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Executive Overview 
Consumers increasingly want to understand how animals are raised, where food comes from, and 
what information is conveyed by words on a meat package. In response, meat labels now feature 
an expanding set of claims—natural, grass-fed, no antibiotics, humanely raised, Product of 
USA, among others. 

Despite this proliferation of claims, most meat labels disclose far less information than 
consumers assume. This gap is not the result of deception by producers, but rather the structure 
of U.S. meat labeling law, which prioritizes food safety, inspection, and commercial 
uniformity—not consumer transparency. 

Federal labeling requirements focus on species identification, processing oversight, and safe 
handling. They do not require disclosure of farm origin, feed practices, animal age, or welfare 
conditions. Many voluntary claims are approved through documentation and producer 
representations rather than ongoing verification. 

Farm Animal Transparency (FAT) exists to explain these limits in plain English. FAT does not 
advocate for or against particular production systems. Instead, it evaluates what information is 
disclosed, what is implied, and what is absent, allowing consumers and professionals to 
understand labels on their own terms. 

Transparency is not a value judgment. FAT evaluates what is disclosed—not what 
consumers should prefer. 



 

 

1. Why Meat Labels Confuse Consumers 
Most consumers reasonably assume that: 

• USDA label approval reflects independent verification 
• Claims such as grass-fed or antibiotic-free reflect consistent national standards 
• Country-of-origin statements describe where the animal was raised 

In practice, many label claims are approved based on producer documentation rather than 
continuous inspection or third-party auditing. Some claims are governed by detailed standards; 
others are not. 

The result is not fraud, but systemic ambiguity. Producers who disclose meaningful information 
often appear indistinguishable from producers who disclose very little. Consumers are left to 
infer more than labels actually convey. 

 

2. What Meat Labels Are Legally Required to Disclose 
Under federal law, meat labels must disclose: 

• Species (e.g., beef, pork, chicken) 
• Net weight 
• Processor or distributor identification 
• USDA inspection legend 
• Safe handling instructions 

These disclosures serve food safety and commerce. They are not designed to communicate 
production practices. 

Labels are not required to disclose: 

• Farm or ranch of origin 
• Breed or genetics 
• Feed composition 
• Animal age 
• Vaccination or medication history 
• Housing, welfare, or environmental conditions 

 



 

3. How Label Claims Are Approved in Practice 
Some labeling claims have regulatory definitions or established approval pathways. Others rely 
primarily on producer affidavits and recordkeeping. 

Examples include: 

• “No Added Hormones” (Beef): Approved based on producer representations; hormones 
are already prohibited in pork and poultry. 

• “Grass-Fed”: May indicate a feeding claim but often does not disclose duration, 
finishing practices, or forage composition. 

• “Natural”: Refers to processing methods, not how the animal was raised. 
• “Product of USA”: Historically tied to processing location rather than the animal’s life 

history. 

A claim’s presence does not necessarily indicate the amount or quality of information 
disclosed. 

 

4. What Meat Labels Rarely Tell You 
Across beef, pork, and poultry, labels almost never disclose: 

• Farm or ranch name 
• Geographic origin of the animal 
• Breed or cross 
• Feed ingredients beyond general categories 
• Whether third-party audits occurred 
• Age at slaughter 

This reflects the design of the labeling system—not concealment by producers. 

 

5. Transparency Is Not a Value Judgment 
FAT does not promote: 

• Organic over conventional 
• Grass-fed over grain-fed 
• Small producers over large producers 



A conventional operation may be highly transparent. 
A premium-branded product may be opaque. 

Transparency concerns disclosure, not desirability. 

 

6. How FAT Evaluates Meat Products 
FAT evaluates products using a consistent disclosure-based framework that asks: 

• What information is clearly stated? 
• What information is implied but undefined? 
• What information is missing? 

Common categories include: 

• Origin and geography 
• Feed disclosures 
• Animal welfare representations 
• Processing transparency 
• Quality and nutritional indicators 

Each category is assessed as: 

• Disclosed 
• Partially disclosed 
• Not disclosed 

 

7. Why Transparency Matters 
Consumers benefit when labels mean what they appear to mean. 

Producers benefit when: 

• Meaningful disclosures differentiate their products 
• Marketing claims do not crowd out substantive information 
• Trust is built on clarity rather than implication 

Transparency does not mandate uniform production. 
It makes differences visible. 

 



 

The FAT Transparency Framework 

Category What FAT Assesses 
Origin Geographic and farm-level disclosure 
Feed Type, duration, specificity 
Animal Welfare Claims, audits, standards referenced 
Processing Location and role of processor 
Quality Objective quality indicators disclosed 
Verification Evidence versus implication 

FAT does not certify, endorse, or oppose production systems. 
FAT evaluates disclosure. 
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