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Executive Summary

USDA co-packer Alleghany Meats in Monterey, Virginia. Credit: NMPAN

What is NMPAN?
The Niche Meat Processor Assistance Network
(NMPAN) is a national network and community of
practice focused on building and sustaining the
processing infrastructure essential to the local
and regional niche meat sectors. Members include
meat processors, livestock producers, meat
brands, suppliers, universities, public agencies,
and nongovernmental organizations (NGOs).
NMPAN is a peer learning community, a national
information hub, and a valued source of targeted
applied research and direct technical assistance.
The network’s mission is to strengthen and
expand slaughter and processing capacity,
nationwide, for “niche” meats, such as locally
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grown, certified organic, grass-fed, no antibiotics/
added hormones, and humanely raised. To
do this, NMPAN not only supports processors
themselves but aims to improve communication
and coordination with livestock producers, meat
buyers, and all other links in the supply chain.
In turn, this benefits the livestock and poultry
producers, buyers, and other stakeholders
engaged in making meat and poultry more
sustainable.
NMPAN combines peer learning with an online
information hub. Its core programs include a
1,200 member listserv, a resource-rich website,
webinar series, peer consulting network, and
applied research and technical assistance on a
range of topics, from business planning to plant
operations to regulations and more. NMPAN
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has two part-time staff, a 12-member Advisory
Board, and an annual budget of $140,000. It is a
Cooperative Extension-based network, housed at
Oregon State University, and part of the national
“eXtension” system.

Key Findings

History

The primary takeaway from this assessment is
that NMPAN is a successful and useful community.
NMPAN members and stakeholders feel satisfied
and empowered by their participation. They are

NMPAN was launched in 2008 by Lauren Gwin
and Arion Thiboumery. Their goals were to build
a network of technical experts and advisors,
backed by a comprehensive resource database
and learning community, to support niche meat
processors and the producers and consumers
who depend on them.

“NMPAN remains a gold standard.” –
Nonprofit partner

10-Year Assessment
To mark a decade of operations, NMPAN
conducted a ten-year review in early 2018 to
assess its effectiveness to date and adapt for the
future. The review included:
▶ An online survey of listserv members (135
participants; 11 percent of total listserv)
▶ An online survey of the Advisory Board
▶ In-depth interviews with 15 niche meat supply
chain stakeholders.
A total of 161 people participated in the
assessment, including processors, producers,
brand/distributors, consultants, extension agents,
NGOs, chefs, and equipment/supply companies.
Some respondents wear multiple hats, as
producer/processors, for example. Respondents
were geographically diverse, coming from
every region of the U.S. and at least three other
countries.

On-farm poultry processing set up. Credit: Harvey Ussery

not looking for major changes in operations or
focus areas. Key findings include:
▶ NMPAN has achieved its original goals of
building a national community of practice and a
respected, robust resource hub. Relationships and
easy access to knowledge are the most valued
outcomes of the network, and the 1,200-member
listserv, website, and webinars are its most used
tools.
▶ NMPAN’s biggest challenge is that demand
for its services exceeds current capacity. Many
members would like to see NMPAN to do more
things for more people.
▶ Changes in the meat industry as a whole,
and the evolution of the niche meat sector in
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particular, will continue to present challenges to
NMPAN members. Respondents perceive that the
niche meat sector is gradually becoming more
consolidated, bifurcated, and specialized, which
creates difficulties including: an increasingly
complex regulatory environment, which can
present barriers to beginning or expanding
a business; labor – not just skilled, but any
– is increasingly hard to come by; concerns
about small business profitability and longterm viability. Enhanced communication and
collaboration with other organizations is essential
to understand and address these challenges more
comprehensively while determining the best role
that NMPAN can and should play.

Accomplishments
NMPAN is “invaluable” in creating community
and connecting people in what can otherwise
be a small and isolated field. The network
is tremendously successful at facilitating
relationships, collaboration, and information
exchange between people who otherwise might
not meet, including giving new and aspiring
processors access to experienced processors.
NMPAN provides access to a wealth of knowledge
and information, whether in resources collected
on the website, in webinars, or through the
collective wisdom of the listserv community.
Processors and non-processors alike said that
if they have a question, NMPAN likely has the
answer.

As noted above, one of NMPAN’s core principles is
that increased coordination and communication
between livestock producers and processors – and also
between processors and meat buyers further along
the supply chain – are essential to processor viability.
This requires mutual understanding of each other’s
roles, capacities, and constraints. Respondents were
asked if, over the last decade, non-processors have
an improved understanding of the role of processors
and processing in the supply chain. While there was no
clear consensus (see full report for specific responses),
NMPAN does appear to have helped make processing
“less of a black box.”
For example, as one meat company explained, “The
better we can understand the challenges the processor
is facing, the more smoothly we can work with them…
and make fewer unreasonable demands.” At a broader
level, participation in NMPAN has also opened the
“box” for sustainable agriculture advocates, informing
their policy choices and recommendations.
NMPAN surveys its membership annually and
included many of those questions in the survey for this
evaluation. Responses reflect NMPAN’s clear value for
businesses and other stakeholders:

