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ABSTRACT

COVID-19, POLICYMAKING, AND THE PRODUCTION OF HARM IN THE

MEATPACKING SECTOR

In March 2020, the United States was forced to respond to the impending threat of COVID-
19. Businesses, schools, and many of society’s institutions shuttered in hopes of preventing mass
transmission. And yet, meatpacking plants remained open. By September 2021, over 59,000
meatpacking workers tested positive for COVID-19 and close to 300 workers had died from the
virus (Douglas 2021). In this dissertation, I document the socio-political, structural, and
institutional roots of high rates of COVID-19 transmission among meatpacking workers—and the
impacts of firm decisions and federal, state, and local governance structures on workers. I utilize
literature pertaining to industrialized animal agriculture, political economy, green criminology,
and racial capitalism to analyze the intersections among policymaking and production of harm
within the meatpacking sector. Drawing on 39 in-depth interviews, critical policy ethnography,
and content analysis, I explore the impacts of labor and food policies on the safety and wellbeing
of meatpacking workers prior to and during COVID-19.

Through an extended multiscalar case study of the JBS plant in Greeley, Colorado, I trace
the involvement of agribusiness actors in federal, state, and local level policymaking during
COVID-19. I examine how legacies of racialized labor exploitation have enabled firms to uphold
the treadmill of meat production and perpetrate hazardous working conditions—conditions further
upheld through corporate self-regulation, rather than federal intervention. I document how

regulatory power of the federal agencies tasked with protecting worker and public health, including

il



the CDC and OSHA, has been greatly diminished in recent years due to declined funding, staff
capacity, and a neoliberal political structure that favors corporate self-responsibility over state
enforcement. I argue that a system of harm has been codified into the regulatory system; harm that
emerges directly from policymaking and the outcomes of a neoliberal capitalist political-economic
system. Throughout this dissertation, I analyze how meatpacking workers’ vulnerabilities during
COVID-19 were amplified by issues of procedural injustice and historical legacies of racial
inequality and exploitation. I conclude with a discussion of theoretical and policy implications

and offer suggestions for future research.
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PREFACE: THE STORY OF SAUL SANCHEZ!

It was March 19, in the evening. My mom called us and told us my dad got home from work and
he looked really strange. He looked like he didn’t feel good at all. He went straight to bed. There’s
six of us, so my mom contacted all of us, and I'm recovering from cancer. I can’t go if it’s
coronavirus. My sister is a nurse, same as my brother, so my sister went down, took his
temperature. “He felt like he had a stomachache,” she said.

The next day, he feels sick again, he got home sick again. Then that weekend, my sister, the nurse,
saw him. He said he was feeling better, but she took his temperature. He still had a temperature,
and she told him he should go to a doctor.

“It’s fine. I think I'm fine, I just ate something bad,” my dad said.

Then, thank God, he was off this week. We were going to travel to El Paso for spring break. Me
and him always arrange our vacations together, and we were going to go down there.

“I don’t think it’s a good idea, because he’s not feeling well,” my sister said.

’

“That’s fine, we don’t have to. I'll just go to work. He needs to get better.’

Then, come Tuesday, I got a text from my sister. She said my dad has been trying to get in to see
his doctor.

“I don’t think he can walk. I think he can’t breathe”, she said. She texted all of us, me and my
brothers. “Take him to the hospital,” my other sister, that’s a nurse, said.

When I got there, they said they took him, but they won't allow anybody in the hospital, which [
understand because of the coronavirus.

Since then, he’s been on a ventilator. We haven’t heard. They told us he was very sick. They did
test him for coronavirus and said he had it.

Then we contacted JBS. 1 did. I called them that Wednesday to let them know because [ was worried
about other employees. They have a lot and I think this is huge. I’d think they’d want to know.

“My dad tested for coronavirus. He’s very sick.”
When I called, I got, first of all, the answering machine and then I finally called main corporate

office in Greeley and they sent me to HR, which I just left a voicemail. I never heard anything.The
next day I called again. They probably don’t care. My dad’s on vacation right now. He has the

! The transcript of Saul’s story was shared by the Greeley Tribune and is reproduced here.
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week off, but I'm thinking about the other employees that are there, so wherever he got it, it’s not
going to be spread. So, I called again and called corporate. I've tried and called, left messages.
Nobody’s answering me.

“Well, we’ll send you to HR again.” This time, one of their secretaries answered. She couldn’t
understand what I was saying. She only spoke mostly Spanish.

“I can speak to you in Spanish. My dad is this person, he’s worked here 30 years, this is his name,
he’s sick with coronavirus. I think you guys should take some safety measures,” I said.

“Um, do you have his employee ID number?” she replied.

“No. This is the name of his supervisor. Please have her call us and we can tell her what’s going
on,” I said.

We’ve yet to hear from anybody. He's in the hospital. He’s 78 years old. He’s not doing well. He’s
on 65% on oxygen. It’s been very hard for my family. I do think about the other employees there.
How come they are exempt from taking safety measures, from protecting their workers? The
secretary had no idea.

’

“I'm telling you one of your employees tested positive for coronavirus and he was working there.’
“Ok, here’s the fax number, so the doctors can send information so he can keep his job.”

Oh my gosh. Like I'm praying to God, he doesn’t go back there.

He’s a hard worker. We 've asked him to retire many times. He doesn’t have the need to work. “I
don’t know what I'd do if I don’t work”, he says. He volunteers all the time when they re running

short of people. We're like “Dad, you don’t need to.”

That was the thing the doctor told us: “He’s very healthy for his age, unfortunately his age is
working against him, but other than that.

1 feel bad for the employees there. I just hope they 're taking preventative measures because it’s
just horrible. Everybody else is taking— if your employees are that essential, and I love meat like
the next, but especially if they 're elderly, take care of them, please stay home.

It’s been very hard. My dad is very well known. Everybody loves him. I don’t know how many
people have reached out. Very humble, very giving, and a very hard worker.

I was so thankful he was off this week because he’d probably have died there. He would have gone
to work, especially knowing the need. At the same time, I want to make sure JBS does think about
their employees. This is an example of the reality. People say, “who knows the real story”, but

here’s a guy with six kids, 13 grandkids, and we 've had the worst week ever because of this.

Our dad means everything to us.
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION

On April 7th, 2020, the first JBS worker from the Greeley, Colorado plant died: Saul
Sanchez. Saul’s story, shared by his daughter, is one that resonated for many meatpacking workers
and their loved ones in the early months of COVID-19. Fear, a lack of information about COVID-
19 due to its novel and unprecedented nature, and the pressure to continue working created a highly
risky environment for meatpacking workers. These risks intersected with a pre-existing dangerous
workplace, structural vulnerabilities, and a fragmented governance structure. Workers’ health
suffered—due to intersecting variables, including agribusiness interference in policymaking
processes, preference for firm self-regulation over federal intervention, and pre-existing issues
associated with consolidation and the rapid speed of production of industrial animal agriculture.
By September 2021, over 59,000 meatpacking workers tested positive for COVID-19 and close to
300 workers had died from the virus (Douglas 2021). At this time, 291 JBS workers at the Greeley
plant had tested positive for COVID-19 and 8 workers had died, one of whom worked in the
corporate office (Bradbury 2020).

On April 28, 2020, meatpacking plants were designated as essential infrastructure under
the Defense Production Act of 1950. The 2020 Executive Order stated that “it is important that
processors of beef, pork, and poultry in the food supply chain continue operating and fulfilling
orders to ensure a continued supply of protein for Americans” (85 FR 26313). In declaring
meatpacking plants as “essential critical infrastructure”, meatpacking workers were positioned as
essential workers. However, as I document throughout this dissertation, despite being constructed
as “essential”, there were no enforceable safety and health guidelines designed to protect

meatpacking workers and limit disease transmission. The public health outcomes of this decision



have been immense: both for workers and for their surrounding communities. Research has
documented that the presence of a large-scale beef, pork, and chicken meatpacking plant increased
per capita COVID-19 infection rates by 110%, 160%, and 20% respectively (Saitone, Schaefer,
and Scheitrum 2021). Residents of counties with meatpacking plants were between 51% and 75%
more likely to have contracted COVID-19 by July 21, 2020, and 37% more likely to die from the
virus, even when analysts controlled for risk factors including race, ethnic background, average
income, household size, portion of workers in frontline jobs, elderly population and population in
prisons and nursing homes (Taylor, Boulos, and Almond 2020). Furthermore, aggregate data
suggested that 334,000 COVID-19 infections were attributable to meatpacking plants in the U.S.,
with associated mortality and morbidity costs totaling more than $11.2 billion (Saitone, Schaefer,
and Scheitrum 2021). The decision to keep meatpacking plants like JBS open had ripple effects
for workers, their families and loved ones, and the broader communities they call home.

In this dissertation, I assess the socio-political, structural, and institutional factors that
shaped high rates of COVID-19 transmission amongst meatpacking workers. Drawing on in-depth
interviews, critical policy ethnography, and content analysis, 1 explore the impacts of labor and
food policy on the safety and wellbeing of meatpacking workers prior to and during COVID-19.
Through an extended multiscalar case study of the JBS plant in Greeley, Colorado, I trace the
involvement of agribusiness actors in federal, state, and local level policymaking during COVID-
19. I examine how legacies of racialized labor exploitation have enabled firms to perpetrate
hazardous working conditions: conditions further upheld through corporate self-regulation, rather
than federal intervention. I document how legal and citizenship status, language barriers, and
limited other economic opportunities have compounded meatpacking workers’ disempowerment,

including their abilities to organize and strike for better working conditions. I argue that a system



of harm has been codified into the regulatory system; harm that emerges directly from
policymaking and the outcomes of a neoliberal capitalist political-economic system. Throughout,
I document how meatpacking workers’ vulnerabilities during COVID-19 were amplified by issues

of procedural injustice and historical legacies of racial inequality and exploitation.

Theoretical Overview

In this research, I draw upon three important bodies of literature: 1) industrialized animal
agriculture, 2) green criminology, and 3) racial capitalism. First, I provide a review of
industrialized animal agriculture through a political-economic lens and document the power that
agribusiness exercises over the regulatory frameworks and structure of the food system (Ashwood,
Diamond, and Walker 2019; Howard 2015; Leonard 2014; Lyson and Welsh 2005; Silbergeld
2016). I document the role of neoliberalism in limiting regulation of industrial animal agriculture,
shifting the responsibility of regulation from the state to the market (or firm self-regulation). I trace
the rise of industrial animal agriculture and key trends that have driven the transition from small
scale, diversified animal agriculture to an increasingly consolidated, industrialized sector. I utilize
the treadmill of production (ToP) (Schnaiberg, Pellow, and Weinberg 2000; Schnaiberg, Pellow,
and Weinberg 2004) to illustrate how the prioritization of profit shapes policymaking related to
the meatpacking sector and the subsequent harms embedded within this sector. I argue that the
limited oversight of agribusiness firms has led to socio-environmental issues associated with
animal agriculture, including a precarious labor force, worker safety concerns, and public health
and environmental consequences (Ashwood et al. 2019; Broadway and Stull 2008; Eisnetz 2009;
Leonard 2014; Bennett 2014; Howard 2016; Silbergeld 2016). 1 build on literature related to
industrialized animal agriculture by assessing how the regulatory system privileges agribusiness

profit accumulation and, in turn, the ways that these biases accelerate social harms.



Second, I use green criminology as a framework to examine policymaking processes
related to the meatpacking sector during COVID-19 and the harms embedded within this sector.
Green criminology expands the criminological focus of crimes, criminals, and the legal system to
additionally investigate harms. Prior green criminological research has focused on pollution,
regulation, corporate and state criminality, and forms of law enforcement and rule regulation
(Brisman and South 2013; Lynch and Long 2022). An important tenet of green criminology is the
role of law in shaping and maintaining powerful economic interests through environmental
lawmaking and enforcement processes (Lynch, Stretesky, and Long 2020). In examining the role
of the political economic system in shaping harms related to the meatpacking sector, I extend green
criminology to assess harms against people embedded in environmentally harmful (or risky)
industries. I trace how policymaking related to the meatpacking sector upholds corporate interests,
at the cost of worker wellbeing and safety. In documenting how harms embedded within the
meatpacking sector are politically and economically constructed, I contribute to limited green
criminology literature which locates harm within state and economic relations (White 2013;
Ruggiero and South 2013). Moreover, green criminological inquiries on industrialized animal
agriculture have predominately focused on harms against animals and the impacts of meatpacking
facilities on host communities (Fitzgerald, Kalof, and Dietz 2009; Porcher 2011; Muller 2018). In
contrast, I focus on the instituonalized harms embedded within the industrialized animal
agriculture and the impacts of these harms on workers.

Third, I bring racial capitalism into conversation with green criminology to assess who is
most impacted by these harms and the role of racialized labor exploitation in sustaining the
treadmill of meat production. While workers were touted as “essential”, decades of research on

meatpacking workers paints them as a disposable and highly vulnerable population, illustrating



patterns of racial capitalism that devalue workers and accentuate their surplus status (Pulido 2016).
Racial capitalist scholars assert that capitalism is premised on exploitation based on social and
culture differentiation and highlight the centrality of race in structuring social and labor hierarchies
in capitalism (Pulido 2016; Sze 2020). In the United States, 80% of meatpacking workers are
people of color, 71% are non-citizens, and 37% are foreign born (Dollar and Stuesse 2020). These
demographics are directly linked to firm recruitment efforts of immigrants and refugees into the
meatpacking sector. The preference for a minoritized workforce illustrates dynamics of racial
capitalism; where workers are devalued and exploited based on their race and ethnicity and yet,
their labor is necessary for continuing capitalistic production (Frydenlund and Dunn 2022). I argue
that racialized labor exploitation is a key mechanism for sustaining the ToP and serves as a “racial
fix” to labor issues that threaten production (Carillo 2021).

Drawing upon these bodies of literature, I advance an understanding of how COVID-19
policymaking reflected agribusiness economic and political power and ensured the continued
exploitation of a minoritized workforce. Building upon racial capitalism, I highlight the
intersectionality of race, labor exploitation, and capitalist production within the meatpacking
sector. While political economic literature related to industrialized animal agriculture has
documented the linkage between policy decisions and inequalities, there has been little focus on
how these inequalities are mechanisms of legal harm. I expand the scope of green criminology
beyond environmental harms to include broader social harms inflicted by policies favoring
environmentally hazardous industries like the meatpacking sector, contributing to a more

comprehensive understanding of how regulatory systems perpetuate social injustices.



Research Design

In this dissertation, I document the socio-political, structural, and institutional roots of high
rates of COVID-19 transmission among meatpacking workers—and the impacts of firm decisions
alongside federal, state, and local level governance on workers. I assess 1) what institutional,
structural and sociopolitical factors shaped meatpacking policymaking during COVID-19; 2) how
COVID-19 affected policymaking and enforcement for meat production at the local, state, and
national levels; and 3) how have structural inequalities and historical legacies of racial exploitation
shaped the experiences of meatpacking workers prior to and during COVID-19.

To analyze the multiscalar nature of agribusiness power in policymaking and the
subsequent impacts, I focus my inquiry on the JBS plant in Greeley, Colorado. The Greeley plant
is the headquarters for JBS America, currently employs 5,000 people, and is the largest beef
meatpacking plant in the country (Fendt 2020). As JBS is the largest meatpacking firm in the
world, it plays an integral role in local, regional, and national economies—and thus has amassed
considerable economic and political power. I selected the Greeley plant because of the significant
COVID-19 outbreak at the facility, its close proximity to Fort Collins, and the powerful role of
JBS in the agribusiness sector. Although I was not able to visit the JBS plant directly due to issues
of site access, the close proximity of the plant provided the ability to develop relationships with
key informants and conduct in-person interviews.

Furthermore, because JBS is the area’s leading employer, Greeley can be characterized as
a “modern company town,” where a dominant employer employs a large portion of the total local
labor force (Willingham and Ajilore 2019). When the labor market becomes concentrated,
dominant employers such as JBS can exert significant influence in local political and economic
decisions. Greeley is also unique in that is located in Weld County: one of two counties in Colorado

that is a “home rule” county. Home rule is a governance structure that enables local governments



to act and legislate on local matters (Bernard 2020). In turn, county governance supersedes state
law. This was particularly notable during the COVID-19 pandemic, in which home rule counties
such as Weld County were able to resist statewide mandates, such as mask orders and business
closures. The intersection between Weld County’s governance structure and the embedded nature
of JBS in the local economy warranted further investigation to understand how socio-political
decisions influenced high rates of transmission.

While I use the JBS plant in Greeley as an extended case study to examine the socio-
political origins of COVID-19 transmission, I analyze it in relation to the broader landscape of
state, federal, and local policy decisions that shape meatpacking worker vulnerability. In drawing
on in-depth interviews, content analysis, and critical policy ethnography, I assess the multiscalar
involvement of agribusiness firms in governance and the subsequent implications on worker
health, safety, and wellbeing. This multi-scalar method to data collection and analysis enabled me
to assess harm embedded within meatpacking sector from the individual firm level to local, state,
and federal governance structures.

Drawing on 39 in-depth interviews conducted with local, state, and federal representatives,
workers, worker advocates, attorneys, and reporters, I trace the impacts of agribusiness power in
public health and labor policy, as well as the impacts on workers during COVID-19 and beyond.
In addition to in-depth interviews, I conducted critical policy ethnography and content analysis to
triangulate my investigation into the institutional, structural, and political decisions that
contributed to high COVID-19 transmission rates in the meatpacking sector. Given that direct
observation of the policymaking process is difficult, analyzing documents and publicly available
information provided a way assess power dynamics and policy decisions relevant to meatpacking

plants prior to and during COVID-19. This data included industry reports, press releases, relevant



policies associated with high rates of COVID-19 transmission (e.g., line speed increase), policy
briefs, associated bills and regulatory actions—including then-President Trump’s Executive
Order, governmental agency (such as OSHA, USDA, County Health Departments, CDC reports)
statistics, studies, and press releases, and reports and records. In total, I gathered 270 unique
documents, most of which spanned multiple pages. Analyzing existing documents, news stories,
reports, and documents provided a deeper understanding of the policy decisions that shaped the

vulnerability of meatpacking workers prior to and during the pandemic.

Significance of the Study

This research documents the socio-political and institutional factors that shaped high rates
of COVID-19 transmission in the meatpacking sector. Drawing on literature related to
industrialized animal agriculture, green criminology, and racial capitalism, I illustrate the role of
political economy in shaping the harms experienced by meatpacking workers—a predominately
racially and ethnically minoritized workforce. In doing so, I extend green criminology to explore
harms against workers embedded within environmentally risky industries, and the interconnection
between harm and public health outcomes. Furthermore, in analyzing the role of racialized labor
exploitation in the meatpacking sector, I trace how dynamics of racial capitalism sustain the current
treadmill of meat production and who suffers the consequences. I build upon racial capitalism and
literature on environmental justice to illustrate the harms associated with racialized labor
exploitation and the outcomes of socially and environmentally risky workplaces on workers.
Although environmental justice research has largely focused on the disproportionate exposure to
environmental pollution on minoritized communities (Bullard 1990; Mohai and Bryant 1992;
Hurley 1995; Mohai et al. 2009; Timmons Roberts et al. 2018), worksites too can be sites of

environmental injustice (Carillo and Ipsen 2021). In expanding beyond community environmental



impacts to explore the impacts on workers, a more robust understanding of how power relations
embedded within the ToP drive social harm is made possible.

In assessing the nexus between industry power, local and state policy, and the constructed
disposability of “essential” meatpacking workers, I provide novel empirical data that contributes
to green criminology literature through a focus on state and economic relations. Methodologically
and empirically, my research contributes to an existing empirical gap in various literatures through
conducting in-depth interviews with industry actors, advocacy and labor organizations, workers,
and state and health representatives regarding high rates of COVID-19 transmission in the
meatpacking sector. At present, research on COVID-19 transmission and meatpacking plants has
been limited to secondary data analysis and survey data (Dyal et al. 2020; Taylor, Boulous, and
Almond 2020; Stull 2020; Struthers, Montford, and Wotherspoon 2021; Carrillo and Ipsen 2021;
Ramos et al. 2021). Existing research on policymaking challenges during COVID-19 has also been
largely limited to secondary data analysis (Jones and Hameiri 2021; Grgnnegaard Christensen and
Mortensen 2023), which does not capture the perspectives of regulatory officials or the historical
and contemporary contexts that posed barriers to effective collaboration and policymaking.

This research documents the role of industry actors, corporate practices, and state and
federal policy in fueling high rates of COVID-19 transmission in meatpacking plants. I argue that
the influence of agribusiness spans across multiple levels, a power that has been enabled by a
neoliberal political-economic structure, deregulation, and regulatory capture. I contend that
dominant agribusiness firms have been able to manipulate policies and regulations to their
advantage, leading to compromised safety standards and the prioritization of corporate interests at
the expense of community and worker welfare. In exploring how public health governance was

utilized at the behest of corporate interests and practices, I build upon green criminological



research, which locates harm in economic and state relations, and provide evidence of how this
manifested at the local level (White 2013; Ruggiero and South 2013). I argue that not all harms
are the direct outcomes of policies and instead, can be the outcomes of institutional arrangements,
including a fragmented governance structure and the erosion of regulatory oversight.

Moreover, I provide robust empirical evidence that challenges industry and state actors’
claims that high COVID-19 transmission among workers was the result of lifestyle practices,
rather than policy failure. These findings can have important implications for workers who are
currently facing industry contestations related to worker’s compensation for illness and death due
to difficulties in attributing workers’ points of exposure and contraction of COVID-19. My
empirical data illustrates the need for the USDA, OSHA, and states to actively enforce health and
safety standards without influence from meat and trade associations and companies. These findings
are critical not only for addressing the immediate challenges of the meatpacking worker
vulnerability but also for strengthening the resilience of workplace safety regulations in the face

of future health emergencies.

Dissertation Overview

Throughout this dissertation, I document the impact of agribusiness firms on the
policymaking process and the ways firms leverage policies and policy loopholes to their
advantage. In the following chapters, I review the literature, my research methods and study
design, my findings, and conclude with a discussion of research contributions and implications. In
Chapter Two, I document the concentration and consolidation of the meatpacking sector and the
subsequent impacts. I use political economy and green criminology to assess how the current
system fosters harms for workers, the environment, and host communities. Drawing on racial

capitalism, I illustrate how the meatpacking sector disproportionately harms marginalized
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communities and workers, perpetuating a system where the most vulnerable bear the brunt of
environmental and social costs. In Chapter Three, I describe my methodological approach,
including my research design, sample, data collection, data analysis, the role of reflexivity, and
research limitations.

In Chapter Four, I focus my analysis on the federal level and provide an overview of the
regulation of the meatpacking sector. Here, I document factors leading to the erosion of OSHA
and USDA’s regulatory power related to food and worker safety and the impacts. In Chapter Five,
I assess the relationship between local and state governance structures and the public health
outcomes for meatpacking workers. In Chapter Six, I document how the racial and ethnic
demographics of meatpacking workers intersected with their vulnerabilities to exploitation, unsafe
working conditions, and health risks during COVID-19. Then, I discuss procedural injustices
embedded within the Colorado workers’ compensation system and the outcomes of workers’
compensation policies during COVID-19. I conclude this chapter with a discussion of workers
organizing in the face of the COVID-19 pandemic.

In Chapter Seven, I conclude this dissertation with a discussion of theoretical implications,
research contributions, and identify policy recommendations based on my findings. In analyzing
the harms embedded within the meatpacking sector, I highlight the urgent need for multiscalar
policy reforms. Enhanced accountability and oversight across local, state, and federal levels are
crucial for improving worker health and safety, while diminishing agribusiness influence in
policymaking. This also includes addressing the procedural injustices embedded within the
workers’ compensation system and bolstering the power of regulatory agencies such as OSHA and
USDA to ensure robust oversight of worker safety and public health standards without interference

from meatpacking firms.
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CHAPTER TWO: LITERATURE REVIEW

The story of industrialized animal agriculture is a story about power. In this chapter, I detail
how key agribusiness firms rose to power, with the assistance of government actors and policies
and the subsequent consequences. Literature on the political economy of industrialized animal
agriculture has documented the power that agribusiness exercises over the regulatory framework
and structure of the food system (Lobao and Stofferahn 2008; Leonard 2014; Silbergeld 2016;
Howard 2016). However, this literature has yet to assess the inequalities embedded within policy
decisions, inequalities that become mechanisms of harm. The power of these companies,
juxtaposed against the limited power of workers that uphold these firms, has resulted in troubling
power dynamics and a highly unjust and inequitable system of production. I explore the outcomes
of corporate agribusiness power, under-regulation, and policymaking on meatpacking workers in
the COVID-19 era. In doing so, I assert that while largely legal, the harms experienced by
meatpacking workers exemplify state-corporate and green crime, contributing to a more nuanced
analysis of harm and its political economic roots (White 2013; Ruggiero and South 2013).

First, I provide a brief history of corporate concentration and consolidation of the
industrialized animal agriculture sector, highlighting the role of political economy. I discuss the
treadmill of production (ToP) and the multiscalar power relations of agribusiness actors, detailing
how economic interests intersect with policymaking and the social and environmental
consequences associated with the current system (Schnaiberg and Gould 1994; Schnaiberg,
Pellow, and Weinburg 2000). Second, I turn towards a discussion of green criminology and the
structural and legal harms associated with industrialized animal agriculture, contributing to limited

green criminology literature that locates harm within state and economic relations (White 2013;
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Ruggiero and South 2013). Third, I detail the physical and psychological outcomes of meatpacking
work and the social location of workers. Throughout, I assess the structural violence embedded
within this sector and argue that the role of firm and industry in the policymaking process, and the
subsequent policy exemptions and leverage of policy loopholes, has cultivated deadly harms for
workers, the environment, and meatpacking communities. In doing so, I draw connections between
environmental justice, racial capitalism, and the disproportionate impact of industrialized animal
agriculture on racially and economically marginalized workers and communities (Bullard 1990;
Brown 2007; Wing, Cole, and Grant 2000; Pulido 2016). In merging scholarship on the political
economy of industrialized animal agriculture with green criminology, I trace the multiple ways

that the political economic system fuels harms associated with industrialized animal agriculture.

A Brief History of Industrialized Animal Agriculture

In the United States, intensive animal production emerged in the wake of World War 11
and has now become normal operating procedure for poultry and swine. Today, intensive livestock
operations (ILOs) and concentrated animal feeding operations (CAFOs) dominate animal
agriculture (McLeod-Kilmurray 2012). Both are defined according to the density of animals per
square feet or meter and more often the number of animal units (McLeod-Kilmurray 2012). The
literature on animal agriculture industrialization uses a variety of definitions, including
“quantitative scale, specialization of growing and killing facilities, organizational structure and
degree of corporate control, the degree of fossil fuel-driven technologies used over human labor,
or the relative standardization of engineered animals” (Blanchette 2019: 188). Globally, the
number of land animals killed for consumption exceeds 80 billion annually, demonstrating the

efficient albeit horrific nature of this system (Ritchie, Rosado, and Roser 2019). In the U.S., more
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than 500,000 people work in the animal slaughter and processing sector (Rho, Brown, and
Fremsted 2020).

The slaughterhouse emerged as an institution during the 19" century, accompanying the
broader transition from agrarian to industrial societies (Fitzgerald 2010). By the 1800s, animal
slaughtering had become an industrialized, mass scale mode of production in the US. The Chicago
Stockyard was at the forefront of mechanizing the industry, with their development of the conveyer
belt to increase production speed and efficiency (Fitzgerald 2010). In the 1990s, a new era of
animal agriculture was led by the Iowa Beef Processing (IBP) revolution and by vertical
integration. The IBP revolution was premised on economies of scale, constructing large
meatpacking capacity plants, utilizing automation technologies such as conveyer belts, and
processing meat into cuts rather than shipping larger sides of beef for butchers to process
(Fitzgerald 2010; Blanchette 2019). This allowed IBP to increase both the pace of work and profit
through on-site processing and increased distribution (Blanchette 2019). Due to transportation and
refrigeration innovations, meatpacking facilities no longer need to be close to urban areas, and
many relocated to rural areas. Most of the towns where IBP purchased or constructed plants had
populations of less than 25,000 (Broadway 1998). These towns were also frequently located in
right-to-work states, avoiding the higher costs associated with unionized labor (Broadway 1990).

Today’s systems of animal agriculture are defined by their highly concentrated and
consolidated nature. Mergers and acquisitions have shaped the consolidation of agribusiness
actors, with top producers merging — and subsequently increasing their power. Vertical integration
has drastically changed the market, the workplace, and the ways that meat is produced (Leonard
2014). Integration refers to “an organizational structure in which the overall control of production

is centered in one economic entity and all activities related to production are carried through direct
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control or contractual arrangements” (Silbergeld 2016:43). Integration is premised on
concentration, confinement systems, and contract farming. Contracting has enabled major
meatpackers to dictate procedures of growing such as confinement barns, feed, and the use of
pharmaceuticals through contracts with farmers (Blanchette 2019). Although integration is not the
same as a monopoly, it has similar impacts on restraining trade and reducing the economic power
of competitors and workers. Vertical integration increased the power of agribusiness, while
decreasing the wellbeing of host communities, farmers, and workers (Leonard 2014).

By the end of the 20™ century, one in four hogs was produced by ten companies and seven
of every ten were being grown under contract with large firms (Hendrickson et al. 2013). By 2011,
only four firms processed 82% of the 34,000,000 cows killed annually in the United States
(Hendrickson et al. 2013). The three largest firms globally are currently JBS of Brazil, WH Group
of China, and Tyson of the US. These large multi-national corporations dominate animal
production and account for 83.5% of beef production, 66% of pork production, and 58.5% of
chicken production (Hendrickson 2015). Mergers and acquisitions have shaped the consolidation
of agribusiness actors, subsequently increasing their power as top producers blend. JBS, for
example, purchased a 64% stake in Pilgrim’s Pride in 2009, bought Smithfield’s U.S. beef
operations in 2008, and in 2008, acquired U.S. based Swift & Company, a leading pork and beef
supplier (Johnson 2009). Currently, JBS is now the largest meat producer in the world, with an
annual revenue of $50 billion (Gelles 2023).

