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Introduction and Objectives

Swine slaughter is an open process with many possible risks for the contamination of the pork carcass with zoonotic bacteria like Salmonella (1). Within the whole production path, the slaughter line is the most important source of Salmonella contamination for the carcasses (2, 3). 
The following steps are assigned to be critical (1): dehairing, polishing, removal of the intestines, removal of the pluck set and meat inspection procedures. The objective of this study was to describe the slaughtering process in Belgian slaughterhouse, and to elucidate critical steps for Salmonella contamination from transport until evisceration.  

Material and Methods
Data concerning the slaughtering process from the 10 biggest slaughterhouses in Belgium were collected by interviewing slaughterhouse personnel. The questionnaire used was pilot tested in one slaughterhouse, and predominantly closed questions were included. In addition to the information of the questionnaire, temperatures of used water and passing times in some machines were measured. 
Results and Discussion

Results of the questionnaire and measurements are summarised in Table 1.
Table 1
	
	Min.
	Max.
	Mean

	Max. duration of transport  (in min)
	45
	210
	136.7

	Min. duration of transport  (in min)
	5
	60
	23.9

	Mean time in lairage 

(in min)
	60
	180
	126.0

	Max. time in lairage

(in min)
	80
	720
	302.0

	Min. time in lairage

(in min)
	0
	120
	64.9

	Temperature of scalding water (°C)
	58.5
	63.7
	60.5

	Time in flaming machine

(in sec)
	5
	16
	10.6


Under Belgian circumstances, transport from the herd to the slaughterhouse takes approximately 2 hours. The number of pigs shedding Salmonella can increase significantly during transport and holding (3). The physiological changes associated with stress might stimulate the recrudescence of latent carriers and increase the susceptibility of noncarriers to new infection (Geverink et al., 1998).  The mean time the slaughter pigs are kept in the lairage is 2 hours. In 80% of the slaughterhouses, the lairage is cleaned daily, but only 11% also disinfects the lairage daily.. In 30% of the cases the lairage is never disinfected. After stunning and bleeding, the pigs are scalded for approximately 6.7 min. It’s generally accepted that steaming would be better for the prevention of Salmonella contamination, but this is only practiced in 2 out of the 10 visited slaughterhouses. Subsequently, the scalded carcasses are dehaired, mostly using cold water. Then they go through a flaming device. The number of burners varies from 4 to 8 and the number of flames on one burner varies from 12 to 17. Singed carcasses are polished during on average a minute mostly with cold water. After polishing the carcasses go from the dirty to the clean zone. First, the rectum is detached with a bung cutter (80%) or with a knife (20%). The bung cutter was immersed between every carcass in water of  approximately 73°C. There were no slaughterhouses where the detached rectum was sealed in a plastic bag to prevent faecal contamination of the carcass. Then carcasses are eviscerated. The temperature of the cleaning water for the evisceration knifes varied from 47°C to 81°C. However knifes were not cleaned between every carcass. In the best situation, they were disinfect every third or fourth carcass. This is due to thigh slaughtering speed (varying between 285 to 550 pigs per hour). The carcasses are then split automatically with one or two splitting machines. These were in 70% of the cases cleaned between two carcasses and in 30% of the cases disinfected. After splitting the carcasses are inspected, weighed, graded and chilled. The inspection is a critical point because of the manipulation of the tonsils and the carcass.
It can be conclude that major differences in the slaughtering process exist between the slaughterhouses regarding the critical points for Salmonella contamination. In following studies, we will focus on the impact of these differences on the Salmonella contamination level.
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