
The COVID-19 pandemic presents fresh challenges to the
recruitment and retention of workers, but there are

many innovative visions on a way forward.
by Peter Thomas Ricci, managing editor

Labor
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Two dollars: On its face, it doesn’t
seem like much money.

But if you’re a husband-and-
wife team working at a meatpacking
plant in rural middle America — and
your employer has tacked that amount
on to your hourly base pay — it can go a
long way towards not only putting food
on the table, but also convincing you to
continue working with that company.

Such was the dynamic that some meat
processors created when they made
permanent their “hero pay” increases,
which had initially been implemented as
temporary pay boosts for workers in the
early weeks of the COVID-19 pandemic.
As a clear sign of support and respect,
the “hero pay” increases were just one
way some meatpackers addressed one
of the industry’s ongoing challenges —
labor recruitment and retention, which
have become even more pronounced
during the pandemic as tens of thou-
sands of workers fell sick, hundreds died,
and absenteeism skyrocketed.

Having responded to — and largely
overcome — the worst of the virus’s
impacts by pouring hundreds of millions
of dollars into workplace protections,
meatpackers now are building on some
positive momentum toward sta-
bilizing human resources, and are
preparing for a future that will rely
more on automated machines.

Companies and union leaders
have united in an effort to find
solutions, but their work is cut out
for them due to the complex roots of
the recruitment/retention problem.

“WE NEED TO DO IT AS AN INDUSTRY”
The spread of COVID-19 through the
nation’s processing plants called for
immediate action, but the steps that
companies took in a state of emergency
have meaningful implications for the
future of their relationship with their
key asset — workers.

For Sanderson Farms, those steps
were extensive. Among a host of others,
they included retaining the services of
an infectious disease doctor, who toured
one of Sanderson’s plants and offered
recommendations for a strategic plan to
combat the virus’ spread. And to encour-
age worker attendance, the company
launched a weekly bonus for employees
who, upon achieving perfect attendance
for a week, were granted a $1-per-hour
bonus for every hour worked.

“Our company invested heavily — very
early on — in our work force, and taking
care of them from the top of this compa-
ny to the bottom of this company,” says
Pic Billingsley, Sanderson’s director of
development, procurement and engi-
neering. “Everyone involved recognized
that our most valuable asset is the people
that work here, and we need to do what
we can to keep them safe, and keep them

at work and keep them doing what
this country needed them to do.”

Smithfield Foods, which was criti-
cized for its early COVID response,
soon took similar action. Accord-
ing to Keira Lombardo, Smith-
field’s executive vice president of
corporate affairs and compliance,
the processor has spent more than

For more insights
on labor in meat
processing, read
meatm.ag/

thousand-cuts.

A Sanderson Farms
employee wearing

personal protection
equipment at the

processor’s Laurel,
Miss. plant.
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$600 million on its COVID-19 response.
That included $190 million in “Responsi-
bility Bonuses,” including for employees
who miss work due to COVID-19. Among
other things, the company also provided
on-site private healthcare providers that
supplied free testing.

“Throughout the pandemic, we have
had two priorities, and two priorities
only,” Lombardo said. “First, keep our
people healthy and safe. And, second,
keep our nation fed. These remain our
sole priorities.”

Such efforts haven’t been lost on the
likes of Mark Lauritsen, head of the food
processing and meatpacking division
for the United Food and Commercial
Workers International Union (UFCW),

who represents some 260,000 workers.
Those efforts, he says, have helped foment
a spirit of teamwork with a common goal
of defeating  COVID-19.

“If we didn’t figure out how to jointly
work together on fixing this problem,
COVID would win,” says Lauritsen, who is
also the UCFW’s vice president. “So it was
more of getting people together and getting
the industry to move towards safety,
because it really wouldn’t do any good … to
have Tyson Foods doing everything, and
Smithfield do nothing, or vice versa. We
had to move the industry as a whole. In
this time, in this pandemic, we’ve stopped
looking at any of these processors as the
enemy. We need to defeat COVID. But we
need to do it as an industry.”

Our most
valuable
asset is the

people that
work here
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‘RESPECT’
And with that as a guiding principle,
Lauritsen has worked with packers to
secure wage increases for thousands of
UFCW workers across the country. First
at Cargill’s beef plants, then at JBS’ pork
and beef plants, Lauritsen negotiated wage
increases that made permanent the “hero
pay” provisions the processors’ had adopt-
ed in the early months of the pandemic,
which effectively raised the base pay at the
plants by $2 per hour to a minimum of $18
per hour (according to the Bureau of Labor
Statistics, the mean wage for slaughterers
and meat packers is $13.38 an hour).

