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onsider these items: Bozman, the

Baltimore City Police Department

quarter horse who died last sum-

mer in the line of duty. The grill

grease and used frying oil from

Camden Yards, the city's summer
ethnic festivals, and nearly all Baltimore-area
and Ocean City restaurants and horels. A
baby circus elephant whe died while in
Baltimore this summer. Millions of tons of
waste meat and inedible animal parts from
the region’s supermarkets and slaughter-
houses. Carcasses from the Baltimore Zoo.
The thousands of dead dogs, cats, raccoons,
possums, deer, foxes, snakes, and the rest that
local animal shelters and road-kill partrols
must dispose of each month.

These are the raw materials of Baltimore's
far-and-protein economy, which are processed
into marketable products for high profir ac
the region’s only rendering planc, in Curtis
Bay. In a gruesomely ironic twist, most ined-
ible dead-animal parts, including dead pets,
end up in feed used to fatten up furure gen-
erations of their kind. Others are transmo-
grified into paint, car wax, rubber, and in-
dustrial lubricants, Until the mid-1980s,
some of the plant’s products were used in
soap and cosmetics as well.

Like the use of human placenta in cosmetics
and cating Rocky Mountain oysters, ren-
dering is a phenomenon that many have heard

of bur few are tempred to ponder. Unlike
those odd human practices, though, ren-
dering answers a vital societal question: What
to do with the prodigious amount of carrion,
offal, and fat that our society leaves in its di-
etary wake? Rather than classifying it as foul
waste and incinerating it or burying it in a
landfill, why not cook it into its constituent
parts—far and protein—and make a precry
penny doing ic?

Valley Proteins does. The Winchester,
Virginia—based company owns and runs
Baltimore's only rendering plant, tucked
along the grassy shores of Cabin Branch, a
triburary of Curtis Bay in the extreme south-
ern tip of the city. Although a few out-of-
state rendering plants actempt to compete in
Baltimore, Valley Protein’s Curtis Bay plant

has a regional lock on the profitable recy-
cling of dead animal matrer and kitchen grease
into ingredients for feed and industrial prod-
ucts.

Based on estimates from Neil Gagnon, gen-
eral manager of the Curtis Bay plant, about
150 million pounds of rotting flesh and used
kitchen grease from around Baltimore are
fed into the plant’s grinders and cookers each

year, rcsulting in about 80 million pounds
of the plant’s three products: meat and bone
meal, tallow, and yellow grease. Most is re-
constituted as chicken feed for North Carolina
and Eastern Shore poultry farmers. Some
goes for dry pet food. And some of the tal-
low is used by chemical “splitters,” who turn
the fat into farty acids, which in turn are used

in thousands of products.

uring a midsummer day’s visit to the
D plant, I gag upon first contact with the

hor, purrescent air. My throat immedi-
ately becomes coared with the suety raste
of decayed, frying flesh.

“You picked a bad day ro visit a render-
ing plant,” Gagnon says, emphasizing the ef-
fect of the summer heat by describing the
typical state of the “deadstock” picked up

from Pimlico Race Course, which is deliv-
ered to Valley Protein’s pet-food operations
in Pennsylvania. “By the time we get them,
they're soup,” he says. “Summertime is
bad around here.”

Gagnon himself is far from offended by the
cv:mi’lc]ming miasma, lhuugh. “It smells
like money,” he likes to say. Later in the vis-
it, back in his office, he estimates Valley
Protein's profit margin at somewhere in the
neighborhood of 30 percent.

Aload of guts, heads, and legs, recently re-
trieved from a local slaughterhouse, sits stew-
ing in one of the raw-materials bins at the
plant’s receiving bay. “That's very fresh of-
fal,” Gagnon says. He explains how it will be
fed into “the hogger,” a shredder that grinds
up the tissues and filters out trash, before it
is deep-fried in cookers charged with spent
restaurant grease and blood.

After being thoroughly fried, the solid pro-
tein is centrifuged, pressed, run through a
magnet to remove metals, ground up, sift-
ed, cooled, and stored in asilo. Today, mid-
way through the process, cooker operator
Bud Kellner smiles, grabs a warm, brown, fi-
brous thatch of cooked tissues out of the pro-
duction line in the cook room and shouts
out above the mechanical din: “That’s all
protein material! [ could eat that right now!”

