


 Experts who know their customers, 
and who guarantee 

a tailor-made service”
“
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Where can we start our story better 
than at the foundation, at the pillars of 
Belgian meat production?

These pillars are strengthened by Bel-
gium’s perfect location: right in the 
heart of Europe, with direct access to 
an extensive modern transport net-
work. When you add to this the tem-
perate climate, favourable to meat 
production, the fact that Belgium has 
an extensive tradition in the export of 
meat should come as no surprise.

When it comes to added value 
Belgium may be a small country in Eu-
rope, but it is a big player in the Euro-
pean meat industry. Why does Belgian 

Belgium, 

Belgians love good food and beverages. The most 
important ingredient? A good product. We wish you 
a pleasant introduction to Belgian beef.

meat suppliers play such a prominent 
role? Because they have transformed 
their small scale (seemingly a disad-
vantage at first glance) into significant 
benefits—thanks to their specialisa-
tion, their tailor-made service and their 
pioneering work in food safety.

Let’s look at the facts: Belgium is 
barely 30,588 km² and has 11,431,406 
inhabitants – that boils down to a pop-
ulation density of about 360 inhabit-
ants per km². Neighbouring Germa-
ny is almost 12 times larger, and has 
230 inhabitants per km². In order to 
be successful, it is therefore up to the 
Belgian meat suppliers to focus on an 
intensive and efficient production pro-
cess, aimed at creating added value 
for their customers. 

Specialist services 
Belgium produces more meat than 
it consumes. A deliberate choice. A 
strong network of small to medium 
sized enterprises, often family busi-

SPECIALISATION

TAILOR-MADE SERVICE

FEED AND FOOD SAFETY

nesses, has specialised in beef ex-
ports over several generations. The 
largest market is located in the neigh-
bouring country, the Netherlands, fol-
lowed by other European countries 
like France, Germany and Italy. Bel-
gian meat owes its unique position to 
the people who produce it. Producer, 
processor and supplier: worldwide, 
every professional is considered a true 
specialist.

Each of them are experts who know 
their customers and who vouch for a 
tailor-made service—although those 
customers live thousands of kilo-
metres away, in every corner of the 
world. 

Belgium, 
a country with 

a rich tradition, 
famous far beyond 

its borders.

the beef specialist in Europe



Our sector 
 facts & figures for 2018
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Cattle herd (number of animals)

Slaughterings  (number of animals)

Production (ton cw)

Belgium
2,400,000

Belgium

530,000

Belgium

216,000

EU28
85,000,000

EU28

20,000,000

EU28

7,000,000
World

65,000,000

World
1,500,000,000
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Excellent flesh coverage  E

Superior flesh coverage  S

Very good flesh coverage  U

Good flesh coverage  R

Fair flesh coverage  O

Poor flesh coverage  P

10%

0%

18%

6%

6%

17%

25%

Classification
In all Member States of the European Union, slaughtered 
cattle are categorised according to a fixed classifica-
tion. This classification, applicable for cattle older than 8 
months, is determined by 3 aspects:

1. Classification by category 2. Classification on flesh coverage
        % Belgian beef 2016

Z Carcasses of cattle older than 8 months, 
but under 12 months

Carcasses of uncastrated male animals aged 
from 12 months to less than 24 months

Carcasses of uncastrated male animals 
aged from 24 months

Carcasses of castrated male animals 
aged from 12 months

Carcasses of female animals that has calved

Carcasses of other female animals aged 
from 12 months

A

B

C

D

E

3. Grading to fat coverage
        % Belgian beef 2016

Quality, 
 tradition and classification

28%

63%

26%

1%

Slight fat coverage  2

Average fat coverage  3

High fat coverage  4

Very high fat coverage  5

Low fat coverage  1
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Labelling
This classification is stated as a triplet on the label: 
 category, flesh coverage, fat coverage. For example: AS2.
In addition, abattoirs may classify the slaughtered cattle 
in subclasses of flesh coverage and fat coverage. These 
subclasses are indicated by the characters -, = and + (de-
pending on the degree of flesh coverage and fat coverage).
These subclasses are then also listed on the label, follow-
ing directly on the letter or grade of the class in question. 
For example: DR+4-, BR-3.