The implications of that base pay, Lau-
ritsen explains, are far reaching.

“If you look at a family in Marshall-

Employees trim fat at a Smithfield Foods pork plant in
Milan, Mo. Since March, Smithfield has spent more than

$600 million on its COVID response, including $190
million in  “Responsibility Bonuses” for workers.
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town, Iowa, it’s very common if the
husband and wife work at a meat packing
plant, just like my mother and father
worked in a meat packing plant,” he says.
“So you have the lowest rate at $18. The
median family income in this country
is right around $49,000. But with both
of those people, both husband and wife,
working at a meat packing plant with
some semblance of overtime that we get,
that family income’s probably between
$85,000 and $100,000. So we’re getting
close to where we should be. We’re not
there yet. I would say that we need to push
the base labor rates up higher yet. But it’s
getting better.”

And with base pay climbing higher,
Lauritsen explains, processors are
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tapping into a key component for improving worker recruitment
and retention.

“Everybody in the industry would admit they have a problem
with recruiting,” says Lauritsen. “Our response is, ‘If you want
these people to come to work in your plants — and if you want the
people to stay — then you have to do two things: You have to pay
them well and treat them with respect. If you answer those two
questions, people will stay.”

Calling it an “urban myth” that processing plants see complete
worker turnover, Lauritsen argues instead that it is a “bottom 20%”
problem, where a fifth of a plant’s workforce is constantly churning.
And if processors pursue more policies that communicate respect
— such as Sanderson and Smithfield’s policies, in response to the
pandemic — they’ll have an easier time retaining workers.

“That idea of respect, that’s not just rhetorical,” Lauritsen
says. “In this industry, by and large, most plants don’t have paid
sick days. That’s a sign of respect to say, ‘We don’t want you to go
to work sick, or we don’t expect your family to take an economic
hardship. So here’s a sick pay package.’”

In addition to sick pay, Lauritsen has been bargaining with pro-
cessors on retirement packages, which he also sees as a critical sign
of respect for worker retention.

“To retain people, how do we show them their worth?” he asks.
“The best way to show them their worth, I think, is a pension say-
ing, ‘If you stay with me for 40 years, I’ll take care of you when you
retire.’ That’s a fair trade.”

“THE FULL COMPLEXITY”
But better pay and benefits are not the only consideration,
especially when taking into account the recent historical labor
trends in the meatpacking industry.

Central to meat packing’s present labor struggles, explains Rog-
er Horowitz, is the composition of that labor market. The director
of the Center for the History of Business, Technology, and Society
at the Hagley Museum and Library, Horowitz is an expert on the
nation’s food supply. He notes that meatpacking, in recent decades,
has transitioned from a domestic labor source to one that draws
from the “weaker elements of the workforce” — such as immigrants
and refugees — to perform the demanding work of kill and cut lines.

“It’s been a very high turnover industry, relatively low paid — not
terribly low pay, because it is still a factory job, but paying a good deal
less than jobs in metal manufacturing and other kinds of trades,”
Horowitz says. “There are exceptions to all these cases. There are
plants that do have more stable populations, that do have more
stable workers … But by and large, [it is] an industry that is very often
a job of last resort in the American labor force, which pushes certain
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kinds of people into those positions and
creates a dilemma for the firms that they
have trouble keeping positions filled.”

And for Andrew W. Stevens, an assistant
professor of agricultural and life sciences
at UW-Madison, the labor complications
that have resulted from the COVID-19
pandemic — namely, widespread absentee-
ism — reflect the incredible complexities of
meat plant workers and their lives.

“Part of the labor decision is about

providing labor for a wage, but that’s not
the full complexity of the decision that
[workers are] facing,” Stevens says.

Referencing the fact that meat plant
workers often live, by necessity, in house-
holds with other people, Stevens explains
that during the pandemic, workers are con-
sidering “not just the economic side of that
sort of household decision making process,
but also a risk management decision for
themselves and for others.”

If we didn’t figure out how to jointly
work together on fixing this

problem, COVID would win.
Photo by Getty



Those risk management decisions, he says, are both varied and
considerable: workers may be concerned that if they go to work,
they risk contracting the virus and bringing it back home, where it
may infect friends and family; workers may not have reliable access
to healthcare, and thus no recourse if they contract the virus; and
workers may have children who, with schools shuttered, are stuck
at home while childcare is not financially feasible.