The liquid fat is cleaned, filtered, cooled, and
stored in five tanks—two for tallow, a high-
er-grade fat product, and three for yellow
grease. Kellner doesn’t mention whether he
considers the fat potable.

The rendering processes at Valley Protein’s
Curtis Bay plant create three byproducts:
waste water, which goes to the city’s Patapsco
‘Waste Water Treatment Plant at nearby
Wagners Point; the stray fat and protein mol-
ecules in the air that generate the plant’s hor-
rid stench; and reclaimed dirt, metal, plas-
tics, and other trash, which go to the nearby
Quarantine Road Landfill. Two boilers, which
jointly generate 2,000 horsepower, run the
whole operation.

While waiting at the receiving bay ro watch
another truckload of offal (chis one from
Baltimore County slaughterer J. W. Treuth
& Sons, Inc.) tumble into a raw-materials
bin, Kellner sums up why rendering is im-
portant. “If it don't go here, it'd be laying on
the side of the street somewhere.”

Blood and body fluids leak out from un-
der the trailer gate, “Cranberry juice,” Gagnon
remarks as we gaze at the repulsive pale-red
effluvium. Suddenly a hor gust of wind blows
droplets of it on our bare legs. As the bloat-
ed stomachs and broken body parts slide
en masse from the trailer bed to the bin, Bud
shouts out, “Watch out for the splarcer!” After
the load is delivered, a single jawbone rests
on the pavement amid the bloody liquid.
Bud adds a final picce of sage advice: “Make
sure you take a shower.”

tual monopoly over the rendering busi-
ness in Baltimore. In 1927, The National
Provisioner, a meat-industry newsletter, pub-
lished a map and list showing the geograph-
ical distribution of the nation’s renderers and
slaughterhouses. At that time, Baltimore had
15 of Maryland’s 21 rendering plants, and
there were 913 plants in the nation.
Today, according to Gagnon, Baltimore
has one of the state’s six to 10 plants, which

v alley Proteins didn’t always have a vir-

are concentrated on the Eastern Shore to
serve the poultry industry. The nationwide
figure has dropped to 286, according to Gary
G. Pearl of the Fats and Oils Research

Foundation. (Affiliated with the National
Renderers Association, the foundation sup-
ports “increased urilizarion and new uses for

products that are produced with the 50 per-

cent of the animal thar is not acceptable for
human consumption,” Pearl says.)

Valley Proteins’ eight plants draw raw ma-
terials from the entire mid-Aclanric region,
according to J. ]. Smith, president of the com-
pany. Smith describes the company's terri-
tory as “from Newark [New Jersey] t Savannah
[Georgia), and 300 miles inland.” Its three-
generation mini empire began in 1949 with
company patriarch Clyde Smith’s buyout of
an existing plam in Winchester, Vi rginia.

According to Baltimore City land records,
Valley Proteins purchased the Curtis Bay
plancin 1984 for $2 million from Benedict
K. Hudson, president of another rendering
company, Kavanaugh Products, which had
purchased the property in the 1960s. Five of
Valley Protein’s’ eight plants were original-
ly owned by other renderers, Gagnon says.

J. ] Smich says the industry’s trend toward
concentration of ownership picked up mo-
mentum about 20 or 30 ycars ago with the
creation of a marker for “boxed beef.”

“Whereas cattle used to be sent to market
in halves or quarters, and every communi-
ty had its own slaugheer facilities,” the com-
pany president explains, “now the slaugh-
tering is consolidated in the Midwest, and
they ship [the meat] out in boxes of 20- or
25-pound chunks.”

Boxed beef reduced the need for the neigh-
borhood slaughterhouse, or abarroir. According
to Smith, “a new movement toward close-
trim meat and tray-ready beef” similarly is
climinating the need for butchers and mear
cutters in supermarkets because even more
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Above: Barrels of dead pets and wildlife from the city animal shelter; below: tallow and yellow grease storage tanks—two of the end products

An average of 1,824 dead animals pass through
the freezer at the city animal shelter and onto
trucks bound for Valley Proteins’ Curtis Bay plant,
according to shelter statistics for the months of
April, May, and June of this year.

