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A few weeks ago, after Brad Greenway picked up some water-line fittings from a
supplier, he followed his usual practice to avoid bringing germs into his workplace: he
showered, put on a fresh set of clothes and wiped the parts down with disinfectant.

Mr. Greenway doesn’t
work in a hospital, nursing
home or a grocery store.
He raises pigs on a farm
near Mitchell, S.D. The
extensive sanitation
measures Americans are
adopting to combat the
coronavirus have long
been part of day-to-day
life with hogs.

“We’ve always tried to
practice good biosecurity,”
Mr. Greenway said from
the office attached to one
of his hog barns, housing
some of the 13,000 pigs his
farm produces each year.

While the coronavirus
pandemic has closed meat
processing plants and

wreaked havoc on the food supply chain, many farms have been a step ahead of
everyone else in devising practices to reduce contamination.

To access the pig breeding barns on Mr. Greenway’s farm, which supply piglets to his
farm and 13 others, workers undress, scrub and shampoo in an on-site shower stall,
then pull on fresh clothes and boots. To leave for lunch or to grab something from a
truck, it’s the same process in reverse.

The rules are so strict that Mr. Greenway himself has never entered the barns since
they were built 13 years ago. “You don’t want to bring anything back and forth”
between the breeding and hog operations, he said.

The hyper-hygienic farms are designed to prevent the spread of epidemic illness
among livestock herds and poultry flocks. As the U.S. has exported more meat to the
rest of the world and domestic consumption has ticked higher, farmers and
meatpackers have expanded their farms into sprawling complexes that raise cattle,
hogs and chickens by the thousands.

The high scale and close quarters leave the industry vulnerable to rapidly spreading
diseases. An outbreak of porcine epidemic diarrhea virus killed a total of about seven
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million pigs in 2013 and 2014, according to the Agriculture Department. A strain of
avian influenza led to the deaths of 50.4 million chickens and turkeys in 2015. Meat
industry officials don’t see Covid-19 as a risk to farm animals.

President Trump in late April issued an executive order aimed at speeding meat plants’
reopening, though overall beef, pork and other red meat production remains about 16%
below normal levels and farmers have had to kill off stock.

On the farm, breeders, veterinarians and even manure haulers are known for extreme
hygiene measures.

Kevin Turner, who manages Michigan State University’s swine teaching and research
farm near Lansing, Mich., does up to 20 loads of laundry a day to help kill viruses and
bacteria that could be lurking in farm clothes. His single-day record for showers is 12,
scrubbing down to enter and exit the farm between teaching classes on campus.

Mr. Turner’s biosecurity regimen now includes his family grocery runs. He is wiping
down each gallon of milk before he puts them into his SUV, and anything that doesn’t
require refrigeration he is leaving in the trunk a few days before bringing it inside.
“Right now, I feel safer health-wise if I’m in and around my pigs than if I’m going to the
grocery,” Mr. Turner said.

Mr. Greenway washes his hands at the farm. Even before the coronavirus pandemic, he
has carefully scrubbed before entering his hog barns as part of an extensive biosecurity
practice.
PHOTO: BRAD GREENWAY
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Regular hand-washing is nothing new to Ryan Hageman, co-owner of NEIA Pumping
Service Inc., a Calmar, Iowa-based manure hauling business. “You’re going to get
dirty,” he explained. “You’re dealing with shit.”

Mr. Hageman tries to keep the company’s tractors stocked with hand sanitizer. But as
consumers cleared the products from store shelves, Mr. Hageman wasn’t concerned,
even ahead of his usual springtime rush, when many Iowa hog and dairy farmers clean
out their manure tanks and barns. He is stocked up on disinfectant wipes, and many of
his employees are just as happy cleaning their hands with industrial glass cleaner,
sprayed from aerosol cans.

The product contains alcohol, but he said he isn’t sure if it’s strong enough to kill
germs.

“We’ll use that if necessary. You’ve got to be able to clean up with something,” said Mr.
Hageman, who acknowledged it wasn’t the product’s intended purpose. “You spray it
on your hands and away you go.”

The Maschhoffs LLC, one
of the largest U.S. hog
producing companies, has
for years required visitors
to its farms to be fever-
free for 24 hours, since
humans can transmit
illness to pigs, and to have
had no contact with other
pigs for 24 hours.
Equipment and
pharmaceuticals are
fumigated on their way in,
and employees’
lunchboxes pass through
an ultraviolet light system
that kills viruses and
bacteria.

“The clean side is the farm side,” said Jay Miller, vice president of health and
operations for Maschhoffs, which raises 215,000 sows from Wyoming to Georgia. “The
dirty side is the outside world.”

The Carlyle, Ill., company is drawing on its farm hygiene practices to look after its
humans. Melissa Hensch, its animal production and health director, is part of a task

Kevin Turner holds a piglet at Michigan State University’s swine teaching and research
farm.
PHOTO: KEVIN TURNER
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force steering the company’s Covid-19 response, which is minimizing person-to-person
contact in line with how the company shields its hogs.

Livestock experts are aiding the coronavirus response elsewhere. In Ames, Iowa, the
Iowa State University Veterinary Diagnostic Laboratory, which analyzes about 90,000
cases of livestock and poultry disease annually, is contributing test methods and
supplies to the state’s efforts to combat the virus. In late March, the American College
of Veterinary Emergency and Critical Care created a database of ventilators that could
be transferred from animal to human use.

Near Morristown, Minn., turkey farmer Kim Halvorson has offered neighbors bleach
from the months’ worth stockpile she keeps for cleaning out her barns. After each flock
of turkeys is trucked out for processing, Ms. Halvorson soaps down the entire barn and
sprays the floors, walls and equipment with disinfectant.

She has also handed out the face masks she normally wears to ward off barn dust to the
semi-truck drivers who haul manure and other goods for her trucking business, while
admonishing them not to spend too much time in truck stops.

“Most of the guys are pretty friendly…that’s the harder thing,” Ms. Halvorson said.
“They social distance all day in their truck.”

Jean-Pierre Vaillancourt, a veterinary medicine professor at the University of Montreal
and agricultural industry consultant, in March quizzed the manager of his parents’
retirement community about their coronavirus-mitigation plans. Dr. Vaillancourt
explained the practices used by veterinarians to divide routes among farms to avoid
crossing paths and potentially spreading disease, and recommended the retirement
community adopt a similar approach.

Agriculture industry officials credit the intense focus on hygiene and sanitation for
stemming past animal epidemics and so far preventing some, like the African swine
fever that has decimated China’s hog industry, from taking root in the U.S.

Even such stringent methods run up against natural limits. One is found in the pits
beneath Mr. Turner’s Michigan State research farm, which gather the roughly 1.3
gallons of manure each hog produces a day.

“It’s clean, but it still smells,” Mr. Turner said. “Pigs poop a lot.”

Write to Jacob Bunge at jacob.bunge@wsj.com
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