“In a lot of cases, the option might be, ‘Well, do I go to work and
have to figure out what to do with the kid?’” Stevens asks. “‘Or,
do I stay home, watch the kid, prevent the likelihood that we’re
exposed to the virus, and figure out the money some other way?’ …
So that employment security — that expectation of having a job, if
life gets complicated — is a huge component that doesn’t show up
in the wage, but certainly shows up in the labor market decisions.”

Those complexities, Horowitz argues, could make recruitment
very difficult during the pandemic. As opposed to past scenarios,
when workers could rationalize the dangers of meat processing
via the shifts or positions they applied for, the infectious nature of
COVID-19 is something that workers cannot control. And he sees it
impacting the jobs that workers pursue.

“Clearly, you’re inserting yourself into a dangerous environment
because you have lots of workers there,” Horowitz says. “That’s a
real tough one for the firms to overcome. Someone [may be] willing
to take a job at a Walmart, where you’re walking around in much
more controlled circumstances than at a meatpacking plant. I
think they’re going to lose to that kind of a competition — even if
they pay more — because of the dangers involved for family getting

In negotiations with the UFCW during the
pandemic, Cargill agreed to raise the base pay

for its beef plant workers to $18 an hour.
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sick, elderly parents getting sick, that
workers are taking care of there. It’s a huge
scenario.”

“THIS IS JUST THE BEGINNING”
Another huge consideration for U.S. meat
processing labor is automation. If pro-
cessors embrace automation, the logic
goes, there will be fewer workers in such
close proximity, and thus a COVID-like
virus will not spread as rapidly, the food
supply will not be disturbed and workers
will not fear the workplace.

Indeed, as Ed Chisholm, the director of
operations at Sanderson Farms, explains,
automation was not an aspiration for the
processor as the pandemic broke out;
rather, the firm’s early commitment to

We envision a
future where

automation
will impact

the majority
of tasks, but

that some manual
facets of facility
operations will

persist.

automated processes preceded the pan-
demic, and gave Sanderson an advantage
in mitigating the virus’ spread.

“We’re the company in the industry that
has built new complexes,” Chisholm says.
“We built a new plant in ‘93, ‘97, ‘05, ‘07,
‘11, ‘15, ‘17 and ‘19. … And one of the things
that’s helped us through this is our plants,
and they’re modern. They’re designed with
modern technology, modern engineering
practices. And they do a lot to enhance the
job that our hourly employees do.”

At Smithfield, Lombardo details numer-
ous investments the firm has made in its
plants, from blast freeze units, to pack-
aging equipment, to upgraded systems
for refrigeration, cleaning and sanitation.
Beyond that, however, is an ambitious,
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more challenging to work in a slaughter-
house, but it will also become more inter-
esting,” he says. “I personally think that if
you want to stay in the meat business as

a successful meat processor, you have to
hop on this train, because otherwise, you
will face difficulties. And this is just the
beginning, as I see it.”

three-decade automation plan that will
transform the firm’s plants.

“By 2050, we expect that advanced
robotics, connectivity on the floor, banks of
data, AI and strong data analytics will be
at the forefront of modern manufacturing,”
Lombardo says. “We envision a future
where automation will impact the majority
of tasks, but that some manual facets of
facility operations will persist.”

The automated future Lombardo
lays out would, by design, feature fewer
workers.  However, the shifting nature
of the work could also become a strategy
for recruitment and retention — one that
could be in the existential interest of meat
processors. So argues Lars Hinrichsen,
the executive vice president of the Danish
Meat Research Institute, which conceptu-
alizes and designs automated systems for
meat processing plants.

“[An] aspect that I think is interesting,
and we face it here in Denmark — and I
know you face it with COVID-19 and in the
U.S. — is just getting people to want to work
at the facility,” Hinrichsen says. “You have
to change the work conditions, because
at the end, no one will want to work there.
So that’s also just a simple calculation,
saying that if you want to stay in business,
if you want to have people staying at your
plant for a while, you have to make it a good
working place. And technology will do a
tremendous shift on that, because you will
be able to automate things in a way so that
the job profile will change a lot.”

Gone, Hinrichsen envisions, would be
the physically demanding, repetitive posi-
tions on the cutting floor; instead, workers
would have a sophisticated understand-
ing of butchering techniques, and would
monitor automated systems that process
smaller livestock like broilers and hogs.
And that transition, Hinrichsen thinks, is
necessary for the industry’s survival.

“So you can say that it will become