As these three companies dominate the market, they hold the ability to set prices and terms,
diminishing competition, leading to increased costs for consumers and decreased profits for
producers (Howard 2016). Furthermore, due to integration, their control over the entire meat

supply chain, from animal farming practices to processing standards, allows them to influence
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production methods favoring efficiency and cost reduction (Hendrickson et al. 2020). This
centralized control impacts labor practices and corporate power, as workers in meatpacking plants
contend with demanding conditions, long hours, and safety concerns as companies strive to
maximize productivity and minimize operational costs (Genoways 2014). These companies also
engage in extensive lobbying efforts that shape public policies and regulations governing the
industry, affecting issues such as animal welfare standards, environmental regulations, and worker
protections (Bennett 2014). Deregulation of the industrialized animal sector has allowed industry
operators to self-regulate worker safety, food safety, and animal welfare — despite their vested
interests in maintaining the status quo.

Next, I turn towards a deeper discussion of how these companies have risen in power vis-

a-vis the political economic sphere and the consequences.

Policy and Power

Many of the consequences associated with agribusiness relate to existing policies and
structures of power and the current capitalist political economic structure. Capitalism is a system
of economic and social relations marked by private property, private ownership of capital, the
commodification of labor power, the exchange of goods and services by “free” individuals
participating in “free” markets, and the use of market mechanisms to control the production and
distribution of those goods and services (Muller 2013). In the late 1970s and early 1980s, following
the breakdown of embedded liberalism, the neoliberal state was formed to “re-establish the
conditions for capital accumulation and to restore the power of economic elites” (Harvey 2005:19).
While its definition and applications are often contested, neoliberalism can best be understood as
“as a diverse and interlinked set of practices that reflects a heightened, evolved, and destructive

form of capitalism” (Malin 2015:16). Neoliberalism is expressed through policy discourse such as
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privatization, marketization, state deregulation, market-friendly reregulation, and the creation of
self-governing individuals (Malin 2015; Malin and Kallman 2022). Neoliberalism advocates for
free-market mechanisms to efficiently allocate resources and drive economic growth without the
interference of the state. A key tenet of neoliberalism is individualism, where individuals have
autonomy in their economic and social choices and thus the state’s responsibility for social support
provisions is limited. Although the idea behind neoliberalism is that wealth will “trickle down” to
lower social classes, this has yet to happen. Instead, the elite class has expanded their economic
power through leveraging neoliberal policies such as privatization and marketization, while those
in lower economic statuses have become increasingly exploited (Gordon 2019).

To understand how agribusiness actors were able to utilize policies and the neoliberal state
to their advantage, it’s important to assess the intersection between government, power, and
corporate interests. Neoliberalism's emphasis on free-market principles and limited government
intervention has cultivated an environment where powerful corporations can exert significant
influence over policies that affect their interests. Due to economic capital, dominant industrial
agriculture firms can shape policies and contest those that threaten production and profit (Bennett
2014; Lyson and Raymer 2000). Furthermore, neoliberal policies advocate for deregulation and
have subsequently reduced government oversight in various industries, including industrialized
animal agriculture. Neoliberalism plays a key role in limiting regulation of industrial animal
agriculture, placing the onus of responsibility on industry to self-regulate rather than on the state
(Kreuziger 2005). In turn, agricultural firms operate with fewer restrictions, impacting areas like
environmental protection, labor standards, and competition (Lyson and Raymer 2000). As a result
of limited anti-trust enforcement, these corporations have consolidated their market control, further

solidifying their influence over policymaking. In a neoliberal system, the state is biased to promote
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the interests of those who own the means of production and produces legislation and regulatory
frameworks that largely benefit corporations (Harvey 2005). Moreover, firms play a key role in
policymaking and regulatory processes. In doing so, they have become deeply embedded within
the structure of the state (here, the US federal government), fueling environmental and social
injustices while reaping profits (Carillo and Pellow 2021). Neoliberalism has cultivated an
environment of deregulation and capitalistic expansion, shaping the conditions where corporate

power and the treadmill of production, which I discuss next, has thrived.

The Treadmill of Production and Industrialized Animal Agriculture

The “treadmill of production” (ToP) is the idea that modern capitalist societies are driven
by an unending commitment to growth despite social and ecological costs (Schnaiberg and Gould
1994). The ToP framework highlights capitalism’s continuous push to grow and expand
production and markets, centered on the persistent drive to invest in capital to generate goods from
the environment (Schnaiberg and Gould 1994; Schnaiberg, Pellow, and Weinberg 2002). In its
pursuit of growth, the ToP prioritizes economic expansion and growth above all other concerns.
At its core, the ToP is based on the political economy of production and how class relations and
social structures influence environmental degradation (Schnaiburg 1980). Schnaiburg (1980) links
capitalist production processes and their reliance on fossil fuels as driving environmental
pollution—pollution that is enabled by the political economic system and a state which upholds
the economic interests of producers. Three actors are embedded in the ToP: producers, which
transform extracted resources into products; the state, which supports the expansion of production;
and labor, which is key to keeping the treadmill running (Schnaiburg 1980). Although the state

can play a role in slowing the treadmill, the pursuit of profit and capital accumulation and corporate
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interests has overshadowed regulations aimed at environmental protection (Gould, Pellow, and
Schnaiberg 2008; Carillo and Pellow 2021).

The ToP draws attention to political-economic structures, the pursuit of economic
expansion, and the costs of increased production on a finite set of resources. As markets and
production expand, especially through multi-national corporations, greater demands are placed on
the environment for raw materials (“withdrawals”) and more waste and pollution are produced
(“additions”) (Schnaiberg, Pellow, and Weinberg 2000). Higher production levels, the application
of new manufacturing technologies, and the trend toward the accumulation of capital has increased
and accelerated environmental damage (Schnaiberg, Pellow, and Weinberg 2000). Notably, the
ToP and subsequent capital accumulation has benefitted those who control the ToP
(“shareholders”) and who hold power over the stakeholders of production, such as laborers and
community members (Gould, Pellow, and Schnaiburg 2004). In the ToP, human health costs and
environmental degradation are externalized when calculating bottom lines and profit margins. This
becomes even more insidious under neoliberal policy regimes due to growing deregulation and
self-regulation, which has furthered enabled the ToP to persist despite its consequences.

Industrialized animal agriculture is a clear example of the ToP and the environmental and
social costs associated with this model. First, confinement agriculture is associated with rising
greenhouse gas emissions, pollution, environmental degradation, and loss of biodiversity. In the
process of raising and killing animals for consumption, a significant amount of land, food, and
water is needed (e.g. “withdrawals”). The global percentage of water required for industrialized
animal production is between 27% to 33% — a substantial portion of a finite resource (Gerbens-
Leenes, Mekonnen, and Hoekstra 2013; Scanes 2018). Strikingly, 77% of the world’s agricultural

land is used for animal agriculture, including grazing land and land used for animal feed production
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(Ritchie, Rosado, and Roser 2022). These statistics demonstrate the magnitude of resources
withdrawn to support the treadmill of animal production. Industrialized animal agriculture also
produces “additions” to the environment, including greenhouse gas emissions and water, air, and
soil pollution (Steinfeld et al. 2006; Weis 2013). Industrial animal agriculture operations cause air
pollution in the form of methane, nitrous oxide, and gaseous ammonia, which contribute to global
warming and respiratory health problems (Bennett 2014). Animal manure also generates between
50% and 85% of the United States’ airborne ammonia emissions, which contributes to the
acidification of soil and water (Spellman and Whiting 2007). Given the environmental degradation
linked to industrialized animal agriculture, and its estimated global value of $1.4 trillion, it
provides a clear example of how profit and production overshadow environmental concerns.
However, while the ToP highlights the environmental outcomes of expanded production
and markets in sectors like industrialized animal agriculture, it focuses less on social costs and the
impact on labor (Schnaiberg, Pellow, and Weinberg 2000; Schnaiberg, Pellow, and Weinberg
2004). Gould, Pellow, and Schnaiburg (2002) identify two outcomes of the ToP on workers: 1)
most workers experienced a decline in wages and job opportunities due to reduced unionization
and relocating industry to countries with less stringent environmental or labor laws and 2) a small
portion of workers benefited from the ToP through their incorporation into the treadmill and
subsequent material gains. However, the latter portion of workers benefitting from the ToP became
increasingly sparse as labor costs have been reduced in favor of higher firm profits. To accomplish
lower labor costs, there was a rise in de-unionization, de-skilling of workers, and an increased
reliance on technological advancements and automation over human labor (Schnaiberg, Pellow,

and Weinberg 2000). Changes in the meatpacking industry, discussed later, mirror these patterns.
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Although the environmental outcomes of the ToP have been well-studied, research on the
labor dynamics embedded within the ToP is more limited. Obach (2004) identifies three ways that
labor sustains the ToP: through collective bargaining, political advocacy, and as an ideological
force. Unions, rather than slowing the ToP, have powered it by making material gains for workers
the focus of their efforts. In advocating for higher wages for workers and economic growth, unions
have supported the ToP and legitimized the idea that economic growth is the solution to social
inequality. In framing the slowing of the ToP as harming workers, organized labor and the state
support increased production (Gould, Pellow, and Schnaiberg 2008). Curran (2017) also contends
that worker-consumers are complicit in supporting the ToP through being locked into a “treadmill
of consumption” and highlights the role of capital, purchasing power, and conspicuous
consumption. However, Curran (2017) neglects the power dynamics that trap many workers into
supporting the ToP by selling their labor. It is certain that the ideologies of consumerism are deeply
embedded within capitalism, however, the realities of capitalism also necessitate the selling of
one’s labor power to survive (Gordon 2019). And yet, as labor standards have been eroded in favor
of profit accumulation, those working to sustain the ToP are frequently exposed to unsafe working
conditions and exploitation. While unions can slow the speed of the ToP through supporting
increased labor standards to enhance worker safety (Obach 2004), their power and presence has
been greatly reduced under neoliberalism.

Furthermore, while the ToP does acknowledge the exploitation of labor power to maintain
production, a robust analysis of whose labor power is exploited has been largely absent. The
exploitation of racial and socio-economic minorities is a key mechanism sustaining the ToP and
circumventing barriers that threaten its survival (Carrillo 2021). Carrillo (2021) identifies three

racialized processes (spatial, political, and cognitive) that enable the ToP to persist; drawing
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connections between racialized spaces and the segregation of pollution, the racialized dimensions
of political processes, and the role of racial identity politics in supporting or contesting state
intervention related to environmental degradation. Other research has focused on how racial and
socio-economic minorities have protested outcomes related to the ToP, including environmental
degradation and subsequent community pollution, and in doing so, threatened to slow the ToP
(Edwards 2009; Sbicca 2012; West 2015). Overall, though, research on the ToP, the role of labor
exploitation, and racialized power dynamics is scant. To better understand the role of racial
exploitation as mechanism of sustaining the ToP, increased scholarly attention and research on

labor dynamics embedded within the ToP is necessary.

Deregulation, Lobbying, and Corporate Power

In an era where private capital greatly influences political structures, the state is reluctant
to impose restrictions and regulations on industry (Schnaiberg, Pellow, and Weinberg 2000;
Harvey 2005; Carillo and Pellow 2021). Furthermore, the power of agribusiness entities in the
political realm has been magnified by regulatory capture, a phenomenon in which regulatory
agencies become unduly influenced by the industries they are tasked with regulating (Pickard
2019). Regulatory capture can be facilitated by the close relationships formed between regulators
and industry representatives, often stemming from a “revolving door”” where regulatory officials
move into industry roles and vice versa (Friedrich 2015). The revolving door of regulatory officials
and industry actors often means that regulators share the perspective and interests of those whom
they are tasked to regulate. It also results in regulators who may be “reluctant to regulate
aggressively if doing so would jeopardize the prospect of securing future employment” (Friedrich
2015:208). In this way, regulatory capture can result in “lobbying from within”, where regulators

have internalized the interests and culture of their industry counterparts (Yates and Cardin-Trudeau
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2021). Regulatory capture can also result from intense industry lobbying efforts, financial
contributions to political campaigns, and even the framing of policy issues to benefit industry
actors. The consequences of regulatory capture are substantial and include weakened oversight,
reduced regulatory stringency, and, ultimately, enhanced industry power.

Lobbyists play a key role in interfering with the independence of regulatory agencies and
promoting the economic interests of agribusiness. Since 2000, the entire U.S. agribusiness
industry, including meat and dairy companies and other agricultural sectors, has allocated
approximately $750 million to support federal political candidates. To put this into perspective,
the U.S. energy sector spent $1 billion over the same period (OpenSecrets 2022). Between 1998
and 2019, the agribusiness sector directed $2.5 billion toward lobbying efforts, surpassing the sums
spent by the defense industry which spent $2.4 billion (Lazarus, McDermid, and Jacquet 2021). In
2020, 75% of meat processing lobbyists were “revolvers”, meaning they had previously been
former governmental regulators, Congressional staff, and even members of Congress (Open
Secrets 2022). Major meat lobbyist and industry groups include North American Meat Institute
(NAMI), National Chicken Council (NCC), National Cattleman’s Beef Association (NCBA), and
American Association of Meat Processors (AAMP). These organizations play significant roles in
shaping meatpacking policies and regulations through lobbying efforts, advocacy, and political
contributions.

The state has thus become increasingly implicated in supporting and subsidizing
industrialized animal agriculture through policy action and deregulation — further exemplifying
regulatory capture. The advantage of dominant firms was facilitated through policy actions such
as “higher direct subsidies, barriers to entry, unequal enforcement of violations, reduced labor

costs, lower rates of unionization, more government assistance to supplement below subsistence
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wages, and reshaped dietary patterns through increased consumption of meat and more highly
processed meats” (Howard 2016: 6). In recent years, the US has spent $10 billion annually in farm
subsidies (Howard 2016). These subsidies are not distributed equally but are weighted to the
largest farms. In total, 86 percent of funding goes to the top 20% of recipients: further increasing
their economic power and propping up low market prices (Howard 2016). High levels of
consumption are maintained through artificially low prices enabled by subsidies, the
externalization of significant environmental and social costs, and diminishment of concerns related
to animal cruelty and worker safety (Howard 2016; Pachirat 2011). Subsidies are critically
important in allowing operating costs for the meat sector to remain low, while profits remain high.
In fact, the scope of government subsidies provided to key industry actors suggest that without this
support, ownership within the global meat industry would be far less concentrated (Howard 2016).

Through firm alliances, a small number of corporate actors have been able to control the
food system by pushing for increased state support and manipulating prices and policies (Howard
2016). In this sense, agribusiness is not only involved in a relationship with the state but also
exercises decisive influence over public policy and the structure of the food system. Federal
policies, agencies, and subsidies have allowed large producers to dominate the sector. Some
examples: The Farm Credit Administration worked closely with Tyson to extend government
backed loans to contract farmers, loans which are defaulted to taxpayers if the farmer cannot pay
the cost (Leonard 2014). Although the 1986 Tax Reform Act closed this loophole for farms who
made more than $25 million annually, it facilitated a large amount of revenue for agribusiness in
the early years of industrializing animal agriculture. The Farm Service Agency (FSA) spends
millions in taxpayer dollars to ensure that there is a steady supply of cheap loans for new contract

farmers (Leonard 2014). Furthermore, the Freedom to Farm Act disbanded production controls

24



and allowed farmers to grow at their discretion, resulting in the overproduction of corn, wheat, and
soybeans. This act privileged large corporations by eliminating production controls, reducing
operating costs, and increasing firm profits (Leonard 2014). One study found the Freedom to Farm
Act resulted in $947 million a year in saving for industrial hog producers alone (Leonard 2014).
Moreover, research has documented that the Black farmers have largely been unable to
benefit from these loans and federal programs due to historical discriminatory lending (Tyler et al.
2014). The absence of Black farmers as loan recipients and the prevalence of people of color within
agricultural systems further illuminates’ issues of institutionalized racism ala the state (Tyler and
Moore 2012; Tyler et al 2014). Agriculture has historically been dependent on people of color
through historic legacies of slavery, yet this population has not reaped the benefits of federal loan
programs that disproportionately benefit corporate actors and white farmers. This historical
disparity in access to federal loan programs underscores a deeper pattern ingrained within the

system: the workings of racial capitalism, which I discuss next.

Racial Capitalism and Structural Violence

Racial capitalism captures “the sense that existing capitalism exploits through culturally
and socially constructed differences, such as race, gender, religion and nationality and is lived
through those uneven formations” (Lowe 2015: 149-150). Racial capitalism illuminates the
centrality of race in structuring social and labor hierarchies in capitalism (Sze 2020). The
constructed disposability of ethnic and racial minorities allows capitalism and the state to pursue
policies which have detrimental impact on the people and on the environment (Pulido 2016). The
devaluation of people of color has been characterized as a “racial state of expendability... [a]
fundamental and existential life devaluation, a perpetual susceptibility to obliteration with legal

impunity" (Marquez 2013: 44). Legal impunity is key component of racial capitalism, as it allows
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individuals to be treated as disposable by the state with few consequences. In devaluing the lives
of workers, and the environment, the dynamics of racial capitalism provide a key mechanism to
uphold the ToP. Furthermore, using the analytical framework of racial capitalism is useful to
identifying who is most impacted by environmental degradation and a state which has ceded power
to corporate actors: those who are racially and economically marginalized.

Racial capitalism also links to literature on environmental justice (EJ) and environmental
racism, which has documented the inequitable impacts of environmental pollution of different
social classes and racial/ethnic groups (Bullard 1990; Mohai, Pellow and Timmons Roberts 2009).
EJ scholars have established that race, ethnicity, and class are key factors in who is most likely to
be exposed to environmental pollution and environmental hazards (United Church of Christ 1987;
Bullard 1990; Mohai and Bryant 1992; Hurley 1995; Mohai et al. 2009; Timmons Roberts et al.
2018). Building upon EJ, racial capitalist scholars have drawn further attention to how devalued
communities are disproportionately exposed to pollution not only by corporate actors, but by a
political economic system that has devalued their lives (Pulido 2016; Pulido 2017; Sze 2020).
Pulido (2017), for example, illuminates how sites of environmental racism are not only sites of
environmental pollution stemming from industrial emitters but are also sites that display the
outcomes of a neoliberal state. Although the environmental justice and racism literature frequently
focuses on environmental exposure and the creation of “sacrifice zones”, where community
members are exposed to environmental pollution due to industrial activity, worksites can also be
sites of risk and exposure (Carrillo and Ipsen 2021). This is the case for meatpacking: where the
majority of workers are people of color, are exposed to health and safety risks in the workplace,

and have little legal protection (Carrillo and Ipsen 2021). During COVID-19, pre-existing
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exposure to workplace risk was intensified in the pursuit of production and profit; risk that was
enabled by the state and reflects dynamics true to racial capitalism.

The demographics of meatpacking workers also illustrates how racial capitalism operates
by exploiting racially minoritized workers. In the U.S., 45% of meatpacking workers are low
income, 80% are people of color, and 52% are immigrants (Taylor, Boulos, and Almond 2020).
Meatpacking facilities are one of the few remaining manufacturing industries in the U.S. where a
high school diploma, previous work experience, and the ability to speak English are not necessary
for employment—factors that contribute to its largely poor, immigrant, and/or people of color
workforce (Broadway and Stull 2008). Meatpacking workers experience financial and physical
hardship, earn low wages, and typically occupy vulnerable positions in society (Broadway and
Stull 2008; Broadway and Stull 2010; Eisnitz 2009; Muller 2018; Pachirat 2011). Patterns of labor
recruitment also show that industry operators repeatedly seek out the most vulnerable workers and
exploit them to maintain high profit margins, often at the cost of worker safety. When workers
have organized or made demands to increase safety and wellbeing, industry has historically sought
new pools of exploitable labor through the language of labor shortages (Freshour and Williams
2020; Stuesse and Helton 2013). Racial and ethnic differences can create divisions that hinder
worker organizing, as do structural constraints and precarious employment. The steady supply of
surplus labor has further weakened workers’ collective bargaining power, while reifying the
vulnerability and disposability of workers (Freshour and Williams 2020; Stuesse and Helton 2013).

As a large proportion of meatpacking workers have historically been undocumented
immigrants, many are unable to advocate for themselves due to limited political and economic
power. Fear of retaliation in the form of deportation is an omnipresent risk. Racial capitalism

defines these dynamics as well. In some cases, following workers’ complaints, immigration and
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ICE raids have ensued (Genoways 2016). One example: line speed increases at plants owned by
Hormel resulted in worker exposure to toxins and the subsequent development of a rare
degenerative neurological disease now known as progressive inflammatory neuropathy
(Genoways 2016). When sick workers fought for accommodations and sick pay, Hormel launched
an immigration review (Genoways 2016). Furthermore, following the largest mobilization of
undocumented workers in a general strike in 2006, ICE conducted several workplace raids,
including at the then-Swift & Co facility in Greeley, Colorado (Freshour 2017).

Meatpacking work, and those who uphold this system, can thus be understood as reflecting
dynamics of racial capitalism and as a site of structural violence. Structural violence, or “social
arrangements that put individuals and populations in harm’s way”, is a distribution closely tied to
relations of power and social conditions (Galvez 2018:7). These social arrangements are structures
of oppression, in that they hinder life chances, social mobility, and shape health disparities (Farmer
2004). Structural violence is also deeply interlocked with racial capitalism—as this system is
premised on historical inequities, state-supported neglect of worker protection, and a population
constructed as largely disposable. The “who” of meatpacking work is key to understanding the
formation of structural violence in this context. The practices and outcomes of agribusiness entities
and state policies have helped create a distinct underclass—an exploitable, and largely disposable,
workforce consisting of largely poor people of color. Given structural violence is characterized by
the institutionalized nature of harm—and that meatpacking workers are typically vulnerable
populations that lack political, economic, and social power—meatpacking is a site of structural
violence. The vulnerability of workers is not inevitable; rather, it is manufactured through the

social production of risk. The risks and outcomes experienced by workers are not the product of
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individual choices but are shaped by racial capitalism, structural violence, and deep inequalities

enabled by multiscalar agribusiness power relations upheld by the state.

Multi Scalar Power Relations

In addition to the influence of agribusiness firms in federal policymaking, meatpacking
firms exert power at the local and state level. Through lobbying groups and political donations,
powerful industry actors have come to play a dominant role in shaping state policy decisions and
contesting policies that threaten production and profit (Sheingate et al. 2017; Kasa 2008; Jarosz
2009). For example, the economic power of agribusiness has been used to discredit state bills that
attempted to maintain rural farmers rights and limit industry impacts (Lobao and Stofferahn 2007).
While nine Midwestern states (Iowa, Kansas, Minnesota, Missouri, Nebraska, North Dakota,
Oklahoma, South Dakota, and Wisconsin) have adopted laws that restrict corporate involvement
in agriculture, there has been increased pressure from agribusiness to relax or rescind these laws
(Lyson and Welsh 2005). These bills have been challenged in the courts under the dormant
Commerce Clause, with key wins for large-scale operators in South Dakota and Iowa that
diminished the restrictions on corporate farming (Lobao and Stofferahn 2007). In 1991, Oklahoma
modified its laws to allow corporations to have more flexibility. In 1993, Missouri exempted three
counties and, in 1995, Kansas allowed for county exemptions (Lyson and Welsh 2005). The
outcome of these cases sets a dangerous precedent for other anti-corporate farming bills to be
overthrown or weakened.

In some US states, confinement agriculture was made possible only when corporations co-
opted “right-to-farm” laws designed to protect small farmers from encroaching suburbs by
blocking odor-based nuisance lawsuits (Blanchette 2019). These laws suggest a defense of farming

livelihoods against industrialization and urban sprawl (Ashwood, Diamond, and Walker 2019).
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However, these rights are not nearly as innocuous as they seem. Right-to-farm laws have hindered
neighbors’ rights to clean air and water—fueling issues of environmental injustice—and protected
industrial scale agribusiness interests over the interests of rural, poor communities (Ashwood,
Diamond, and Walker 2019). This is possible through vague definitions of farming and what
counts as a “nuisance”; enabling industrial operations to pollute through using broad terminology
of what counts as farming (Ashwood, Diamond, and Walker 2019). Right-to-farm laws have
allowed industrial scale operations to remain protected and dominant over the property rights of
others. These laws also make it increasingly difficult or risky for people defending their homes
and broader community to sue by placing the burden of litigation fees and the burden of proof on
them, rather than on the corporation (Ashwood, Diamond, and Walker 2019). In Wisconsin, for
example, a substantial threat to public health or safety must exist to prove that a nuisance exists.
If this is proven, defendants must pay litigation expenses, some of which can cost hundreds of
thousands of dollars. Since the enactment of this law in 2009, the amount of nuisance cases brought

to court has decreased dramatically (Ashwood, Diamond, and Walker 2019).

Local level impacts.

At the local level, meatpacking facilities are frequently located in rural areas and are often
the dominant employer in the area. The restructuring of industry attracted and often deliberately
recruited an immigrant population to these areas (Broadway 1998; Johnson-Webb 2002; Krissman
2000). Firms such as Tyson, Swift & Co., and Pilgrim’s Pride have been charged with conspiracy
to smuggle in immigrants and knowingly hiring them despite lacking the necessary paperwork
(Freshour 2017). Factory farms and meatpacking plants are isolated to more rural, often poorer
areas with no or little social capital and political power — demonstrating patterns of environmental

injustice (Wing and Wolf 2000). Wing, Cole, and Grant (2000) found that swine facilities are
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located disproportionately in communities with higher levels of poverty, higher proportions of
non-white people, and higher dependence on wells for household water supply. The economic
impact of their operations is substantial, with both positive and negative effects on regions where
they operate, including job creation in rural areas and simultaneous economic vulnerability
(Hendrickson et al. 2015). These companies are difficult to influence and regulate, and the
communities that host them are reluctant to challenge their practices due to reliance on
employment (Broadway and Stull 2010).

Research documenting the effects of meatpacking facilities on communities can be
categorized in three ways: impact on the physical environment and human health, the impact on
workers, and social impacts on communities. Major issues include environmental problems
associated with confinement agriculture and meatpacking plants, physical and psychological
consequences for workers, and increased social problems in host communities (Broadway 2007;
Broadway and Stull 2008; Jacques 2015; Lobao and Stofferahn 2007; Wing, Cole, and Grant
2000). The literature overwhelmingly reports that industrialized farms are related to relatively
worse conditions for socio-economic wellbeing, social fabric, social disruption, class composition,
and environment (Broadway 2007; Fitzgerald, Kalof and Dietz 2009; Lobao and Stofferahn 2007).
Broadway (2000; 2007) documented numerous community changes related to meatpacking plants,
including increased pressure on social services, domestic abuse, housing shortages, and the
diversification of what are typically homophilous towns. Meatpacking towns also provide social
services to non-English speaking residents, which can be difficult due to a lack of available
translation services and the diversity of language needs (Broadway and Stull 2006).

Despite the documented negative impacts of meatpacking facilities on host communities,

these plants bring economic opportunities and thus carry considerable influence in the local
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economic and political realm. As firms are often the dominant employer in the area, these
communities are often characterized as modern company towns, where residents' economic
livelihoods tie closely to meatpacking plants given its status as the town’s dominant employer
(Hendrickson 2015; Willingham and Ajilore 2019). Firms frequently donate to host communities,
including sponsoring local events, supporting food pantries, and funding community infrastructure
including new housing developments. JBS, for example, invested one hundred million dollars
during COVID-19 in communities with JBS plants in an initiative called “Hometown Strong”, one
of the largest rural community investment programs to date (JBS 2022). This funding has been
utilized by local communities to invest in parks and recreation projects, to build affordable
housing, and to support education programs (JBS 2023). Greeley, Colorado alone has received $7
million from JBS through this initiative (JBS 2023).

Through donations and their dominant status as the town’s major employer, meatpacking
firms such as JBS become embedded in the local economic sphere. Furthermore, firms often
engage in political contributions to local candidates and parties, advocating for candidates that are
favorable to the industry. By financially supporting candidates who align with their interests, these
corporations can shape the political landscape in their favor (Carpenter and Moss 2013). Due to
their economic significance, firms can exercise economic leverage in negotiations with local
governments. They may seek tax incentives or subsidies in exchange for maintaining or expanding
their operations, putting pressure on local officials to meet their demands (Leonard 2014). Local
politicians often prioritize policies that maintain or expand these plants, as they provide jobs and
contribute to the local economy. This influence can result in decisions that prioritize corporate
interests over other community concerns (Leonard 2014). After all, if a town’s political

environment is not conducive to maintain firm profit and power, firms have the ability to relocate
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into areas which are. Communities, then, become victims of “environmental blackmail” as do
workers (Bullard 2019). The economic power of agribusiness in local communities, and the threat
of firm relocation, has reduced the power of communities to contest issues associated with
production and has accepted pollution as “business-as-usual”. This is further compounded for
workers, who are predominately immigrants and refugees, and often do not have other economic
opportunities: creating a situation where they are vulnerable to exploitation, are exposed to risk,
and have little alternative economic options or meaningful labor protection.

According to data from the Bureau of Labor Statistics, the percentage of meatpacking
workers who are union members dropped from 56.7% in 1983 to just 14.7% in 2020 (Bureau of
Labor Statistics 2021). This decline is due to a few factors: some employers in the industry have
actively engaged in anti-union campaigns, including intimidation tactics and retaliatory actions
against workers who express interest in unionizing (Chang et al. 2021). While meatpacking wages
have historically been above average manufacturing wages, they fell below the manufacturing
average in 1983 and were documented as 24% lower than the average manufacturing wage by
2002 (Muller 2018). Today, wages are 44% lower, and the average wage is less than $15 an hour
(Stauffer 2019). As industries consolidated and moved to rural and right-to-work areas—and as
work became deskilled and reliant upon an immigrant work force—Ilarge firms reduced union
power and wages, while increasing production and profit. A decline in union representation, a
reliance on immigrant workforce, and a rapid speed of production have created a dangerous and
exploitative work environment.

