prairies.  As with the two national operators, they also buy their beef supplies from 
the Alberta packers.   

In addition to these foodservice distributors, large scale restaurant chains, particularly the 
quickservice channels would buy their beef product directly from the Alberta packers.   
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Foodservice sales on the prairies by Alberta packers may have amounted to about $400-500 
million in 2021 while Saskatchewan sales might have been $70-80 million.   

 

New Plant Within Prairie Supply and Demand 

This section of the report seeks to examine the relative position and supply-demand impact of a 
new, Saskatchewan-based beef plant.   

As noted above, a new plant could reasonably be competitive for or have access to up to 10,000 
head per week.  For the purposes of this exercise, a 1,000 head per day plant will be assessed as 
to beef supply and demand.   

As a starting point, a 1,000 head per day plant could produce about 360,000 kilograms or 360 
tonnes of beef a day.  Over the course of a year, that plant could produce about 90,000 tonnes 
of beef.  For reference, note that volume is about three times Saskatchewan’s total beef 
consumption.  It is also about half of total prairie consumption and up to 10% of Canadian 
consumption.  The main message is that a plant of that size is going to be competing directly 
with the large Alberta packers.  The other reasonable inference is that this plant is going to 
have to be in the export market as well.   

Another important point, about competition is that this new plant, is not creating new beef.  In 
other words, it is not adding to the total beef that must be consumed.  Instead, it is drawing 
from cattle and entering markets that the other packers once had.  This again brings home that 
a plant of that size is in direct competition with existing packers.   

Business Climate 
It is beyond the scope of this report to assess the Saskatchewan competitive business 
environment from a taxation and regulatory perspective. With that noted, the taxation and 
regulatory structure of any particular jurisdiction plays a major rule in the business prospects 
within that region.  As such, for the purposes of this research, it is important to identify 
whether there are serious, Saskatchewan-based problems or “red flags” that should be 
considered when considering investment in beef packing operations. 

There has been previous research into the Saskatchewan livestock competitiveness which did 
appraisals of the business environment.  The consensus of the research has been that 
Saskatchewan’s tax regime became more competitive and supportive of investment during the 
mid-2000’s(eg, Informa 2009).  Furthermore, an assessment of current corporate tax rates 
across Canada shows that Saskatchewan is in the mid to lower range of provincial tax burdens.    
The absence of a payroll tax is also notable from a competitiveness perspective. 

Livestock-focussed environmental, animal husbandry and welfare regulations are a large and 
costly component of cattle production in Saskatchewan and across Canada. Previous research 
conducted to the Alberta Cattle Feeders in 2019 (Serecon, Van Solkema, Grier) shows that 
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competitive regions such as the U.S. High Plains also face environmental obligations and costs.  
These regulatory factors in the U.S. are important components of livestock and beef in those 
regions as well as on the Canadian prairies.  The key point is that there is the perception that 
the prairies face higher regulatory burdens than competing regions in the United States.  That 
finding has not borne-out by the 2019 research.  Those that conduct business in both countries 
did not report regulatory differences that altered decision making and livestock flows.   

Further to that argument, and more generally, it is noted that Saskatchewan continues to 
improve and reduce impediments within its overall regulatory framework.  For example, the 
Canadian Federation of Independent Business has given Saskatchewan an “A” grade in 2019 
and 2020 in its “Red Tape Report Card.” 

They key point is that based on the taxation scan, as well as a review of previous research, 
there are not Saskatchewan-specific red flags or provincial impediments that would be a barrier 
to beef packing.   

Within that overall context, regulations pertaining to abattoirs and packing facilities are 
focussed on food safety and animal health, among other goals.  A 2021 report entitled “Taking 
Stock of Abattoir Regulations, by the National Farmers Union looked in detail at these issues 
from the perspective of smaller operations.  The report did not single out Saskatchewan 
compared to other provinces in any notable way.  In a general sense however, the report did 
cite an Ontario survey’s findings that stated that smaller abattoirs (killing at most 30-60 animals 
per week of a given species) find some regulations burdensome to their business, while larger 
facilities, (killing over 300 animals per week) did not express concerns about regulatory burden.  
This makes sense from the perspective of critical mass.  Smaller facilities face similar safety and 
regulatory responsibilities as larger facilities.  The larger facilities, however, can spread the cost 
of compliance over a larger number of animals.   

This is not to say that Saskatchewan and the prairies in general do not have investment 
challenges.  As noted by the Saskatchewan Chamber of Commerce (SCC) Competitiveness 
Report 2019, a series of events have come together to diminish the competitiveness of 
businesses in Saskatchewan as well as in western Canada more generally.  That report cites, US 
tax reform, tax increases at the provincial level, interprovincial trade barriers, constrained 
pipeline and rail capacity, lagging productivity, and anemic investment in research and 
development (R&D).  The SCC states that all of that has contributed to a growing experience 
that Canada is becoming a difficult place to do business. 

That report goes on to cite several sources including the World Bank and the World Economic 
Forum which note that during the past five years, Canada’s global competitiveness and 
investment climate has deteriorated, seriously.    

As noted, this report does not proport to provide definitive guidance on the Saskatchewan 
business climate.  Literature reviews of previous research, however, do not indicate major 
Saskatchewan-specific barriers to competitiveness.  With that noted, the overall Canadian 
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competitiveness situation has eroded in recent years for a variety of reasons. That in turn will 
come to play on all business decision-making, including whether to build a beef packing plant in 
the province of Saskatchewan.   

As a final point of note about the “business climate,” it is important to emphasise the concepts 
of animal welfare, meat quality and economic risk.  From those three perspectives, it will 
always be advantageous to Saskatchewan producers to have cattle harvested within the 
province, within close geographical range.  Short transportation differentials will benefit cattle 
and producers not only from a shrinkage and freight perspective, but also from an animal 
welfare and carcass quality standpoint.  Furthermore, Saskatchewan cattle, from the 
perspective of proximity alone, are always going to be seen as a secondary source within 
Alberta.  Priority will always be given to local suppliers which in turn places Saskatchewan 
suppliers at an economic risk disadvantage.   
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PART B:  Beef Plant Requirements  
This phase of the research involves an assessment of plant requirements and specifications. 
This is an examination of capital and operating expenses as well as operational requirements.   

Background 
There are 17 federally inspected beef packing plants in Canada.  Total federally inspected 
slaughter in Canada in 2021 was 3.3 million.  Slaughter during 2021 averaged just over 63,000 
head per week.  Typical weekly slaughter in Canada on non-holiday weeks is about 65,000 head.   

Federally inspected beef plants in Canada by Province.   

BC 

1. KML Meat Processing Ltd, Kamloops  
2. Lambert Creek Organic Meats Ltd, Grinrod 

Alberta 

1. JBS, Brooks 
2. Cargill, High River 
3. Bouvry Export Calgary Ltd. Fort Macleod 
4. Canadian Premium Meats, Lacombe 
5. Harmony Beef Company, Balzac 
6. Prairie Farm Foods Ltd, Wetaskiwin 

Manitoba 

1. True North Foods Inc., Carman 

Ontario 

1. St. Helens Meat Packers, Toronto 
2. Cargill, Guelph 
3. Tru Harvest Meats, Toronto 
4. Kinder Foods, Mount Forest 
5. FGO Organic Processing, Ingersoll 

Quebec 

1. Viande Richelieu Inc, Massueville 
2. Jacques Forget Ltee, St Louis Terribinne 

Atlantic Canada 

1. Atlantic Beef Products, Albany PEI 
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While there are 17 federally inspected plants, about 85% of Canadian slaughter occurs in three 
plants:  JBS, Brooks, Alberta; Cargill, High River, Alberta; and Cargill Foods, Guelph, Ontario.  
Furthermore, 70% of Canadian slaughter occurs in the two plants at High River and Brooks.   