In practice
Classifiers are responsible for the classification of slaugh-
tered cattle. These classifiers are employed by the abattoir 
and are accredited by the Department of Agriculture and 
Fisheries. Their performance on the slaughter line is moni-
tored and evaluated regularly; the quality of the classificati-
on is also monitored regularly in the abattoirs’ refrigeration 
units.
The classifiers do the classification in the carcass weighing 
zone. The carcasses must be presented in one of the 5 pre-
sentation forms permitted in weighing and classification. 
The presentation form is displayed with a code:

+ the organ, body part or fat must remain on the carcass

- the organ, body part or fat must be removed

+ - - + +
+ - + - +
- - - - +

- - - - +

Skirt

Tail

Kidney fat

Cod /udder fat

Trim fat layer

0 2 3 5 9CODE
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Since the second half of the 19th 
century, this unique breed has been 
Belgium’s national pride. With a share 
of 85%, the Belgian white blue is the 
most common meat breed in Belgium. 
These quiet animals are recognizable 
by the white heads with bluish spots 
to a completely blue coat. They have 
a remarkably developed muscle mass, 
and the clearly recognizable rump 
contains a huge amount of meat. That 
meat is super tender, with lots of char-
acter and taste, and only little fat. The 
slaughter yield of the animals can be 
up to 70% or more for young bulls. 
The carcass yield is more than 80% 
with a high proportion of tender, qual-
ity cuts. Thanks to the high slaugh-
ter yield and the high percentage of 
quality cuts, the footprint is very low 
compared to other cattle species, and 
Belgian white blue is a popular breed 
with beef abattoirs.

Belgian 
white blue

Cattle breeds 
 in Belgium
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White-red 
breed

The rich history of this versatile breed goes back to 
the sixteenth century, as part of the Ayrshire breed. 
The animals, bred especially in East Flanders, are 
recognizable by their predominant white coat and the 
red colour on their head and neck. As dairy cattle, 
White-red cattle are very productive, with an average 
milk production of 5,834 kg per annum; as meat cattle, 
they are praised for their lean meat with a full flavour.

This sturdy breed of double-purpose cattle has a 
remarkably sturdy physique, with a white coat and red 
to dark red spots. Their meat is tender, deep red and 
has a deep flavour.

Red-pied  
breed

Herefords have a curly deep red coat, a white head 
and a white line down the neck and withers. They are 
Irish in origin, but have become perhaps the most 
common meat race in the world. The meat is highly 
marbled and has a noticeable natural flavour—perfect 
for connoisseurs.

Hereford
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Blonde 
d’Aquitaine 

Blonde d’Aquitaine cattle, developed through a long 
process of cross-breeding, combine numerous unique 
properties. They can survive on limited food supply, 
have little calving problems and have a strong herd 
instinct. They are very tall and robust cattle. The 
muscling, taste, colour, tenderness and fat coverage 
make the meat highly sought after.

One of the largest, oldest meat breeds in the world, 
originally hails from France. The animals are quite 
rugged in build (sturdy and large) and tend to grow 
little fat. Charolais meat can compete with the best 
meat in the world—not only in terms of taste, but also 
as regards marbling and tenderness. The meat is fairly 
coarse-fibred, yet tender and mild. Because of the 
natural grass grazing and herbs, it is very tasteful.

Charolais

This breed, in which the animals are quickly recognizable 
by their homogeneous dark red coat, has been bred 
since 1770. For a long time, they were used only as 
a double-duty breed, but the last fifty years, a 100% 
meat breed is also bred. The meat is widely praised for 
its excellent quality and characterful taste. This West 
Flanders regional product is therefore gaining a lot of 
popularity.

Red 
breed
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The Limousin breed thrives on vast, 
natural meadows. These meadows 
may be sparse, but they still con-
tain lots of nutrients, thus ensuring a 
healthy strong cattle breed. The small-
er red-brown cattle are very fertile and 
easily adapt to their environment. This 
leads to an excellent quality in meat, 
thanks to good muscle development 
and fine fibres.

Limousin
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Slaughtering  
    and processing,

a calling

Over the past two decades, a com-
prehensive consolidation process has 
taken place in the European slaugh-
tering and boning industry. A logical 
phase, which has entailed a consid-
erable investment and profession-
alisation for the sector. The industry 
ambitiously entered the new millen-
nium, with Belgium at the centre. Yet 
to this day, the Belgian industry is still 

characterised by its family nature. The 
management of many Belgian compa-
nies consists of family members of the 
second, third and even fourth gener-
ation, which resulted in an excellent 
mix of professionalism and expertise. 
Knowledge of the product and the 
process is essential to provide tai-
lor-made quality services to custom-
ers, anywhere in the world. And that 

Providing their customers with the maximum in added 
value: that’s what producers strive for. That’s why they 
work as flexibly as possible—at all stages of the process: 
slaughtering, processing and packaging. 
They fully adjust their operation to the requirements 
of their customers. And that’s how the Belgian meat 
suppliers often distinguish themselves: by offering a 
virtually unlimited number of possibilities.

is precisely what the Belgian meat 
suppliers are known for. The great 
strength of the Belgian compa-
nies lies in the tailor-made work 
they offer. Belgian abattoirs 
and butcheries are manned by 
professionals who meticulously 
comply with the wishes of their 
customers, and they deliver ex-
actly what has been agreed to. The 
top five Belgian abattoirs represent 
about 80% of the total beef produc-
tion. Some abattoirs only concentrate 
on slaughtering and they sell full car-
casses, others only specialise in bon-
ing and cutting—while there are of 
course also full-service companies, 
taking care of the complete process. 
This high degree of specialisation (one 
type or activity)—typical of Belgium, 
unlike the European Union and the 
rest of the world—ensures focus and 
dedication.