Given the multi-scalar power of agribusiness, and subsequent implications on the
policymaking process and working conditions, green criminology is a key framework to assess

political economic roots of harm. Next, I provide an overview of green criminology as it relates to
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the meatpacking sector and review the ways this framework enables a deeper understanding of

(legal) harm.

The Case for a Green Criminological Investigation

Green criminology provides a criminological perspective to investigating environmental
harms, ecological injustice, and the study of environmental laws and criminality, which includes
crimes affecting the environment and non-human nature (Lynch and Long 2019). Green
criminology expands focus from traditional criminology conceptions of crime to include harm. By
harms, I mean acts that are legal and yet have detrimental outcomes on the environment and on
people. Green criminology literature highlights the varying constructions of “green”, “crime”, and
“harm” (Lynch and Stretsky 2003; White 2003; Nobles 2018; Johnson, Schwartz, Inlow 2020).
Whereas the corporate construction of green crime is associated with “unauthorized acts or
omissions that violate the law and are therefore subject to criminal prosecution and sanctions”
(Situ and Emmons, 2000: 3), the environmental justice construction defines green crime as “an act
that (1) may or may not violate existing rules and environmental regulations; (2) has identifiable
environmental damage outcomes; and (3) originated in human action” (Lynch and Stretsky 2003:
227). These varying definitions of green crime are closely linked to existing power structures and
economic interests. Economic interests play critical roles in determining whether harmful acts will
be treated as criminal and subsequent criminal prosecution and sanction processes. Notably,
environmental harms least likely to be the focus of law are those that have the greatest direct impact
on marginalized groups (Lynch and Stretsky 2003).

Harm and crime are thus socially, historically, economically, and politically structured.

Environmental crime has risen in prominence since the 1970s, with the establishment of the EPA

in the 1980s playing a pivotal role in the criminal enforcement of environmental violations
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(Johnson, Schwartz, Inlow 2020). And yet, despite the increase of environmental crimes, the vast
majority of violations go unpunished and are dealt with administratively and civilly. Despite the
importance of large industrial actors in creating pollution, regulatory processes disproportionately
affect smaller operators who lack the economic capital to conduct internal self-policing or to
employ extensive legal representation (Molnar, Hoban, and Brant 2002; Johnson, Schwartz, Inlow
2020). Moreover, cases often hold employees responsible for infractions, rather than the firm at
large; this, in turn, can fuel further firm violations given limited liability at the corporate level
(Johnson, Schwartz, Inlow 2020). These firm violations are directly linked to the breaking of
existing laws. But what if no laws have been broken and harm has still ensued? Concepts of harm
should include activities that are legal but still have detrimental impacts on people and the
environment (White 2003).

Green criminologists highlight the need to assess the role of powerful actors in policy
processes when interrogating acts of environmental harm and crime. State corporate crimes, or
harms, can result from inequitable or poor policymaking processes. Furthermore, green
criminologists draw attention to how environmental harm is rooted in a political-economic system
that prioritizes economic expansion and growth over the environment (Johnson, Schwartz, and
Inlow 2020; Lynch 2022; Lynch, Stretesky, and Long 2020; Lynch and Long 2022). In doing so,
green criminologists have assessed the relationship between the ToP, the state, and environmental
harms (Long, Stretesky, and Lynch 2014; White 2004; Johnson, Schwartz, and Inlow 2020; Lynch
2022). Relatedly, green criminologists have begun to draw attention to the public health impacts
of environmental harm and green crime (Jarrell, Lynch, and Stretsky 2014; Lynch, Stretsky, and

Long 2017). However, these illnesses and their linkage to exposure to environmental pollution
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often remain contested by the state, industry, and even public health due to the prevalence of the
dominant bio-medical health model (Lynch, Stretsky, and Long 2017).

In a neoliberal system, the impacts of exposure to harm on health is largely contested.
Instead, the dominant bio-medical health model places the burden of responsibility for health on
the individual (McCormick 2012; Cardona 2021; Vera 2020). The difficulty to establish a causal
link between environmental contamination and health further compounds the ability for
individuals and communities to receive justice. Instead, the dominant biomedical health model
shifts blame from industry and the state to the individual. In doing so, it profoundly shapes how
people perceive, experience, and cope with the risks associated with exposure to pollution (Brown
2007). Acknowledging the production practices have resulted in negative public health
consequences would necessitate a change in these practices, potentially slowing the treadmill and
impeding upon profits. Literature on environmental health is robust; complimenting green
criminology through linking exposure to corporate and state pollution to experiences of harm,
however, a green criminological analysis of environmental health issues is far more limited
(Lynch, Stretsky, and Long 2017; Lynch 2018; Lynch and Long 2019).

The state’s ability to ensure public health has been thwarted by its role in upholding the
ToP and, subsequently, the state has enabled environmental and social harm to persist through the
treadmill of law. The “treadmill of law” (ToL) is premised on the role of law in shaping and
maintaining powerful economic interests through environmental lawmaking and enforcement
processes (Lynch, Stretesky, and Long 2020). The ToL refers to how “environmental laws and
regulations reflect and reinforce economic relations that legitimate and replicate treadmill of
production practices and interests” (Lynch, Stretesky, and Long 2020: 109). In leveraging

environmental regulations to the benefit of corporate actors, and in limiting enforcement of these
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regulations in favor of self-regulation, the ToLL demonstrates the intersection between policy,
production, and pollution. Although the ToL is premised on environmental regulation and
environmental lawmaking, this framework can also be extended to other areas which threaten the
ToP such as labor laws.

Furthermore, the ToL highlights the influence of corporate actors and financial donations
in shaping the environmental enforcement process. Environmental laws “reflect power
arrangements that allows production to continue while protecting the more privileged members of
US society in the process” (Lynch, Stretesky, and Long 2020: 112). In Long et al.'s (2012) study
on coal mining companies, they found a significant association between environmental
enforcement actions against coal companies and an uptick in political donations made by those
companies before the violations occurred. The positive and significant association between
donations and enforcement demonstrates the role of corporate economic power in shaping
regulation and enforcement. Similarly, Stretesky, Long, and Lynch (2013) examined the impact
of EPA enforcement on the volume of toxic releases by companies over time and found no
substantial evidence about the impact of enforcement measures on improved practices. In fact,
Stretesky, Long, and Lynch (2013) found that the most penalized companies responded to fines by
expanding production rather than scaling it down. These outcomes raise fundamental questions
regarding the state's role in mitigating ecological disorganization and cast doubts on the
effectiveness of financial penalties (Stretesky, Long, and Lynch 2013). The limited effectiveness
of financial penalties is evident by limited enforcement and a preference for firm self-regulation
and low penalties when firms are held accountable for environmental pollution. Furthermore, these

fines do little to deter future pollution as firms who are found in violation have continued to engage
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in harmful modes of production (Stretesky, Long, and Lynch 2013; Long, Stretesky, and Lynch

2016; Barrett et al. 2018).

Regulatory Gaps in the Industrialized Animal Sector

As discussed above, the economic power of firms plays a key role in both policymaking
and in enforcement of environmental regulations. In the industrialized animal sector, few
regulations exist to require corporate responsibility for environmental and public health (Howard
2016). Though the United States has various animal protection and environmental laws, these
laws largely fall short of protecting farm animals and addressing industrial farm pollution (Bennett
2014). The animal laws—namely the Humane Slaughter Act and the Animal Welfare Act—
neglect to provide for the safety, health, and proper treatment of animals farmed for food. Notably,
chickens are exempt from these laws. Environmental laws such as the Clean Water Act, Clean Air
Act, Comprehensive Environmental Response, Compensation, and Liability Act, and Emergency
Planning and Community Right to Know Act do little to protect against pollution and
environmental degradation (Bennett 2014). A lack of protective laws disproportionately impacts
residents of host communities, animals, and workers. Host communities face severe environmental
injustices when their local air, water, and environment becomes degraded and polluted by large
meatpacking facilities and confinement farms, all while lacking legal protection (Bennett 2014).
Furthermore, the New Poultry Inspection System (NPIS) and the New Swine Inspection System
(NSIS) also reflect profit over safety, as these systems reduced the number of USDA inspector
spot-checks and accelerated the speed of production, despite the risks faced by workers
(Carillo and Ipsen 2021).

Exemption from these rules has been accomplished largely due to lobbying and industry

power—further exemplifying the role of agribusiness in the ToL. and regulatory capture (and ToP,
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as discussed above). In North Carolina, for example, which has the most swine facilities in the US,
political candidates received more than $1 million from Smithfield’s political action committee
(Howard 2016). Smithfield is one of the largest hog producers and processors and has been the
subject of numerous environmental charges due to poor conditions associated with their facilities.
Following this donation, CAFOs were granted exemption from zoning laws and most pollution
liabilities (Howard 2016). Current environmental laws thus do not adequately regulate factory
farms, despite these regulations having the potential to strictly prohibit excessive pollution from
factory farms, and increase the welfare of farm animals, workers, and communities in doing so
(Bennett 2014). As a result, proving non-compliance with environmental statutes and rules has
been made increasingly difficult, as industrial animal agriculture is immune to many
environmental protection laws (Ashwood et al. 2019). These laws illustrate how the regulatory
system reflects the interests of industry. Consequently, laws focus more on liability than on harms,
resulting in little corporate responsibility for environmental and public health. In turn, there is a
need for research that goes beyond legal liability to spotlight the harms that current regulatory
structures underwrite. Extending the green criminological framework to include a nuanced
discussion of institutionalized, legal, and state sanctioned harms is necessary. Given that many of
harms experienced by workers, animals, and by host communities are largely legal and thus not a

“crime”, a more nuanced analysis of harm is critical to addressing these issues.

Green Criminology and Industrialized Animal Agriculture

In relation to industrialized animal agriculture, green criminological research has
highlighted environmental justice concerns, including the legal yet socially and environmentally
hazardous outcomes associated with industrialized pig farming (Wyatt 2014). Other

criminological research focuses on animal crimes, such as animal abuse as an indicator for human
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abuse but neglects structural sources of animal abuse like factory farming (Agnew 1998; Cazaux
1999; Beirne 2002; Beirne 2004). An additional body of work has focused on the impacts of
meatpacking facilities on crime rates in host communities (Fitzgerald, Kalof, and Dietz 2009;
Jacques 2015). For example, Jacques (2015) found the presence of a meatpacking facility
corresponded with a 22% increase in total arrests, a 166% increase in arrests for rape, and a 90%
increase in the number of arrests for offenses against the family, as compared to counties without
meatpacking facilities. Fitzgerald, Kalof, and Dietz (2009) found that meatpacking work was
associated with high rates of crime, and this association became stronger with the size of the
meatpacking facility. Studies on meatpacking communities have documented dramatic increases
in crime that have outpaced population increases, yet a nuanced understanding of what drives these
social problems is more limited (Fitzgerald, Kalof and Dietz 2009; Jacques 2015; Porcher 2011).

Importantly, Stretsky, Long and Lynch (2013a:109) draw attention to the role of the
political economic system in fueling harms related to animals. Stretsky, Long and Lynch (2013a)
argue that for animal abuse to be included within green criminology, studies must demonstrate
how the ToP produces animal harm. In the process of transforming animals into commodities,
animals experience significant harm due to poor living conditions and inhumane methods of
slaughter (Stretsky, Long and Lynch 2013). Due to the breadth of animals produced for profit,
Stretsky, Long and Lynch (2013:127) argue that “animal abuse on corporate factory farms is the
most widespread form of animal abuse in the world.” As Stretsky, Long, and Lynch (2013) focus
their orientation of green crimes as being couched within the political-economic system, the
intersection between animal abuse and the ToP is of paramount importance. However, there is
limited green criminological literature which assesses the harms experienced by workers in

sustaining the ToP related to animal production and the “shared suffering” of workers and animals,
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documenting a need for further research (Porcher 2011). Further research is necessary to shift the
focus from documenting increased rates of crimes in host communities to spotlight the state-
corporate harms experienced by meatpacking workers—and the structural roots of these harms.

Literature related to the industrialized animal agriculture sector has documented the
physical and psychological harms of working in the meatpacking sector. Negative health and
psychological outcomes of working in meatpacking facilities have been reported, including
struggling with addiction issues, abusing spouses and loved ones, and physical consequences
(Eiznitz 2009). Health implications of meatpacking work include chronic fatigue, arthritis,
tendonitis, neurological issues, chronic bronchitis, organic toxic dust syndrome, and fainting
(Blanchette 2019; Eiznitz 2009; Genoways 2016). Workers labor for low wages in physically
demanding jobs characterized by monotonous, repeated movements. The repetitive motion of the
production line has also been linked to increased rates of injury and various ailments. Employees
suffer physically from the demanding nature of their jobs and the speed at which they operate, and
25% are documented as being ill or injured every year (Muller 2018). Poor training, low wages,
and dangerous working conditions contribute to high employee turnover, which averages 5-9%
per month (Broadway and Stull 2010). A 2009 study found that 52% of workers felt that
meatpacking conditions had become less safe, with the vast majority citing line speed as the cause
(Nebraska Appleseed 2009). Increased workforce to maintain line speed has resulted in additional
issues such as overcrowding, increasing rates of injury (Genoways 2016).

This work is inherently violent, but the lack of regulations and pressure for efficiency result
in significant mental and physical consequences (Eiznitz 2009). Research shows persistent lack of
attention placed on safety by supervisors and that many safety precautions, such as monthly

meetings, are performative rather than proactive (Broadway and Stull 2010). Streamlined
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inspection reduced inspectors’ abilities to detect conditions that would stop the line and reduced
the number of an animals sampled for contamination/disease (Eisnitz 2009; Pachirat 2011).
Qualitative research conducted with inspectors illustrated a lack of power, limited ability to report
their concerns due to fear of retaliation, and the pressure to ‘look away’ when there is an issue
(Eiznitz 2009; Genoways 2016; Pachirat 2011). As there are no substantial consequences for plants
that repeatedly violate safety regulations, plants have little incentive to prevent violations and
many incentives to maintain their current rates of production. Meatpacking facilities have been
documented as issuing rewards to quality control auditors if the line was off for less than ten
minutes per day (Genoways 2016).

While harm has been embedded within the logics of meatpacking, and workers are largely
unable to contest working conditions due to their social location, little research currently assesses
the outcome of institutionalized harm on workers, animals, and host communities. Workers suffer
physically and psychologically from the structure of meatpacking work; a structure that has been
enabled through the political-economic sphere. Deregulation, corporate self-regulation, and the
pace of work has cultivated a dangerous working environment. These impacts are further
intensified through the exploitation of immigrant and refugee workers; a population that is
reluctant to contest worker safety issues due to fear of retribution. Although research on poor
working conditions and their impacts is robust, less focus has been placed on how the state enables
this system of harm to persist. Drawing green criminology into conversation with literature on
industrialized animal agriculture illuminates how corporate actors and the state intersect to create
a system of harm, a system that will continue to negatively impact workers, animals, host

communities, and the environment if systemic action is not taken.

42



Conclusion

Decades of deregulation and consolidation in the industrial animal agriculture sector have
had important impacts on animal welfare, workers, host communities, and the environment. As
the industry became consolidated and integrated, vulnerabilities along the food chain were created.
The consolidation and integration of the industry have yielded significant power to a few key
players, with profound implications for production methods, labor practices, and public policy.
The COVID-19 pandemic further underscored the vulnerabilities inherent in this system. Pre-
existing issues associated with meatpacking, including consolidation, labor precarity, and
multiscalar power relations were amplified during COVID-19. Taking a sociological perspective
to examine the rise and subsequent impacts of industrialized animal agriculture illuminates
troubling patterns of industry power at the expense of host communities, workers, and the
environment. Meatpacking work relies on largely immigrant and refugee populations that have
little political or economic power to contest dangerous working conditions, issues of food safety,
or animal welfare (Broadway and Stull 2007).

Throughout this chapter, I explored legacies of power, worker vulnerability, and the merit
of a green criminological analysis. Government policies, agribusiness lobbyists, under-regulation,
and subsidies have played critical roles in expanding the power and scale of a few meat processing
corporations. Green criminology provides a framework to analyze political-economic origins of
harm in the meatpacking sector and document how crimes are constructed by institutional actors
and relations of power (Beirne 2004; Taylor 2011; Taylor and Fitzgerald 2018). By bringing green
criminology into conversation with scholarship on industrialized animal agriculture, I documented
the interconnections between agribusiness and the state, and suggest that this allegiance was a
critical component of sustaining the treadmill of meat production at the expense of worker safety.

I argued that agribusiness's multi-scalar power is shaped by neoliberalism, market-driven policies,
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deregulation, and regulatory capture— allowing dominant agribusiness firms to wield influence
over policies and regulations, compromising safety standards and favoring corporate interests over
community and worker well-being. The treadmill of production illuminates how economic
interests intersect with policymaking and the social and environmental consequences associated
with production (Schnaiberg and Gould 1994; Schnaiberg, Pellow, and Weinburg 2000). Racial
capitalism illustrates how these policies disproportionately harm marginalized communities and
workers, perpetuating a system where the most vulnerable bear the brunt of environmental and
social costs.

Throughout this chapter, I documented the structural violence embedded within the
meatpacking sector, the industry's influence in the policymaking process, and the socio-
environmental consequences. The limited oversight of agribusiness firms has led to socio-
environmental issues associated with animal agriculture, including a precarious labor force, worker
safety concerns, and deadly public health and environmental consequences (Ashwood et al. 2019;
Broadway and Stull 2008; Eisnetz 2009; Leonard 2014; Bennett 2014; Howard 2016; Silbergeld
2016). My research has important implications for interrogating the outcomes of corporate power
in public health decisions and the need to create greater autonomy between corporate actors and
the political sphere. The collusion between agribusiness, policymakers, and regulators has
facilitated an environment where worker safety standards are compromised, environmental
regulations are sidestepped, and both workers and communities surrounding meatpacking plants
bear the brunt of the resulting socio-environmental hazards. The relationship between industry and
the political-economic sphere not only perpetuates systemic injustices but highlights the urgent
need for comprehensive policy reforms that prioritize the protection of workers, the environment,

and host communities over corporate profit and power.
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CHAPTER THREE: METHODS

This dissertation is premised on exploring: 1) what institutional, structural and
sociopolitical factors shaped meatpacking policymaking during COVID-19; 2) how COVID-19
affected policymaking and enforcement for meat production at the local, state, and national levels;
and 3) how structural inequalities and historical legacies of racial exploitation have shaped the
experiences of meatpacking workers prior to and during COVID-19. In this chapter, I outline my
research methods. First, I provide an overview of my research site. Then, I discuss the qualitative
research methods utilized: critical policy ethnography, content analysis, and in-depth interviews.
Finally, I provide an overview of my sample, a discussion of data collection challenges, and the

role of reflexivity in data collection and analysis.

Extended Case Study & Research Site Background

The extended case method (ECM) is useful for investigating the larger social forces that
shape the case’s conditions (Burawoy 1998). ECM is associated with developing the “macro
foundations of a microsociology” through the process of relating cases to the society in which they
are embedded (Burawoy 1991:280). This method is particularly useful for providing an analysis
on external social forces, power dynamics, and connecting social patterns to theory (Tavory and
Timmermans 2009). ECM is premised on case study selection guided by theoretical
considerations. In my research, I focus my analysis on JBS Foods Headquarters (henceforth
referred to as JBS) located in Greeley, Colorado. I use JBS as a case study to explore the socio-
political roots of COVID-19 transmission, while connecting this case to a broader structural
landscape of state, federal, and local policy decisions that continually render meatpacking workers

vulnerable.
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JBS of Brazil is the largest meatpacking firms in the world, with the other two powerful
firms being WH Group of China and Tyson of the US. These large multi-national corporations
dominate animal production and account for 83.5% of beef production, 66% of pork production,
and 58.5% of chicken production (Hendrickson 2015). I selected this site due to the extent of
COVID-19 outbreak at the facility, its proximate location to Fort Collins (allowing extended and
frequent access), and the embedded nature of agribusiness in local, regional, and national
economies. Greeley is the largest city in Weld County, a county that is the leading producer of
beef cattle, grain, sugar beets, and dairy in Colorado (Weld County 2023).

Greeley, Colorado, is representative of many meatpacking towns: what was once a
homophilous, predominately white, rural area (once settler colonialism was underway) has been
transformed by agriculture and the presence of a meatpacking facility. Greeley is located in Weld
County, Colorado, where settlers began building communities in the 1850s (Weld County
Government 2023). By 1870, ranching and agriculture began in the area, and the population was
composed predominately of European settlers. In the 1920s, sugar beet farming was a key
component of the area’s economy; with German Russians, Japanese-Americans, and, later,
Mexican and Latin American workers recruited for labor by the Great Western Sugar Company
(Mehls and Mehls 1998). However, by the 1970s, sugar beet production had decreased, as
available acreage declined due to increasing corn production for livestock, weather-related harvest
issues, and rising supplies of sugar cane and high fructose corn syrups (Fox 2016).

In the late 19th century, Weld County emerged as a prominent hub for cattle ranching and
beef production. The availability of vast grazing lands and an ideal climate for livestock rearing
attracted ranchers and meatpackers to the area (Weld County Government 2023). In 1930, a new

form of agricultural production under Monfort, Inc: cattle feedlots. However, the area also faced
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local agricultural labor shortages, making it challenging to maintain a steady workforce. During
the 1940s, the Bracero program was utilized to address labor shortages by allowing Mexicans to
obtain temporary work permits, subsequently increasing the local population ("Ramadan redux"...
2009). In 1960, Monfort, Inc. expanded its cattle feedlots to include meat processing, a move that
had lasting effects on Greeley's labor market and community demographics (Swanson 2002).

In the decades that followed, issues with labor including low pay, subsequent strikes, and
discrimination against unionized employees led to the plant being purchased by ConAgra in 1987.
For instance, in 1980—following a 73-day pay-increase strike—the Monfort plant closed, resulting
in the loss of 1,200 jobs (Swanson 2002). Two years later, the plant reopened with lower hourly
wages and no union representation, two changes that helped the plant cut labor costs by 25%
(“Meatpacking has a long history...” 2006). In 1987, ConAgra Foods bought the plant for $365.5
million, a sale linked to a market downturn and a U.S. Supreme Court ruling that refused to block
consolidation in the industry (Swanson 2002). In 1998, the U.S Department of Labor fined
Monfort, Inc $1.2 million for not paying employees overtime and $2.2 million in backpay; one
year later, ConAgra consolidated all beef companies under its ownership to ConAgra Foods. In
2002, Swift & Co purchased ConAgra and took ownership of the plant in Greeley. At this time,
the plant demographics were 75% Latino, and 60% of workers were monolingual Spanish speakers
(Swanson 2002).

In 2006, U.S immigration officials raided six meatpacking plants owned by Swift & Co,
including the now-JBS plant in Greeley. Across these sites, 12,000 people were detained and 1,300
people were ultimately deported (Kammer 2009). Although there is no verified statistic, sources
have estimated that 23% of Swift & Co.’s employees were undocumented immigrants at the time

of the 2006 ICE raids, demonstrating the significant population of undocumented immigrants in
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this sector (Kammer 2009). To replace Latinx workers, JBS immediately began recruiting Somali
and Burmese refugees who had historically resettled in metropolitan areas like Denver and
Colorado Springs (Hausermann et al. 2021). Changing racial and ethnic demographics in Greeley
reflect the surge of refugee meatpacking workers following the ICE raid, with 1,200 Somalians
and 600 Burmese documented in the area in 2012 and accounting for 15% of the plant’s workforce
by 2013 (Hausermann et al. 2021; Murray 2013). This is a stark contrast to pre-raid demographics,
where 90% of workers were Latinx (Marston, Nelson, and Behr 2016). Today, Greeley’s
population is 40% Latinx, 3% Black or African American, 1% Asian, 12% foreign-born, and a
25% of residents speak a language other than English at home (US Census Bureau 2022).

The economic impact of the meatpacking sector in the area is substantial, with JBS
currently the city’s largest employer at nearly 5,000 jobs (Weld County 2023). Due to the
concentrated nature of the labor market and the role of JBS as the area’s leading employer, Greeley
has been characterized as a “modern company town” (Willingham and Ajilore 2019). Politically,
Weld County has been historically dominated by the Republican Party, with 57.6% of residents
voting for the Republican candidate in the 2021 election (Colorado Secretary of State 2023). This
conservative political climate has historically extended to the composition of the county's board of
County Commissioners, where the majority of Commissioners have been Republicans,
significantly influencing policy decisions. Weld County's status as a prominent center for oil and
gas production in Colorado has also led to a political environment supportive of the energy
industry, resulting in policies conducive to unconventional oil and gas development and an area

which has one of the highest well-to-people density ratios in the U.S (Malin 2020).
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Furthermore, Weld County is unique in that it is one of two counties in Colorado that is a
“home rule” county?. Home rule is a governance structure that enables local governments to act
and legislate on local matters (Bernard 2020). Counties with home rule powers can use their
expanded authority to attract businesses and industries that align with their economic development
objectives, offering incentives, creating business-friendly environments, and implementing
policies to promote growth. There are strengths and weaknesses to home rule governance. On one
hand, County Commissioners can tailor governance based on the local context of Weld County
versus a statewide approach. Home rule counties are less constrained by state requirements as they
are not required to follow state statutes in matters of local and municipal concern and thus do not
have state interference in these matters (Mamet 2018). Other advantages include flexibility in
county procedures, such as enacting local ordinances, finances, and in elections (Mamet 2018).

However, home rule also brings the potential for conflict, as differences in policies and
regulations between local governments and the state can lead to legal disputes or challenges
(Benson 2007). In home rule counties, county governance supersedes state law. This was
particularly notable during the COVID-19 pandemic, in which home-rule counties such as Weld
County were able to resist statewide mandates, such as mask orders and business closures. Weld
County is governed by five elected County Commissioners who serve as the primary decision
makers in local governance, including public health decisions. This governance structure further
highlights the importance of research on how local, state, and federal policymaking can shape
public health outcomes, particularly during unprecedented events like the COVID-19 pandemic.

As of September 2021, 291 JBS workers in Colorado tested positive for COVID-19 and 8

workers died, one of whom worked in the corporate office (Bradbury 2020). Following an OSHA

2 Although there are only two home rule counties in Colorado, there are 101 home rule towns and cities in the state
(Mamet 2018).
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COVID-19 plant inspection in September 2020, the plant was fined $15,615 for “failing to protect
employees from exposure to the coronavirus” (OSHA 2020). The JBS plant is not unique: close to
60,000 meatpacking workers tested positive and nearly 300 died in the United States (Douglas

2021).

Fig. 1. Map of COVID-19 outbreaks in meatpacking plants (Douglas 2021)

The prominence of JBS as a major player in the meatpacking industry situated Greeley as an ideal
site for analyzing the convergence socio-political factors, public health outcomes, and labor
dynamics in meatpacking plants pre- and post-COVID-19 pandemic. Furthermore, in my analysis
of Weld County, I explore how local governance structures, agribusiness dependence, and pre-
existing political structures can shape public health outcomes. The historical, economic, and
demographic context of meatpacking in the area provided the opportunity to examine the
multiscalar socio-political dimensions of COVID-19 transmission in meatpacking plants using

qualitative research methods.
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Qualitative Research Methods

Qualitative research methods emphasize the meanings, experiences, and views of
participants to make sense of the phenomena in question (Mays, Pope, and Popay 2005).
Qualitative research is often used to pursue detailed knowledge of an event, experience, or situation
(Ragin, Nagel, and White 2004). Instead of drawing from a large sample of an entire population,
qualitative researchers seek to acquire information from smaller groups of individuals (Ragin,
Nagel, and White 2004) to understand the embedded and lived experiences of various phenomena.
Rather than attempting to prove something, or provide a universal explanation for a phenomenon,
qualitative research seeks to describe a system of relationships using insight gained from
participant observation, fieldwork, and qualitative interviews. The research questions I ask are best
answered using these methods, which include: 1) What institutional, structural and sociopolitical
factors shaped policymaking for meatpacking during COVID-19?; 2) How did COVID-19 affect
policymaking and enforcement for meat production at the local, state, and national levels?; and 3)
How have structural inequalities and historical legacies of racial exploitation shaped the
experiences of meatpacking workers prior to and during COVID-19?

To answer these questions, I used content analysis, critical policy ethnography, and
interviews. Below, I describe my approaches in utilizing each method. Throughout, I utilized a
multiscalar approach to data collection to link micro- and meso-level outcomes to structural drivers
and vulnerabilities (see Figure 2). Utilizing this multi-scalar framework enabled me to examine
the complex dynamics within the meatpacking industry through various levels of analysis, from

the individual firm level to local, state, and federal governance structures (Smith et al. 2020).
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Federal Level:
Federal regulations &
policies
Regulatory framework
Political landscape

Fig. 2. Multiscalar approach
While I focused my extended case study on JBS, this approach was key for situating this extended
case study into a broader landscape of agribusiness power and the subsequent impact of this power

on workers.

Qualitative Content Analysis

I used qualitative content analysis to investigate the institutional, structural, and political
decisions that have contributed to high COVID-19 transmission rates in meatpacking. Content
analysis is a systematic method of analyzing written, verbal, or visual communication messages,
with the goal of “providing knowledge, new insights, a representative of facts, and a practical
guide to action” (Elo and Kyngés 2007:108). I used content analysis to identify trends and patterns
within policy documents, news stories, reports, and other written communications (Elo and Kyngés
2007). This included recognizing recurrent themes, key phrases, and narratives across documents.
This was crucial to identifying how certain policy decisions were framed and justified and the
political, contextual, and structural factors influencing these choices (Neuendorf 2016). Analyzing
existing documents, news stories, reports, and documents provided a deeper understanding of the

policy decisions that shaped the vulnerability of meatpacking workers during the pandemic.