Assessment of Plant Requirements and Specifications 
In this section we will examine the various facets of a typical beef processing facility and the 
options available to incorporate into a plant. There can be some unique challenges regarding 
multi species requirements which we will briefly discuss by area. (Bison) 

Cattle Receiving Area 
The cattle receiving area is the start of any beef processing plant and entails utilizing an area to 
unload the live animal from cattle liners which are specifically designed for livestock movement. 
Cattle are unloaded into individual pens that can hold a trailer load of cattle. Typically, the total 
pen space available at the facility can hold half a shifts production of cattle.   The pen area is 
covered to better protect the animals from the elements and help them settle down after 
transport. Typically, plants like to have the cattle settle down in these pens for several hours as 
stressful animals can produce a higher occurrence of dark-cutting beef. (Severe discount) There 
is little difference between the receiving area for a large plant vs a smaller one other than the 
size for accommodating the different levels of cattle being processed. The cattle are then 
moved to the knocking area single file through a specifically designed pathway. (Serpentine) 
Most facilities use a design using the principles or standards according to Temple Grandin to 
minimize any stress and humane animal handling issues. Bulls and bison unloading is a little 
more challenging as these animals are more unpredictable (harder to handle) and the strength 
of the pen should be enhanced.  Also, the height of the pens and pathway should be higher 
than the average cattle receiving area.  

Knocking Area 
The cattle are moved to the knocking area to be stunned. This is typically done by a captive bolt 
knocking gun while the animal is in the knock box. Most smaller plants use a knock box while 
the larger plants use a moving centre track restrainer system. In both cases the animal is moved 
into a position where an employee will penetrate the skull of the animal with a captive bolt 
from a knocking gun rendering it unconscious. In multi species plants that also process bison 
the knocking gun is not sufficient to stun the animal and as such the plants in Canada use a 
high-powered rifle instead. This is a more dangerous procedure and one where mishandling the 
situation can lead to severe consequences. In one plant in Canada, they have totally segregated 
the knock area from the balance of the slaughter floor to guard against any potential mishap 
that may happen. Larger bulls can present similar challenges in the knocking area as the bison 
do. Many plants will limit the size of the bison or bulls they process to better handle these 
challenges. 
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Sticking and Bleeding Area 
From the knocking area the animal moves to the sticking area where the carotid artery is 
severed and the animal bleeds out. The animal moves along the main chain for a period of 
approximately 10-15 seconds to allow this process to be complete. Most plants have a blood 
capture area, and the blood is saved and moved to a rendering facility to make blood meal.  

Hide Removal Area 
Removal of the hide is the next process and starts at the hind end of the animal where 
employees using specialized knives peel the hide off the animal. The process finishes by 
mechanically removing the hide by pulling it off from the front of the animal. There are many 
types of hide pullers with the large plants utilizing fully automated loading and removal 
equipment to the smaller plants using employee assisted equipment in the process. Hides then 
typically move to a hide processing or shipment area. A typical smaller plant will either ship out 
the hide raw (called green hide) or will do minimal processing like salting. The larger plants 
typically flesh the hides (removal of interior fat and exterior tag) and then put them in large 
cement racetracks with a highly concentrated brine solution where they will move around the 
racetrack for a period of time. After removal from the racetrack the liquid is pressed from the 
hide; it is weighed and sorted, then palletized for shipment. This process helps to preserve the 
hide for shipment (typically overseas) for further processing (tanning) Removal of a bison hide 
would follow the same process however the large plants do not process bison so it will typically 
follow a smaller plants process. 

Gut Table Area 
Prior to the animal moving to the gut table the head is removed and will go to a separate area 
where the tongue and head & cheek meat will be removed.  The carcass then proceeds to the 
gut table where the all the viscera are removed. There again this process can vary between a 
large facility and a smaller one. Larger facilities have a moving gut table where employees walk 
on the moving line to remove the viscera. In some smaller plants the viscera are removed to a 
dedicated stationary table adjacent to the carcass. Various offal items (hearts, kidneys, tripes, 
etc.) are then removed, sorted, cleaned, and then packaged.  Some items like tripe, intestines, 
omasum, etc.; require specialized equipment (palmateer) in the cleaning process and as such it 
is typically the larger plants that will save these items. Smaller plants tend to move more of 
these items into the pet food market or they end up in the rendering bin.  

By Product (variety meats, offal) Collection and Processing 
As mentioned above, the viscera is separated into individual organs for processing and cleaning.  
Large plants tend to save all individual items and incorporate unique processes to clean, trim, 
and package all of these items for domestic and export markets.  As most of these items are 
sold frozen, all large facilities have an inhouse blast freezer area.  Also, some of the larger 
facilities that sell fresh variety meats incorporate a rapid chilling system as well as cryovac 
equipment for these items.   
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Most smaller facilities do not possess the needed equipment to process the full array of offal 
items and as such typically save the red offal items only.  The white offal items typically find 
their way into the pet food supply or rendering.  

Most plants (large and small) tend to ship these variety meat products to outside storage for 
accumulating full container loads for export markets. 

 This is one area where the financial return to a larger facility is typically better than the one 
achieved in a smaller plant. 

Splitting Area 
The carcass then moves to the splitting area where the carcass is cut into two halves using a 
large split saw. Larger facilities typically use a retractable bench that will follow the flow of the 
moving chain thereby being able to split the carcass as it moves down the process. Typically, in 
smaller facilities the carcass is stationary (chain stopped) for the employee to split the carcass. 

Carcass Wash Area 
The carcass then travels to an automated carcass wash cabinet to further clean it of any bone 
dust from the split saw. In many larger plants, the carcass will first go through a hot water 
pasteurizer as an e-coli intervention step. Smaller plants typically do not posses this technology.  

Hot Box Area (carcass chilling) 
This is the area where the carcass will stay for 24 – 48 hours to chill them down to under 4 
degrees C. Many smaller plants typically chill for a shorter time while the larger ones go 
between 36-48 hours. It is widely known that extra chilling (additional 24 hrs) can improve the 
grade (AAA vs AA) by 4-6 %. With a cut-out difference on avg of $15/cwt this adds significant 
value back to the plant. Also, most larger facilities use a water spray system to help in the 
cooling process and to manage carcass shrink. The normal shrink in a larger facility is less than 
.25%. Many smaller facilities do not utilize spray chilling and can incur a shrink % of up to 
1.25%. Interestingly though, the chilling process is considered an e-coli intervention step when 
spray chill is not used. (The drying of the carcass inhibits surface bacteria growth) 

Also, during the whole slaughter process the movement of the carcass is achieved by the main 
drive chain. This is the same for all plants. However, the movement of the carcass into and out 
of the hot box can use a fully automated rail system or manually with the use of employees. 
Large plants will use the automated process while most small plants incorporate the manual 
process. Automation reduces any food safety contamination as well as any employee health 
and safety issues.  