Quality based on 
individual needs, 
thanks to a mix 
of professionalism 
and expertise.
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Belgian exports, 
inside and outside of Europe

Destinations

Total volume

200,000 
tonnes

B
ee

f 1
60

,0

00 to
nnes          Offal 40,000 tonnes

Ivory 
Coast
3% Ghana

3%

Germany

17%

Netherlands

34%France

20%

Italy

8%

United 
Kingdom

2%

Spain
1%

Greece

1%

Other 
countries

9%

Luxembourg
2%
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EMAS
ISO 9001

ISO 17025

ISO 17020

Risk 
assessment

Programming
according to the risk 

and self-checking

Planning
based on 

programming

Reporting
Findings (inspection, 

controls, audit)
analysis results

Risk assessment 
by the Scientific

Committee

RASFF
and various 
informations

Stakeholders 
input

Execution of 
the planning by

PCUs
Inspection, control, 

audit, sampling

Execution 
analysis by 
laboratories

Pioneer in 
      food safety

What makes Belgium unique? Unlike 
in many other countries, the super-
vision of the production and sale of 
food is in the hands of a single um-
brella supervision organisation: the 
Federal Agency for the Safety of the 
Food Chain (FASFC). The Agency is  
ISO 9001 certified and accredited for 
ISO 17025 and ISO 17020. The  FASFC 
has far-reaching authority across the 
entire Belgian food chain. This unique 
structure, from feed to food, guaran-
tees traceability across all levels and 
an exceptionally high level of food 
safety for the end user.

Belgium is a pioneer in the field of food safety. 
From animal feed to point of sale, the strictest 
standards for control and traceability are in place 
everywhere.

Animal production

Agriculture

Vegetable production

Direct sale

Raw materials Production Processing Consumption

Breeding stock

Animal feed

Pesticides

Fertilizers

Food processing

Wholesale trade

Retail trade

Hospitality industry
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Animal welfare 
Belgian legislation among the European top

There is a European animal protection 
regulation: it lays down a specific reg-
ulation (according to animal species, 
production system and production 
phase) in which the welfare of farmed 
animals is protected by law during 
transport and slaughter. Belgium goes 
a step further. All Belgian livestock 

farms must respect additional nation-
al legislation to ensure animal welfare 
and quality in the chain.

Extra focus on things
Anyone who handles live animals in 
abattoirs must be trained and must 
have a ‘Certificate in Meat Processing 

(Slaughtering)’. In order to obtain that 
certificate, they must follow training 
and pass an exam. Any abattoir where 
more than 1,000 livestock units or 
more than 150,000 poultry are slaugh-
tered per year, must appoint an animal 
welfare officer. He/she ensures that 
the animal welfare rules are complied 
with in the abattoir, and reports direct-
ly to the operator, i.e.: the manager 
of the establishment. That operator 
requires the staff to take corrective 
action when problems are signalled. 
He/she must also keep records of all 
measures taken by the abattoir to im-
prove animal welfare.

The meat industry in Belgium is one of the most regulated in 
the world, and Belgium also scores well in the area of animal 
welfare. International research shows only Scandinavia and 
Switzerland do it better, while the southern countries score 
worse than our country.



Specialists offering a 
tailor-made service to 
their customers

The Belgian meat story is a story about 

people. People who care for quality and 

safety, for taste and efficiency, and cer-

tainly about what the customer needs. 

For the Belgian meat supplier, exporting 

is a deliberate choice. Thanks to this 

strategic focus, Belgium has managed 

to grow into a leading player—both in 

Europe and throughout the world. 

Tradition and expertise form the 

foundation of this success. 

Belgian companies respond flexibly to 

the needs of their customers. 

They create added value: added value in 

quality and efficiency... and in service.

VLAM - Belgian Meat Office
Koning Albert II-laan 35 box 50 • B-1030 Brussels • Belgium

Tel: +32 2 552 81 20
Email: meatinfo@vlam.be

Website: www.belgianmeat.com