A truck empties offal into a raw-materials bin.
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: us 3'to have abattoirs all over
the place,” Smith says. Now Baltimore
City has only one, a kosher slaughterhouse
in the Penn-North area. The 1927 Biennial
Census of Manufactures, cited in the 1929
industry classic /nedible Animal Fats in the
United States by Food Research Institute
economist L. B. Zapoleon, indicates there
were 40 slaughterers and meat packers in
Baltimore at that time.

The decline of Baltimore's slaughterers
and butchers has meant less raw material
for rendering.

“In 1965, at any given supermarket, we
used to pick up [waste meat] three to
five times a week at 1,000 pounds each.
Now we do it once a week at 600 pounds,”
Smith says. That's an 80 to 90 percent drop
in volume, and, as Smith often points out,
“volume is what we thrive on in this busi-
ness.”

Thirty years ago, according to Smith, 85
to 90 percent of renderers’ material came
from supermarkets and slaughterhouses.
Today, he estimates that a little more than
half of the raw material for the Curtis Bay
plant is from those sources. The other half
is kitchen grease and frying oils from restau-
rants, the proliferation of which he believes
has made up for about a third of the loss
resulting from the boxed-beef phenome-
non.

“People used to eat at home more often,”
Smith says. “But now there are many, many
restaurants, and people eat out all the time,
so there has been an explosive growth at
that level over the last 30 or 40 years.”

During this same period, the industry
also underwent a technology shift. In 1965,
Dupps, a Germantown, Ohio, equipment
manufacturer, started to make “continu-
ous cookers,” which quickly replaced “batch
cookers” as the industry standard.

Batch cookers restricted the rate of pro-
cessing because after cach batch was cooked,
the cookers had to be emptied and pre-
pared for the next load. Continuous cook-
ers made nonstop rendering possible, and
the quantities the plants could handle grew
greater over the ensuing years. Today Dupps
makes a continuous cooker that can han-
dle the equivalent of 22 batch cookers, ac-
cording to Smith.
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“The change in technology was nota
matter of new ways to cook,” Smith ex-
plains. “It was a matter of bigger and
bigger scales. It was more efficient, but it
was also more competitive for raw mater-
ial.”

In Baltimore’s rendering industry, low-
er volumes of meat-packing and super-
market waste and higher production ca-
pacities combined with another factor—the
dramatic rise of the poultry industry—to
spell an end to all but one plant in the
region. Baltimore was a red-meat-packing
town caught completely off guard by the
continuing surge in chicken consumption,
which began abour 20 years ago.

“There were very few poultry-eviscerat-
ing plants in the 1960s,” Smith says. But
as the poultry industry expanded in the
South and on Maryland's.Eastern Shore,
those regions’ need for rendering increased.
Baltimore City, meanwhile, was left with
closed-down meat-packing plants, slaugh-
terhouses, and rendering plants. Only one
of each remains.

Finally, cthe proliferation of environ-
mental regulations has further encouraged

ownership concentration in the render-
ing business. “Environmental require-
ments got expensive, so it became a trend
to sell out to competitors who can han-
dle the changes,” Smith explains. For the
remaining firms, he says, increased reg-
ulation “was a two-edged sword. It was
expensive because it required high cap-
ital invescments, but it was also a barri-
er for a startup company to compete with
you, :

The changes amount to a classic case of
“the bigger fish swallows the smaller fish,”
Smith says. Pearl of the Fats and Oils
Research Foundarion agrees: “The gen-
eral rule has been fewer and larger, with
individual plants covering larger geo-
graphic areas and the investment per plant
becoming much greater in order to meer
environmental and water-quality stan-
dards.”

he use of dead pers, work animals.
Tand wildlife as raw material is an as-

pect of the rendering business that
neither Gagnon, Smith, nor Pearl likes
to discuss. When they do address it, they
empbhasize its limited role and contend it
is more a public service than a profitable
pl’.\l:[!c(.'. -

“Tharisa very small part of the business
that we don't like to advertise,” Smith says.
His main worry is bad publicity from an-
imal-rights activists, who complain about
the use of animal corpses for profir.