Grading and Carcass Sortation Area 
Once chilled, the carcasses need to be graded before fabrication. Larger plants incorporate the 
use of a grading stand where the carcasses will pass along an area where they are then graded 
either by the camera system or by an official from the Canadian Beef Grading Agency. Part of 
the system is the bloom chain where the ribeye area of the carcass is exposed and the time 
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from knifing the ribeye area to grading is approx. 20 minutes. This allows for the meat to reach 
optimal colour and for the marbling to fully present itself (both key determinates in the grading 
system) Most smaller plants tend to grade right in the hot boxes which is far more tedious and 
usually does not allow for the various carcasses to be sorted out by grade.  

In the larger facilities the carcasses then move to the sortation area where they are 
automatically separated by grade or other plant requirements. Like the hot box area, the 
sortation area utilizes the automated rail system to move the cattle through this process. 
Smaller facilities typically move carcasses by hand to a sortation area or directly to the 
fabrication floor. 

Fabrication Area 
The next process in beef production is disassembling the animal into primal and sub primal 
pieces which is done in the fabrication area. (Commonly known as the fab floor) Larger plants 
start to disassemble the animal (pre break area) while it is still on the main intake rail by 
removing skirt meat, dropping the brisket and flank, as well as hand knifing the rib / loin break 
and the chuck / rib break. The whole chuck primal can also be dropped and the primal clod is 
removed.  

The carcass then travels to the production line(s) for further processing starting with saw 
cutting the larger primal into smaller sub primal pieces. These pieces travel down the moving 
production line where employees will debone, trim, and separate out various muscle groups 
from one another (primal hip is separated into the inside, flat, eye of round, and peeled 
knuckle) The meat portions will move to a bagging area where the meat is normally placed in a 
cryovac bag. Prior to the bagging area the raw muscle cuts may go through an acid spray to 
reduce the potential presence of E. coli 0157:H7.   This is common in the larger facilities and 
rare for the smaller ones. The fat, bones, and trimmings typically are placed onto various other 
conveyors where they go to another location for packaging or to rendering in the case of the fat 
and bones. 

The muscle cut portions then travel to a vacuum packaging machine where the air is evacuated, 
and the package is then thermally sealed. It then goes through a hot water bath / spray (shrink 
tunnel) where the vacuum bag shrinks around the meat portion. This process allows the meat 
to be protected from any outside contamination as well as provide it with up to one hundred 
days of shelf life if a proper cold (0 degrees C) chain is maintained. 

The fabrication process for all plant sizes is similar. Larger plants tend to be more specialized in 
the fab process as they utilize multiple lines whereby the same primal is tied to that line. In 
smaller plants it is common for all cuts to travel down one line for processing. It is also common 
for smaller plants to process the fronts and hinds separately at contrasting times. 

There are several types of packaging equipment available as well as bag manufacturers, 
however, there intent is to achieve the same goal, an airtight vacuum package.  
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The package then travels to a pack off area where the individual cuts are placed into cardboard 
containers (boxes). There again, there are multiple box manufacturers, as well as box styles and 
each plant typically utilize a system that fits their individual needs. 

Larger plants tend to have an automated box forming system that forms and glues the box 
together. This system is highly efficient and tends to use less cardboard making it cost effective. 
These plants also use an automated box sealing system where it will seal and glue the box.  
Smaller plants tend to use hand formed boxes which are costlier and less efficient to form. 

After the meat is placed into the box the box is weighed and product labels are affixed to the 
carton.  In larger facilities only a product description label is applied manually.  The box then 
travels through an automated system where the weight and individual box identification label is 
produced and applied to the box.  The carton is then automatically sealed with tray sealing 
equipment.  For the smaller facility this process is done manually and then the carton is 
strapped shut mechanically. 

Box Storage and Shipping 
The box then is palletized in most facilities and moves to a storage or shipping area.  In Canada 
we have one facility that utilizes a state-of-the-art automated box storage system.  This system 
automatically and individually moves the carton to a specified location within the box storage 
area.  The system always knows where each individual box is located and will pick these cartons 
when it is slated for shipment.  This system also has a direct to trailer component to it so boxes 
can go directly from the fabrication area to the truck for full single item load shipments.   

The advantage of this system is it utilizes approximately 40 employees in a large facility and 
eliminates human error in placing and picking product.  Large plants that utilize a manual 
system typically utilize 200 + employees in this area of the facility and shipping errors regularly 
occur. 

Smaller facilities utilize a manual system for storage and order picking as well as trailer loading. 

Rendering 
In all facilities a by product of any beef processing facility is the production of fat, bones, 
unusable viscera, and other floor scraps (organic material) that need to go into a rendering 
system.  The large facilities have their own rendering system where they breakdown this 
material and process it into meat and bone meal, blood meal, and tallows.  All other plants 
collect these materials and send them by truck to a separate independent rendering facility.  In 
some cases, depending on the plant location, the rendering plant can be a fair distance from 
the processing facility.  With the cost of transportation these days this can cost a small 
processor substantial money. 

Quality Assurance and Food Safety 
Another extremely important area for a beef facility is overseeing the plant food safety 
initiatives.  All federal plants are required to have a Preventive Control Plan that is approved by 
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the CFIA as outlined in the current Safe Food for Canadians Regulations (SFCR).  It is the 
responsibility of the plant to follow their SOP’s (standard operating procedures) and HACCP 
(hazard analysis critical control points) plans.  Each facility is responsible to monitor, report, 
record and file all the food safety protocols needed to maintain a food safe product.  CFIA 
routinely follows up with the plant to ensure all procedures and documents are up to date.  
Failure to do so can result in severe consequences.  

The plant is also responsible to ensure that all non intact meat is tested for E. coli 0157:H7.  A 
protocol known as N-60 testing must be followed as it statistically ensures that any negative 
test result is indicative that the bacteria is not present in the meat product.       

Also, the plant routinely does various other in-house bacteria testing (generic E. coli, TPC,) to 
better track and understand the overall cleanliness of the plant. 

The Quality assurance department is also usually responsible for overall product quality, shelf-
life testing, and adherence to customer specifications. 

In larger facilities the QA department can be substantial, employing dozens of people, many 
with degrees in food science.  They are also supported corporately by a head office food safety 
department which ensures that all facilities are following their HACCP plans. 

In many smaller facilities it is typically a smaller crew (2-3 individuals) that is responsible for this 
area of the business.   

Third party verification audits now play an ever-increasing role in satisfying customer 
requirements. All large retail and Food Service chains require a 3rd party audit for them to 
approve you as a supplier.  The most common ones are NSF, GFSI, and BRC with the later being 
the most stringent and sought-after approval.  These audits are mainly focussed on plant 
process and food safety protocols however there is always a humane handling component to 
these audits.  

Canadian Food Inspection Agency (CFIA) 

All federally inspected beef processing facilities always have a contingent of CFIA personnel on 
site.  Larger facilities can have as many as 2-4 veterinarians at the plant daily as well as upwards 
of 20+ front line inspectors.  Smaller facilities will have at least 1 veterinarian and 3-5 front line 
inspectors.  Cattle can only be slaughtered with a veterinarian present.  The primary focus of 
the agency is on ensuring / overseeing that the facility is producing wholesome product.  They 
are also responsible for providing all the necessary inspection and paperwork for product to be 
exported to other countries.  Inspection services are consistent throughout Canada and the cost 
of this service is the responsibility of the individual plant.  Larger plants, due to the significant 
volume of carcasses processed, will have a better cost/head.  As this is not a major expense in 
any plant, the difference between the various plants, will be minimal.   
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Wastewater 
Beef processing facilities uses a high volume of water in the processing of cattle (approximately 
400 gallons per head) As such there is a substantial volume of wastewater that needs to be 
dealt with.  Most plants utilize screens, and a system called a DAF that removes solid organic 
material from the water.  This is done to reduce the amount of FOG’s (fats, oil, greases) and 
BOD’s (biological oxygen demands) in the effluent.  Smaller facilities tend to use the municipal 
wastewater system for disposing of the effluent.  The local municipalities frequently test the 
discharge from these facilities and if the FOG’s and BODs are above certain established levels 
penalties can be levied. 