52



I collected secondary data from March 2020 to September 2021. Data that extended beyond
this timeframe, which was relevant to understanding COVID-19 and meatpacking plants, was
included on a case-by-case basis. To select my data sources, I identified regional newspapers in
Colorado that have published articles related to COVID-19 and meatpacking, such as The
Colorado Sun and Greeley Tribune. 1 also included national newspapers, due to their coverage of
COVID-19 and meatpacking facilities, including: The New York Times, The Guardian, The
Washington Post, and The Denver Post. 1 identified key advocacy organizations and independent
new sources that were reporting on COVID-19 and meatpacking facilities, which included: Civil
Eats, ProPublica, Public Citizen, The Counter, Food and Environment Reporting Network, and
the Midwest Center for Investigative Journalism. To gather documents from these sources, I used
NewsBank and Nexis Uni, two online news databases that facilitates large downloads of files.
Search terms include: “COVID-19 OR pandemic*” and “JBS AND Greeley". I used online
archives of newspapers to gather documents unavailable through these databases.

I also gathered information on on-going lawsuits, industry reports and documents, and
relevant policies and regulatory actions, such as OSHA fines and citations, through manual internet
searches. While I was collecting secondary data, the Select Subcommittee on the Coronavirus
launched an investigation on the meatpacking industry’s response to COVID-19. This
investigation published an interim report in September 2021 and a final report in 2022, which
included links to documents, letters, facility inspections, complaints, interviews, email records,
and other communications concerning COVID-19 in meatpacking plants. [ reviewed all documents
and downloaded them for analysis, excluding those that were outside my research parameters. |
also collected state and federal data on site records of worker complaints, facility inspections, and

worker illness and death from COVID-19 using manual searches of databases maintained by
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Midwest Center, FERN, OSHA, and others. As my analytical methods were iterative across data

sources, I describe them below after I review the other data collection methods I used.

Critical Policy Ethnography

To explore the relationships between socio-political decisions and the experiences of
meatpacking workers during COVID-19, I drew on critical policy ethnography. Policy
ethnographies “provide useful qualitative data that give a nuanced and realistic ground-level view
of policies too often analyzed abstractly from the top” (Dubois 2009:220). Critical policy
ethnographic research can provide a deeper understanding of how policies shape the lived
experiences of individuals and the power dynamics which undergird policy decisions (Dubois
2014). Critical policy ethnographies differ in form, but predominately focus on illuminating how
policies construct individual and group experiences, as well as power dynamics embedded within
policymaking processes (Hankivsky et al. 2014). Critical policy ethnography can “generate critical
background information, with specific attention to the processes and mechanisms by which policy
problems are identified, constructed, and addressed” (Hankivsky et al. 2014: 3). This method is
useful for assessing government priorities and the inequities and privileges created by policy
responses. Critical policy ethnographies can also be transformative, in that they can offer
alternative policy solutions aimed at social and structural changes that may reduce inequities and
promote social justice (Hankivsky et al. 2014).

Beyond assessing the outcomes of policies, critical policy ethnography can provide an
account of individuals and entities associated with policy decision-making processes (Dubois
2014). Documents are a key part of this investigation, as they are a “crucial objectification of
policies and a major aspect of bureaucratic work™ (Dubois 2014: 17). Given that direct observation

of policy-making processes is difficult, analyzing documents and publicly available information
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can provide ways to investigate power dynamics, negotiations, and policymaking. Drawing on
secondary data and in-depth interviews with labor, food system, and health officials, I assessed
policy decisions relevant to meatpacking facilities and how they influenced the vulnerability of
workers during the COVID-19 pandemic and beyond.

My secondary data includes industry reports, press releases, relevant policies associated
with high rates of COVID-19 transmission (e.g., line speed increase), policy briefs, associated bills
and regulatory actions—including then President Trump’s Executive Order, governmental agency
(such as OSHA, USDA, CDC) statistics, studies, and press releases, and reports and records. This
data was key for my green criminological analysis—assessing the state and structural level factors
which have shaped the current regulatory structure, limited corporate liability, and immense profits
and inequality. This data also provided empirical evidence to support the role of agribusiness actors
in policymaking, relevant to my analysis of how harm is mediated through the legal sphere and
the state. After completing data collection and analysis (discussed later) of secondary data, I moved

to the next stage of data collection: in-depth interviews.

Interviews

In addition to secondary data, I gathered primary qualitative data through semi-structured
in-depth interviews>. Interviews allow researchers to explore matters that are unique to the
interviewee, such as their lived experiences, meaning making processes, and perception of a
phenomenon (McGrath, Palmgren, and Liljedahl 2019). In semi-structured interviews, the

interview guide is a list of topics and broader questions that encourage participants to speak freely

3 During my doctoral research, I also collaborated with Dr. Annabel Ipsen as a research assistant on her meatpacking
labor project in northern Colorado. Due to the nature of conducting interviews with vulnerable populations during a
global pandemic, and limited resources, we collaborated on eight interviews where our research interests overlapped.
This collaboration sought to minimize the impact on interviewees and maximize limited resources. In these cases, we
cowrote interview guides and share intellectual property of that data.
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and address topics and experiences that the participant feels is relevant (Lofland et al. 2006). My
semi-structured interview guide included questions about the interviewee’s occupation, their
experiences during COVID-19 and its impact on their work, and perceptions of how COVID-19
impacted the meatpacking sector and workers (see Appendix A). Through interviews with key
stakeholders—including workers, officials, and policymakers—I aimed to capture the lived
experiences and perspectives that were not fully elucidated through my other data sources.
Interviews enriched my understanding of the structural, institutional, and political dynamics

shaping the vulnerability of meatpacking workers prior to and during the pandemic.

Interview recruitment, sampling, and process.

To recruit participants, I relied on purposive and network sampling. The inclusion criteria
for participation included people who: work(ed) in a meatpacking facility during COVID-19;
worked as public health representatives and officials; acted as labor and meatpacking worker
advocates; or worked as local, state, and federal employees and officials. Representatives,
employees, and officials were selected based on their proximity to the meatpacking sector, e.g.,
individuals engaged in public health decision-making, meatpacking worker health and safety
guidance, and other structurally relevant roles. These were frequently bureaucrats at USDA,
OSHA, and CDC, as well as meatpacking lobbyists engaged in the policymaking process. In other
cases, these were local, regional, and state worker advocates who had testified on behalf of
workers. Many of these documents had redacted email addresses, so I turned to the internet to
compile contact information when possible. Although I was able to glean contact information for
many individuals on my initial list, I was not always successful and subsequently had to eliminate
a small number of individuals from this initial sample. In addition to identifying potential

participants during document analysis, I engaged in manual internet searches to identify actors on
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a more localized level, including County Commissioners, county and state health and labor
officials, and worker advocates. I also leveraged local personal contacts to recruit a small sample
of workers, a population I struggled to recruit due to issues of access.

After compiling a list of contact information for potential participants, I began recruitment.
I engaged in a two-pronged strategy: calling phone numbers and emailing participants. For
officials, this often meant also reaching out to their office managers and assistants to schedule an
interview. I contacted each participant three times before ceasing my efforts if I had yet to receive
a response. As I conducted interviews, I recruited additional participants through network
sampling, where I asked interviewees to recommend friends and colleagues who met the criteria
for inclusion. Network sampling is particularly useful when the research topic is on a sensitive
issue, and this requires the knowledge of insider to locate people (Biernacki and Waldorf 1981).
This chain referral process allowed me to reach two populations that are relatively hard to access:
meatpacking workers and bureaucrats.

While network sampling has been criticized as having limited representativeness of a
population, as well as issues associated with verifying the accounts of those interviewed, these
were not substantial limitations in my research. As I was concerned with decision-making
processes of public officials and representatives and the subsequent impact on meatpacking
workers, I was not aiming to generate a random sample. When interviews no longer produced new
insights, I reached data saturation and ceased conducting interviews.

I conducted interviews from August 2022 to March 2023. In total, I conducted 39 in-depth
interviews, including two joint interviews with two people. My sample was composed of 38
individuals, as I conducted follow-up interviews with two participants (see Table 1).

Table 1. Participant sample
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Participant Group # of Interviews | # of Interviewees
Workers 5 4

Attorneys and Reporters 5 5

Advocacy Groups and Union Representatives 6 6

State and Federal Representatives 19 19

Local Officials 4 4

Each interviewee provided an important standpoint on the structural components of regulatory and
policy decision-making spaces, given their institutional roles and locations. Local, state, and
federal actors provided key perspectives related to governance, public health policy, labor policy,
and worker safety oversight across scales. Attorneys provided further information on the legal
aspects and rights of meatpacking workers and challenges with receiving worker’s compensation
before and during COVID-19. Workers included current and former JBS workers, key for
documenting their lived experiences. Advocacy participants were affiliated with advocacy groups,
community organizations, and labor unions and provided detail to the experiences of meatpacking
workers pre- and post-pandemic.

Interviews took place in-person, over the phone, or over a video conferencing platform
(Zoom and Microsoft Teams), depending on interviewee preference, their geographic location, and
scheduling constraints. For the in-person interviews, I frequently met participants at coffee shops
in the area, their offices, and less frequently, their homes. Interviews lasted an average of 60
minutes. Interviews were recorded with the consent of the participant and later transcribed
verbatim. In two cases where the participants were primarily Spanish speakers, I recruited a

bilingual assistant, who helped conduct and transcribe their interviews.
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Data Analysis

After gathering my secondary data, I created a spreadsheet and documented the source
location, date of publication, date of access, source type, and a brief description of the source. In
total, I gathered 270 unique documents, most of which spanned multiple pages. I printed each
document and organized by source type in binders. Source types included: newspaper articles,
governmental reports, lawsuit documents, site inspections and complaints, safety guidance,
company reports, email records, policies, associated bills and regulatory actions, policy briefs,
letters, memorandums, press releases, and testimonies. After organizing my secondary data, I
began coding the data thematically using a line-by-line approach (Saldana 2016). I used open
coding to identify initial codes related to emergent themes of labor precarity, the role of the state,
narratives, COVID data, regulations, and safety precautions.

In analyzing my secondary data, I used content analysis to document patterns, themes, and
trends within the data at a descriptive level (Neuendorf 2019). Content analysis allowed me to
extract valuable information from a range of documents, reports, and media sources. While content
analysis provided me with key background information, I used critical policy ethnography to
provide a higher-level analysis of my various data sources and findings. Critical policy
ethnography offered an analytic lens through which I could critically examine policies relevant to
the meatpacking sector both before and after the onset of the pandemic. This approach enabled me
to scrutinize not only the content of policies but also the underlying ideologies, power structures,
and social implications embedded within them. This framework was key to assessing the accounts
of federal, state, and local officials related to the policymaking processes during COVID-19. After
completing my first round of open coding, I reviewed the codes to identify linkages between
power, policy, agribusiness, and the state. These themes informed my interview guide

development and participant recruitment strategy.
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After completing interviews and transcribing them, I analyzed interview transcripts on N
Vivo, a qualitative data analysis software. I opted for an inductive and iterative approach, focusing
on techniques such as open coding, category development, and abstraction to transition from
specific findings to broader, more generalized insights (Elo and Kyngés 2008). Taking an iterative
and inductive approach to data collection and analysis provided the opportunity to probe deeper
into developing themes and concepts. Following the initial round of line-by-line coding of
interviews (Saldana 2016), I revisited the coded interview transcripts and organized and collapsed
codes into larger analytic themes. Throughout this process, I composed memos to document
emerging hypotheses, analytical questions, and evolving interpretations (Emerson et al. 2011),
providing guidance as I worked towards a more comprehensive understanding of the data.

In critical policy ethnography, data triangulation between documents and interview
transcripts is beneficial to analyze the nuances within policy processes and their impacts (Denzin
2018). This approach not only strengthens the reliability of findings but also enables a richer
contextualization of policy-related issues (Denzin 2018). As I analyzed the interview data, |
revisited my secondary data to explore linkages between my datasets. Documents such as policy
reports, legislative records, and official communications provided insights into the formal
dimensions of policies and policymaking, while interview data captured the lived experiences and
perspectives of stakeholders. Moreover, email records provided a unique lens to explore policy
dynamics and interactions that spanned beyond my interview sample. These records helped
identify other key actors in the policymaking process, including meat agribusiness, that I was not
successfully able to recruit to participate in an interview. In this way, the email records served to
provide a behind the scenes look of policymaking, discussions around COVID-19 in the

meatpacking sector, and the role of industry actors. Furthermore, triangulating between my
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primary and secondary datasets allowed me to collaborate interview accounts and add nuance to

publicly available written records.

Challenges and Limitations

A major challenge in this research was accessing and recruiting workers to participate. This
was informed by a multitude of factors, including language barriers, fears of potential
repercussions from their employers (such as job loss or workplace harassment), and lack of
available contact information or contact sources. Although I was able to interview a small number
of workers, for these reasons they are under-sampled in relation to my other participants. However,
community organizers and advocates in the area were able to provide additional written
information (either sent via messages or notes from phone call conversations) that workers had
shared with them. I drew on these narratives to deepen my understanding of working conditions
during the COVID-19 pandemic and the barriers that made worker interview recruitment difficult.

Although I anticipated recruiting policymakers to be a challenge, purposive sampling, clear
confidentiality procedures, and network sampling garnered a sample of people who were willing
to be interviewed. As I was speaking with public health officials and representatives, who may
fear disclosing controversial or troubling information, ensuring confidentiality was of utmost
importance. All respondents were given a pseudonym, any identifying information was obscured,
and I followed IRB standards for maintaining a secure database with their contact information. In
my writing, I employ broad terms such as “local official” or “bureaucrat” or “USDA official”
instead of specific job titles to avoid disclosing individuals' identities or professional roles.

In addition to challenges with recruitment, another limitation of this study is the focus on
one case study site versus a more comparative approach. Comparing across site locations may have

increased the generalizability of my findings, as well as illuminated how differences in local and
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state contexts shaped policy dynamics and subsequent impacts for workers. Focusing on one site,
though, provided a level of depth to my data collection that would have been difficult to replicate
in a comparative case study. This is particularly notable given limited funding which would have
enabled me to 1) spend extended time in the field to identify and recruit local contacts and 2)
establish a history of the area. In focusing my analyses on the JBS plant, I document the intricate
connections between local and state governance structures, their policy dynamics, and the
consequent impacts on meatpacking workers.

My secondary data also provided information across site locations and a more
comprehensive understanding. This data provided a unique lens to explore state and federal level
dynamics, in that I drew on CDC, OSHA, and USDA reports, testimonies, and email records
between meat industry associations and local, state, federal officials. While I focused my analysis
of federal and state policies on JBS, this data illustrated patterns across firms. For example, email
records documented the role of agribusiness lobbyists and meat executives in policymaking at the
federal, state, and local level. Interviews with federal actors and national workers’ advocacy
organizations also enabled me to understand policy dynamics, and subsequent impacts, beyond
my case study site. The multiscalar approach to data collection facilitated a broader understanding
of sociopolitical factors related to COVID-19 transmission in meatpacking plants.

Although a comparative approach may have provided further nuances on industry practices
and local contexts, an extended case study allowed for a comprehensive examination of the
interconnectedness between local and state governance systems and their impact on the health of
meatpacking workers. Furthermore, focusing on one site location strengthened my understanding
of the racialized consequences of labor market power and the meatpacking sector. Expanding

beyond the JBS plant, and exploring this phenomenon through a multiscalar approach, enabled me
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to document broader patterns and trends. In using a multiscalar approach, I argue that an allegiance
between industry actors and the state exists across geographic areas, an allegiance which has led

to severe socio-environmental harms.

Reflexivity and Positionality

Reflexivity is particularly important in qualitative research methods, such as interviews,
where the researcher's presence and interpretation are integral to the research process. Reflexivity
acknowledges that researchers are not neutral observers but are actively involved in shaping the
research through their choices, perspectives, and interactions with participants (Hammersley and
Atkinson 2007). I integrated reflexivity into the data collection and analysis process, recognizing
my own perspectives, beliefs, and assumptions and their potential influence on the research
findings (Reeves, Kuper, Hodges 2008). My positionality as a white, liberal, vegan, highly
educated woman is important to note. This research rose out of my deep commitment to
documenting the harms associated with the industrialized animal agriculture: harms which impact
animals, the environment, workers, and communities. Reflexivity was a key component of
assessing how my own beliefs may have shaped my interpretation of the data. For example, while
I questioned narratives that centered on the necessity of meat, this was not a part of my formal
analysis. Given the deeply embedded nature of meat in our society, I viewed these narratives as
reflective of the cultural fabric that normalizes industrial scale meat production and consumption.

During interviews, I also consciously "bracketed", e.g., set aside my assumptions to better
understand the viewpoints of participants, even when those viewpoints challenged my own beliefs.
As I embarked on primary data collection, I was exposed to a variety of perspectives, experiences,
and thoughts—many of which contradicted my initial conceptions. In the beginning, it seemed

quite straightforward: regulatory agencies had enabled agribusiness interests to take priority over
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protecting worker safety. However, as I spoke with regulatory officials, I was exposed to differing
perspectives and the challenges faced by bureaucrats due to institutional and structural constraints:
challenges that provided me with a more multifaceted understanding of policymaking during
COVID-19. These interviews added nuance to my understanding of COVID-19 outbreaks in
meatpacking plants, providing more context on the negotiations and challenges that policymakers
and bureaucrats endured in an unprecedented public health crisis. Often, interviews provided more
contextual information regarding policymaking challenges that I was not able to glean through
document analysis.

As Iidentify as a feminist researcher, I also believe it is critical to represent informants in
a manner that does not betray trust and acknowledges their standpoints. Feminist researchers take
responsibility for the representation of participants, taking care in their writing to respectfully
represent positionality (Cherry, Ellis, DeSoucey 2011). Throughout my data collection process, I
engaged in “member checking” to ensure an accurate representation of the lived experience of the
participants being studied. Lincoln and Guba (1986:77) describe member checks as “the process
of continuous, informal testing of information” and as a crucial technique for establishing
credibility. Member checking entailed asking probing questions during interviews, referring to
themes garnered during my document analysis, and corroborating the accounts of other
participants during subsequent interviews and secondary data collection and analysis. During
analysis, I moved back and forth between my various participant accounts to illustrate the nuances
associated with policymaking processes, the subsequent impacts on workers, and the perspectives
shared across interviewees. Having a diverse set of accounts and experiences strengthened my
understanding of the data, as well as enabled me to practice reflexivity during analysis through

providing multiple perspectives.
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CHAPTER FOUR: OVERSIGHT OF THE MEATPACKING SECTOR

In this chapter, I provide an overview of the regulation of the meatpacking sector. I assess
regulation at the federal level as it relates to meatpacking, including worker safety, labor policy,
and public health. I draw on secondary data analysis, critical policy ethnography, and in-depth
interviews to analyze policymaking and the impacts of a fragmented regulatory framework on
worker safety and public health. I first summarize the regulation of the meatpacking sector and
provide an overview of the agencies tasked with regulating food and worker safety. Next, I analyze
the role of agribusiness actors and lobbyists in COVID-19 policymaking, documenting the
interplay between industry interests and policy outcomes. Finally, I turn towards a discussion of
the overlap between food safety and worker safety, highlighting how regulatory fragmentation
coupled with regulatory capture heightened the difficulties in developing and enforcing worker
safety standards during the pandemic.

Throughout this chapter, I document factors leading to the erosion of OSHA and USDA’s
regulatory power related to food and worker safety. These include legacies of underfunding,
understaffing, and increased corporate power and self-regulation — factors I link to outcomes of
neoliberalism. I also analyze how pre-existing issues associated with meatpacking, including
increased line speeds and decreased inspections, shaped outcomes related to COVID-19
transmission and worker vulnerability. Importantly, changes in line speed and inspection
regulations have been driven by corporate actors and reflect the rise of corporate power in the
policymaking power. In tracing corporate involvement in policymaking during COVID-19, I
strengthen an understanding of how the political economic system shapes harms related to worker

wellbeing and safety (Johnson, Schwartz, and Inlow 2020; Lynch 2022; Lynch, Stretesky, and
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Long 2020; Lynch and Long 2022). Although some harms were caused directly by policies, I
suggest that other harms are the product of a weakened regulatory framework. Rather than directly
harmful policy actions, an erosion of regulatory power, limited collaborative pathways, and
regulatory fragmentation between the agencies tasked with ensuring worker and food safety
intensified the harms experienced by meatpacking workers during COVID-19.

In focusing my analysis at the federal level and exploring how meatpacking executives and
lobbyists worked together to push forth policies that prioritized production over worker safety, I
illustrate the influence of agribusiness in both the regulatory framework and structure of the food
system (Leonard 2014; Silbergeld 2016; Howard 2016). Although green criminologists have
researched food regulation, such as food safety issues and food-borne disease outbreaks (see
Leighton 2022; Lynch and Long 2019), research on the harms associated with meatpacking sector
is scant and has largely focused on crime rates in meatpacking communities and harms to animals,
workers, and the surrounding environment (Wyatt 2014; Fitzgerald, Kalof, and Dietz 2009;
Jacques 2015; Porcher 2011; Muller 2018; Taylor and Fitzgerald 2018). Research related to
agribusiness involvement in the policymaking process and subsequent harms experienced by
workers is even more limited; with green criminologists calling for increased attention to the
instituonalized harms embedded within the industrial animal complex (Taylor and Fitzgerald 2018;
Tourangeou and Fitzgerald 2020).

In drawing on secondary data sources and in-depth interviews with worker, health, and
food safety officials, I provide a novel, critical analysis of how agribusiness leveraged the COVID-
19 pandemic to push policies that benefitted their interests and maintained meat production,
despite the risks faced by workers. Furthermore, I draw on interviews with bureaucrats to

document the barriers they faced during COVID-19, including the outcomes of underfunding and
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limited staff capacity, coupled with regulatory fragmentation and limited collaborative pathways.
Declined staff capacity, virtual inspections, and a lack of COVID-19 standards amplified the
impacts of the pandemic on workers whilst highlighting the need for increased agency regulatory
power and collaboration to better respond to unprecedented health crises. To my knowledge, no
one has yet published qualitative research on the policymaking challenges faced by labor, health,
and food system institutions during the COVID-19 pandemic. The findings in this chapter provide
key information related to the institutional, structural, and socio-political contexts that shaped high
transmission rates and harm in the meatpacking sector and emphasize the need for enhanced

regulatory capacity and greater autonomy between corporate actors and the political sphere.

Who is Regulating the Meatpacking Sector?
The United States Department of Agriculture
The meatpacking sector is primarily regulated through United States Department of

Agriculture (USDA) and the Occupational Health and Safety Administration (OSHA). The
USDA’s mission is to “support the American agricultural economy to strengthen rural
communities; to protect and conserve our natural resources; and to provide a safe, sufficient, and
nutritious food supply for the American people” (USDA 2016). The USDA is comprised of 29
agencies, who are tasked with various responsibilities including marketing US agricultural
products, conducting research, protecting US agriculture resources from pests and disease,
administrating farm commodity programs, and ensuring food safety (USDA 2016). Of the 29
agencies, the two which are highly relevant to the meatpacking sector are the Food Safety and
Inspection Service (FSIS) and the Animal Plant Health Inspection Service (APHIS) (USDA 2021).
FSIS is responsible for ensuring the safety and quality of meat and poultry products and conducts

inspections at meat processing plants to verify that they adhere to sanitation and safety standards
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(FSIS 2023). These inspections encompass various stages of production, from slaughter and
processing to packaging and labeling. APHIS, on the other hand, conducts surveillance,
monitoring, and research to detect and respond to emerging threats to agriculture and the
environment (USDA APHIS 2023). This includes ensuring that imported animals meet health and
safety standards and that agricultural products comply with federal requirements.

The USDA plays a key role in maintaining a safe food supply and agricultural sector;
however, its focus is on food safety nor worker safety. Key USDA policies and guidelines related
to meatpacking are the Federal Meat Inspection Act (FMIA), Humane Methods of Slaughter Act
(HMSA), the Poultry Products Inspection Act (PPIA), Hazard Analysis Critical Control Point
(HACCP), New Poultry Inspection System (NPIS), New Swine Inspection System (NSIS) and the
Packers and Stockyard Act (FSIS 2023; USDA 2023). The bulk of these policies are premised on
ensuring meat and meat products are processed in sanitary conditions without undue animal
suffering, while the Packers and Stockyard Act focuses on ensuring fair competition in the market.
Under PPIA, NSIS, and NPIS, plants develop, implement, and maintain their HACCP systems’
procedures to prevent contamination (FSIS 2023).

Over the years, there have been several developments regarding the regulation of line
speeds and inspection procedures in meatpacking plants. In 1997, FSIS initiated faster line speeds
and deregulatory measures in some chicken and pig meatpacking plants through the HACCP-
Based Inspection Models Project (HIMP) (Replogle and Winders 2021). In 2012, FSIS proposed
arule to increase line speeds for chicken plants but decided to permit only 20 HIMP chicken plants
to operate at faster speeds due to opposition. Notably, these plants all increased overall production
following the permit (Replogle and Winders 2021). In 2017, the National Chicken Council

submitted a petition to the FSIS and requested a waiver system to allow poultry plants to operate
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without line speed limits, emphasizing increased production volume. FSIS initially denied the
petition but later began granting line speed waivers to additional poultry plants. In 2019, FSIS
finalized the Pig Slaughter Deregulation Rule, permitting all pig plants to opt out of line speed
limits, reduce the number of federal inspectors, and delegate inspection responsibilities to
meatpacking personnel (Collins 2019). As a justification for revoking line speeds, FSIS
highlighted a 12.49% increase in production and an estimated $87.64 million increase of industry
profits (Replogle and Winders 2021). However, the consequences of line speed increases were not
included in these justifications—consequences which include increased rates of worker injury and
exacerbation of environmental impacts (Replogle and Winders 2021). This deregulation also
reduced federal oversight, transferring inspection responsibilities historically performed by FSIS
officials to meatpacking employees, reducing the number of FSIS inspectors in the plant

conducting inspections in favor of privatized inspections (Chapman et al. 2021).

The Occupational Health and Safety Administration
While food safety is regulated through USDA, the Occupational Health and Safety

Administration (OSHA) under the Department of Labor regulates worker safety. OSHA was
created in 1970 to “assure safe and healthful conditions for workers by setting and enforcing
standards and providing training, outreach, education, and compliance assistance” (OSHA
2023:6). Currently, OSHA covers 29 states, including Colorado (OSHA 2023). States that are not
covered by OSHA have approved state plans, which must be at least as affective as the federal
OSHA program (OSHA 2023). A key tenet of OSHA’s mission is developing and enforcing
occupational and health standards and conducting inspections to evaluate safety conditions,
addressing safety violation complaints, and providing guidance to both employers and employees

on adhering to safety regulations. Initial OSHA regulations focused primarily on industrial
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workplaces and set the foundation for addressing workplace hazards across various sectors (Weil
1991). The standards covered aspects such as fall protection, hazardous materials handling, and
machine guarding, among others (OSHA 2023). Over time, OSHA oversight expanded to include
a range of workplaces and industries and industry-specific regulations tailored to address unique
hazards (OSHA 2023).

To enforce safety and health standards, OSHA utilizes a multi-pronged approach that
includes inspections, citations, penalties, and compliance assistance. OSHA inspections can be
either programmed (scheduled) or unprogrammed (unscheduled). Programmed inspections are
often targeted based on high-risk industries, injury and illness rates, or specific hazards.
Unprogrammed inspections can occur in response to complaints, reports of severe injuries or
fatalities, referrals from other agencies, or as part of OSHA's emphasis programs, which are
temporary programs that focus OSHA's resources on particular hazards and high-hazard industries
(OSHA 2019). During an OSHA inspection, compliance officers conduct a workplace inspection
to identify hazards, assess compliance with safety and health standards, and issue citations and
penalties based on observed violations (Representatives of Employers and Employees 1971;
Consultation with Employees, 2013; Abatement Verification, 1998). Employers can request an
informal conference with OSHA to discuss citations, penalties, abatement requirements, and
potential settlement agreements (Employer and Employee Contests Before the Review
Commission, 2007). Employers also have the right to contest OSHA citations and penalties, which
are reviewed by the Occupational Safety and Health Review Commission (OSHRC).

Under OSHA law, employers are responsible for creating a safe workplace for employees
and upholding workplace safety and health standards. Some of the key elements of OSHA

guidelines for employers include: display the OSHA Job Safety and Health poster, inform workers
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about chemical hazards, provide safety training, keep accurate records of work-related injuries and
illness, post OSHA citations and injury data where workers can see them, notify OSHA within 7
hours of a workplace fatality or within 24 hours of work-related in patient hospitalization,
amputation, or loss of an eye, and not retaliate against workers for using their rights under the law
(OSHA 2023). Employees have the right to file a confidential complaint, participate in an OSHA
inspection, file a complaint with OSHA if they have been retaliated against as the result of using
their rights under OSHA, and file a complaint if punished for acting as a whistleblower. They also
have the right to receive information and training about hazards and OSHA standards, receive
copies of work related injuries and illnesses that occur in their workplace, results from tests and
monitoring, and copies of their workforce medical records, participate in an OSHA inspection, file
a complaint with OSHA if they have been retaliated against as the result of using their rights under
OSHA, and file a complaint if punished for acting as a whistleblower (OSHA 2023).

