
                                                                                                               

 

 

  

 
27 July 2020 

 
24/07/2020 
 
Dear  
 
ATISN 14178 Food Innovation Wales risk assessment - meat processing plants  
 
Thank you for your request which I received on 24/07/2020.  You asked for: 
 
A copy of the rapid risk assessment of meat processing sites across Wales undertaken by Food 
Innovation Wales.  
 
The information you requested is provided below, if you require anything further please contact me 
direct . 
 

 

 

 

 

Food Innovation Wales  

 

Rapid Review of Food Companies in 

relation to Density and Environment   
 

08 July 2020  



                                                                                                               

 

 

 

Background 

 

The COVID-19 pandemic has spread globally in the first 6 months of this year.  Whilst the science to create interventions in the 

medical sector have been focussed globally after the structure of the virus was identified, the answers to identifying routes and 

then reducing the rate of infection spread have been more difficult to identify and subsequently implement.  In summary, our 

understanding of the coronavirus and how it spreads is evolving. 

 

Cluster cases of COVID-19 have been identified across the globe particularly in internal settings, such as churches, dormitories, 

food plants and healthcare settings.  Clusters in food processing sites have been noted in various sub-sectors (product types), 

however the most prominent are within meat processing sites.  In the USA, which encompasses circa 500,000 workers, there have 

been Covid response reports in 239 meat and poultry processing plants encompassing 23 states.  In these states, 16,233 cases have 

been reported.  

https://www.cdc.gov/mmwr/volumes/69/wr/mm6927e2.htm?s_cid=mm6927e2_e  

 

In Britain we have seen a recent upsurge in coronavirus clusters in food processing sites across central UK.  Although there has 

been reporting of minor numbers in other subsectors (bakery, biscuits manufacturers) the meat industry is the most affected.  

 

In Europe the main focus has been on the German meat processing sector and in particular the Muller Fleisch slaughterhouse on 

Baden-Württemberg where, of the 1100 workers, 400 have tested positive.  

 

The total number of people infected with the coronavirus at a slaughterhouse in north-western Germany has risen to 1,029, up 

from over 600 earlier this week, according to officials. 

The outbreak at the Rheda-Wiedenbrück meat processing plant, in the district of Gütersloh near Bielefeld, was made public on 

June 17. The plant is run by Tönnies – the largest meat processing firm in Germany. Source: https://www.dw.com/en/coronavirus-

german-slaughterhouse-outbreak-crosses-1000/a-53883372 

 

Controls and procedures within affected plants will vary, thus making a risk assessment of factors impossible especially as 

businesses increase controls on a weekly basis.  To measure impact of controls scientifically it is necessary to change one control 

at a time and measure the impact of each intervention.  In the current climate that is not possible.  The one consistent feature in the 

largest outbreaks is the high number of employees in each affected site.  Given that the other known fact about the virus is that 

humans are the main host and it is spread primarily by aerosols created during breathing, coughing, sneezing, etc. the focus of the 

review is on establishing the density (employee numbers) within the food sector in Wales. 

 

Method 

 

Food Innovation Wales is a consortium of food technology centres within Wales, who provide a Pan Wales support system for 

food processing companies.  The Centres regularly engage with over 300 food companies per annum and have a detailed working 

knowledge therein.  Each centre has worked from a list of companies (sourced from a number of locations) whose details are in 

https://www.cdc.gov/mmwr/volumes/69/wr/mm6927e2.htm?s_cid=mm6927e2_e
https://www.dw.com/en/coronavirus-german-slaughterhouse-outbreak-crosses-1000/a-53883372
https://www.dw.com/en/coronavirus-german-slaughterhouse-outbreak-crosses-1000/a-53883372


                                                                                                               

 

 

the public domain) and for the purpose of this exercise, the centres have mapped their contacts to provide the most detailed 

assessment of the sector possible (company names are withheld to avoid GDPR related issues). 

 

Each centre then evaluated companies on their listings to establish employee numbers and working environments (e.g. ambient, 

chilled, frozen).  The environment assessment holds less value as there is insufficient evidence of the impact of the working 

environment on coronavirus incidence, indeed the scientific community is still establishing the impact of temperature, humidity, 

air flow, etc. on coronavirus transmission.  On the day that this report is published, there is an ongoing debate between the 

scientific community and WHO on the method of transmission i.e. breathing, coughing, sneezing and the effect of each of these 

actions in both external and internal environments. https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/world-53329946  

 

Results 

 

One thousand and sixty-nine data entries were reviewed and verified by technical teams across Food Innovation Wales.  Sites 

duplicated, closed (not furloughed) and no longer in business were removed from the data set, leaving a total of 990 business sites 

evaluated. 