The larger plants utilize lagoon systems where the wastewater is cleaned using an anerobic 
bacterial process that removes contaminants.  The clean water then travels to an adjacent 
marsh or lake.  This is usually done in conjunction with provincial government approval. Ducks 
Unlimited is usually also involved as they typically monitor the biodiversity of these marsh 
areas.  Effluent discharged from these lagoons are frequently monitored by provincial 
regulatory agencies.  One of the by products of this process is the formation of methane gas.  
The larger facilities have a process to capture this gas and producing energy that can be used at 
the facility. 

There is one facility in Canada that has incorporated a water recycling system that is 90+% 
efficient.  This reduces the wastewater effluent and reduces outside water usage to 
approximately 40 gallons per head.  The system is costly, however, as water usage comes under 
increased scrutiny, we believe this type of recycling process will become more prevalent. 

Plant Cleaning 
After processing is complete the plant needs to be fully cleaned and sanitized before the next 
days production occurs.  This can be done utilizing the plant staff or contracting this service out 
to a 3rd party provider (PSSI).  Most larger plants will use an outside contractor while smaller 
facilities will go either way based on their individual circumstance.  Before the plant is 
authorized to process the next day the room must be approved by the morning QA staff.  This is 
part of the HACCP plan. 

Management Staff   
The management staff needed to oversee operation of a beef facility can range anywhere from 
a dozen to couple of hundred depending on the size of the facility.  Most are involved in 
overseeing plant operations, however, would also include front end staff (human resources, 
accounting, clerical support, local cattle procurement, local sales and marketing, purchasing, 
transportation, and employee health & safety)   

For the large corporate operators many of the high-level decision-making roles are done at a 
corporate location.  These include pricing, international sales, human resources, marketing, 
engineering, brand management, cattle procurement, etc.) These roles become highly 
specialized whereby a smaller facility may have individuals doing several of these roles. 
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Production Employees   
Beef processing is very labour intensive, and the number of front-line workers needed can be 
100+ all the way to 2500+ depending on the size of the facility.  The larger plants tend to be 
unionized (typically United Food and Commercial Workers Union) while there is a mix between 
union and non union for smaller facilities.   

Interestingly, whether a plant is unionized or not the labour rate tends to be very similar.   Most 
plants will use various pay rates for different jobs performed in the facility based on experience, 
and skill level needed for different functions. 

Employee Welfare Area 
In all plants it is necessary to provide the employees with a welfare area including segregated 
locker rooms, washrooms, and a common lunch area.  In many older or smaller plants there is 
typically one area for all employees.  In larger and newer facilities, the welfare area is split into 
2 separate regions of the plant: one for the slaughter employees and one for the fabrication 
employees.  These plants also typically have separate entrances for these different workers.  
This ensures that cross contamination is minimized between these 2 different groups of: 
employees.  The prevalence of E. coli 0157:H7 is much higher on the slaughter side and by 
keeping these 2 groups separated there is little chance that a slaughter employee will 
contaminate a fabrication employee.  In operations where there is a common welfare area 
most operations have separate starting, finishing, and break times for the slaughter and 
fabrication employees to minimize any interaction. 

Opportunities, Challenges and Options  
The prior section provided a basic understanding of all the functions involved in a typical beef 
processing plant.  This section examines the opportunities, challenges and options that need to 
be addressed. 

Plant size and Location  
In the list of Federally inspected establishments listed above, the various plants in Canada range 
in size from 100 head per day to 4800 head per day.  One of the key criteria in determining the 
size of a potential plant in Saskatchewan is the availability of cattle.  As mentioned early in this 
report, Saskatchewan has a robust cattle industry and would be capable of supplying a 
substantial number of cows and fed cattle to a facility.   Based on the assessment provided 
above, it would not be unrealistic for a plant to have access to 1,000 head per day for 
processing.  This would be a mix of cows and fed cattle.   Also, there would be an opportunity to 
add bison and bulls into the mix to help in achieving this number.   

Any thought of increasing the level of fed cattle processing would necessitate the growth of the 
feedlot industry in the province.  It is unrealistic to assume that fed cattle will move from 
Alberta to Saskatchewan for processing.  That is because the large established plants in that 
province will have competitive advantages in terms of scale and logistics pertaining to the cattle 
in Alberta. 
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Another key element that needs to be addressed is the access to the required number of 
employees, both front line workers as well as management staff.  A plant processing this 
number of animals would need approximately 400 or more plant workers and approximately 60 
management staff.  The areas needed to be covered by the management staff include, 
operations supervisory staff, quality assurance, office clerical staff, sales & marketing, 
accounting, health & safety, cattle procurement, maintenance, logistics, and purchasing. 

It may prove beneficial to locate the plant near an urban centre as it may provide the best 
chance to secure this level of employment.  A robust temporary foreign workers (TFW) program 
would also need to be implemented in helping secure the required number of front-line 
workers.  There have been recent changes to this program and businesses can utilize up to 30% 
of the workforce as TFW’s.  

The hiring of an experienced management staff will be a real challenge.  Many management 
positions require a level of practical experience and technical knowledge not readily available in 
Saskatchewan.  Hiring from other parts of Canada or the US where some of this expertise 
resides is an option, however it may prove to be costly.   As an independent stand-alone facility, 
it will need business management experience.  Most of this type of experience does not reside 
in Canada as the large processors moved these functions to their corporate offices located in 
the US.  There are very few individuals in Canada with the experience to manage an 
independent large scale beef facility. Most of those that do, are typically of retirement age.  
There is a definite lack of experience in Canada for some of these senior management roles. 

Also, most urban centres have the infrastructure to supply the needed water, wastewater and 
utilities needed to run a facility of this size.  Locating the plant in an isolated rural setting would 
necessitate the need for a wastewater lagoon system which can cost upwards of $20 million.  
However, with new technology in the water recycling area, incorporating this type of system 
can alleviate the need for a substantial wastewater system and can help in locating a plant in a 
more rural area.  The initial cost of this type of system (estimated at $7-$10 million) is a 
substantial investment but may prove to be a good long-term investment as the large volume 
of water needed to operate a beef facility comes under increased scrutiny. 

Another area of concern relating to plant location is the access to a well-established 
transportation system.  Movement of finished product requires a substantial amount of 
refrigerated transport.  As such, being located closer to an urban centre where the likelihood of 
a larger transport company operating a local hub from is a definite benefit.  Also locating the 
facility near a major highway would also be beneficial.  Some possible locations could be found 
near the Regina / Moose Jaw corridor or possibly near Yorkton with its access to the 
Yellowhead route. 

There are also other meat processing facilities located in these 2 areas. This would help in 
creating the needed critical mass for various suppliers to the industry to provide the 
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competitively priced resources for these meat operations. It will help these local operators to 
compete aggressively with similar facilities in other regions of Canada.  

Access to a modern cold storage facility is also important to a beef facility.  Many products 
destined to export markets are sold in a frozen state.  While most plants utilize small blast 
freezers for the variety meats, they rarely possess the size of freezer to accommodate all the 
muscle cuts and trimming items that typically go to the freezer.  Most large freezer companies 
are in urban centres and being near to one of these facilities would save transportation costs.  