Another key element of OSHA is related to the agency’s recordkeeping requirements for
workplace injuries and illness, which is implemented through OSHA Form 300, often referred to
as “300 logs”. Employers are required to record all work-related injuries and illnesses that result
in death, days away from work, restricted work, transfer to another job, or medical treatment
beyond first aid (General Recording Criteria, 2011). The form includes fields for recording details
such as the date of the injury or illness, a description of the incident, the affected body part(s), and
the number of days away from work (Forms, 2023). Employers must maintain these records for at
least five years following the end of the calendar year of the record and must post an annual OSHA
Form 300A summary, which summarizes the number of injuries and illnesses that year, in a visible

location at the workplace from February 1 to April 30 each year (Annual Summary, 2023).
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Although there are no guidelines unique to meatpacking plants, existing OSHA standards
cover basic workplace protections and hazards related to this sector. This includes requirements
for exposure to bloodborne pathogens, respiratory protection, personal protective equipment,
hazard communication, machine guarding (e.g., mandating the use of guards and safety
mechanisms of machinery), and ensuring safe walking-working surfaces. Moreover, the “general
duty clause” of the Occupational Safety and Health Act of 1970 can be used to cite employers for
violating their duty to provide a workplace free from recognized hazards that are likely to cause

harm, even when no particular standard applies (OSHA 2023).

The Center for Disease Prevention and Control

While the Center for Disease Prevention and Control (CDC) is not a regulatory agency,
nor does it typically oversee the meatpacking sector, it is important to note given the nature of
COVID-19 as a public health crisis. The CDC “conducts critical science and provides health
information that protects our nation against expensive and dangerous health threats and responds
when these arise” (CDC 2023a). The CDC is organized under eight divisions and has twelve
centers and institutes, all of which are tasked with specific responsibilities. The National Institute
for Occupational Safety and Health (NIOSH), for example, focuses on occupational safety and
health, conducting research, developing guidelines, and providing recommendations to protect
workers from workplace hazards (CDC 2023b). As the CDC is a public health agency responsible
for disease prevention, monitoring, and control, research is at the heart of its work in order to

understand, prevent, and control various health issues (CDC 2023a).
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A weakened regulatory framework.

As discussed above, OSHA and USDA play key roles in regulating food and worker safety
related to the meatpacking sector. Notably, meatpacking plants are amongst the most dangerous
workplaces in the United States. According to OSHA data from 29 states, an average of 27
meatpacking workers a day suffer amputation or hospitalization (OSHA 2023). Despite having
fewer employees compared to other companies with record injury rates, meatpacking and poultry
companies were amongst the most dangerous. In fact, JBS had the eighth highest number of severe
injuries of the companies listed in the data set (Berkowitz and Dixon 2023). However, this data
accounts only for overnight hospitalizations and amputations; excluding other serious injuries or
illnesses like COVID-19. The hazardous working conditions of meatpacking plants, including line
speed, dangerous machinery, repetitive motions, and reliance on immigrant and refugee labor has
created a highly risky, yet underregulated environment.

The regulatory framework governing worker safety and food safety has experienced
significant erosion over the years due to several factors. This erosion is linked to changes in the
broader political landscape, which has included increased deregulation and reduced government
intervention in the private sector (Malin and Kallman 2022). This shift has led to budget cuts and
reduced staffing for regulatory agencies, limiting their capacity to enforce and oversee safety
standards effectively. These changes embody the outcomes of neoliberal policy measures, which
promote reduced state intervention in favor of market interests (Malin and Kallman 2022; Jones
and Hameiri 2021). Industry lobbying and influence have also played a significant role in eroding
food safety and worker safety regulations. Powerful industry actors have sought to weaken
regulations that they perceive as barriers to profitability (Yates and Cardin-Trudeau 2021). This
has led to the relaxation of certain safety standards and the prioritization of business interests over

public health and worker safety. A lack of stringent measures, inadequate enforcement, and limited
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resources have rendered government agencies like OSHA less effective in implementing and
monitoring safety regulations across workplaces.

Due to its limited funding and understaffing, OSHA has faced significant challenges in
effectively enforcing regulations and conducting workplace inspections nationwide. OSHA’s
annual budget is a mere $600 million — only 7.5% of the Environmental Protection Agency’s
budget (Patel and Davis 2023). Furthermore, funding for OSHA's enforcement activities and
inspections have not keep pace with inflation, which led to both a decline in the number of OSHA
inspectors and a decrease in the frequency of inspections (Berkowitz 2020). In 2020, OSHA had
the lowest number of on-board inspectors in the last 45 years, with a total of 862 inspectors to
cover millions of workplaces (Berkowitz 2020). OSHA also had not filled 42% of its top leadership
career positions (Berkowitz 2020). Former OSHA officials have also linked the decrease in the
number of inspectors to hiring freezes during Trump’s first year in office and inspectors leaving
the agency following his election (Campbell and Yeradi 2020).

This reduction in staff and limited resources has hindered the agency's ability to adequately
monitor and enforce workplace safety standards. Between February 1 and October 26, 2020,
OSHA received 15% more complaints but performed 50% fewer inspections when compared to a
similar period in 2019 (Department of Labor 2021). Although OSHA did not collect data on all
inspections during the pandemic, of the data collected, a fifth of inspections were virtual
(Department of Labor 2021). The number of OSHA inspections conducted during the first three
years of the Trump administration (FY 2017-19) were also thousands of inspections per year lower
than any three-year period under the Bush or Obama administrations (Berkowitz 2020).
Inspections during COVID-19 were limited due to low numbers of inspectors, a rise in virtual

inspections, and a reliance in companies to self-adjust and implement worker protections as the
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pandemic unfolded (Campbell and Yeradi 2020). Notably, OSHA issued just eight citations,
totaling less than $80,000, to major meatpacking companies during the Trump administration
(Select Subcommittee on the COVID-19 Crisis 2021). Thus, while OSHA’s role is to protect
workers and enhance workplace safety, COVID-19 illuminated weaknesses in the agency’s
regulatory capacity.

Much like OSHA, the effectiveness of the CDC as a public health agency was obstructed
during the pandemic. The CDC faced allegations of political interference during the pandemic,
with critics arguing that political considerations were affecting the agency's decision-making and
guidance (Schiff and Mallinson 2023; Mandavilli 2023). Instances included changes to CDC
guidance on topics like mask-wearing, testing, quarantine time length, and the reopening of
schools (Bandler et al. 2020). Political officials, including then-President Trump, have been
documented as influencing the agency's decision-making and compromising the agency's
independence (Lipton et al. 2020; Mandavilli 2023). Like the USDA and OSHA, the CDC also
faced resource limitations, including budget cuts and staffing shortages, that posed a barrier to
effective and swift decision making in creating public health guidance. Broader public health
staffing shortages and reduced budgets amplified this. Compared to 2009, there are 26,000 fewer
employees at state, county, and municipal health agencies (Simoes and Jackson-Thompson 2023).
Furthermore, the CDC faced barriers in public communication, including reports that the Trump
administration controlled the agency’s messaging, control which led to decreased public trust in
the agency (Schiff and Mallinson 2023). Although limited efficacy and reduced autonomy of
agencies such as the CDC and OSHA was highlighted during the pandemic, these institutional
weaknesses are embedded in a larger, historical pattern of decreased governmental investment and

the rise of corporate power in neoliberal governance structures.
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During the Trump administration, OSHA and USDA also exemplified the outcomes of
regulatory capture. The agencies’ leadership appointments favored individuals with ties to
industries they were meant to regulate, raising concerns about conflicts of interest. A few
examples: Loren Sweatt, the Deputy Assistant Secretary of Labor for Occupational Safety and
Health at OSHA, was previously an attorney who defended companies against OSHA citations
(Press 2020). Eugene Scalia, the Secretary of Labor, whose legal background includes representing
corporate clients and having led an industry-funded effort to reject OSHA’s ergonomic regulation
to improve worker and health safety (Philpott 2020). Sonny Purdue, the U.S. Secretary of
Agriculture, worked to promote poultry expansion in Georgia during his time as the state governor
and ran Perdue Partners, a global agribusiness trading company (Cooke 2017). Dr. Mindy
Brashears, USDA’s Under Secretary for Food Safety, has received hundreds of thousands of
dollars in funding and donations from the meat industry, including at least $100,000 from the pork
industry and from the lobbying groups North American Meat Institute (NAMI) and National
Cattlemen’s Association (Collins 2019; “Researcher who took money...” 2020). Both groups
lobbied for her nomination and confirmation to the USDA. These appointments diminished the
agencies’ commitment to rigorous enforcement of worker and food and safety regulations and
reduced its independence from industry.

In the next section, I provide key findings related to the role of agribusiness in the
policymaking process and further document the implications of a weakened regulatory framework

and regulatory capture on worker safety.
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The Role of Agribusiness in Policymaking Processes
Pushing for Industry-Oriented Policies

As COVID-109 cases rapidly increased and facilities faced shutdown, powerful agribusiness
executives and lobbying groups worked with the federal government to draft a Presidential
Executive Order that would ensure maintained production, despite the risks. After decades of
consolidation, there are about 800 federally inspected meatpacking facilities in the United States,
but only a small percentage account for the billions of animals that are slaughtered. In the cattle
industry, 98% of slaughtering and processing is done by as few as 50 plants (USDA 2020). In
2010, only five plants accounted for 56% of cattle that were slaughtered. In the pig industry, 57%
of slaughtering is done by twelve plants (USDA 2020). In turn, this creates a bottlenecking issue
when plants work at reduced capacity or are closed.

As local and state health department began to threaten plant closures across the United
States, and worker absences continued to spike, industry actors and lobbyists began strategizing
how to keep plants open and workers working. In late March 2020, Tyson Foods announced the
temporary closure of its pork processing plant in Columbus Junction, lowa, following a COVID-
19 outbreak that was linked to hundreds of infections and two deaths (Reinitz 2020). As other
meatpacking plants faced shutdowns due to growing rates of COVID-19 transmission, Tyson
Foods published a 2-page ad in the New York Times, Washington Post, and Arkansas Democrat-
Gazette that warned "millions of pounds of meat will disappear” from the national food supply
chain if the COVID-19 outbreak forced plants to close (Stull 2020). In the days following, as
meatpacking plants faced the potential of shut down due to high rates of COVID-19 transmission
and community spread, industry executives worked closely alongside agriculture lobbyists to push

for policies that enabled plants to stay open.
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First, faced with growing labor shortages, industry actors began to strategize how to best
navigate worker absenteeism through policy actions. On March 30, 2020, Mark Dopp, Chief
Operating Officer and General Counsel of NAMI, wrote to Greg Ibach, the former Under Secretary
for Marketing and Regulatory Programs at USDA:

The Department of Labor (DOL) should be encouraged, as part of its guidance to

employees and employers regarding the CARES act, to clarify that healthy employees will

not qualify for unemployment benefits unless their employer furloughs them or lays them
off or they satisfy one of their statutorily identified reasons. For example, a food company
worker may move to and from his or her place of employment, even in a quarantine area
because the food industry is a critical industry (Email from Mark Dopp to Greg Ibach,

March 30, 2020).

Subsequent email exchanges continue to highlight the need for policies which hindered
meatpacking workers’ ability to access unemployment if they were to be fired for absenteeism.
Growing rates of employee absenteeism posed problems to a sector which already has high rates
of employee turn-over.

On April 3", 2020, in an email exchange with Eugene Scalia, Secretary of Labor at the
time, Julie Anna Potts, President and CEO of NAMI, wrote:

I want to re-emphasize that the slowdowns and shutdowns you heard described today are

significant and getting worse each day. Whether due to fear or a misguided idea that

unemployment benefits are available simply because of fear of going to work, hearing a

strong and consistent message from the President or Vice Present like that delivered by the

Governor of Nebraska is vital: being afraid of COVID-19 is not a reason to quit your job

and you are not eligible for unemployment benefits. We need that reinforcement

throughout all levels of government (Email from Julie Anna Potts to Secretary Sonny

Perdue, April 3, 2020).

By early April, as plants continued to face closures due to rising outbreaks, industry actors and
lobbyists had scheduled a meeting with Secretary Purdue to further advocate for policies and
public messaging aimed at keeping workers working. The day prior to the call, Potts sent an email

with specific talking points for industry actors to use — stating “your sense of urgency from the

company level is the most important” and “I think all of you have agreed on the importance of
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asking the Secretary to elevate the need for messaging about the importance of our workforce
stating at work to the POTUS or VP level” (Email from Julie Anna Potts to Noel White et al., April
2,2020). Some examples: “unemployment benefits should not be provided to people who quit their
Jjob”, “it is unimaginable that Congress intended to create an incentive, much less a path, for food
industry workers to choose unemployment over food”, and “the administration should support
exculpating critical industry businesses from certain liability actions” (Email from Julie Anna
Potts to Noel White et al., April 2, 2020). These talking points have a central theme: the need for
meatpacking workers to continue working and, relatedly, targeted messaging and support from the
federal level.

When advocating for federal policies aimed at keeping plants in operation, lobbyists and
executives framed messaging at the essential nature of meat production, and subsequently the need
for meatpacking workers to fulfill their “patriotic duty” due to the threat of a “total protein supply
chain collapse” if plants continued to close. Narratives from agribusiness actors, including
executives and lobbyists, highlighted the importance of workers “fulfilling their patriotic duty”
during COVID-19, continuing to work despite growing risks and rates of illness amongst their
workers. Meatpacking workers were touted as “patriotic and heroic Americans” who were
invaluable to maintaining the food supply. For example, on April 8, 2020, during a daily
coronavirus briefing, then-Vice President Mike Pence described food chain workers as the “most
important people”, below healthcare workers, during COVID-19 (Bloomberg 2020). He stated:

The most important people are working in the food supply, from our farmers to our ranchers

to our processors, distributors, truckers, to our grocers. Americans are keeping food on the

table for our fellow Americans. Let me begin by saying what I said to some of the most

CEOS of meat and grain in the country. Companies like Tyson Foods and Hormel Foods

today, not just these companies but to all of the hard-working people working in our food

supply chain today: thank you. Thank you for what you are doing to keep those grocery

store shelves stocked. Thank you for showing up to work every day and working hard to
keep our food supply rolling in America...it’s been these heroic Americans from the farm
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to the fork that have made it possible for Americans to have one less worry. They are truly
inspiring heroes.

After applauding the “heroes” of the food system sector, Pence called upon workers to continue to
work due to their vital roles in the food system (Bloomberg 2020). Referencing rising plant
closures to worker absenteeism (rather than growing COVID-19 outbreaks), he emphasized:
That being said, I did hear from industry* that there have been reports of some plants having
reduced capacity because of people having concerns about exposure to the coronavirus. In
fact, over the last several days, there have been some incidents of worker absenteeism and
some plants have been forced to close temporarily. So, on behalf of the President and our
entire team and our grateful nation, let me say to all of you that are working in the food
industry at every level across the country: just understand that you are vital and you are
doing a great service to the people of the United States of America. We need you to
continue, as a part of what we call our critical infrastructure, to show up and do your job
and know that we are going to continue to work tirelessly with all of your companies to
make sure that that workplace is safe.
Given that most meatpacking workers are not native-born U.S. citizens and spend years waiting
for work visas or to be displaced as refugees in the U.S., claims centered on their patriotic
responsibility are striking. The paradox of meatpacking workers being described as “heroes”,
“Americans”, who are fulfilling a “patriotic duty” in the broader context of ICE raids, growing
deportation rates and border militarization, and limited pathways for citizenship reveals their
constructed value as labor to be exploited, rather than human beings deserving of protection.
As lobbyists continued to advocate for policies and public messaging aimed at
incentivizing workers to remain working, local and state decisions increasingly posed a threat to

maintaining plant operations including plant closures at the Smithfield Foods Plant in Sioux Falls,

South Dakota, Cargill Plant in Hazleton, Pennsylvania, and a JBS Plant in Worthington, Minnesota

4 Email records document that the day before the briefing, NAMI’s director, Julie Anne Potts, arranged a call
between Vice President Mike Pence and NAMI members. The next day, the call was referenced as earning
“immediate results” and the email included video links of Pence’s remarks related to food system workers and
encouraged email recipients to “share with employees and across social channels”.
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(Huber 2020; Karnowski 2020). These plant closures posed a threat to firm profitability and
reflected decisions made at the local and state levels. Decisions made at these levels reflect the
absence of federal directives related to worker safety—as well as the impacts of devolved federal
regulation. Devolved federal regulation leads to inconsistent approaches to disease mitigation
across plant locations. On April 11, 2020, Potts complained to other lobbyists and meatpacking
executives that:

Plants are being closed. Health departments are making decisions (Greeley), governors are

making surprise decisions (Sioux Falls), health departments are showing up unannounced

at plants (Waterloo IA)... it’s too much to put in email right now but our friends at

Smithfield, JBS, and Tyson have been working today too (Email from Julie Anna Potts to

Eric Zito et al., April 11, 2020).
Notably, these three plants were the site of over 3,000 worker infections and 16 deaths during the
first year of the pandemic (Select Subcommittee Investigation 2022). Subsequent emails detailed
the need to draft an Executive Order (EO) which would allow plants to stay open, place power at
the federal rather than local level, and protect meatpacking companies from future liability
lawsuits. The EO would be made possible under the Defense Production Act (DPA), a wartime
authority, which grants the President of the United States broad powers to influence domestic
industry in the interest of national defense. In designating meat and poultry in the food supply
chain as critical and strategic materials, the EO would permit the Secretary to issue regulations,
orders, and/or take other actions to promote continued operations of meatpacking and meat
processing facilities.

Analysis of publicly available documents illustrated the role of industry actors and their
lobbyists in shaping the language, direction, and implications of the EQO. On April 16™, 2020, a

National Beef executive emailed Potts and asked if the purpose of the EO was to “give us

protection from state and local authorities from intervening in our operations”. Potts responded
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that “I think it’s two-fold: to give federal protection for the ability to operate and to seek some
liability protection for doing so pursuant to federal direction” (Email from Julie Anna Potts to
Tim Klein, April 16, 2020). The categorization of meatpacking as essential infrastructure meant
that, in many cases, these plants would be exempt from some state and local health orders that
might have otherwise mandated temporary closures or reductions in production capacity to
facilitate social distancing and safety measures. This exemption would also allow meatpacking
plants to continue operating even when COVID-19 outbreaks occurred among their workers,
putting employees at greater risk.

By framing meatpacking as essential infrastructure under the DPA, industry
representatives could argue that any interruption in production would have severe consequences
for the nation's food supply. On April 16™, 2020, lobbyists and industry executives from Tyson,
Smithfield, JBS, Cargill, National Beef, Hormel, Seaboard, and Clemens sent a letter to the White
House that stated:

The growing list of protein plants that have shuttered across our country is alarming. There

have been circumstances where plants have closed involuntarily for indefinite and varying

periods of time by state and local interdictions. It is impossible to keep the grocery stores
stocked if plants are not running....

We respectfully implore you to issue an Executive Order as soon as possible declaring that

critical infrastructure food companies must continue their operations- even in the face of

COVID-19- so that they can continue to process, produce, and deliver food to the

country.... we also urge you and your Administration, include Drs. Fauci and Birx, to

spread a message of calm among American people to quell the fear driven absenteeism that
is also imperiling our ability to operate (Email from Ken Sullivan et al. to White House,

April 16, 2020).

Two days later, email records illustrate that a call was scheduled with industry executives and
then-President Trump to discuss the EO. Potts followed this email with talking points for industry

executives to present to the President, including the need for a federal response due to patchwork

local directives, highlighting the urgency of the situation, and asked industry executives to prepare
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their two to three priorities for a federal directive. On April 22, 2020, Potts wrote “no doubt about
it.... our collaboration on the letter opened the door and we are so grateful for that... I feel we now
have the door propped open with the some WH [White House] staff that want to help and it is
encouraging” ((Email from Julie Anna Potts to Neil Dirks et al., April 22, 2020). A subsequent
email from Potts in this email chain further documented the role of lobbyists and industry actors
in the drafting of the Executive Order, stating that “after talking about a critical infrastructure
executive order, invoking the Defense Production Act, the Dep Sec asked to see a suggestion and
said he would vet it at the USDA” (Email from Julie Anna Potts to Neil Dirks et al., April 22,
2020). However, although email records documented rising hope about the potential of the EO
order, growing outbreaks and plant inspections posed a threat to continued operation and
intensified the urgency in pushing forth the EO.

These email records document clear involvement of agribusiness actors, including
executives and lobbyists, in drafting the EO. Further, narratives pushed forth by agribusiness firms
and lobbyists centered on fear: fear of commodity shortages and fear of worker shortages and
absenteeism. Fear of commodity shortages and the threat of a protein supply breakdown was
leveraged to push for public and political support to maintain meatpacking operations. To combat
worker absenteeism, agribusiness actors pushed for policies that incentivized workers to continue
working, including enhanced messaging about limited eligibility for unemployment benefits for
essential workers if they were fired for absenteeism. The policies promoted by agribusiness actors,
and their push for an EO that would enable meatpacking and meat processing facilities to remain
in operation, reflect the logics of the treadmill of production (ToP) where production is paramount
(Schnaiberg and Gould 1994; Schnaiberg, Pellow, and Weinburg 2002). To maintain meat

production, lobbyists turned toward policy directives: highlighting the interconnection between
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the political-economic system and the interests of powerful institutions in the policymaking
process (Lynch, Stretsky, and Long 2020). As I discuss next, the economic interests and
prioritization of profit and production over people played a critical role in shaping guidance related

to the health and safety of meatpacking workers.

Voluntary versus mandated guidance.

In April 2020, an outbreak at the Smithfield Plant in Sioux Falls, South Dakota led to 904
COVID-19 cases and two deaths. In response, the CDC conducted a series of site inspections
before identifying recommendations aimed at increasing worker safety before the plant could re-
open (Charles 2020). Before these site-specific recommendations were finalized, though, Ken
Sullivan, then-CEO of Smithfield Foods, provided significant feedback aimed at weakening them.
In an email to Greg Ibach, former Under Secretary for Marketing and Regulatory Programs at
USDA, Sullivan wrote:

The starred recommendations are problematic for a 110-year-old, 8 story plant. As

discussed, social distancing is the single most challenging thing to achieve in a

(dis)assembly production environment. Workers are often shoulder to shoulder and the

plant in general is a beehive of activity. As you know, Sioux Falls is not different in that

regard to any other plant (Email from Ken Sullivan to Greg Ibach, April 21, 2020).

The email contained a CDC report with recommendations, scribbled with objections and
calculations about the cost of implementing safety measures such as PPE distribution. When
recommended in the CDC report to ask individuals if they had any symptoms, Sullivan wrote
“Everyday?” and calculated that it would take 63 hours to gather this information from all
employees. When suggested to provide additional sick leave or a more generous sick leave policy
for employees, Sullivan wrote “What does that have to do with this?”

In the days following the email exchange, the CDC report was altered and ultimately

included more references to language such as “if possible” and “when feasible”. The initial report
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used the terms "feasible" twice and "possible" 11 times, while in the revised report, these words
appeared 9 and 20 times, respectively. These qualifiers made guidance voluntary, rather than
mandatory, and limited implementation of safety measures. Although not all recommendations
would have been feasible to implement in a short time frame, due to requiring infrastructural and
operational changes, many recommendations were focused on immediate changes that were, in
fact, feasible — such as providing PPE and testing, sick pay, and increasing the spatial distance of
workers to enable social distancing. Furthermore, the final report included two additional
paragraphs that further highlighted the voluntary nature of recommendations, stating “the
recommendations in this memorandum are steps that Smithfield Foods may want to consider
implementing to address the conditions we identified at the plant. These recommendations are
discretionary and not required or mandated by CDC” (CDC Memorandum 2020).

In a publicly available interview transcript with Dr. Henry Walke, who served as incident
manager of CDC’s COVID-19 response from July 2020 through September 2021, he noted the
role of the USDA in shaping these language changes (‘“Trancribed Interview of Henry Walke”
2022). In reference to changes in the April 22" CDC Smithfield memo, he commented:

The way I remember this conversation, the general conversation was USDA talking about

industry concerns... there was this general concern that our guidance would incorporate, or

at least acknowledge, that there were some actual physical barriers or challenges in
implementing guidance in these settings.
When probed by the interviewer if “the changes that ultimately made it into the April 22" memo
kept workers worker safe and were aligned with the best science at the time”, Dr. Walke identified
his initial resistance to making these changes.

We don’t like to put these types of waffle words into our guidance, ‘if feasible’, for

example. I think it undermines the clarity of the guidance itself. These are the

recommendations. And so, I was resistant to try to incorporate this type of language into

our guidance because it really muddies the guidance, when we start putting these waffle
words into it... I think if we include phrases like that, ‘if feasible’, then it dilutes our
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recommendations... it could manifest by undermining the whole recommendation. So

basically, people could opt out of our guidance because it wasn’t feasible. I think that’s the

harm, that we provide such a- it’s so wishy washy that- is it guidance at that point? And is

it a CDC recommendation or not? (“Trancribed Interview of Henry Walke” 2022).
Although Dr. Walke expressed resistance towards using this language in recommendations to Dr.
Redfield, the director of the CDC, he ultimately conceded stating that “Dr. Redfield is the director”
and that he “wanted to include this language” and “so that’s what we did” (“Trancribed Interview
of Henry Walke” 2022). In reference to why he added the qualifiers, Dr. Redfield, in a publicly
available interview transcript, referred to “very, very passionate presentations [that] were made
to the Task Force by the Department of Agriculture” (“Transcribed Interview of Robert Redfield”
2022). Dr. Redfield stated that he drew on narratives from these presentations from Secretary
Purdue, who he considered “the expert”, stating that “the real risk to these workers was not because
they were in the plant... it was that these workers lived in congregate settings” and “I became
convinced that the Secretary of Agriculture’s concerns were right, that if this thing goes on too
long, we’re going to have a protein shortage” (“Transcribed Interview of Robert Redfield” 2022).
These concerns aligned with industry talking points: workers, not the plant, were the root of
transmission; the potential for a protein supply chain collapse; and the need for flexible suggestions
versus mandated guidance to keep plants in operation.

Involvement of agribusiness actors in shaping guidance related to worker safety illustrates
a prioritization of profit over people. Despite Dr. Walke’s hesitancy to include “waffle words”—
or words that did not provide clear direction on implementing safety guidance, phrases like “if
possible” and “if feasible”—were prevalent in the CDC’s recommendation to the Sioux Falls
Smithfield plant and the broader CDC guidance issued to meatpacking plants. Presentations made

by the Secretary of Agriculture influenced objective policymaking related to disease mitigation

efforts in a plant that was suffering from a significant COVID-19 outbreak. Fears of a protein
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shortage further compounded objective policymaking and illustrate how the economic interests of
agribusiness actors shaped policymaking and public health guidance; upholding production even
when faced threats like a pandemic.

Although these qualifiers demonstrate the role of agribusiness in the policymaking process,
it is important to note that these recommendations were always just that: recommendations. Unlike
OSHA, who is a regulatory agency, the CDC operates as a public health agency with the authority
to provide recommendations and guidance but lacks the legal power to enforce mandatory
regulations on businesses and industries. In an interview I conducted with Edward, an occupational
health official, he highlighted how these guidelines were already voluntary versus mandatory, due
to the CDC’s lack of regulatory authority. He observed:

In this case, it's all recommendations. They [meatpacking firms] are not required to do any

of it. I think there may have been some people farther up the review chain as time went on

that because--- they were active sentences, right? It was like install ventilation fans here or

... stagger break time. So, without knowing the background of this, there's no regulatory

authority, it could read that way... I think some of the language changes that occurred was

because people didn't realize that were already just recommending this, you could do it or
not do it. So, things were put in like remove fans, if feasible. If possible, do this or that, or
the other to make it--- saying where you don't really need to do that, but really wasn't
needed in the first place, in my opinion, because they were just recommendations.
Thus, while language was changed to reflect the voluntary nature of guidelines, it was pre-emptive.
In other words, guidelines were recommendations rather than enforceable regulations from the
outset given the CDC’s lack of regulatory power. Corporate self-regulation, rather than
government intervention, reflects how neoliberalism has devolved federal regulatory power in
favor of allowing corporations to regulate themselves.
Edward also explained that feedback he received on recommendations was framed under

the guise of consistency, rather than creating evolving guidance based on growing knowledge of

COVID-19:
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I was asked at one point by people up the chain to change some of my recommendations
and to more match what--- because my first report came out, and then the second one came
out that had some of the language changed. And then my third one came out, and they kind
of wanted to do some of the same things. And you know, I was far enough along in my
career that I was like, you can change it, and you can word it however you want. Just |
won't sign it. Just take my name of it. And they backed down and let it stand as it was.

But that was internal. That was internal pressure. And I think... they wanted things to be
consistent because that raises questions why? You have, quote unquote, a strongly written
one, one that had some influence and then you're back here, why? But my argument was
... this is all recommendations, the company can throw it in the trash can and not do
anything with it, but where it became a little less recommendation and may be a
requirement. And this was their prerogative to do but some local health departments said,
well, in order to reopen, you need to take these steps, but that was them using it. It's kind
of like in normal times. You know, we tell people we're not OSHA, we're not going to fine
you or cite you. But we do send copies of our work to OSHA. OSHA decides to read our
report and says ‘this seems like a really bad place. I think we're going to do an inspection’.
OSHA has that right.

Although the guidance and recommendations were voluntary, these reports were wielded by local
health departments to request implementation before re-opening plants that were closed due to
outbreaks. While reports did not contain mandated recommendations, they did provide guidance
to enhance worker safety and slow the speed of disease transmission.

Other interviewees highlighted how the feedback process around creating and
disseminating guidance created tensions, even guidance which was voluntary. The “slow speed”
of document approval was amplified during the pandemic, as was the pressure to modify
documents. For example, Margie, a CDC official, spoke about the process of getting clearance for
documents during COVID-19:

I think it was interesting to learn and see was, even though CDC as the, you know, leading

public health agency—with our state partners, with the input of industry, with all of these

things—could develop the best prevention strategy, testing strategy, whatever it was. There
was additional layers of clearance above us that we had to go through. And so, I was often
very late at night receiving input and comments on testing strategies and documents that
sometimes were based in science. And sometimes were not based in science. And so it was
a real lesson to me to learn how do I best navigate that? What are my core values as a

scientist and as a public health advocate in this and how do I address those? And it was the
first time in my career that I actually felt like my neck was on the line for actually doing
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the work that I felt was needed to protect the safety and health of the public, and really

looking at how different groups and organizations weighed economics perhaps in relation

to public health and safety. And just kind of figuring out well, what is--- where do I stand?