“We provide that as a service, not for
profit,” he says, pointing out that “there
isnota lot of protein and far” in dead pets
and wildlife, “just a lot of hair you have
to deal with somehow.” Smith believes
that “shaming the American public into
taking care of their pets is the way to com-
bar the’problem the animal-rights peo-
ple ralk abour, not hassling the compa-
nies thar manage the waste the pet industry
produces in terms of dead animals.”

Smith says that while Valley Proteins
sells inedible animal parts and rendered
material to Alpo, Heinz, and Ralston-
Purina, among other pet-food makers,
dead-pet byproducts are not among the
products sold to these companies. “They
are all very sensitive to the recycled-pet
potential,” he explains. “They want no
pets in the food they sell. We guarantee
them thar the product we sell to them
does not come from the pets we collect.
We handle them separately.”

A tiny amount of pet byproducts does

getinto the material sold to pet-food mak-
ers, however, according to plant general
manager Gagnon. Valley Proteins does
have two production lines: one thar uses
only clean, fresh fat and bones from su-
permarkets and butcher shops, and an-
other that includes the use of dead pets
and wildlife. However, the protein ma-
terial is a mix from both production lines.
Thus the mear and bone meal made ac
the plant includes materials from pets and
wildlife, and abour five percent of that
product goes to dry-pet-food manufac-
turers, Gagnon says.

The high-end production line—the one
without pets—makes tallow, fats whose
“light colors give good consumer appeak”
Smith says. The low-end line makes
yellow grease, which goes mostly for poul-
try and swine feed; as Smith notes, “the
chicken doesn’t give a shit what it's eat-
ing.” Local feed makers that buy Valley
Proteins’ products include Southern Srares
in Locust Point. Gagnon says there are
no longer any local purchasers of the plant’s
rallow products.

ost of the dead pets that end up in
M Valley Protein’s Curtis Bay plant

originate from the city animal shel-
ter in Southwest Baltimore. Earl Warson,
administrator of the city Health
Department’s Animal Control Division,
is very aware of the use of dead pets and
wildlife in Baltimore’s fat-and-protein
economy, and he knows Valley Proteins’
overarching role in it. “Anywhere there
are dead animals, they pick them up,” he
says. “They have a monopoly on that be-
cause no one else does it. That means they
can charge what they want to charge for
the service.”

An average of 1,824 dead animals per
month pass through the freezer ar the city
animal shelter and onro trucks bound for
Valley Proteins’ Curtis Bay plant, ac-
cording to shelter satistics for April, May,
and June of this year. Most of them were
cuthanized (three-month average: 1,339),
though many were DOAs (three-month
average: 485). (DOAs wenrt up signifi-
cantly in July and August, with 655 and
815 respectively, because of the hot weath-
er and the city’s Clean Sweep program
thar targeted specific areas for cleanup.)

Here at the animal shelter, a staffof 10

wardens works every day but Sunday,
picking up animals and bringing them to
the shelter, while the shelter’s two vet-

erinary rechnicians euthanize animals ro?
make room for the newcomers.

“Having to euthanize animals all day is
not pleasant,” Warson says, “especially if
you like animals.” He and shelter atten-
dant Edward Rigney lead the way to Room
162—EUTHANASIA— and Watson bows
out after Rigney pulls open the door to
the freezer, in which a dead fox lies stretched
out on a table surrounded by barrels filled
mostly with dead dogs and cats. Fleas leap
among the carcasses.

“Ten or 12 were euthanized this morn-
ing,” Rigney says. “Sometimes it’s thir-
tysome that get it. Things ger backed
up over the holidays.”

Outside the freezer, atop another table,
lie a bottle of the poison product Faral-
Plus, several syringes, a medical-waste
container, and a hacksaw resting on a tow-
¢l. The hacksaw is for rabies testing: “When
people get bit, we have to curt the dogs’
heads off and test their brains,” Rigney
explains, adding that the veterinary tech-
nician “never uses that—she just twists
them off.” Fartal-Plus is sodium pento-
barbital; the warning label reads: “Do not
use in animals intended for food.” This
warning apparently does not apply for
animals intended for pet food, which is
where the protein from these euthanized
animals ends up.