 25 of the sites employed more than 250 staff 

 13 of the 25 sites were found to be operating in the meat sector 

 

Table 1 – Food companies in Wales with 250 + employees 

Type of Business 

Number of Sites Operating 

with >250 Staff 

Slaughterhouse 4 

Cutting Plant 1 

Meat Preparation 8 

Poultry 0* 

Bakery 5 

Dairy 0 

Drinks 3 

Ready Meals 0 

Ready to Eat 2 

Ready to Heat 1 

Fish 0 

Wholesaler 1 

Total 25 

 

*Poultry – this does not include poultry slaughterhouses, which will be in slaughterhouse numbers / or others may be included in 

another section of dual product range. 

https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/world-53329946


                                                                                                               

 

 

 

Table 2 Location of companies employing >250 employees 

Location S E Wales SW/Mid Wales North Wales 

Number of Sites 15 4 6 

 

Table 3 Location of Companies by Region: 

Location S E Wales SW/Mid Wales North Wales Total 

Number  429 289 272 990 

Percentage 43.3% 29.2% 27.5% 100% 

 

Table 4 Breakdown of Welsh Food Companies by size (employee numbers only): 

No. of Employees <10 10-100 101-250 >250 

No. of companies 759 177 29 25 

 

 

 

Discussion  

 

The results show that just over half of food companies (13 out of 25) employing more than 250 people are meat-based companies. 

There is significant variation in operating environments between companies within this category e.g. a bakery using meat (housed 

under meat preparation e.g.  as an ingredient for example in sausage making) versus a slaughterhouse facility. 

 

The bakery sector is the next largest sector with 20 percent of the total number of food companies employing more than 250 

people followed by the drinks sector with 12 percent of the companies employing more than 250 people. It is also worth noting 

that there is significant variation in the environment between these three sectors when viewing potential for COVID-19 infection 

transmission. It is also important to note that little in the way of controlled studies have taken place, on a global basis, which 

evaluate the effect of internal atmospheres and company controls on the spread of the SARS-CoV-2 virus and so this piece of 

work must be regarded as a density ( employee number) review. 

 

The location of sites housing more than 250 employees is shown in Table 2. South East Wales has 15 sites, Mid and West Wales 4 

sites and North Wales 6 sites.  

 

The location of the 990 companies mapped shows that 429 of the companies reside in South East Wales, 289 in Mid and West 

Wales and the remaining 272 are based in North Wales. 

 

The breakdown of number of employees per company show a significant number in the micro category (less than 10 employees). 

The high percentage of companies falling into this category (76%) could be viewed optimistically in terms of reduced impact of 



                                                                                                               

 

 

infection within a site and economically for the potential to survive and indeed have room for growth in future years when market 

conditions are favourable. 

 

The next phase of evaluation of the sector will focus on the controls employed by companies in a bid to restrict transmission of the 

virus. It is the intention of Food Innovation Wales partners to engage with as many companies as possible to firstly gather 

information on the type of interventions adopted by individual companies and secondly to establish over an extended period of 

time if there are any trends emerging within sectors or practices adopted by individual companies. 

 

This analysis has been undertaken in a short period of time and across three centres. The information is correct to the best of our 

knowledge but may not be necessarily indicative of individual companies. For example, some companies with mixed trade 

portfolios may have a percentage of their staff under furlough which may mean that they are classed as 250+ employers but have 

currently fallen below this figure.  

 

Footnote: 

The Centre for Disease Control and Prevention [CDC] in Atlanta, USA has also published the following statement and guidelines:  

“Distinctive factors that increase meat and poultry processing workers risk for exposure to SARS-CoV-2 the virus that causes 

COVID-19 include prolonged close workplace contact with co-workers (within 6 feet for 15 minutes plus) for long periods of 

time (8-12 hours), shared work spaces, shared transportation to and from the workplace, congregate housing and frequent 

community contact with fellow workers”. 

 

The CDC also suggests that meat and poultry processing facilities should: 

1. Provide culturally appropriate health education materials [e.g. Language] 

2. Screen workers for possible infection  

3. Encourage hand hygiene and use of face coverings  

4. Increase space between workers  

5. Encourage workers to take sick leave when needed  

 
 
 
 
 
If you are dissatisfied with the Welsh Government’s handling of your request, you can ask for an 
internal review within 40 working days of the date of this response.  Requests for an internal 
review should be addressed to the Welsh Government’s Freedom of Information Officer at:  
 
Information Rights Unit,  
Welsh Government, 
Cathays Park,  
Cardiff,  
CF10 3NQ  
 
or Email: Freedom.ofinformation@gov.wales 
 

mailto:Freedom.ofinformation@gov.wales


                                                                                                               

 

 

Please remember to quote the ATISN reference number above.     
 
You also have the right to complain to the Information Commissioner.  The Information 
Commissioner can be contacted at:  Information Commissioner’s Office,  
Wycliffe House,  
Water Lane,  
Wilmslow,  
Cheshire,  
SK9 5AF. 
 
However, please note that the Commissioner will not normally investigate a complaint until it has 
been through our own internal review process. 
 
Yours sincerely 
 