What are my core values? And what am I willing to put forward to really work on this?
Here, Margie illuminated the challenges she faced on an individual level in relation to getting
clearance on documents. She delineated feedback in two ways: that based in science and that which
was not based in science. This created a tension in her ability to carry out her work and the work
of the CDC—to protect the safety and health of the public. Later, she explained that “other entities
might have had different priorities when it came to looking at the guidance”, priorities which
created challenges when receiving feedback and developing recommendations.

The tensions faced by Margie and Edward during the policymaking process, including
navigating feedback that diverged from their values, illustrates the moral and ethical dilemmas
faced by bureaucrats working within larger institutions impacted by deregulation. For example,
Margie reflected on the economic values of groups and organizations, and how these economic
values overshadowed her personal values related to public health and safety. These tensions
illuminate a broader pattern: when production and profit outweigh public health and wellbeing,
policymaking reflects corporate, rather than public, interests. This is a central contradiction of
capitalism and neoliberalism—profit over people, even when it is people who are necessary to
carrying out the labor required to sustain production. Although Margie and Edward were not
regulatory officials, as representatives of public and occupational health, both identified industry
interference as a central challenge in creating and implementing disease mitigation strategies.

In contrast to the CDC, OSHA does have regulatory power to enact guidelines and enforce
compliance. Under law, OSHA is authorized to issue an emergency temporary standard (ETS) to

protect workers who are “exposed to grave danger from exposure to substances or agents

determined to be toxic or physically harmful from new hazards” (Standards, 2022). Given COVID-
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19 was an unprecedented public health crisis, and there were documented outbreaks at
meatpacking plants, there was sufficient evidence of the need for a new standard. Carol, a labor
expert, echoed the need for an emergency temporary standard and criticized their response:

OSHA should have put out an emergency temporary standard covering all workers right
away. And then OSHA should have gone and done inspections in the plant. OSHA did not
go into those plants. And that was a decision from the top. And OSHA always has...
protective gear for workers to go in, because they're always dealing with very dangerous
chemicals, asbestos ... so they could have protected workers. The CDC immediately should
have allowed public health departments to shut down plants once it started spreading so
quickly. They had to shut down. They had to move workers apart. USDA should not have
you know, just bend over backwards to do whatever the industry wanted.

Carol’s request for OSHA to administer an ETS was not an isolated one. By March 6, the American
Federation of Labor and Congress of Industrial Organizations (AFL-CIO) had petitioned OSHA
to use its authority to issue an ETS for infectious disease (“Letter to Eugene Scalia” 2020a). In
April 2020, 29 state senators further requested action from OSHA in an open letter (“Letter to
Eugene Scalia” 2020b). The letter stated:

We call on you to direct OSHA to (1) immediately issue an ETS for infectious disease; (2)
issue additional interpretations regarding existing standards to increase enforceable
protections; (3) develop comprehensive guidance regarding what all employers must do to
protect their workers and notify employers of your intent to enforce key portions of existing
CDC and OSHA guidance under the “general duty clause” of the Occupational Safety and
Health Act, and (4) withdraw harmful guidance recently issued, including the guidance
allowing most employers not to record COVID-19 cases amongst workers and OSHA’s
recent enforcement policy not to perform on-site workplace inspections of most worker
complaints regarding COVID-19.

Their demand remained unanswered. Rather than use its regulatory agency to enact a new standard,
OSHA continued to rely on voluntary guidance. Why? According to a public statement released
of Lauren Sweatt, former Principal Deputy Assistant Secretary:
Working on a formal rulemaking at the same time the healthcare industry is responding to
the COVID-19 public health emergency is counterproductive to both the public health
response and robust stakeholder engagement. For example, the efforts employers would

take to document compliance with such a standard would distract them from other vital
response activities (GAO 2023).
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In other words, as accountability for compliance would be taxing, OSHA preferred to utilize
existing standards that impose obligations on employers to protect workers. Again, these standards
reflect a preference for self-regulation rather than governmental intervention. These include
standards related to PPE and sanitation requirements that were seen to be directly and indirectly
addressing the potential for infectious disease transmission. Moreover, OSHA determined that it
lacked “sufficient” evidence to find that infectious diseases generally pose a grave danger to
worker safety (U.S. Department of Labor Office of Inspector General Audit 2021).

A reluctance to issue an ETS, and a preference for corporate self-regulation and voluntary
measures, is endemic of the de-regulation that intensified during the Trump administration. Federal
regulatory roll-back measures were pronounced, with a preference for corporate regulation over
federal regulation. Before Trump left office in 2021, 54% of the administration’s 213 rulemakings
were classified as de-regulatory (Wallach and Kennedy 2022). Importantly, 26% of these
rulemakings were categorized as related to health and labor. The political landscape of the Trump
administration, and subsequent de-regulation efforts, provided a critical backdrop to challenges to
policymaking during COVID-19. Voluntary risk management, rather than mandated guidelines,
placed the responsibility on corporations rather than federal, state, or local regulatory agencies.

Voluntary guidelines were not only a way for companies to evade liability but also, for
regulatory agencies. In my interview with Jake, an employee of OSHA, he discussed how the
agency used vague language to protect themselves from legal culpability:

At the end of the day, you gotta understand OSHA can't tie itself, right. They can't. We

can't bind our hands. So a lot of the regulations are somewhat vague. And there's a lot you

have to go from the regulation to our letter of interpretation and there's preambles to the
regulations and a bunch of other stuff that that goes down in there because OSHA can't, we
can't tie our hands too much, right? Because we're a federal entity, and then you start tying

your hands and then lawyers can go in and find loopholes to everything, and yada, yada,
yada, yada.
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When it comes to language in the legal world, or even in the contract slash government
world. Of course, language matters, right? Logic and language is a very big deal. And shall
and should have two completely different meanings. Must and will have completely
different meanings. Right? And it's all about how you put that in there. And what that
means if you say you will do this, that means you will do this, if you say you must do this,
there's some open interpretation.
Moreover, mandated requirements require enforceability. For agencies that are chronically
understaffed and underfunded, the question of enforcement looms. Enforcing mandatory
guidelines would require additional resources for monitoring, compliance, and potential legal
actions. Instead, voluntary guidelines provide regulatory agencies with flexibility to carry out their
mission, while placing the onus of responsibility on industry operators.
The voluntary language for specific plants under investigation, including the Smithfield
Foods Plant in Sioux Falls and the JBS Plant in Greeley, carried into shaping CDC/OSHA
guidelines for all federally inspected plants. Released April 26, 2020, the federal guidance
contained information related to “cleaning of shared meatpacking and processing tools; screening
employees for the coronavirus before they enter work facilities; managing workers who are
showing symptoms of the coronavirus; implementing appropriate engineering, administrative, and
work practice controls; using appropriate personal protective equipment; and practicing social
distancing at the workplace (CDC 2020). This guidance was controversial and received significant
pushback from lead industry executives, including Smithfield’s CEO who referred to it as “worse
than nothing” and a “middle finger from the gov’t’ in an email exchange, and lobbyists such as
Potts who “was hoping this thing would come wrapped in stronger messaging about the
presumption that plants would need to stay open” and worried that guidelines “will be read as

CDC buying into the theory that the plant is the problem” (Email from Julie Anna Potts to Andre

Nogueira et al.. Apr. 26, 2020).
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Passing the Executive Order

Disappointed by the CDC/OSHA guidelines, lobbyists and industry executives continued
to advocate for an EO. Between April 18th and April 27, 2020, one day following the release of
the guidelines, industry representatives were in frequent communication with the White House and
USDA concerning the EO. This included an initial draft of the order sent April 21st, drafted by
NAMI with feedback from industry representatives. Although the records did not indicate a reply,
the EO, “Delegating Authority Under the Defense Production Act with Respect to Food Supply
Chain Resources During the National Emergency Caused by the Outbreak of COVID-19”, was

issued one week later with multiple instances of similar language (see Figure 3).
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COVID-19 and after we defeat it during the recovery. Accordingly, I find that
Accordingly, | find that meat and poultry in the food supply chain meet the criteria specifiec conditions exist which may pose a direct threat to the national defense or
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h d " . " hth " i cture food companies continue their operations to the fullest extent
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Fig. 3. Commonalities in the Executive Order (85 FR 26313), image modified from Grabell and Yeung (2020)
Both orders highlighted: 1) the need for meat and poultry processors to continue operation, 2) the
impact of COVID-19 on plants’ production capacities, 3) the implications of varied guidance at
the local, state, and federal level on plant closures, 4) that meat and poultry processors meet the
criteria for emergency preparedness and protections, and 5) the need to ensure continued

operations.
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Following the EO’s passage on April 28, 2020, the Vice President of Communications at
NAMI wrote “The White House has requested Meat Institute members issue positive statements
and social media about the President’s action on behalf of the industry, about the Order itself, and
about how it will help ensure the food supply chain remains strong” and concluded the email with
a list of talking points to be utilized (Email from Sarah Little to Sarah Little et al., April 29, 2020).
These coordinated efforts were largely successful in securing a favorable outcome for the
meatpacking industry during the peak of the pandemic: continued production. Furthermore, not
only did email records document industry interference prior to the release of the DPA, the request
to issue positive statements following the order’s enactment demonstrates a close allegiance
between agribusiness and the White House. Additionally, while the order did not order plants to
stay open, it provided the legal impetus for plants to challenge local and state level orders to pause
operations. The role of agribusiness actors in the EO demonstrated the significant influence that
industry lobbying exerted on government decisions and policies. The DPA also indicates the
prioritization of production continuity over worker safety, illuminating a broader tension between
public health and economic interests.

The tension between public health and economic interests reflects our current capitalist
political-economic structure, where production and profit are the utmost priorities (Lynch and
Long 2022). In the face of a global pandemic, political actions, including the EO and voluntary
CDC/OSHA guidance, enabled the current mode of production to persist, despite the risks.
Agribusiness actors successfully lobbied for policies where their economic interests were deeply
embedded—policies that did little to protect the health and safety of meatpacking workers. In
addition to the EQ, lobbyists and industry executives wielded the pandemic to push for other policy

changes and exemptions, including line speed waiver increases. On an email with multiple USDA
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officials, a lobbyist from the National Chicken Council referenced a prior call and “one of the
issues we discussed was regarding the current line speed limits and how flexibility in those limits
would help us ensure we can maintain production during these uncertain times” and referenced
sending a follow-up letter to Dr. Brashears (Email from Ashley Peterson to Ashley Smith et al,
April 13, 2020). In response, a USDA official replied that “we will make sure the right folks are
aware” (Email from Lillie Brady to Ashley Peterson et al., April 13, 2020).

In the months following, the USDA allowed fifteen poultry processing plants to increase
line speeds during the pandemic, more than the agency had ever approved in a month,
compromising both food safety and worker safety (Berkowitz 2020). Notably, all fifteen plants
had records of severe injuries, all 10 under OSHA’s jurisdiction had been cited for violations, and
over half had COVID-19 outbreaks (NELP 2020). In fact, several had on-going COVID-19
outbreaks when the waivers were granted. Additionally, in spring 2020, FSIS issued its first-ever
line speed waiver for a cattle plant. Although the Biden administration withdrew these line-speed
waivers in 2021, these speeds were in effect during the peak of the pandemic and were linked to
higher rates of transmission (Taylor, Boulos, and Almond 2020). Poultry plants with line-speed
waivers were 10 times as likely to have COVID-19 cases compared to plants without waivers and
plants that received line-speed waivers also had relatively more county-wide cases (Kindy,
Mellnik, Hernadez 2021; Taylor, Boulos, and Almond 2020). Furthermore, 41% of poultry plants
with waivers had reported COVID-19 cases, compared to less than 4% for other poultry plants
(Kindy, Mellnik, Hernadez 2021).

Line speed waivers and line speed increases approved during the pandemic illustrate that
agribusiness actors capitalized on the pandemic to push forth other policies that benefitted them.

Constructed fear about meat shortages and the need to continue production or face a “protein
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supply chain collapse” were powerful discursive frames that influenced policymaking processes.
In pushing for policies that enabled the treadmill of meat production to persist, agribusiness actors
demonstrated how economic systems that prioritize profit above other concerns fueled harms
(Johnson, Schwartz, and Inlow 2020; Lynch 2022; Lynch, Stretesky, and Long 2020; Lynch and
Long 2022). These harms were codified into the regulatory structure and influenced COVID-19
transmission rates amongst workers and their communities. Pre-existing safety issues were
compounded by the state’s failure to enact meaningfully worker safety protections and instead,
pushed forth policies that accelerated socio-harms such as line speed increase waivers and the EO.

While workers were touted as ‘essential’, these policy decisions reified their vulnerability
and, in doing so, treated them as if they were disposable. Further, the threat that plant closures
posed to the meatpacking sector illustrated the system’s fragility. Legacies of industry
consolidation and concentration have created bottlenecks when plants work at reduced capacity or
are closed. Mass production has resulted in a highly profitable, yet vulnerable and fragile sector.
Rather than addressing issues related to consolidation and concentration, agribusiness actors
successfully leveraged constructed vulnerability to their benefit: successfully pushing forth federal
policy directives and voluntary guidance that enabled companies to evade accountability for
implementing disease mitigation strategies and subsequent liability issues. Instead, risk was placed
onto workers.

Next, I turn towards a discussion of the overlap between food safety and worker safety,
highlighting how regulatory capture coupled with regulatory fragmentation further shaped the

harms embedded with the COVID-19 response.
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De-regulation and Regulatory Fragmentation

While agribusiness actors played a key role in drafting policies that benefitted industry
interests, regulatory capture was intensified by a pre-existing fragmentation in the regulatory
framework. When responsibilities are dispersed across multiple regulatory agencies, coordination
and communication between these entities becomes challenging. In the context of meatpacking,
this division is evident in the separation between worker and food safety policymaking. Such
fragmentation can create gaps and overlaps, making it difficult to address issues that straddle the
boundaries of these agencies. In meatpacking, this divide has historically meant that the realms of
food safety and worker safety remain separate. The resulting lack of collaboration and coordination
provided industry actors and lobbyists with an enhanced opportunity to exploit weaknesses in
oversight systems, paving the way for regulatory capture, where industry interests, rather than the
public good, take center stage in the policymaking process.

Interviews with officials illuminated how regulatory fragmentation amplified
policymaking challenges during COVID-19. Interviewees described their agencies as “locked in
tradition”, “reluctant to change”, and highlighted the “inertia’ that “sets in when you are working
in a regulatory context.” This regulatory context, and delineation between worker and food safety,
posed challenges to coordination and communication across agencies. Respondents identified that
pre-existing processes and communication channels (both intra-agency and interagency) were not
as robust as they could be. In my interview with Diana, a USDA official, she spoke about the Food
Safety and Inspection Service’s (FSIS) historical “hands-off” approach to occupational health.

Historically, FSIS has kind of taken a hands-off approach from occupational health

requirements, like we've said, ‘Okay, that's OSHA's lane’, you know, industry... that's who

you respond to or report on those things. We're pretty much food safety only. And what we
learned from COVID is that... it's not necessarily black and white, like... if a company is
doing things or not doing things that has an occupational health risk for our employees, but

indirectly there's a food safety risk because we can't verify food safety. And also, their
employees are going to be affected by the same thing and they're the ones that are supposed
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to be ... implementing their hazard plan. So, it is related to food safety, you know,
occupational health and food safety overlap. I think we've established now that it's not so
much that some things are in OSHA''s lane, other things are in FSIS's lane. It’s more that...
we need to be coordinated. And both agencies need to be aware of things that are of mutual
interest to both agencies, and we can work together to address those issues that are of
mutual interest.
Here, Diana identified the shortcomings associated with this fragmented approach, highlighting
the interconnected risk between worker safety and food safety. Historically, FSIS has adhered to
a relatively laissez-faire approach regarding occupational health requirements, with the
understanding that such matters fell within the purview of the OSHA, as well as the industry's own
responsibility due to corporate self-regulation. This delineation of responsibilities separated FSIS's
primary focus on food safety from OSHA's jurisdiction over worker safety. Yet, as Diana aptly
points out, occupational health risks are not isolated and also have implications on food safety.
Diana isn’t the first to acknowledge the interplay between food and worker safety issues.
Since 1995, OSHA and FSIS have had in place a memorandum of understanding (MOU) on worker
safety that is intended to help ensure the safety and health of workers in meat and poultry plants.
While this MOU recognizes the overlap between worker safety and food safety and guides
collaboration, including training, information sharing, and addressing referrals on workplace
hazards, it has been critiqued as inadequate and vague (GAO 2023). One example: although OSHA
and USDA met during the pandemic to discuss overlapping areas of concern related to the meat
industry, these meetings did not include FSIS field staff who had direct knowledge of plant
conditions (GAO 2023). In 2022, the MOU was updated to enhance collaboration between the
two agencies, including data sharing and specifically identifies infectious diseases such as COVID-
19 as hazards that FSIS should refer to OSHA (GAO 2023). COVID-19 illustrated how

occupational health risks can have indirect repercussions on food safety—including issues related

to verifying food safety, implementing hazard plans, and processing animals in due time.
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During COVID-19, issues with worker safety impacted not only the workers, but animals
and producers as well. Due to consolidation, a closure of 30 to 40 plants during COVID-19 resulted
in beef and pork slaughtering capacity being cut by 25% and 40%, respectively (Kevany 2020).
Throughout my interview with Becky, a USDA official, she highlighted how the issues associated
with worker safety and subsequent plant closures created a ripple effect across the sector.

I think when COVID hit... there were a lot of issues with worker safety, not worker safety,

but worker illness and slaughter plants, and they just couldn't keep enough staff. And then

people were getting really worried. And there was a backlog of animals that couldn't be
slaughtered... As far as I know, USDA did not financially support those producers, kind of
who got caught and couldn't slaughter. So, they had to either--- some of them did kind of

a humane euthanasia because there was nowhere for those animals to go. Others, you know,

just had to get creative and find other places to send them, other ways to hold those animals

a little bit longer, and maybe over finish them before they could go. And then at the

slaughter plants themselves, it was just a massive effort to improve worker safety.

She explained how plant closures and staffing issues led to delays in processing animals; delays
that led to farmers having to kill some of their herd if they were not able to be slaughtered in a
timely manner. Some animals simply cannot be processed through conventional meatpacking
facilities when they reach a certain size, such as pigs, who now have a rapid six-month growth
process that is difficult to slow down. This led to many farmers being forced to cull their herd in
the early months of the pandemic, with more than 10 million hens and up to 10 million pigs culled
due to shutdowns (Kevany 2020).

Related to the fragility created by consolidation and concentration, the meatpacking
sector’s focus on efficiency has resulted in systemic vulnerabilities. Farmers experienced severe
issues when animals were not able to be processed in their set time, further illustrating how mass
production, while highly profitable for agribusiness entities, is riddled with contradictions and

vulnerability. Like the health and safety risks placed onto workers, contract farmers suffered

economic losses due to the sector’s vulnerability. It was not until July 2021 that the Pandemic
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Livestock Indemnity Program (PLIP) was enacted to cover the cost associated with culling animals
(Abott 2021). As this program was enacted retroactively after peak plant closures, there was a
vested interest in keeping plants open to avoid profit losses. Moreover, the program stipulates that
producers must have owned the animals when they were killed, disqualifying processors and
contract farmers. In 2017, 49% of the value of livestock production was raised under contract
agreements (MacDonald and Burns 2019). Contract farmers, rather than corporate agribusiness
firms, largely suffered from plant closures.

A focus on efficiency, hierarchy, and standardization—key features of bureaucracy—
shaped the COVID-19 response (Grgnnegaard Christensen and Mortensen 2023). Siloes between
worker and food safety were not the only places of regulatory fragmentation. Diana also pointed
to a historical lack of collaboration between Animal and Plant Health Services (APHIS) and FSIS,
and while she commented that this has been shifting, it had led to past communication gaps.

I think in the last few years, we've been really improving our collaborations with APHIS,

our sister agency within USDA. And they're the animal health plant inspection service,

they do a lot of the pre-harvest side of things. They establish relationships with producers.

And this is the end of the food production chain that we don't have any regulatory

jurisdiction over. And so, in the past, I think actually relationships between FSIS and

APHIS were a little cold. There were some tensions here. And, and I'm not seeing it, that

isn't 100% gone away. But I think in recent years, we've been able to establish some really

effective partnerships and, and clearer and more open communication. Like it's not like,

‘Okay, this is our information’, you have to be FSIS in order to know. It is more like, ‘Hey,

we're seeing this. What do you know about this on your end?’ And ... there's more kind of

collegiality and openness and so that's it. That's an important shift for more interagency
communication coordination and communication within USDA.
Despite APHIS and FSIS being couched within the USDA, communication and coordination
between the agencies has been historically limited. In times of crisis, like the COVID-19 pandemic,

a lack of established collaborative pathways, regulatory specialization, and information control

resulted in communication gaps. These gaps were echoed in an interview with Becky from APHIS,
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who highlighted how various responsibilities related to the regulation of meatpacking plants exist
across USDA subagencies:

The heaviest intersection with meatpacking would come from the Food Safety Inspection

Service, which is not part of APHIS. But it is part of USDA. And so, they're the people

who have inspectors in the plants, you know, all the time doing the food safety work. We

do a lot of the up-until-they're-ready-to-be-slaughtered kind of work. So, we have to
respond if there's a suspect of disease, or, you know, they've noticed a lesion and they say,

Wow, that's one of the regulatory diseases that we work on, then they would engage

veterinary services, and we would get involved.

Because responsibilities are delegated across USDA sub-agencies, there has historically been little
overlap between FSIS and APHIS except in times where public health and/or food safety intersects
with animal health. In turn, communication channels and pathways have been historically
limited—despite a shared commitment to ensuring food safety.

Furthermore, due to the regulatory separation between worker and food safety, the USDA
has no regulatory authority over issues of worker safety. However, Diana from FSIS documented
how, in a few cases, FSIS inspectors leveraged food safety regulations to enhance the safety of
their inspectors. If a plant is in operation, and does not fall under the NSIS or NPSIS, an inspector
is mandated to be there. She recalled:

Basically, they would pull inspectors out their plant, if they would not ... mandate mask

use and, you know, do other things. If they were in a high transmission area, like, we

basically said, you are at risk of not having inspectors, because we have to protect our
inspectors. And like I said, if you don't have inspectors, you can't operate. So that was that
was the stick, really the main stick, that we could kind of wave in front of their face. And
that did get some compliance on the end.
While these repercussions were aimed at increasing inspector safety, they had a domino effect of
enhancing the safety of workers in the meatpacking plant through forced compliance to OSHA

and CDC guidelines. Moreover, as meatpacking plants were deemed essential infrastructure under

then-President Trump’s DPA, it became increasingly difficult to close plants or cease production
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completely. Instead, some inspectors and FSIS field staff pushed for plants to follow guidelines to
protect their inspectors, and subsequently, meatpacking workers.

However, leveraging FSIS inspectors to threaten plant closures was not well received by
industry operators. Rather than using these threats to enforce safety procedures and guidance to
improve the conditions for all employees, lobbyists encouraged firms and FSIS to “get separation
between the inspector and company employees”. For example, following a case where an inspector
was in close proximity to a worker who had tested positive and had subsequently threatened to
leave their shift and thus cease plant operations for the day, Mark Dopp, senior vice president of
regulatory and scientific affairs for NAMI, wrote to Paul Kiecker, Administrator for the U.S.
Department of Agriculture's Food Safety and Inspection Service that “we have to protect our
inspectors so we will not allow anyone to be within 1 meter of any inspector and built separation
spaces between inspectors and employees” (Email from Mark Dopp to Paul Kiecker et al., April
10, 2020). A few days later, Norm Roberston, vice president of regulatory and scientific affairs for
NAMI, also emailed Kiecker to address issues related to a decline in inspectors due to exposure,
stating that “we can't start sidelining individuals at FSIS or in the industry because they may have
been exposed. We all may have been exposed at this point” (Email from Norm Robertson to Paul
Kiecker et al., April 15, 2020). When FSIS did attempt to wield its regulatory power to enhance
the safety of their inspectors, and subsequently drew attention to case rates, these accounts
demonstrate that lobbyists pushed back.

A lack of historical collaboration between USDA and OSHA amplified the power of
agribusiness, while limiting the opportunity to engage in collaborative policymaking aimed at food
and worker safety and to leverage the knowledge of plant inspectors, who too felt concerned for

their safety. Bureaucracy’s focus on standardization, hierarchy, and specialization has influenced
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the design and coordination (or lack thereof) of agencies in charge of enforcing food and safety
regulations. It has also shaped weaknesses in regulatory frameworks; weaknesses that have been
intensified by neoliberalism and were made evident in the COVID-19 response (Jones and Hameiri
2021). Regulatory fragmentation and the rise of corporate self-regulation has further cultivated an
environment that is highly vulnerable to risk. While direct harm resulted from the EO and corporate
involvement in crafting self-serving policies that hurt workers and even contract farmers,
regulatory fragmentation created indirect harms. The structure of the regulatory apparatus, and a
lack of interagency and intra-agency collaboration, resulted in poorly coordinated responses to
disease transmission in meatpacking plants. A neoliberal and capitalist political-economic
structure intensified the harms experienced by workers, while maintaining profit for powerful
firms. Harms, then, are not always related to violations of law and, indeed, can be the outcome of
everyday practices and institutional arrangements, including regulatory fragmentation and
deregulation (Walters 2006). The deregulation of the industry has had important implications for
both food safety and for worker safety, as well as in codifying a system of harm into the regulatory

framework, which I turn towards next in discussing OSHA’s enforcement during COVID-19.

OSHA'’s Enforcement During COVID-19

In the early months of the pandemic, OSHA received dozens of official complaints from
meatpacking workers, with workers stating that “management was forcing people with Covid
symptoms to continue coming to work; that social distancing guidelines weren’t enforced; and that
they had inadequate protective equipment” (Chang et al. 2021). Despite the spike in complaints,
and rapidly increasing case rates, OSHA conducted a mere 30 inspections of meatpacking plants
in the first four months of the pandemic (Chang et al. 2021). Furthermore, OSHA did not inspect

40% of meatpacking plants where at least one employee had died of COVID-19. Instead, OSHA
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conducted only 10 virtual inspections of meatpacking plants after reports of deaths (Bagenstose
and Axon 2021). OSHA also did not track if inspections were tracked onsite or remotely in its data
system until it was audited by the Office of Inspector General in 2020 and then began tracking
remote inspections retroactively (Office of Inspector General Audit 2021).

Reliance on virtual inspections and on phone correspondence with plant officials limited
enforcement efforts. In my interview with Santiago, an OSHA representative, he spoke about his
experiences conducting inspections during COVID-19. For instance, he asserted:

On-site investigation was very limited to certain particular cases. So, the general marching

orders were do as much as you can over the phone without exposing yourself. And if you

have to go to the site, then try to find a place that is outdoors where you can do some social
distancing. And you got to wear your PPE or whatever were the guidelines that CDC had.

We had to be wearing that if we were in that facility or close to that facility. So, they put

out the directive of how we were going to do that. Then, they also put out job safety analysis

to protect us. And they obviously, we had some training and everything that comes with

that to protect us. I could tell you, the three inspections that I did. I did them over the phone,

the entire, the entire, the entire thing.
OSHA, then, provided clear instructions on how their employees should protect themselves to limit
exposure, including wearing PPE, conducting inspections over the phone or virtually, and
providing training. Meatpacking workers, on the other hand, did not receive the same level of
protection. Without being physically present in plants, inspectors cannot verify the accuracy of
information provided by employers nor can they identify hazards visually. Instead, they rely on
reports from employers and remote interviews (via the phone or virtual conferencing platforms)
with workers to assess risks. Virtual inspections demonstrate a trust in the company to self-
regulate, report worker safety issues, and follow voluntary risk management guidance. These
virtual inspections enhanced corporations’ power to self-regulate and evade plant shutdowns,

placing responsibility for worker protection on companies rather than on OSHA or state or local

health departments.
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Both of my OSHA interviewees highlighted pre-existing barriers in conducting interviews
with workers—such as a fear of retribution, including deportation, and a general lack of
information about the purpose of OSHA. In my interview with Jake, an OSHA compliance officer,
he spoke about workers’ lack of knowledge about OSHA and language barriers, two factors that
make conducting an inspection and gathering information about workplace violations difficult. He
observed:

They’re not from here. They don’t understand what OSHA is. They don’t even know who

we are, they don’t even know we’re there for them. And they don’t—all they know is as

government guy, gringo... it is difficult sometimes, because, number one, you got the
language barrier. Number two, you do have that government beside your name, and they
don’t--- they’re afraid of us. I mean, you have to break that barrier as well, which is a huge

barrier. You know, I would expect even from an enforcement perspective, and it’s even a

much larger barrier, but just coming in, saying you’re OSHA, and they’re just, they’re

automatically like no, no, no.
This was echoed by Santiago, who drew on prior examples:

I've shown up to sites where they think I am customs and immigration, and they leave...I've

showed up sites where they're like, I'm not going to talk to you, no matter what, I'm not

talking to you. And then I'll figure out a way to get their contact information. And we

subpoena them and sometimes, I've had cases where they leave the country. There's nothing

that I can do.
Although workplaces are required to place “Know Your Rights” OSHA posters in visible areas,
there is no requirement for these posters to be accessible in multiple languages and the poster is
currently only available in English and Spanish from OSHA. When probed about the requirements
for posters, Jake reminded me of the agency’s preference for open-ended recommendations:
“Remember, we don't tie our hands. We don't say that you have to post this in English, we say you
have to post this poster.” Vague recommendations, while protecting OSHA and the industry, can

undermine the accessibility of information, particularly noteworthy in a diverse workplace such as

meatpacking plants.
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Due to language barriers, workers may not be aware of OSHA’s role in workplace safety
protection nor understand the goal of workplace investigation. Instead, workers may fear speaking
with OSHA officials due to their precarious employment status. In turn, this can hinder the ability
for OSHA actors to gather information related to safety violations, further weakening the agency’s
workplace oversight and resulting in issues of procedural injustice. When workers are not aware
of their rights, or the function of OSHA as an agency to protect their health and safety, reporting
safety concerns is unlikely. This is further compounded by the precarious economic and social
position of many meatpacking workers, who are immigrants and refugees, and fear retribution.