Milton McCroy on his rounds is a col-

orful tour of Baltimore’s fat and pro-
tein sources. Every Monday, Wednesday,
and Friday, McCroy enters the STAFF &
DELIVERIES entrance of the city animal
shelter and loads dead animals into his
truck. He then continues his rounds to
Parks Sausage, the city’s lone remaining
meat-packing plant, where he picks up
waste meat, and to the slaughterhouse in
Penn-North, where he loads up with
offal, before taking the shipment back to
the Curtis Bay plant and dumping it in
the raw materials bin.

Fo”owing Valley Proteins route driver

“I’s a dirty, smelly job, yeah—but that’s
all it is, dirty and smelly,” he says philo-
sophically, leaving one wondering what
could be worse.

At the animal shelter, McCroy hefts
two dogs stiffened by rigor mortis into
the trailer of his truck, which is rigged
for the rendering business with a lift, a
catwalk, and a barrel cleaner. He then
empties and cleans 11 barrels of assort-
ed animals. As he works, he describes
where his load is bound. “Chicken feed,
cosmertics, fertilizer, dog food, wharev-
er—the way they cook that bad boy [the
Curtis Bay plant] up, it don’t make no
difference what’s in there,” hesays, then
pauses and adds: “When they start putting
human bodies in there, that’s when I
quit.

abrief stop at Parks Sausage, where

*McCroy empries‘10'or'so barrels of ran-
cid meac and grease, he heads offto 'the
slaughterhouse, next to a long-defunce
animal-hospital building. He backs the
truck up to a storage shed, hauls a bloat-
ed sheep carcass onro the lift, and dumps
itin the trailer, then starts preparing to
empty many barrels full of heads, legs,
hides, and gurs. Joking, he starts to make
the jaws of a cow’s head clack, then gives
up on the puppet show. He hoists two
sheeps’ heads in the air, one in each hand,

and asks, “Which one do you wane?” He
punctures a stomach with a pocket knife
and squeezes out the brown ooze inside.
The jocularity ends when the plant’s
owner catches wind that the press has en-
tered the property. As we explain that we
are following McCroy on his run for a
story on rendering, he ushers us offto the
adjacent sidewalk. “Wich all our prob-
lems with OSHA [Occupational Safety
and Health Administration], MOSHA
[Maryland OSHA], EPA [Environmental
Protection Agency], and the rest, there
just is no good publicity for us right now,”
he explains.

Smith believes that “shaming the American
public into taking care of their pets
is the way to combat the problem the
animal-rights people talk about, not
hassling the companies that manage the
waste the pet industry produces.”

A plant employee explained latér that
tightening environmental regulations and
concerns about the bacteria E. colz are
coming down hard on slaughterhouses;
any attention would just mean more prob-
lems. (A subsequent check with state and
local regulators did not reveal any out-
standing cases or suspected violations at
the city slaughterhouse.) Disappointed
in being shunted from the property, we
leave without a proper good-bye to the
good-natured McCroy.

has changed dramatically over the

decades, but it remains essentially a
profitable form of recycling. The National
Renderers Association sums up the in-
dustry nicely in its 12-minute video, Food
for Life:

The rendering industry provides many need-
ed services to the community at large; it safe-
ly recycles materials that otherwise would be
a nightmare to dispose of; it creates prod-
ucts that are essential to modern life; it pro-
vides the needed nutrition for our livestock
and fisheries, so that a hungry world can be
efficiently fed: and it supplies our pets witha
healthy diet for longer, better lives.

B altimore’s fat-and-protein economy

So the next time you munch on fast-
food fries (often cooked in grease the
restaurants subsequently sell to Valley
Proteins), or let your unneutered pet roam
the city streets and backyards, or apply a
little makeup to your face, or wax your
car, or barbecue some chicken breasts,
pause a second to think: Is this somehow
connected to the Valley Proteins ren-
dering plant in Curtis Bay, either on the
donating or receiving end? Chances are,
itis.m
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