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As the livestock production subsidiary of Smithfield Foods, Inc., Murphy-Brown, LLC is the world’s largest pork producer. Murphy-Brown is committed to producing high-quality products while protecting the environment and preserving family farms. In the United States, the company owns approximately 818,000 sows and brings more than 17 million hogs to market annually. Operations include 450 company-owned farms and approximately 1,500 contract swine growers. 

Headquartered in Warsaw, N.C., the company boasts approximately 5,000 employees in 11 states. Operating quietly but effectively behind the scenes is the company’s private fleet, under the direction of Robert W. Slaughter, CTP, director of animal transportation. The private fleet exists to provide the sows, baby, pigs, feeder pigs and market hogs with food and to move animals through the various stages of production, and ultimately, to processing plants. Murphy-Brown was the first livestock production operation in the world to achieve the coveted ISO 14001 certification of its Environmental Management System (EMS), the international “gold standard” for environmental management. 

“Our mission is to lead the industry by producing a predictable amount of low-cost, high-quality meat, and to operate as a responsible business creating sustainable success for our customers, employees, contract growers and shareholders,” says Bob Slaughter. “And the private fleet is an integral part of what we do.”

 To accomplish these objectives, Murphy-Brown relies on 350 drivers operating a fleet of 350 leased tractors paired with 110 feed trailers and 240 livestock trailers. The units have recently been equipped with onboard technology, which “allows us to haul more loads using fewer pieces of equipment while at the same time enhancing our customer service by providing more reliable on-time delivery,” according to Slaughter. “But the fleet is so much more than rolling stock. It’s a commitment from Murphy-Brown top management and every employee to continual learning and improvement.”

It’s a demanding business, Slaughter says. “One may not think about it too often, but our grower partners and our customers place a lot of trust in Murphy-Brown. They trust us to provide affordable, high-quality pork products for their families—and there isn’t a single person in the Murphy-Brown organization who takes that confidence in us lightly. That’s why we’re committed to continual improvement in every aspect of our business. From respecting our employees, our animals and the environment to ensuring the highest standards in food safety, we keep our customers and their dinner tables in mind. Maintaining their trust means everything to the Murphy-Brown family and we intend to do everything we can to earn and keep it.”

To that end, customer service – both the two-legged and four-legged variety – is at the heart of everything Murphy-Brown does. “We track the number of feed outages, our on-time delivery percentage and the number of customer complaints,” according to Slaughter. “We are committed to the highest level of animal care throughout the production cycle. Regardless of weather conditions, our goal is to provide a constant and uniform temperature during transport. We utilize a host of bio-security measures to prevent the introduction or spread of disease in our animals. At Murphy-Brown we work every day to lead the U.S. pork industry by ensuring animal well-being, sound environmental management, food safety, responsible use of animal health products and animal traceability. We strive for continual improvement in everything we do.”

Piglets begin their life on a sow farm, a place for pregnant mother pigs and their new young. After being weaned at approximately 24 days of age and growing to approximately 12 lbs. piglets are moved to a nursery farm. When the pigs reach about 50 pounds in weight, they move from the nursery to a finishing farm. 

“Animal care is central to our success,” says Slaughter. “If the pigs are healthy and well-cared-for we can feel good about what we do every day and the high quality and affordable pork products we produce. The process of providing for the nutritional needs of our animals at all stages of their development is not a simple process. It begins with the best available ingredients, scientific nutritional formulation, proper preparation, quality testing and ultimately to timely distribution to farms and feeding of our animals.” 

One of the keys to Murphy-Brown’s success is the business relationships formed with independent farmers who grow animals for the company on a contractual basis. These arrangements are called contract production. These business relationships have provided opportunities for many hundreds of farmers and their families to stay on their family farms, to make investments in their future and to stabilize their incomes and to diversify their operations. These grower contract arrangements have increased farm incomes, provided a level of financial stability and have made it possible for the next generation to remain on the family farm. 

The contract growing arrangement outlines certain responsibilities for both the company and the contract grower. 

The contract grower is responsible for:

· A farm site which meets all the relevant local, state and federal legal, regulatory and permitting requirements
· Animal production facilities which meet the technical and animal care requirements of Murphy-Brown

· Day-to-day management of the farm 

· Financing for the construction and operation of the farm

Under this arrangement the grower’s risk is limited to his or her investment in facilities and ability to properly manage the operation. The major benefit to the grower is the absence of risks associated with input costs and the fluctuations in the market price of hogs. 

Murphy-Brown’s responsibilities under the contract include: 

· Providing all the animals to the grower

· Providing all the feed to the grower

· Transportation of all animals to and from the grower’s farm

· Veterinary support services

· Ongoing production consultation and advice to ensure the company’s animals are properly cared for

· A predictable and stable payment based on agreed-upon contract terms

Under this type of arrangement the company (referred to as the integrator) assumes the risks associated with the variable costs of feed grains and other inputs as well as market fluctuations in the price of hogs in the marketplace. The benefit to the integrator is the ability to grow a larger number of animals in facilities which are owned, financed and operated by others. 

Much of the company’s growth over the last 30 years has come through acquisition of additional pork production assets. “That creates its own set of challenges from the private fleet side,” says Slaughter. “Each company has its own culture and its own transportation philosophy. For us, the private fleet is an essential part of the commitment to provide unparalleled customer service and to ensure that we provide what our customers view as essential.”

Slaughter attributes the success of those integration efforts to training embodied in the CTP program. “We spent a lot of time communicating with newly acquired business units as we brought them on board,” he explains. “But it wasn’t our way or the highway. We listened to how they were doing things and we picked the best elements to create the world-class private fleet we have today.”

Today, the fleet faces continued pressure on the bottom line from rising energy and grain prices, says Slaughter. Again, his CTP background provides solid information to tackle these problems. “Whether it’s the information you glean from formal presentations or informal conversations you have outside the meeting rooms, NPTC functions as a clearing house of information, resources and solutions that can help enhance the effectiveness of your private fleet. I never fail to get something out of my attendance.”

But Slaughter does more than just attend the functions. Since obtaining his CTP designation in 2005 he has become active in the governance of the CTP program, being named to the NPTC Institute Board of Governors. In addition, he has been involved in the grading of the case study exam and has appeared on the program.

“The CTP has given me a higher sense of achievement and recognition,” he says. “Those three letters after my name have given me more exposure to new ideas and resources. But I find you get so much more out of an organization if you contribute,” he says. “The simple act of sharing with others has opened so many doors that have contained a wealth or contacts and solutions. You can connect with so many different people and learn from their experiences.”

“I am grateful for what the program has done for me and it has become such an important part of my professional life that I want to share that with others.” 