Even though this report suggests that there are enough cattle to build a processing facility as 
large as 1000 head per day it is up to any individual owner of such a facility to determine the 
actual size.  The sales focus for a plant of 150 head per day would be dramatically different than 
a plant of 1000 head per day.  The smaller plant could be more locally focussed while a larger 
one would be a national player (selling across Canada) with a strong focus internationally on 
selected products.  The larger the plant the more important it is to being able to harvest the full 
complement of offal (red and white) as it would more directly compete with the larger 
Canadian competitors.  It will need to generate the maximum value from the carcass. 

A major disadvantage for a beef facility in Saskatchewan is the absence of a local rendering 
facility that can process the fat, bones, and organic waste material that would need to go to 
such a facility.  The volume of this type of material is substantial and would need to go to 
Calgary for processing.  Specified Risk Material (SRM)1 material generated would also have to 
travel to Calgary.  A rendering by product credit of $0.10-$0.15/lb for raw material is estimated 
to be the current revenue generated by a similar facility located close to Calgary.  A facility 
located in Saskatchewan would receive a credit estimated to be $0.02-0.04/lb.  If the plant 
increased the number of cows processed, this return could turn into a cost as the amount of 
SRM material from a cow is substantially more than a fed animal. (120 lbs vs. 30 lbs) SRM 
material needs to be sent to a land fill as dictated by the CFIA.   The cost of sending SRM to a 
landfill is $40/mt plus the freight cost needed to move the material there.  

Even though Canada has achieved a BSE negligible status it is doubtful that the current SRM list 
will change.  It is imperative that the cattle and packing industry work together to change this 
regulation as the Canadian SRM list is far greater than in the USA.  Interestingly, any live cow 
entering the US from Canada is not subject to the same regulation thereby giving any American 
processor an advantage over a Canadian one.  It is estimated that the cost to the Canadian 

                                                        
1 Specified Risk Materials (SRM) means the skull, brain, trigeminal ganglia, eyes, palatine tonsils, spinal cord and 
dorsal root ganglia (DRG) of cattle aged 30 months or older, as well as the distal ileum of cattle of all ages.  Note: 
The brain, trigeminal ganglia, eyes, palatine tonsils, spinal cord, dorsal root ganglia and distal ileum are designated 
as SRM because, in Bovine Spongiform Encephalopathy (BSE) infected cattle, these tissues contain the BSE agent 
and may transmit the disease. The OTM skull, excluding the mandible and horns, is designated as SRM as well 
because of the high probability of it becoming contaminated at the time of stunning and during manipulation of 
the other tissues if their separate removal was permitted. (source :  https://inspection.canada.ca/food-guidance-
by-commodity/meat-products-and-food-animals/srm/eng/1369768468665/1369768518427#def) 
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industry vs the US is approximately $30/head on cows (OTM) and $5-7/head on the fed cattle 
(UTM) 

Rendering facilities are very specialized and costly.  A small rendering facility will cost 
approximately $50 million.  Also, even if there was a willingness to attach a rendering facility to 
a beef plant, regulation still require SRM material to go to a separate facility.   It would be 
impractical to consider adding a rendering facility to a plant located in Saskatchewan unless it 
matched the size of the large Alberta plants (minimum 4200 hd/day) 

Plant Options 
This section outlines the options available (process or equipment) that need to be decided upon 
before construction of any new facility.  Some of the decisions will be based on size of the 
facility (number of cattle processed), location, and budget. 

Knocking Box or Centre Track Restrainer    
A knocking box is more prevalent in smaller facilities.  In takes more time to load and unload 
and requires an employee to shackle the animal after it has been discharged from the box.  
Involuntary movement by the animal can cause personal injury to the shackler.  A centre track 
restrainer is far faster, more efficient, and allows the animal to be shackled while on the 
restrainer eliminating any potential injury to the employee. 

Hide Puller  
There are various hide pullers in the market.  There again, some are very fast and efficient and 
can handle the speed of a large fast-moving plant.  Others, require the line to stop and require 
manual assistance to accomplish the task.  The size of operation clearly determines which 
system should be used. 

Hide on Carcass Wash 
Currently there is only one plant in Canada using this technology.  After bleeding, the animal 
enters the wash where a high-pressure water spray removes the organic material adhering to 
the hide.  This material frequently harbours E.coli 0157:H7 and is instrumental in removing it 
from the hide. 

Hide processing room 
As mentioned before larger facilities have substantial hide rooms that further process the hide 
(brine racetracks, fleshing equipment, presses, weight ranging, sorting, stacking).  Smaller 
plants will at best salt a hide and send them to a hide processor.   

Pre-evisceration Carcass Wash 
Most large plants wash the carcass prior to the evisceration table to better control the presence 
of E coli 0157H7.  Some use an acid wash where others may use hot water.  This is considered 
an intervention step in a plants HACCP plan.  Most smaller facilities do not have this type of 
intervention 
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Evisceration table 
Depending on the size of the operation the plant will utilize a moving table or a static one. 

Variety Meat Collection Area (including head processing) 
The size and scope of this collection area is usually dependent on the size of the facility.  The 
larger plants will harvest the maximum amount of edible variety meats packaging them fresh 
and frozen.  This requires the use of various pieces of equipment (cryovac equipment, rapid 
chilling systems, specialized mechanical washers) 

Smaller plants will manually harvest the red offal (heart, kidney, liver).  Some will save the 
white offal while others will automatically put them into the pet food sales.  

Most facilities will use a small blast freezer to rapidly chill all offal collected.  These items tend 
to spoil rapidly if not handle correctly.  After freezing they are usually sent to outside storage.  
Very few plants have a large in plant freezer. 

Hot Water Pasteurizer 
This process is mainly used in the larger facilities as a bacteria intervention step as part of a 
plants HACCP plan.  Most smaller facilities do not use this process. 

Hot Boxes 
The facility needs to determine if it requires 24- or 48-hour chill.  This will determine the size of 
the hot boxes and their holding capacity.  Associated with the hot boxes are the use of walking 
beams which will automatically move the carcasses into the proper position within the hot 
boxes.  It is also used to automatically discharge carcasses from the hot box. The other option is 
to manually move the carcasses within the hot box.  48-hour chill is beneficial to the grading of 
fed cattle as it helps improve the grade by 4-6%.  Cows only require 24 hr chill.  The mix of the 
cattle processed will help in determining the size of the hot box needed.  The use of spray 
chilling the carcasses will also occur in the hot boxes.  Spray chill help manage shrink.  Large 
facilities always use the spray chill system while many smaller facilities do not.  Dry chilling 
carcasses in a hot box is also considered an intervention step in these facilities. 

Grading and Sortation 
Larger plants utilize grading stands and bloom chains areas in the process of grading.  Carcasses 
are ribbed and then spend 20 minutes on the bloom chain to optimize color and marbling.  The 
carcasses then move to the grading stand where they are given an official grade by the CBGA.  
Larger plants also incorporate the vision camera as a tool to help in determining the grade. 
Smaller facilities typically grade the fed carcasses while they are in the hot box. 

Once graded, the carcasses can go to a sortation area where they are sorted by grade, weight, 
and other criteria as set out by the business.  Many plants do not have a sortation area or only a 
small one and as such hinders their ability to optimize the revenue generated by various cattle 
sorts. 
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As mentioned in the hot boxes the sortation cooler can utilize walking beams to move cattle 
into and out of the sortation area. 