The nature of COVID-19 also posed difficulties for tracing disease transmission at the
workplace. Santiago explained some of the challenges of tracing disease contraction and holding
companies accountable for outbreaks:

As one employee goes to work, I mean, it's a virus, you don't know where they got [it]. I

mean, they may have been exposed at the hospital. But they were probably more than 99%

of the time, they were probably exposed somewhere else too. So, it's almost impossible to

tie that back to the workplace. Because you never know. I mean... it's not like it's a stubbed
toe where you can say, yeah, that corner did it. So that's the major issue. It was a constant
fight to try to figure out, you know, you have to do the contact tracing and work with public
health to be able to go and figure out all that. I mean, it was a nightmare just trying to do
it. And you never knew whether you had to put it on to 300 logs or not.
This account sheds light on broader issues concerning workplace safety, accountability, and the
role of regulatory agencies like OSHA. First, definitively linking COVID-19 infection to the work
environment was difficult due to the nature of the illness, as COVID-19 could be contracted in
various community settings. This was echoed by workers’ compensation lawyers in interviews.
Unlike other workplace exposures and injuries, such as asbestos or amputation due to machinery,
COVID-19 was a more omnipresent risk and thus harder to definitively trace to the occupational

setting. In the context of OSHA and COVID-19, the challenge with contact tracing highlights the

importance of having clear and adaptable guidelines for employers to follow during public health
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crises. OSHA's response to COVID-19 involved providing general guidance rather than specific
standards, which created challenges in terms of enforcement and accountability. In turn, OSHA’s
regulatory power was weakened and lent itself to criticisms related to the agency’s response and
efficacy.

Many of my interviewees placed the onus of responsibility for failing to protect workers
on OSHA. Interviewees pointed to the agency’s underfunding, which was heightened during the
Trump administration, and how limited inspections amplified disease transmission and worker
vulnerability. Edward, an occupational health expert, reflected that “they [OSHA] were politically
restricted, I think. That was just the nature of things. They're chronically underfunded and
understaffed.” Carol, a labor expert, also spoke at length about OSHA’s abdication of
responsibility, asserting:

OSHA failed. It abdicated its responsibility. It could have played an enormous role. And I

thought it would, and I was stunned that they said they weren't going to do inspections. In

fact, at the beginning of the pandemic, they got so many complaints. They didn't do any
inspections. But what they did do is they gave the company like a thumbs up, you know,
we just want to make sure, we've got a complaint and the company said I'm doing
everything we can and they said great... OSHA, which is supposed to assure that companies
are providing safe conditions did the exact opposite. They never went in the plant, they
never did an inspection. They just took the company's word for it. And, you know, that's
not how they operate ever. That's not their mission. It was part of the administration's
strategy of just do not make waves with this pandemic, and especially don't require
employers to protect workers and mitigate the spread and just deny it. So, we're just
blaming it on immigrant workers.
Here, Carol illustrates how corporate self-regulation and virtual inspections shaped limited and
ineffective responses. OSHA’s response to the pandemic fell short of the agency’s purpose: to
assure safe and healthful working conditions by setting and enforcing standards. Instead of setting
COVID-19 specific standards, and conducting on-site inspections when receiving complaints, the

agency trusted that meatpacking plants would follow voluntary guidance and correct worker safety

issues. Corporate self-regulation, rather than federal involvement, coupled with institutional
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weaknesses, including understaffing and an administration that aligned with corporate interests,
led to a failure of OSHA to adequately respond and address workers safety issues.

OSHA and the JBS Plant in Greeley, Colorado.

In addition to a surge of virtual inspections and a lack of enforceable guidelines, OSHA
was also critiqued as slow to respond to complaints at meatpacking plants. The JBS Plant in
Greeley, Colorado reflected this broader pattern. An initial complaint of issues of worker safety
and a lack of COVID-19 protective measures at the JBS Plant in Greeley, Colorado was logged in
July 2020 (see Figure 4). The complaint provides details on a lack of implemented safety
precautions, lack of access to PPE, incentive pay for attendance records, and a lack of record

keeping related to COVID-19 cases.

U. S. Department of Labor

Occupational Safety and Health Administration
Notice of Alleged Safety or Health Hazards

l Complaint Number l

Establishment Name JBS
Site Address 800 N. 8th Ave Greeley CO 80631
site Phone_| [site FAX__ |
Mailing Address
Mail Phone Mail FAX
Management Official i

'Type of Business

HAZARD DESCRIPTION/LOCATION. Describe briefly the hazard(s
exposed to of threatened by each harard. Specify the particular building or worksite v

The Company has not created an environment that allows workers to social
distance, workers are close together in the locker rooms, the Cafeteria
and throughout the entire plant, this is contrary to CDC guidelines and
OSHA recommendations;

Employees throughout the plant do not have access to drinking water;
The Company is not requiring superviscrs to wear appropriate PPE;

The Company has tied incentive pay to perfect attendance, this is
increasing the risk of COVID19;

The Company is not recording COVID19 cases.

This is a formal complaint, JBS has had over 200 confirmed cases of
COVID19, and 7 deaths, there is a new outbreak with interns.

The Hazards are located throughout the entire plant. The Drinking water
seems to be a bigger issue in the Fab and Kill/Harvest department

Fig. 4. Complaint to OSHA on behalf of JBS workers

And yet, it wasn’t until September of 2020 that OSHA fined JBS $15,615 for COVID-19

violations (OSHA 2020). The OSHA citation (2020) stated:
On or about and at times prior to March 25. 2020, the employer did not develop or

implement timely and effective measures to mitigate the exposure of SARS-CoC-2, the
virus that causes Coronavirus Disease 2019 (COVID-19). Employees throughout the
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establishment worked in close proximity to each other during the COVID-19 pandemic

exposing them to the hazard of contracting COVID-19. Hundreds of employees contracted

the virus and developed symptoms ranging from mild irritation to severe illnesses that
resulted in at least 51 hospitalizations and six fatalities due to COVID-19 related illnesses.

As of July 30, 2929, the employer had confirmed cases at the establishment.

The citation included a series of methods that were considered as recognized and feasible means
of hazard abatement, including establishing social distancing, implementing barriers and
protective measures, symptom screenings, and working with local and state health officials to
identify exposed individuals. The imposed fine represented the highest penalty for a violation of
the general duty clause ($13,494), the sole type of enforceable violation related to COVID-19
hazards, as OSHA did not issue specific COVID-19-related standards. A secondary “other-than-
serious” violation was added to this fine ($2,121) based on the failure to provide a copy of an
OSHA 300 Log to a UFCW Local 7 representative until a month after their request. These logs are
mandated to be provided by the end of the next business day following the request.

The total fine was criticized by labor advocates and workers as being nothing more than a
slap on the wrist for the multi-billion-dollar company, as well as an injustice to the 9 JBS workers
in Greeley who lost their lives due to COVID-19. In my interview with Juan, a union employee
that represents JBS workers, he deemed OSHA’s response as inadequate and characterized the
relationship between the union and OSHA as fractured as a result. He asserted:

We had our expectations of OSHA, and they did not meet our expectations or even come

close to it. And I mean, this local union actually picketed OSHA, because of their failure

to keep our members safe. Since then, OSHA has reached out; they want to repair this
relationship. But I will tell you that in the middle of the pandemic, you know, especially
during the lockdowns when we were trying to get in contact with OSHA to try to get
information, try to get them to do something, really, it was a very slow response. And at
times, these inspectors wouldn't even come out. And because they knew it wasn't safe.

They themselves knew that it was not safe, and that's why they wouldn't to come out but
yet, they wouldn't do anything to help our members.
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Later, he discussed how the union had pushed OSHA to consider implementing an ETS to enhance
worker protections but to no avail — stating that “OSHA didn't do much to keep our members safe.
And really, that's their only job.” In interviews, other local community organizations also critiqued
OSHA'’s response to JBS and questioned its efficacy in reducing further workplace violations.
Sofia, a community organizer, expressed frustration at OSHA for not only failing to protect
workers during the pandemic but setting a precedent for a lack of accountability for JBS:
OSHA was negligent. I do believe that... I think the only one who was advocating for
anything was the union. You know, they were struggling to get change. $15,000 was hardly
punishment at all. Chump change, really... I suspect there will be a mentality of ‘Hey, we’re
not going to put this kind of money into this or... reduce a shift’... We just need to really
keep that accountability piece, you know, because OSHA did us a disservice. The $15,000
fine... that’s not accountability. That was more like, a partnership for them.
This perspective was echoed by other interviewees including Ron, a worker’s compensation
lawyer, who noted:
We’re literally talking about a company that makes a billion dollars, if you were fined $100
million, which I know they haven’t been. That’s 1%. And during COVID-19, they were
fined like $15,000, I think, for eight workers that died. It's the equivalent. To me, the
COVID situation is the equivalent of being in a DUI accident. And the judge just saying,
‘Okay, well, how much did you make this year? Let's all fine you .0001 of what you made.’
And I mean, of course, it's worth it to them. What all that's doing is encouraging them to
keep doing what it is that they're doing. All they want to curb is the national spotlight. They
just don't want any more national spotlight.
Other advocates in the area pointed to prior fines JBS has received from OSHA, including a
$59,000 fine after a worker fell into a vat of chemicals used to process animal hides and
subsequently died and a $175,000 fine after a worker’s arm was amputated in a conveyer belt, both
in 2021 (OSHA 2021). These fines were based on violations related to unsafe lifting process; for
hazardous chemical and training violations; for exposing workers to severe injuries from lack of

machine guarding, such as crushed fingers or hands, burns, amputations, or blindness; and failure

to properly control energy sources on machinery during service and maintenance. These citations
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are linked to violations of worker safety. However, as there was no OSHA violation specific to
COVID-19, the only enforceable standard was the general duty clause.

In contrast to other violations, the general duty clause carries a max of $13,653 per
violation. To issue a general duty clause citation, OSHA must prove: 1) the employer failed to
keep the workplace free of a hazard to which its employees were exposed, 2) the hazard was
recognized, 3) the hazard was causing or was likely to cause death or serious physical harm, and
4) feasible and useful method to correct the hazard was available (Duties of Employers and
Employees, 2022). This clause has been frequently challenged by employers, with arguments
premised on if the violation meets the criteria of the general duty clause, whether the employer
had knowledge of the hazard, and whether feasible means of abatement were available. Employers
may also challenge the severity of the citation and the proposed penalties, such as in the case of
JBS’s COVID-19 fine. While the combined citation was proposed at $15,615, the fine was later
reduced to $14,502 and the settlement stipulated that JBS must adhere to an updated "Safe Work
Playbook" and establish a team of company representatives and third-party experts (OSHA 2022).
This team will evaluate operations at JBS meat processing plants and collaborate on the creation
and execution of a preparedness plan for infectious diseases (OSHA 2022).

Low fines, such as the JBS COVID-19 fine, perpetuate a system where industry can risk
the safety of their employees and face few if any legal or economic repercussions. Green
criminologists have also questioned the efficacy of fines; finding that most violations go
unpunished and when corporations are fined, these fines do little to prevent future violations from
occurring (Lynch 2022; Johnson, Schwartz, and Inlow 2020). Instead, these fines serve as the de
facto cost of doing business. Not only, then, does the state fail to prevent lawbreaking behavior

from occurring, it supports this behavior through corporate self-regulation and a weakened
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regulatory framework. In cases of worker safety issues, OSHA's limited criminal sanctions and
minimal financial penalties for employers have contributed to the ongoing disregard for policies
and a lack of corporate-level compliance. Lack of enforceable standards, a declined staff capacity,
and reliance on virtual inspections created a perfect storm for disease transmission during COVID-
19. The absence of clear, enforceable standards specific to the pandemic left employers and
employees navigating uncharted territory, often without clear guidelines on how to mitigate risks
effectively. Consequently, issues related to worker safety were exacerbated by regulatory gaps and

regulatory capture — strengthening the power of agribusiness at the behest of worker safety.

Conclusion

Drawing on in-depth interviews with USDA, CDC, and OSHA representatives, content
analysis, and critical policy ethnography, I traced federal institutional, structural, and socio-
political contexts that shaped high transmission rates amongst meatpacking workers. First, |
documented that because the meatpacking sector is regulated by the USDA and OSHA, a
separation between food and worker policymaking exists. While the USDA is broadly tasked with
ensuring food safety and a food supply, OSHA’s mission is focused on ensuring a safe work
environment for employees. And yet, there are no unique regulations that address worker safety
issues at meatpacking plants — despite their dangerous working conditions. Fewer workplace
inspections and less stringent enforcement of safety regulations has created an environment in
which workers face greater risks of workplace accidents and occupational illnesses.

While OSHA and the USDA should have played key roles in balancing the risks of
industrial animal agriculture with food and worker safety, I found that the regulatory power of
these entities has been significantly eroded. I argued that COVID-19 amplified the structural

deficits of chronic underfunding, understaffing, industry interference, and a subsequently
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weakened regulatory framework. Existing gaps in federal regulation related to the meatpacking
sector—including the transition from federal inspectors to company inspectors (aka self-
regulation)—heightened line speed limits, and a lack of meatpacking sector-specific worker safety
guidelines intensified the impacts of COVID-19 on meatpacking workers. The implications of
OSHA's regulatory capture and funding constraints were substantial during COVID-19, including
the absence of enforceable COVID-19 specific safety standards and clear guidance.

These findings highlight the importance of adequately staffing and funding regulatory
agencies and maintaining their independence to protect the well-being of workers. A major
limitation of voluntary guidelines, such as those provided by the CDC, is the absence of
enforcement mechanisms. Because firms were encouraged, but not required, to adopt guidelines,
they could be adopted inconsistently — shaping disparities in COVID-19 mitigation efforts and a
lack of corporate liability. Meatpacking firms, rather than the state, were entrusted to follow
voluntary risk management and comply with OSHA/CDC guidance with few accountability
measures in place. The staggering volume of injuries in meatpacking plants, and the daily risks
faced by workers, indicates there is a strong need for stricter, enforced policies related to enhancing
workers’ safety and increased federal involvement, rather than corporate self-regulation. The lack
of stringent regulations illuminates how policies both directly and indirectly create systems of
harm; enabling workplace injuries and illness to continue without meaningful intervention.

Throughout this chapter, I also illustrated how powerful agribusiness companies and
lobbyists worked alongside the government to promote policies which benefitted their economic
interests, at the costs of worker safety and wellbeing. I assessed how pre-existing issues associated
with regulatory grey areas and the influence of agribusiness actors were amplified during the

pandemic. I’ve contributed novel empirical data that documented the challenges faced by CDC,
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OSHA, and USDA officials when navigating the COVID-19 pandemic. Existing research on
policymaking challenges during COVID-19 has been largely limited to secondary data analysis
(Jones and Hameiri 2021; Grgnnegaard Christensen and Mortensen 2023), which does not capture
the perspectives of regulatory officials or the historical and contemporary contexts that posed
barriers to effective collaboration and policymaking. Drawing on interview data and critical policy
ethnography, I argued that regulatory fragmentation and the erosion of regulatory power
intensified harms experienced by workers. These findings expand green criminological literature
by documenting how a system of harm is embedded within neoliberal governance structures;
expanding understanding of harm to include harms that are not just the product of laws and
violations but the outcomes of our current political-economic system (Lynch and Long 2022;
Lynch, Stretesky, and Long 2020). Perhaps, these harms are even more insidious than direct
violations of the law, as they have been codified into the regulatory structure.

In a sector such as meatpacking where economic interests are often prioritized over worker
safety, the lack of required safety measures, corporate self-regulation, and eroded regulatory power
of OSHA shaped higher rates of transmission. These findings are critical not only for addressing
the immediate challenges of the meatpacking worker vulnerability but also for strengthening the
resilience of workplace safety regulations in the face of future health emergencies. Rather than
corporate self-regulation and voluntary risk management strategies, agencies like OSHA need to
be directly involved with workplace monitoring and on-site investigation, as well as setting new
standards that address the multiple hazards faced by meatpacking workers daily. Moreover, as I
documented thorough this chapter, enhanced inter-agency and intra-agency collaboration, funding,
and policy attention to corporate consolidation and concentration is critical to strengthening the

resiliency of our food system.

114



CHAPTER FIVE: LOCAL AND STATE LEVEL POLICYMAKING, PUBLIC HEALTH,
AND THE MEATPACKING SECTOR

In the previous chapter, I provided an overview of federal policymaking related to the
health and safety of meatpacking workers prior to and during COVID-19. I highlighted how pre-
existing regulatory fragmentation at the federal level, including the erosion of the USDA’s and
OSHA'’s regulatory power, shaped outcomes related to COVID-19 transmission and worker
vulnerability. I documented the role of agribusiness actors and lobbyists in COVID-19 policy-
making processes and their implications. In this chapter, I examine how COVID-19 affected
policymaking and enforcement for meat production at the local and state levels. I focus my
analysis on JBS and Weld County, a historically Republican County, and illustrate how local
public health decisions reflected a neoliberal approach to governance and worker safety.

First, I analyze the interconnections between state and local-level public health governance,
highlighting how Weld County’s designation as a home county empowered County
Commissioners as key public health decision makers. I also assess how the economic and political
power of JBS influenced decision making processes and public health guidance at the local level.
Next, | move to a discussion of the individual responsibility approach to disease mitigation adopted
by the county and the role of limited state enforcement, which further enabled a neoliberal
approach to policymaking. This individualization of responsibility reflects the dominant
biomedical health model, where responsibility for health is placed at the individual level, rather
than the state level (Brown 2007). Finally, I provide an overview of the implications of county-
level public health guidance and JBS’s COVID-19 response on the health of meatpacking workers.
Sadly, in the first year of the pandemic, 291 workers at the JBS plant in Greeley contracted

COVID-19 and 8 ultimately died (Bradbury 2020).
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Throughout this chapter, I document how pre-existing issues associated with public health
governance, including underfunding and understaffing, exacerbated the negative impacts of
COVID-19 on meatpacking workers. These outcomes were further amplified by a county
governance structure that placed the power of public health decision making on County
Commissioners, rather than trained public health officials. In turn, Weld County’s public health
response reflected the broader neoliberal and laissez faire ideologies of elected officials, placing
the onus of responsibility on individuals rather than implementing county wide guidance aimed at
disease mitigation. In placing the burden of responsibility for health on the individual, rather than
on local and state institutions, I argue that these mitigation strategies illustrated the dominant
biomedical health model and neglected structural dimensions linked to health outcomes (Brown
2007; Vera 2020; Cardona 2021).

Furthermore, I document how this individual-level response carried over into JBS’s disease
mitigation strategy and trace how pre-existing issues associated with meatpacking work, including
line speed and close proximity of workers, intensified disease transmission. I analyze how racial
and ethnic demographics were used to blame on workers for disease transmission, pointing to the
living conditions of workers, rather than the structural, institutional, and socio-political factors that
shaped COVID-19 case rates in the meatpacking sector. Throughout this chapter, I analyze the
role of neoliberalism, the treadmill of production (ToP), treadmill of law (ToL), and industry
interests in shaping county public health governance and the subsequent outcomes (Schnaiberg

and Gould 1994; Schnaiberg, Pellow, and Weinburg 2000; Lynch, Stretsky, and Long 2020).

State and Local Level Public Health Governance

In the United States, the governmental public health system is comprised of 51 states

(including district of Columbia), 2,794 local health departments and 565 federally recognized
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American Indian and Alaska Native tribal public health agencies (Hyde and Shortell 2012). Most
state public health departments, about 55%, are independent agencies within state government;
however, 45% are located within an umbrella agency such as Department of Health and Human
Services (HHS). Although federal policies influence state and local public health practices, states
have flexibility in their public health authority and functioning (Salinsky 2010). For example,
while federal funds for public health infrastructure often support targeted efforts aimed at specific
diseases or risks, states determine how services will be provided (Salinsk 2010). As federal grants
are often program-specific, they do not stipulate the scope or organization of public health
activities (Salinsky 2010).

Furthermore, organizational models of state-local relationships vary across the US. In fact,
29 states, including Colorado, have a decentralized model, where local public health agencies are
organizationally independent of the state agency and thus are governed primarily by local
authorities (Salinksy 2020). In contrast, six states have a centralized organizational structure where
the state governs and operates local public health agencies. Thirteen states operate under a hybrid
model where some jurisdictions operate decentralized local public health agencies and others rely
on state agencies, due to lacking a local health department (Salinsky 2010. Two states (Rhode
Island and Hawaii) do not have local public health agencies and rely on state agencies for public
health provisions. Whether under the administration of local or state government, local public
health agencies typically bear direct operational responsibility for delivering most public health
services available within specific jurisdictions. State health departments, on the other hand, are
responsible for promoting public health and implementing disease prevention and preparedness
plans, supporting local health departments, and collecting data related to disease surveillance

(Trust for American Health 2023).
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In Colorado, the Colorado Department of Public Health and Environment (CDPHE) is the
state health department responsible for public health matters. They set public health policies,
regulations, and guidelines for the entire state. Local health departments, on the other hand, carry
out state public health rules while providing public health services. For example, the local health
department in Weld County (WCDPHE) is organized into four divisions: clinical and community
health services; environmental health services; health education, communication, and planning;
and administration and finance, including the Board of Public Health (WCDPHE Brochure 2023).
Each division has targeted responsibilities such as providing immunizations, family planning, air
testing, and conducting food safety inspections.

Given the flexibility of state and local health departments in defining their public health
role, there is a somewhat fragmented public health governmental infrastructure. This
fragmentation has been exacerbated by a historical underfunding of public health; with funding
for local and state health departments reduced by 17% in the last decade (Eger and House 2021).
The CDC, who is the primary source for state, local, tribal, and territorial health departments, has
had only a 6% budget increase, after adjusting for inflation, in the last decade (Trust for American
Health 2023). Even more alarming is the CDC’s budget for preparedness and response—which
has been cut in half in the last ten years (Eger and House 2021). Despite the United States spending
$4.3 trillion on annual health expenditures, only 4.4% goes to public health and prevention (Trust
for American Health 2023). Moreover, for state and local health departments to ensure a minimum
set of public health services for the public, they would need an 80% increase in workforce size (de
Beaumont 2021). This chronic underfunding and understaffing has hindered the capacity of local,
state, and federal public health agencies to respond to public health events and emergencies,

including COVID-19.
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The devolution of governance to state and local public health systems and services, rather
than a centralized federal public health model, further exemplifies the impact of neoliberalism
where healthcare has become increasingly privatized and governmental capacity to lead
community-level health interventions has been greatly reduced in favor of individual level
approaches (Malin and Kallman 2022; Vera 2020). The chronic underfunding of state and local
agencies has resulted in a weakened and fragmented healthcare system; reifying a neoliberal model
where market forces drive healthcare. Neoliberal policies emphasizing individual responsibility
and privatization have exacerbated health inequities and disparities, with minoritized communities
having the highest rates of being uninsured (Malin and Kallman 2022). Beyond differences in
coverage rates, racially and economically minoritized communities are more likely to live in areas
that expose them to pollution, to face barriers in receiving accessible healthcare, and to have higher
rates of illness and death (UCC 1987; Ndugga and Artiga 2023; Timmons Roberts, Pellow, and
Mohai 2009). The lack of accessible healthcare and a fragmented, neoliberal public health model

amplified the outcomes of COVID-19, which I discuss next.

The COVID-19 Context
In January 2020, COVID-19, caused by the novel coronavirus SARS-CoV-2, first emerged

in the United States, with initial cases reported in the state of Washington (Holshue et al. 2020).
The virus quickly spread to various parts of the country and became a global pandemic—Ileading
to school closures, stay-at-home orders, social distancing requirements, mask mandates, and more.
In the early months of the pandemic, very little was known about transmission, incubation, and
treatment. As the pandemic progressed, it became known that COVID-19 is primarily transmitted
through respiratory droplets when an infected person coughs, sneezes, talks, or breathes, making

close contact with infected individuals a significant risk (CDC 2022). Common symptoms of
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COVID-19 include fever, cough, and shortness of breath. Some individuals remain asymptomatic
carriers, while others may experience a wide range of symptoms, including loss of taste or smell,
fatigue, muscle aches, and gastrointestinal symptoms (CDC 2022). The severity of COVID-19
ranged widely; many cases were mild, some led to long term complications, and others were fatal.
Individuals with pre-existing conditions, that were 50+, and who are racial and ethnic minorities
had higher COVID-19 mortality rates (CDC 2022). As of April 2023, there have been 104 million
cases of COVID-19 in the United States and 1.1 million deaths amongst these cases (Eflein 2023).

Social determinants of health were predictably reflected in COVID-19’s impacts, which
were felt intensely in marginalized communities and communities with high populations of
“essential workers”, who were also disproportionally people of color (Hawkins 2020). Workers
who were employed in essential industries like meatpacking had higher risk of infection, with
Black and Latinx workers being disproportionally more likely to be employed in jobs where they
risked greater exposure to COVID-19 (Hawkins 2020). In comparison to white workers, Black and
Latinx workers were more than twice as likely to be employed in the meatpacking industry in 2019
(Hawkins 2020). In the CDC’s analysis of COVID-19 in the meatpacking sector, of the 9,919 cases
in 21 states with reported race/ethnicity, 87% occurred among racial and ethnic minority workers
(Waltenburg et al. 2020).

Although COVID-19 was a risk faced by all, certain industries were more prone to
outbreaks, dependent on the structure of work, proximity of workers, and pre-existing conditions
that amplified the risk of transmission. Meatpacking plants were particularly vulnerable to high
levels of transmission due to the high density of workers; extended periods of close interaction
amongst workers on the production line; indoor work settings featuring limited space in the

cafeteria and locker room areas; and a workforce characterized by a range of cultural and linguistic
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backgrounds, who frequently lack access to healthcare and other workplace protections (Herstein
et al. 2021). Additionally, the indoor climate of plants, designed to keep meat products cold for
food safety purposes, was linked to higher COVID-19 risk, as were plant ventilation systems that
spread pathogenic bioaerosols (Taylor, Almond, and Boulos 2020). Finally, the fast pace of work
and its physically demanding nature makes mask-wearing more difficult to sustain, and to masks
getting wet more quickly. This is problematic: wet masks are harder to breathe through and can
create fog on required personal protective equipment (PPE) goggles, which makes already hard
work even harder; they are also linked to higher aerosol spread of the virus (Abboah-Offei 2021;
Stull 2020). As discussed in the previous chapter, the characterization of plants as essential
infrastructure meant that workers were exempt from stay-at-home orders.

Although federal health authorities like the CDC, OSHA, and the World Health
Organization (WHO) provided guidance on COVID-19 and issued recommendations on safety
measures to control the spread of the virus, these national guidelines were layered on top of state
and local-level regulations. For example, in Colorado, COVID-19 mitigation efforts varied
between state and local health departments. While the state issued state-wide mandates—including
the issuance of public health orders, mandatory mask mandates, social distancing guidelines,
business restrictions, and capacity limits for gatherings—enforcement was at the local level. This
led to variances and inconsistences with mitigation efforts which were further compounded by
fragmentation of local and state health department authority. The interface between local and state
health departments in Colorado, like in many U.S. states, is shaped by the state's public health
system and local governance structures, including the presence of home rule counties. In two

cases, Colorado's local health departments are in home rule counties, including Weld County.
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Public Health, Agribusiness Interests, and Home Rule

In Weld County, Colorado, the local health department, County Commissioners, and the
Board of Public Health are essential actors in the governance and oversight of public health
activities at the local level. WCDPHE, as the local health department, is responsible for promoting
public health within the county and providing services such as disease control, immunizations, and
inspections related to environmental health. County Commissioners—as elected officials and the
governing body of the county—play pivotal roles in funding and overseeing the local health
department's operations. In their roles as elected officials, the five County Commissioners appoint
one member from six geographic areas to the Board of Public Health, as well as three at-large
members, for a total of nine members on the Board of Public Health. The Board of Public Health
acts as an intermediary between the local health department and County Commissioners, primarily
reviewing bio-solid and septage applications and providing recommendations (“Board of Public
Health” 2023). However, County Commissioners have the ultimate authority over public health
decisions, ordinances, and guidance under the county’s governance structure. As County
Commissioners are elected officials, they frequently do not have training in public health.

Across my interviews with local political officials, all participants highlighted the benefits
of home rule governance in enabling a localized approach to governance and providing flexibility
to policymaking during COVID-19. However, due to their status as elected officials,
Commissioners are less insulated from their constituents as compared to public health officials,
which can influence public health decisions. In an interview with John, a local official, he
identified the unique position of Commissioners as a central challenge to objective decision
making:

The challenge is that they're all elected officials, so they are politicians, and so... they're

going to have their finger on the pulse of their constituents who can be very vocal, whereas
a Board of Health would have some insulation against that... There's pros and cons to it.
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And that's one of the realities of it is that they're going to be attuned to their constituents,
and if one constituent calls up and complains, well, they obviously had them in their ear
already and so, they're going to be like, ‘Okay, you guys gotta adjust the messaging’. And
so that's what [the health department] did... Again, that's the reality of it. I don't have an
opinion on it. That's the reality of it.
This challenge was intensified during COVID-19, particularly due to the politicized nature of the
pandemic. Weld County is a historically Republican county and County Commissioners reflect
this: with all five seats occupied by Republicans in 2020 (Watson-Fisher 2020). The right political
leaning of Weld can be linked to the county’s extractive and agriculturally based economy,
discussed further below, with the county being described as a place that “values its independence,
fiercely protecting it from what many [there] call government overreach” (Boyce 2021). In turn,
the county’s political affiliation influenced not only policymaking surrounding mitigation efforts
at the county level but community perception of the virus. A 2020 PEW report found less than half
of Republicans believed that COVID-19 was a major threat to the health of the US population, in
comparison to 85% of Democrats (Tyson 2020). Political affiliation has been correlated with
mask-wearing, with belief in the legitimacy of the pandemic, and with concerns about contracting
and/or spreading the virus (Tyson 2020). Thus, the political affiliation of elected representatives
such as Weld County Commissioners, and the affiliation of their broader community, played an
important role in COVID-19 response efforts.