“NMPAN has…” [check all that apply]
increased my awareness about regulatory

%
67%

compliance and where to find answers
increase my understanding of meat supply

53%

chain and local meat processing
increased my knowledge about good business

45%

practices

When asked how well NMPAN is “meeting its
mission,” stakeholder respondents gave an
average of 4.4 of 5. Those who provided a score
of less than 5 did so because they appreciate the
network’s existing work and would like it to do
more. 87 percent of listserv survey respondents
(115 out of 135) consider the network achieving its
mission “moderately well” to “very well.”
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increased my openness to learning and hearing

43%

from others
renewed my sense of excitement to be in this

35%

industry
changed how I do business or led to new
business opportunities

21%
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Well packaged pasture-raised chicken processed under federal exemption. Credit: Alicia Jones

Areas for Improvement
▶ NMPAN is not reaching all the people it could be
and should do wider outreach. Illustrating a point
made by many survey respondents, in a room of
approximately 60 meat processors at a recent
regional conference, only four were members of
the NMPAN listserv. Custom and retail butchers,
in particular, are not well represented in the
network.
▶ NMPAN has some important questions to
consider about its listserv. The listserv and its
community were consistently cited as the most
valuable element of NMPAN, but there are also
concerns. Some processors, in particular, would
like to have a more dedicated space to talk
exclusively to other processors. The network has
always included start-up processors, farmers and
ranchers, NGO representatives, and others who
may seem to experienced processors to be asking
tangential questions and not have expertise to
contribute to other people’s inquiries. On the
other hand, other respondents would like to see
more links in the supply chain (e.g., renderers,
plant designers/engineers, equipment suppliers,
brands and distributors) represented on the
listserv and in other resources. The question for

NMPAN is how to balance the need to facilitate
expertise in conversations while also continuing
to include a 360-degree view of the niche meat
supply chain.

“We have met a lot of great operators and
marketers through being associated with
NMPAN.” – mid-scale processor
▶ The State Affiliate program is not well utilized.
Many contacts are out of date, website links are
broken, or the people identified are not well
versed in the niche meat space. The program
should be reinvigorated or dropped.

What’s Next?
Respondents want NMPAN to keep doing what it
has been doing and do more. “More” includes:
▶ Broader outreach to a wider audience and more
partnerships with both similar groups and with
additional links in the supply chain. For example,
a regional meat company that aggregates from
multiple producers wants to see an NMPAN for
their type of business. “We as regional players
will increasingly depend on platforms like NMPAN
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where these conversations have already started,
to connect in other ways to create efficiency …
and have exposure to the great ideas.”
▶ More content on regulations, labor, and
business viability/profitability. NMPAN already
has considerable resources on these topics, but
some material should be updated or made more
accessible, including presenting more of it via
video. The requests for this information could
also indicate that is not obvious on the website,
which is not as user friendly as it could be, and
that NMPAN could do additional regular outreach
within the network to remind members what
resources are available.
The feedback from the assessment stimulates
critical thinking about what both NMPAN and
others are and could be doing more effectively.
The actors and organizations in the niche
meat space have changed since NMPAN began
10 years ago, and NMPAN could strengthen
communication and collaboration with them.
Potential enhanced and new partnerships
could include American Association of Meat
Processors, state and regional meat processor
associations, college meat cutting programs,
state meat and poultry inspection programs,
and state departments of agriculture. NMPAN
has connections with most of these already – for
example, NMPAN joined AAMP shortly after its
2008 launch – but they could be expanded.

“The more open you can be about what
you do and show people what you do,
you’ll grow – and the whole industry will
grow.” – Processor
In addition, the meat industry as a whole has
evolved in the last ten years. On the one hand,
demand and supply of niche meat and poultry
have continued to grow, and value chain capacity
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– not just processing, but distribution and
marketing as well – has grown, albeit unevenly.
This is a positive development but comes with
challenges, including concerns about market and
consolidation pressures from the conventional
meat industry; increased regulatory pressure
that can disproportionately burden smaller
processors; and the durable challenges of labor:
both finding skilled labor and coping with the
aging-out of processors without succession plans,
much as is happening across the agricultural
sector.

Conclusion
“The website has been a great resource
for case studies and actual ideas and
mapping plans.” – small-scale processor
NMPAN is a national information hub and peer
learning community for people, businesses,
and organizations around the country working
on challenges and opportunities related to the
critical role of processors in the local, regional,
sustainably-raised meat and poultry sector. The
primary takeaway from this assessment is of
a successful, useful network. Its members and
stakeholders feel satisfied and empowered by
their participation and are not looking for major
changes in NMPAN operations or focus areas. In
its next ten years, NMPAN can increase its value
and impact by expanding its reach, building on
existing partnerships and creating new ones,
and developing additional programming on the
durable challenges facing this industry

“NMPAN has been critical to the National
Sustainable Agriculture Coalition’s work
on livestock, meat processing, and food
safety issues. – NSAC Senior Strategic
Advisor”
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