Carcass Tracking System   
Various individual carcass information can be tracked throughout the process with the use of a 
automated carcass tracking system. This information is critical in properly managing the 
numerous variables associated with the processing business.  The larger facilities utilize these 
systems while many of the smaller ones do not. 

Pre-Fab carcass wash 
In larger facilities the carcasses will undergo another acid carcass wash prior to entering the 
fabrication floor.  This type of intervention is not typical in smaller facilities. 

Fabrication Floor Options 
There are many different options on fabrication floor design and equipment selection.  The 
larger facilities have a pre-break area where they start the process of disassembling the animal.  
Smaller facilities tend to minimally start this process in a pre-break area while some have no 
pre-break area.  Each plant needs to determine their level of processing before the carcass 
reaches the breaking saws.  The more work that can be done prior to the break saw is seen as 
best practice.  Also knife ribbing sub primal pieces is essential in maximizing the primal yields. 

Each plant needs to determine the number of processing tables they utilize.  Larger facilities can 
use as many as 7 lines while smaller ones can use as little as 1 line.  Various types of breaking 
saws are used to split primal apart (bull saw for chuck break and loin / round separation) to 
smaller butcher saws for smaller cuts (loin sirloin separation, rib /short rib break) 

Many plants also utilize multiple conveyors to move trim, bones and fat to other parts of the 
facility for further processing / packing.  Some smaller plants have limited the use of conveyors 
and may put some of these items in hand movable vats to transport this material.  This is labour 
intensive and inefficient. 

After boning and trimming, the finished product travels to the bagging area.  In larger facilities 
there is frequently another sub primal acid wash at the end of the product line conveyor.  Most 
small facilities do not utilize this type of intervention. 

As mentioned earlier, each plant has various options for cryovac package to place the sub 
primal cut into.  There are also 2 main types of cryovac equipment. (Rotary machine, or 
Multivac system) Both are efficient and used in multiple plants. 

 There are multiple boxing options utilizing various suppliers.  Some plants have even procured 
boxes from suppliers in the US.  Having a reliable box supplier close to the facility is an 
advantage.  Also, there are many types of box storage options with the most frequently one 
used being a pallet racking system.  An automated warehouse system would provide the best 
efficiency and accuracy however is normally reserved for the largest plants.  If a scaled down 
system were available, it would be a great benefit to the smaller facilities. 
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As an extension to the fabrication area most large facilities have a value-added ground beef 
room adjacent to the fab floor.  Most retail and food service companies now purchase a full 
complement of ground beef options for their requirement.  Smaller facilities tend to forgo this 
area of the business or have smaller production capability with limited product offerings.   

We did not explore any other value-added initiatives such as case ready, sausage production, 
marinating, or value added cooking as most of these processes occur in separate facilities 
outside of the main stream primary processing plants. 

IT Business Solutions 
Any business start-up requires timely and accurate production and sales data to be successful. 
This is particularly necessary in a livestock processing facility as there are multiple key 
performance metrics at play daily. (Production yields, costing programs, product availability, 
production planning, FSEP & LIMS, sales analysis, employee health and safety, procurement 
management, QA, operational excellence) 

It is quite common for a start up processing business to take several months (to a year) to get 
up to industry standards and during this time can suffer significant deficits compared to the 
established industry. (As much as $100+ / head) The main drivers related to these losses are 
poor pricing decisions, poor yield management, and cost overruns. Accomplishing industry 
standards is far easier and timely when you can incorporate a robust accurate business system 
that will provide the necessary information to drive improvement. Most start-up processing 
businesses never fully understand or appreciate how critical the right business information 
system can help in effectively managing these key performance metrics. 

There are three foundational components necessary to accomplish this: ERP core, vision 
grading, and carcass tracking. An example of this is: CSB (ERP CORE), E +V tech Gmbh (vision 
grading), and Vander Berg Scales (carcass tracking). In addition, there are two key additional 
components needed to generate many of the programs needed to run this system: Matrix 
solutions and Microsoft power BI. 

The following provides a breakdown of the IT business solutions into 2 categories (Tier 1 – 
critical and immediate, Tier 2 – essential and operational as soon as possible) 

Tier 1 

Yield management 

- Total yield programs for harvest and fabrication floor (loaded with current industry 
standards) 

- Product specifications and code creation 
- Cut code assignment 
- Programs for both UTM & OTM (under 30 months, over 30 months of age of the animal at 

time of slaughter) 
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Meat Costing System 

- Yield breakdown options analysis 
- Immediate cut-out generation (critical for timely price changes) 
- Grade / program / yield costing options 
- Programs for UTM & OTM 
 

Financial Forecasting 

- Cut out / margin analysis by program and grade 
- Current week and out-front forecasting 
- Timely (immediate analysis when variables change) 
- Business planning by harvest mix 
 

Initially the system will be manual however can transition to a fully automated one as historical 
data is generated 

Product Availability 

- Full on time product availability by cut to sales team 
- Updates automatically and refreshes after confirmed sales are inputted 
- Accurate for current and out-front sales (12 weeks or more) 
- Programs for UTM & OTM 
- Full inventory visibility 
 

Production Planning 

- Make sheet generation for operational team 
- Grade and program control on fabrication floor 
- Trace and control all carcasses 
 

LIMS (laboratory information management system) 

- Sanitation pre op 
- Recall and traceability (built into CSB or option to use power BI) 
- Product microbiology and shelf-life analysis 
 

TIER 2 

Many of the programs within this tier requires a certain amount of historical operating data to 
provide the relevant trend analysis. As such the system becomes more functional after the 
plant is operational and usually is fully functional within 6 months after start-up. 
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Employee Health and Safety 

- Regulatory management 
- Incident reporting 
 

Production Planning 
 
- Cut sheet optimization by yield / grade / programs 
 

Sales Analysis 

- Volume and margin analysis by customer 
- Volume and margin analysis by cut 
- Automated inventory pricing 
- Sales price accuracy 
- USDA comparison 
- Sales trend analysis by volume by customer by margin 
 

Operational Excellence 

- Labour utilization / efficiency 
- Cut sheet accuracy 
- Order fill accuracy 
- On time delivery 
- Maintenance management – PM’s and supply usage 
- Material management – packaging usage (forecast vs. actual) 
 

Quality Assurance 

- Meat quality – adherence to specifications 
- Claims analysis 
- Customer complaints analysis 
 

Procurement Management 

- Harvest yield vs. buy 
- Cattle cost vs buy 
- Forecast accuracy for grade and yield 
 

Business Scorecard – recaps all key performance indicators into 1 report 

- Weekly / monthly / quarterly analysis 
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Cost 
The total cost of this type of IT solution is estimated to be as much as $2 million and may go 
higher depending on the level of sophistication the business desires.  There will also be ongoing 
costs and the need for an IT support structure (internal or external) to maintain system 
integrity. 

CSB ERP core - $ 450,000 

- Includes local server, printer, scanners, hardware and software 

E & V Tech Gmbh (vision grading) - $ 300,000 

Vander Berg scales (carcass tracking) - $ 175,000 

- Includes drilling trolleys, in line readers 

Full software package and programs – approx. $1,000,000 

- Includes program development, full support, and training for 6 months after plant start up 
- Program development to start 6 months prior to plant start up 
 

Matrix solutions - approx. $50,000 

Micro soft power BI – approx. US $25-30 per user  
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Plant Construction Cost 
The pandemic and ensuing supply chain challenges have spiked construction and equipment 
costs to all time highs.  There continues to be record inflation and now increasing interest rate 
hikes.  All these factors are negatively affecting the cost of a greenfield beef facility. 

Two very well known and experienced engineering / construction businesses that specialize in 
food / livestock processing were consulted regarding an approximate value of a 350 – 500 head 
per day beef facility.  As well, there were multiple discussions with industry executives with 
years of experience. All of them have been involved in various plant expansions / retro fits and 
general plant upgrades.   

These firms estimated the cost of a fully functioning beef facility where all utilities and 
wastewater requirements would utilize municipal services.  Any facility built without this 
infrastructure could require an additional $25-$30 million in investment.  

The following is included in the estimated cost: 

Land cost and development 

Engineering costs and permitting  

Receiving pens and serpentine system for cattle movement to the slaughter floor conforming to 
Temple Grandin specifications. 

Slaughter floor and all equipment 

Variety meat (offal) recovery area including equipment and small blast freezer 

Hot boxes with automated carcass movement (walking beam system) 

Grading stand with bloom chain 

Sortation cooler with automated carcass movement 

Fabrication floor and all equipment 

Box storage (palletized racking system, manual) 

Box Load out area 

Hide processing area (minimal processing / salting) 

Primary wastewater treatment area (DAF, screens) 

Employee welfare areas  

Office area (management staff and HR) 

Small in-house Laboratory for generic bacteria testing 
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First aid station 

 

Potential Option – add Ground Beef room with all equipment (additional $5-$10 million 
depending on size of operation) 

Total estimated cost - $120 million  

In discussion with these firms a plant capable of processing approximately 1000 hd/day            
(XL Foods was processing approximately this number of animals in 2007/8 before they halted 
operation) would be more than $200 million. 

In addition to the cost of the facility there are ongoing working capital costs that need to be 
acknowledged and accounted for.  The meat processing industry requires a substantial amount 
of money to operate. (Raw material, namely live animals where payment must be made within 
3 days, wages, supplies, utilities, transportation, etc.)  The main source of revenue is the sales 
of finished beef products that will be sold to various domestic and international markets.  The 
industry average for days of payment for the domestic business is 14-21 days after receipt of 
product.  International sales are typically longer with the average from some countries (Mexico) 
being 1.5 months.  As such, the business needs to have access to a substantial amount of 
money to accommodate this inequity in its cash flow.   

It is estimated that the working capital for a facility of the size noted above should be 
approximately $20 - $25 million.   This would be for a facility operating at capacity.  During 
start-up the number of animals being processed will be less than capacity so the working capital 
will be less, however, business losses generally occur during this time so that needs to be 
accounted for as well. 

Timing 
It is estimated that once a decision is made to proceed forward with the construction of a 
facility it would take anywhere from 2 to 2.5 years to complete.  Depending on the location and 
the potential for an environmental assessment and permit requirements, this timeline could be 
extended. 

Plant Operating costs 
The most efficient and cost-effective beef plants in Canada are the two big plants in Alberta.  
The benefits of a large plant are economies of scale.  Plant overhead and operating costs are 
spread over a large number of animals which reduced per head costs.  As the balance of the 
industry varies production wise from 100 head per day to 1800 head per day there are a wide 
variation in production costs per head.   The operating cost difference between the large plants 
and the smallest operator can be as much as $200 per head.  The smaller operators are able to 
compete by being more flexible with customer requirements and rarely compete head on with 
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the larger facilities.  Also, many entertain custom processing arrangements whereby smaller 
niche marketers can process cattle for a very unique customer base. 

Obviously, as noted above, processing volume is the major advantage of the larger processors 
as they can spread their cost over a large number of cattle.  Also, as the 2 big operators are part 
of larger corporate entities, they have significant leverage with their supplier network.   They 
have significant cost advantages associated with packaging (bags, boxes, and packaging film), 
maintenance supplies, processing equipment, transportation, and outside storage costs. 

Small independent meat processors can incur an additional cost of upwards of a 15-20% 
premium compared to the larger corporate facilities.  It is prudent for a smaller operator to 
research other potential suppliers (ones that don’t have contracts with the corporate giants) as 
some of these suppliers can provide more competitive pricing. 

A plant located in Saskatchewan will be dis-advantaged operating cost wise when compared to 
the big 2 but should be as competitive or more competitive to the balance of the industry in 
Canada.  With the advent of improved automation and plant design a new facility should be 
able to take advantage of these types of initiatives.  Incorporating these types of initiatives can 
bring operating cost closer to the larger facilities. 

Also, as most plants in Canada process both cows and fed cattle there is an opportunity to 
further close the gap by instituting a cow rail boning system into the fab floor operation.  Rail 
boning of cows is far more efficient than table boning.  All the other plants in Canada table 
bone their cows.  There is a high likelihood that a plant in Saskatchewan would process a 
significant number of cows and as such should consider a cow rail boning system into the 
design of the fabrication floor.  This would make it the most efficient processor of cows in 
Canada.   

The goal for this facility should be to have an operating cost within $50/head vs the larger 
facilities and absolutely no more than $100/head.  Anything exceeding this would make it 
difficult to compete given that a plant of any substantial size (300+ hd/day) will need to sell to 
customers currently supplied by these larger plants. 

Business strategy 
As mentioned earlier, a new beef facility in Saskatchewan will potentially compete with some 
well established large corporate competitors.  As such, a sound business and sales strategy 
would need to be implemented.   There is a strong likelihood that this facility would process 
both fed cattle and cows.  Another possible opportunity would be to process bulls and bison.  
The 2 larger plants absolutely will not touch bison and are very reluctant to process bulls. 

A plant in Saskatchewan could be the go-to facility for these types of animals.  There are smaller 
facilities in Alberta that process bison, however, a new facility can be engineered to process 
these types of animals more efficiently and cost effectively.  As mentioned earlier, bison should 
be done as a custom process where the business charges for the service and retains the hide, 
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various offal items, bones, and fat as an additional revenue stream.  Also, an efficient and cost-
effective bison processing facility should be able to attract these animals from all the Western 
provinces.    

Bulls also provide superior revenue as most of the meat coming from these animals falls in the 
90+ % lean category generating more margin than a typical beef cow ($25-$50/hd) 

The cost to process these animals is generally higher than processing cows or fed cattle due to 
their size.  However, by engineering the plant to be capable of consistently processing these 
animals the additional cost can be minimized. 

Another area of opportunity exists in the custom process business.  There are many smaller 
independent niche marketers of beef product that are continually looking for processing 
capacity.  Many of these businesses are looking to process in the range of 50 head every 2nd 
week.  The larger facilities are not able to accommodate these requests where a smaller facility 
is better equipped to handle them. 

With the advent of the Canada / EU trade agreement there is potential to better explore this 
market.  The larger facilities struggle with EU regulatory requirements whereby a new plant 
may be able to incorporate these requirements into the design of the plant.  Very little beef is 
currently shipped to the EU so there would be little competition from the rest of Canada. 

Another area to further explore is the rise in the interest of grass-fed beef.  There again, a 
smaller facility will have an advantage with the volume associated with this niche market vs the 
larger processors. 

Branded beef programs are very popular with certain retailers and food service operators. This 
presents a unique opportunity for a Saskatchewan based processor to further explore, 
especially with one that can supply the local customer base (FED COOP) There also may be an 
appetite internationally for a Saskatchewan beef program.  As the only plant in Saskatchewan 
any marketing around a provincially based initiative cannot be matched by any other packer in 
Canada.  An example of a successful provincial program would be the Ontario corn fed beef 
program.   

There is also an opportunity to explore branding programs with cow meat with selected 
customers. 

It will be incumbent on the owner of a facility in Saskatchewan to determine which of these 
initiatives best fits into their overall business strategy. 

Another option to consider regarding a beef plant in Saskatchewan is to focus the operational 
side on the processing of cows (higher volume, rail boning, low cost of operating) and the value 
creating side on niche marketing of the fed cattle (higher cost of operating, higher value 
creation) This strategy would help in keeping operating costs in line (low cost to process cows) 
while adding needed revenue by maximizing the value through the fed cattle stream. 
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It is imperative for this facility to have a comprehensive business / sales plan to be successful 
long term.  The packing business is ferociously competitive. In the last couple of years, it has 
enjoyed unprecedented margin at the expense of the other value chain partners. This, 
however, is unlikely to continue.  The timing of a new plant in Saskatchewan is likely to coincide 
with a downturn in the beef processing margin making it even more important that all facets of 
a new operation perform better than the balance of the industry.   

Conclusion 
Cattle and Beef Supply and Demand 
 The Saskatchewan cattle industry has shown itself to be resilient and robust.  The provincial 

herd size has gained share relative to Canada and the northern tier of the United States.   
 The Saskatchewan cattle industry has long been characterized as one that supplies calves to 

other regions for the feeding and processing value adding.  Relative to other cattle 
producing regions of Canada and the United States there is very little value adding in terms 
of feeding cattle.  In addition, as of 2022 there is no federally inspected cattle and beef 
processing activity in the province.  

 Around one million calves and yearling cattle flow out of Saskatchewan from farming, 
ranching and backgrounding operations into backgrounding and feeding operations in 
Alberta, Ontario, and the United States.  From those destination operations cattle are fed 
and then moved to processing operations in Alberta, Ontario, and the United States.   

 These Saskatchewan-based cattle farming production operations and the out-of-province 
receiving operations are part of a long established and competitive logistical network.  
Saskatchewan is the beginning point and a critically important component of a modern, 
refined and complex supply and demand cattle flow.   

 Saskatchewan is also an important market for Canadian beef.  Saskatchewan consumes 
about 30,000 tonnes of beef a year.  Total prairie consumption amounts to about 175,000 
tonnes per year.  For perspective, Canadian beef consumption amounts to about 1,000,000 
tonnes annually. Nearly all that beef consumed on the prairies and Saskatchewan is of 
Canadian origin.  That means it comes almost exclusively from Alberta, and more 
particularly from the two large plants in Alberta.   

The summary points of the above is that Saskatchewan is an important component of a 
competitive, well-established supply chain.  It is also an important but relatively small market 
for Alberta produced beef.     

Clearly Saskatchewan has the supply of cattle to meet the market needs of a new plant.  A new 
plant in Saskatchewan could reasonably processed anywhere from 100 to over 1,000 per day.  
That sizing statement is based on cattle feeding capacity and fed cattle marketings in the 
province.  It is also based on estimations of cull cow marketings and availability in 
Saskatchewan. 
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Plant Requirements 
With evidence of supply, demand and a crude guidance on plant size provided, the next step in 
the process is to look more specifically at plant operations and logistics.   

The first step here is to provide an understanding of the functions of a typical beef plant as well 
as the areas of caution and emphasis.  Factors such as slaughter, rendering, grading, chilling, 
employees and management are examined in detail in the report.   

 One main point of emphasis is employment and location.  A plant processing approximately 
1,000 head would need approximately 400 or more plant workers and approximately 60 
management staff.  The areas needed to be covered by the management staff include, 
operations supervisory staff, quality assurance, office clerical staff, sales & marketing, 
accounting, health & safety, cattle procurement, maintenance, logistics, and purchasing. 

 The hiring of an experienced management staff will be a serious challenge.  Many 
management positions require a level of practical experience and technical knowledge not 
readily available in Saskatchewan.  As an independent stand-alone facility, it will need 
business management experience.  Most of this type of experience does not reside in 
Canada as the large processors moved these functions to their corporate offices located in 
the US.  There are very few individuals in Canada with the experience to manage an 
independent large scale beef facility. Most of those that do, are typically of retirement age.  
There is a definite lack of experience in Canada for some of these senior management roles. 

 It is asserted that it is beneficial to locate the plant near an urban centre as it may provide 
the best chance to secure this level of employment.  A robust temporary foreign workers 
(TFW) program would also need to be implemented in helping secure the required number 
of front-line workers.  There have been recent changes to this program and businesses can 
utilize up to 30% of the workforce as TFW’s.  

 Depending on plant size the cost of construction of a new plant could range from $120-200 
million.  It is estimated that once a decision is made to proceed forward with the 
construction of a facility it would take anywhere from 2 to 2.5 years to complete.  
Depending on the location and the potential for an environmental assessment and permit 
requirements, this timeline could be extended. 

It is imperative for this facility to have a comprehensive business / sales plan to be successful 
long term.  The packing business is ferociously competitive. In the last couple of years, it has 
enjoyed unprecedented margin at the expense of the other value chain partners. This, 
however, is unlikely to continue.  The timing of a new plant in Saskatchewan is likely to coincide 
with a downturn in the beef processing margin making it even more important that all facets of 
a new operation perform better than the balance of the industry.   
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Next Steps 
This paper provided an overview of the supply and demand for cattle and beef in 
Saskatchewan.  It also provided an outline of the plant requirements and factors for 
consideration. The primary finding was that the province has notable potential for a federally 
inspected cattle harvest operation within the range of 500-1,000 head per day.  The key caveat 
is that a potential plant would be within a complex and dynamic competitive environment on 
both procurement of cattle and the marketing of beef. 

Further to that last point, this paper provided a “road map” and guidance as to the plant 
requirements, processes and procedures that would be necessary for any organization or entity 
that was considering such a plant for Saskatchewan. 

Within that context and with that foundation, the following are ideas and suggestions that 
could help in continuing this process.  These next steps could further clarify whether a new 
operation could be or should be pursued.  These next steps could also be seen as helping to 
facilitate the potential for a new or expanded cattle harvest in Saskatchewan.  Further to that, 
the following are suggested actions for the Saskatchewan Stock Growers Association: 

1. Work with the Canadian Cattle Association and the Canadian Meat Council to harmonize 
SRM regulations between Canada and the United States. 

2. Work with the Saskatchewan and regional governments to highlight existing provincial 
manufacturing incentives.  For example, the Saskatchewan Value-added Agriculture 
Incentive (SVAI) should be a focal point.  This process should also include potential 
additional incentives that are available in other jurisdictions such as: 
-property tax discounts 
-utility and water discounts 
-infrastructure and utility installs.   

3. Based on #2 above, develop a one-page overview of Saskatchewan federal, provincial and 
regional government-based regulatory and financial incentives and differentials that 
encourage local investment.   

4. Work with the Saskatchewan Ministry of Agriculture to identify possible locations based on 
factors identified in this report such as labor and cattle availability.   

5. Encourage the Saskatchewan Ministry of Agriculture to hold a series of meetings with 
packing industry executives in both Canada and the United States which would focus on the 
results of this research and the provincial incentives. 

6. The Saskatchewan Ministry of Agriculture and the Stock Growers could arrange a fact-
finding mission with prospective investors to meat equipment exhibitions or new plants in 
Europe. 

Willie Van Solkema 
Kevin Grier 
July 2022 
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