For example, while many counties in Colorado adopted mask mandates, social distancing,
gathering restrictions, and business restrictions, Weld County took a more laissez faire approach
where individuals were entrusted to make responsible decisions and businesses remained open.
Frank, a local governmental official who referred to running the county “like a business”, linked

the necessity of this approach as being due to the essential nature of the county:

You people in Denver, Boulder, you’re members of the laptop class, you pack up your
laptop and go home. I got somebody about a mile that way cutting meat so you can eat and
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so you can stay at home. We're in ag processing manufacturing. In my narrative with the

media at that time, I said, ‘Well, Weld County can't close because we're essential. We need

to stay open, so you can stay home.’
The county’s agriculturally based economy was a key rationale for keeping businesses open—
including JBS, the town’s number one employer. Furthermore, the model of running the county as
if it were “a business” reflects neoliberal ideologies that promote economic activity over public
health considerations. The ideologies of neoliberalism view markets as governing social life and,
in turn, policies are aimed at ensuring economic activity persists rather than ensuring social and
environmental wellbeing (Harvey 2005; Vera 2020).

Historically, Weld County has been premised on agriculture and oil and gas, with the
county being the state’s number one producer of oil and gas and the leading producer of beef cattle,
grain, sugar beets, and dairy production (“Agriculture in Weld County” 2023). In the words of one
public health interviewee, “meatpacking and agriculture and the cattle industry is the government
of Weld County for the most part.” A 2000 report documented that agriculture and agribusiness
accounted for 36% of the county’s economic activity and meatpacking plants accounted for 14%
of economic activity—demonstrating the key role of meat production in the county’s economy
(Seidl and Weiler 2000). With 75% of county’s 2.5 million acres devoted to farming, the county
agricultural activity has resulted in annual profits of $1 billion USD (“Agriculture in Weld County”
2023). JBS operations in Weld County alone has a payroll tax of $11 million, a workforce of 5,000
people, and works with 175 producers in the area who raise cattle prior to slaughter at the plant
(JBS 2020). JBS has also provided millions of dollars of funding for various community initiatives
and events, such as the Greeley Stampede (JBS 2023c).

Strikingly, then, JBS is a key economic actor in the area, a position which has led to

considerable political influence. In an interview with Ron, a worker’s compensation lawyer, he
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observed that JBS’s economic power allowed them to drive public health decision making at both
the state and local level. He remarked:

What's Polis [the Colorado Governor] going to say, ‘Okay, yeah, we need to shut down the

plant. We need to send these 6000 people home’... What does that really mean? We're

going to shut down JBS and piss them off. Any state in this country... will give them tax
write offs to move there... I mean, where do you think those 6000 people are going? Right?

They're going straight to unemployment. I mean, you're paying unemployment, you're

paying unemployment, we're paying unemployment. There’s... not a politician, or a

regulator, or anybody who's going to say, let's shut down 6000. Let's increase our taxes and

incur ... what is going to come from the windfall of no work... JBS has the power. JBS can

up and move anywhere they wanted, at any point. So, this entire state, this entire county,

and this entire city has to walk this balance of how do I make JBS happy.
Rather than Weld County implementing regulations related to public safety and health—
regulations which would have impacted the scale of production—their policies reflected a
commitment to maintaining economic activities and, in doing so, utilized their home rule
governance structure to the benefit of firms such as JBS. The economic interests of JBS informed
Weld County’s public health guidance strategy, a strategy that enabled continued production
despite the risks faced by workers. The prioritization of production over people was enabled by a
localized governance structure, a legacy of deregulation and corporate power, and a historically
weakened state and federal regulatory framework.

In my interviews with Weld County officials, all referenced home rule when discussing the
county’s response to COVID-19. However, home rule counties do have to operate within the
framework established by the CDPHE and are responsible for the implementation of state health
regulations and delivery of public health services at the local level. This being said, Frank saw the
county’s home rule status as protecting the county from following the state’s mandates, mandates
which he believed the state lacked the authority to provide:

We took a decidedly different tactic than a lot of counties did because of our unique form

of government. Because of being a home rule, we weren't so subservient to the Colorado
Department of Public Health and Environment. And so, Weld County took a decidedly
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Weld County reaction to this. A lot of people say, you— you denied the virus. No, I didn't
deny the virus. I thought it was serious, serious. I was very concerned. But at the same
time, it puts a very test of our Constitution. It puts our constitutions to the test. When you
talk about authority, and I've talked about authority a lot since the pandemic broke out...

They [the state] didn't have the authority. The authority that they're taking wasn't granted

in constitution or statute, they were just simply writing up these orders, and they didn't

have authority. And if you truly believe in government that stays within its lane. We used
our Department of Public Health and Environment to put out information to help people
make decisions about ‘Gee, should I open, should I close, should I...?”— but we weren't
going to utilize a public health order.
This question of authority and legitimacy related to public health orders and mandates was echoed
by other local officials and public health officials. Neoliberal ideals, including autonomy from
state interference and regulation in favor of individualism, espoused by Weld County elected
officials illustrate the power of “ideational embeddedness” on governance structures (Somers and
Block 2005). “Ideational embeddedness” is the notion that rules, conventions, and norms shape
both a commitment to neoliberalism and market dynamics and the subsequent governance
structure necessary to uphold these commitments (Somers and Block 2005). In Weld County,
upholding free market dynamics and trusting in the power of the individual to make informed
health decisions reflected a deep commitment to the norms of neoliberalism. Furthermore, it is
through this ideational embeddedness that policy decisions are shaped and implemented;
highlighting how neoliberalism is both a process and a policy model.

A key tenet of neoliberalism is an eroded regulatory framework and limited state
intervention in favor of individualism and the free market (Harvey 2005). In an interview with
John, a local official, he discussed the relationship between the state health department, the county,
and the lack of oversight:

You know, they are the state health department, we are the local health department. They

don’t give any oversight. We are a home rule county. So, we make our own decisions. We

do what we need to do in our day-to-day operations. Although they do provide some

funding to us, that comes from the general fund. That’s collected... from all taxes, a variety
of taxes, excess taxes. And so... for instance, we get money from the marijuana tax, we get
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money from the tobacco tax. The general fund gets us some funds based on population,
percentages and that sort of thing. So... it's a cordial relationship. But we don't look to them
for approval on really anything. We are self-governed, so we do what we need to do.
Sometimes they'll ask for a courtesy meeting, you know, like, so that we're on the same
page. Or vice versa, we'll invite them into a meeting like usually during the bigger disease
outbreak, where our epidemiologist and teams talking to their epidemiologists on team,
and just so that we're coordinating together. But on other stuff, we just do what we need to
do the job. And they stay out of our way. And we stay out of their way.
Although the state does not provide oversight on local public health matters, it does provide
funding based on the general fund. Because the county health department operates independently
from the state, a lack of regulatory oversight had important implications for public health decisions
and outcomes, and, relatedly, worker vulnerability. Since the county is self-governed, public health
decisions reflected the pro-market and pro-individual ideology of county officials, an ideology that
is deeply imbued with neoliberal norms. As “neoliberalism understands market systems as
regulators of the states” (Malin and Kallman 2022: 53), the role of the state is to uphold market
interests, rather than public interests, further driving issues of worker vulnerability. As illustrated
in the above interview excerpt, the lack of regulatory oversight at the state level has resulted in a
fragmented approach to public health, where local level decisions were made autonomously from
state recommendations.
When asked if there were tensions related to Weld County’s differing response to COVID-
19, John explained that the state had threatened to pull funding, but ultimately did not take that
drastic action:
I mean, the state had their orders. Weld County didn't follow them exactly. And they
sometimes didn't like it. The governor didn't like it. He threatened to withhold funding from
us on a couple of times. We're like, ‘Okay, withhold the funds. Fine.” But they never did.
They never did withhold the funds... It's a learning opportunity for the state, I think, to
realize that... you can have your mandates, but they're not necessarily going to be followed

by every county exactly the way you want it. Because we have local governance, and that's
what local governments means is we govern locally.
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The tensions between Weld County and the state reflected power struggles related to the regulatory
framework; with Weld having wielded its home rule status to uphold market interests and, in the
process, contested state public health orders and faced potential penalties in the form of the loss of
funding. Media sources also documented the potential of Weld County losing access to emergency
funds from the county and business licenses, with Governor Polis having stated that he would
“take whatever steps necessary to protect the health of the residents of Weld County” and
expressed concerns over Weld County’s public health response (“Weld County plans...” 2020).
However, the threat to pull funding was just that: a threat. In other words, it appeared that the local
governance structure protected Weld County from retribution when their response differed from
that of the state and from other counties in the area.

The lack of state intervention in the county’s public health decision-making also reflected
a legacy of neoliberalism, where state power has become increasingly limited and market-oriented
policy has flourished (Harvey 2005; Lobao, Lazarus, and Hooks 2014). Undergirding this market-
oriented policy are the norms of individualism; where individuals bear the responsibility for their
health, production and profit is prioritized, and the state works alongside corporate interests to
their benefit.

In the context of public health, Weld County's home rule status granted the county
government the authority to enact and enforce certain public health measures and regulations
independently of the state government. For example, Weld County's COVID-19 mitigation
strategy differed from the statewide approach taken by the CDPHE. In my interview with a state
public health official, they clarified that the state has no legal authority over local public health
departments:

We don't have authority over local public health departments. They are their own entities.
And they're either county level or regional, multi-county. We do give them funds, and we
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do have contracts. So, we have contractual relationship, but we don't have any legal
authority over them.

Due to this, Weld County was able to implement its own policies related to mask mandates,
business restrictions, and other mitigation measures. This resulted in differences in regulations and
recommendations within the county compared to other counties in Colorado, as well as important
outcomes for case rates in the county.

By April 2020, the county had 1,339 positive cases and 82 deaths—third in the state, behind
the case rates of Denver and Aurora counties, both of which are more densely populated (Ferrier
and Duggan 2020). In comparison, Larimer County, which neighbors Weld County and has a
slightly higher population, had 291 cases and 18 deaths (Ferrier and Duggan 2020). Notably,
Larimer County’s approach was much stricter than that of Weld County, implementing state-at-
home orders, business and school closures, and social distancing requirements. In contrast, Weld
County believed in the power of “individual responsibility” to make informed choices when it
came to public health and officials referenced that “one size does not fit all” and the “essential”
nature of Weld County due to its agricultural and extractive economy that informed the county’s
policymaking processes.

When elected officials deemed agricultural activity and production in the county to be
essential, county governance reflected logics of the treadmill of production (ToP), where policy
decisions prioritize business interests over environmental concerns (Schnaiberg and Gould 1994).
Although the ToP framework is largely focused on the environmental externalities and costs
associated with unsustainable modes of production, there are social costs to this model too,
including labor issues associated with the demands of production, exposure to pollution, hazardous
working conditions, and a state which had ceded power to corporate actors to self-regulate

(Schnaiberg, Pellow, and Weinburg 2002). These social costs were particularly pronounced during
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COVID-19, where the prioritization of economic interests overshadowed public health concerns.
The logics of the ToP, then, influence not only environmental regulation but also labor and public
health regulation that may impede production and profit.

Weld County public health policymaking also demonstrates the role of the treadmill of law
(ToL) in enabling and reinforcing laws and regulations that “legitimize and replicate ToP practices,
relationships, and interests” (Lynch, Stretsky, and Long 2020: 3). Although the ToL is focused on
environmental law and policymaking, public health and labor laws, or lack thereof, play a key role
in maintaining the ToP. The lack of regulatory oversight in neoliberal systems further upholds the
power of the ToP, in that the economy, rather than public health, is seen as the utmost priority.
There is a clear connection between the regulatory framework, i.e. the ToL, and maintaining the
interests of corporate actors in the ToP (Lynch, Stretesky, and Long 2020). ToP and neoliberal
ideologies have become so pervasive and widespread that they have become the norm in contexts
of U.S. governance and deregulation, shaping the belief systems of elected officials and their
subsequent governance structure.

County public health policymaking also demonstrates how the ToL is multiscalar in nature;
with local level rules and regulations playing a key role in upholding the treadmill of production
and maintaining economic activity (Lynch, Strestsky, and Long 2020). Limited county level public
health guidance reflected a neoliberal approach to public health guidance, where the onus of
responsibility falls on the individual. An individualized approach to health fails to account for
social determinants of health, and in turn, exacerbates existing social inequalities, including socio-
economic status, race, and access to healthcare with those who are the most marginalized impacted
disproportionally (Brown 2007). In Weld County, a neoliberal approach to addressing COVID-19

led to voluntary recommendations that benefitted firms such as JBS while intensifying issues of
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worker vulnerability due to exposure to risk in the plant and the constrained ability for workers to

act ‘responsibly’ in a high-risk and underregulated environment.

Individual responsibility and a lack of enforcement.

In the absence of county mandates, individuals were encouraged to take personal
responsibility for adhering to health guidelines, such as mask-wearing and social distancing. When
asked about the county’s disease mitigation strategy, John stated:

We never had any mandates, mandates that businesses close. We didn't mandate masks, it

was all left up to individuals. And we certainly put the data out there. We were allowed to

put the data out there, the information out there, but there were no mandates.

To share information about COVID-19, the county launched a COVID-19 dashboard in April 2020
that included the number of cases reported in the last week, the cumulative incidence rate per
100,000 residents, a 7-day average positive test, a 7-day admission rate per 100,000 residents, and
the number of deaths in the last month (“Weld County COVID-19 Data” 2023). In the early months
of the pandemic, the Greeley Tribune also published a weekly report on COVID-19 in the county
summarizing changes in weekly positive testing rates, hospitalization rates, deaths, and,
importantly, as it was not published on the county dashboard, outbreak locations. Rather than
guidance from the county level, officials trusted the public to make informed decisions based on
the information publicly provided— reflecting a commitment to a neoliberal and individual-level
approach to disease mitigation. And yet, in individualizing responsibility for health, social and
structural determinants of health, including citizenship status, race, socio-economic status, and
occupation, are not addressed and responsibility for doing so is evaded.

The reliance on individual responsibility became a cornerstone of Weld County’s response

strategy, particularly in the absence of mandates and enforcement measures. Frank, who described
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himself as “very smarmy” and “very almost patriotic” when it came to governance, heavily relied
on individual responsibility versus county mandates during the pandemic. He explained:
It really boiled down to principle for me. My principle is a belief in the individual. And
belief in in constitutional government that stays within its own lane, which is what I truly
believe in. Then it was put to the test because some people reacted just by writing orders
and mandating them, locking doors, and arresting people and putting them at home. And
they were all out of their lane. I think of it today. And I think, and I hate to sound so
dramatic, but the truly, our constitutional form of government was put to the test more so
than what people realize. And we were on the brink, on the brink of going *slaps desk* to
an authoritarian society... either you believe in our form of government, or you don't.
Here, Frank exemplifies a commitment to the individual and to individual responsibility; further
illustrating how the “ideational embeddedness” of neoliberal norms shaped his governance
strategy (Somers and Block 2007). Rather than using the governance to issue local mandates,
Frank directly critiqued these mandates, and, relatedly, governmental interference, as being
couched within authoritarianism. Because Frank viewed these mandates as being undemocratic
measures of social control, he questioned not only the authority of the state but the role of
government in public health. He continued:
What about keeping people safe? No, I want people safe, I didn't want anybody to get the
virus. But... if you believe in in the way that we're set up, you must believe in individual
responsibility and personal responsibility. Ultimately, I can provide you all the
information, that's the proper role of government. For me to hold your hand and tell you to
or not to do something, I'm not going to make a decision for you, [that’s] not the proper
role of government. You as an individual in a society must make that decision for yourself.
And it all, it all boiled down to that whether you whether you believe in the power of the
individual, or whether you believe in the power of government.
Rather than state mandates or local-level interventions, Frank believed in individual responsibility

and preferred a disease mitigation strategy that enabled individuals to make decisions related to

their health, as they saw fit.
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The power of the individual to make informed choices and to keep themselves safe was
heavily stressed by Frank and by Robert, another local governmental official, throughout their
interviews. Robert remarked:

People need to be responsible. That's what we said all along... Leave it to local government.

We can do this and we trust in our people, we got criticism making noise. I think it was

because just as I said, you know, our message out to the people was ‘We believe in you.

We trust in you. You’re adults, you're responsible. If you’re sick, stay home, if you're really

sick, get to the doctor. If it's that bad, you probably need to get the ER. But we're not telling

you this is what you're going to do.’
Individuals, not local or state governance, were thus viewed to be responsible for public health.
However, this neoliberal approach to disease mitigation and governance neglected the social
determinants of health and structural factors that limit individuals to act freely, as well as the
influence of individual action on collective wellbeing. In placing the responsibility on individuals,
rather than the state, county officials evaded responsibility for public health outcomes.

Furthermore, this strategy was shaped by the neoliberal perception that government
regulations, including those pertaining to public health, should be minimized in favor of individual
responsibility, and maintaining economic interests. In turn, this leads to an institutional
breakdown: where government power and social services are eroded in favor of individual
responsibility, a responsibility that is constrained by the structural and social locations of
community members. Not all individuals are able to be ‘responsible’ equally, and even more so
when they are working in a high-risk environment. The lack of local level guidance in favor of an
individual responsibility approach to disease mitigation disproportionately impacted those who
were the most vulnerable. Insufficient and inconsistent local level guidance was enabled by a

patchwork federal approach to public health that empowered counties like Weld to act

independently from national recommendations.
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Notably, there were tensions associated with this individual-level approach to disease
mitigation, including with then-Director of WCDPHE, Dr. Mark Wallace. According to publicly
released email records, Dr. Wallace disagreed with the local official’s stance on keeping businesses
open, despite rising case rates, and the lack of county-wide mitigation efforts. In an April 2020
email to County Commissioners, he wrote:

The relative ineffectiveness of actions and interventions to control transmission in Weld

County, as evidenced by our ongoing high case rates, raise serious concerns and

considerations for staging reopening. Weld County has not met the threshold for reopening

of a downward trajectory of cases. Any relaxation of restrictions should be cautiously

staged given the risk of even wider spread of the disease (Ragan 2020).

However, lacking the authority to contest Commissioners due to their decision-making power in
county governance, his objections remain unheard. The very next day, the county issued "safer-at-
work" guidelines that allowed all businesses within the county to reopen following the expiring of
a state-wide mandate (Ferrier and Duggan 2020). This was a stark contrast to Polis’s “safer-at-
home” executive order, which provided guidance on school closures, social distancing
requirements, business operations, and advised mask wearing (Safer at Home, 2020).

Weld County’s individual responsibility strategy for combating COVID-19 also reflected
the lack of enforcement capacity of the local and state health department. Local officials
commented on limited enforcement for public health orders; both due to funding constraints and
staffing capacity, as well as a lack of legitimacy of public health to enforce guidance and mandates.
Simon, a local official, commented on the discrepancy between state public health orders, limited
enforcement, and county level power:

Here in Weld County, the Board of Health is your County Commissioners. They may have

an advisory board, Board of Health, but that’s not a governing board, the ultimate

governing board. Then, you have the state trying to issue public health orders that follow
the entire state. And then the question becomes, okay, the state puts out these very broad

public health orders. But they literally have no ability to enforce them. And then the county
can adopt similar, you know, adopt kind of their own public health orders mimicking the
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state, and then they have the ability within the county to enforce them. But then if you have

a county that disagrees with that, they don't issue the public health orders, and there is no

real enforcement of those public health orders in the county.

A lack of enforcement capacity was used to question not only the authority of the state, but the
authority of the public health department. Limited enforcement, and relatedly, governmental
involvement in public health, highlights the outcomes of neoliberalism, in which the regulatory
capacity of public agencies has historically been eroded in favor of individualism and free market
fundamentalism.

Later in our interview, Simon noted the community’s response to enforcement coming
from the public health department and also used rhetoric related to the power of individual freedom
as outweighing local mandates:

In this country, people are not accustomed to being told where they can go and what they

can do and what they have to wear and all these other things. I mean, that's something that,

I would say, for the most part people find very attractive about living in the United States

is the individual freedoms. Then you have this. I mean, it's one thing I think for people to

say, ‘Oh, well, there's something going on, there's a curfew or, you know, evacuation and
public safety kind of thing’. And this was a public safety [issue], but it was really public
health that was leading. And I think... public safety has a lot more experience with dealing
with these big turn emergencies, we don't necessarily have that expertise. And people were,

‘Who is telling me I can't do this? It's not the sheriff's department, or it's not like the

legislature. It's, you know, public health is now dictating whether my business stays open

or not, or whether I'm able to feed my family or not.’.
Furthermore, as Simon pointed out, public health was seen as lacking credibility and authority in
enforcing public health mandates. Public health has been couched within the dominant biomedical
health model, where responsibility for health is individualized and thus services, programs, and
activities related to public health largely operate at the individual level. Thus, public health was ill
equipped to navigate a public health matter at the community-level and a response that required

collective efforts, such as mask wearing and vaccinations. Because this model has become

embedded within the broader consciousness, the public is also not accustomed to navigating public
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health matters that require a community response—evident in the contentious nature of mask
wearing and other COVID-19 mitigation guidelines.

Not only did the public question the legitimacy of these state public health orders and who
was enforcing them, but so did local governmental officials. In what Robert, a local governmental
official, referred to as a “respectful conversation” with Jared Polis, the Colorado governor, he
questioned how the state would enforce orders. He observed:

You know, Governor, we understand the stances that you're presenting to the citizens here.

But one size does not fit all, and what you're suggesting to present here, we can't even

enforce it. We don't have the manpower to enforce it. So, if you're ordering, putting these

executive orders out, how are you going to enforce these? ... You know, Governor, how
are you going to enforce this? Yeah, you're saying, you want to shut these businesses down.

How are you gonna do it? We're not gonna do it. Our sheriff's office has another

responsibility. You don't have a staff to do it? Where are you going to find the staff to do

this other branch of government to go enforces enforcement come from?
In questioning the authority of state orders, and limited enforcement power, local governmental
officials highlighted weaknesses associated with the state’s regulatory power. Furthermore, the
fragmentation between local and state governance illustrates the breakdown that occurs when
political will to protect public health, public trust, and public safety is overshadowed by a
commitment to neoliberal policy approaches. When the state is largely absent, and local level
governance is left to embrace a business-as-usual political and public health strategy without
obstruction, an institutional breakdown occurs. In the case of Weld County, this breakdown was
evident in the state’s limited regulatory and enforcement power and a neoliberal local level
governance structure that relied on individual responsibility rather than county policy. The focus
on individual responsibility was pronounced in Weld County due to the absence of enforcement

measures and local-level jurisdiction, with the understanding that residents and businesses would

largely need to make their own decisions regarding public health precautions.
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In a context such as Weld County, where the conventions of neoliberalism have become
widely accepted and embedded into the regulatory framework, a lack of public health oversight
led to inequitable health outcomes for minoritized populations, including meatpacking workers.
Because the interests of corporations have historically been prioritized over worker wellbeing,
workers are more vulnerable to negative health outcomes, health outcomes that were amplified
during COVID-19. Given limited state level engagement on public health matters in a neoliberal
system, workers also have little recourse for public safety and health issues— further driving issues
of vulnerability. The individual-level response to disease mitigation embraced by Weld County,
discussed above, neglected the social and economic contexts which undergird the autonomy for
an individual to make “responsible” decisions. Incentives to continue working, including barriers
to receiving sick pay or healthcare or access to tests, meant that in some industries, workers
continued to work despite rising case rates or even having COVID-19 symptoms. This was
particularly pronounced for meatpacking workers, who are predominately immigrants and
refugees, low-income, frequently lack access to healthcare, and comprise a significant amount of

JBS’s workforce: a major outbreak site in the community.

“The plant is not the problem”: racialized narratives and responsibility.

In the United States, almost half (44%) of meatpacking workers are Latinx and one quarter
are Black (Fremsted, Rho, and Brown 2020). Strikingly, 38% of meatpacking workers are foreign
born, more than double than the national workforce, and 70% of workers are non-citizens (US
Bureau of Statistics 2020). Close to half (45.1%) of meatpacking workers live in low-income
families, e.g., below 200% of the poverty line, and 12% live below the poverty line (Rho, Brown,
and Fremsted 2020). Furthermore, the national median salary income for meatpacking workers is

$30,485 (Stuesse and Dollar 2020). In contrast, the median household income for Weld County is
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$80,843——lose to triple the average median income of meatpacking workers. The racial, ethnic,
and socio-economic status of meatpacking workers had important implications for how disease
transmission was understood and who was blamed for higher COVID-19 case rates in the
meatpacking sector. In an individual-level approach to health, workers rather than the plant were
seen to be at the epicenter of disease spread.

For example, rather than a limited public health strategy being at the center of disease
transmission, the living conditions of workers were often blamed for high rates of disease
transmission. This narrative was touted by lobbyists, agricultural executives, and federal policy
makers, as discussed in the previous chapter, and provided a powerful strategy to shift blame from
the plant to the workers. In a publicly available interview transcript (“Transcribed Interview of
Robert Redfield”” 2020), then-director of the CDC, Dr. Robert Redfield stated that:

The real risk to these workers was not because they were in the plant. And this was one of

the hardest things that the CDC tried to get people to realize. It was that these workers lived

in congregate settings that weren’t meant for the volume of people that were in the
bedroom. There workers went to and from work in vans that were meant for six people,
but they had 20 people in it. So, [ kept arguing that what we needed to focus was preventing
infection in the congregate setting and in the vans to and from.
As Dr. Redfield played a key role in the weakening of CDC guidelines related to meatpacking
plants, including the approval of adding language and qualifiers such as “if feasible” to
recommendations, the view that workers’ living conditions, rather than the plant, had real policy
implications. Later in the interview transcript (“Transcribed Interview of Robert Redfield” 2020),
Dr. Redfield remarked that:

I kept arguing, what we needed to focus was on preventing infection in the congregate

setting and in the vans to and from. But I also felt strongly, and I didn’t make a lot of head

wind there, they should make labor standards. Rather than worry about if we have

Plexiglass, you should make labor standards on how these meatpackers house these people
and transmit them. We had many arguments about that. My view was to get at the cause.
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Workers, rather than their working conditions—enabled through a legacy of de-regulation and
corporate power in the policymaking process—were seen to be responsible for spreading COVID-
19. In placing responsibility on workers, state and firm responsibility for public health outcomes
were largely absolved.

Moreover, instead of the CDC assuring the health of workers in the plant via federal health
guidance, Dr. Redfield shifted the responsibility to the Department of Labor and suggested a need

for labor standards. Both labor and health standards were necessary to combating the spread of

COVID-19 at meatpacking plants, and yet, these agencies were largely absent. Instead of
addressing structural and socio-political factors related to disease transmission, workers were left
to contend with a high-risk working environment with little oversight or protection. Limited
engagement from CDC and OSHA in addressing threats to worker health in favor of voluntary
guidelines and firm self-regulation heightened worker vulnerability, while simultaneously
enabling firms to blame workers for disease transmission.

Like at the federal level, local officials also pointed to the living conditions of workers as
spreading COVID-19, rather than the plant being a main site of transmission. Frank, for example,
explained why JBS was such an outbreak site in the community by reflecting on the living
arrangements of workers, not on the plant:

Apparently, they buy houses and they rip down on the walls. Because they're used to living

very communally. There's no walls, traditionally, in their culture... and so there's no

bedrooms, there's no— any of that kind of stuff. They tear down the walls and that is the
way they live. But... that's not conducive to social distancing. So, we had real breakouts in
communities, because when they would go to the plant, and come home, they would infect
their entire family, which might go to schools.

Here, Frank identified worker living conditions as not being conducive to social distancing, while

recognizing that when workers would return from the plant, they would spread the infection —

pointing to the plant as the site of disease contraction whilst simultaneously shifting the blame to
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workers. Frank’s statements related to the living arrangements of workers are imbued with
racialized sentiments that other workers; blaming the spread of disease on cultural factors rather
than analyzing the economic factors which make multi-family housing a necessity for many
immigrant and refugee families. These statements situated workers (“they”) as others, drawing on
racialized stereotypes that draw a distinction between workers and the broader community (“we”
Poor living conditions of workers are justified as “normal” and as “cultural” rather than as
outcomes of racial capitalism. In blaming workers for disease transmission, Frank absolved
responsibility from county governance decisions that deemed workers to be essential whilst
simultaneously failing to implement county-wide disease mitigation strategies or hold JBS
accountable for worker health protections.

Narratives that the living conditions of workers drove COVID-19 failed to assess structural
factors, including socio-economic status, that lead to higher rates of shared housing amongst
refugees and immigrants. Thomas, an industrial hygienist, also emphasized living conditions as
spreading the virus, rather than plant working conditions. He commented:

The other thing that is a big factor in this, it's just the living conditions of the folks that

work at these plants. I don't really have a lot to say about that. But that is definitely a big

factor. You have 10 people living in a two-bedroom, apartment, right? And they all are
exposed to all these people at work every day. So, when you talk about disease
transmission, your ability to cohort workers goes out the door when you have, you know,

10 of these workers living together. And I mean, it's just... poor living conditions for them.
Because health was placed at the individual level, and in the absence of county-level disease
mitigation strategies, those who were most economically vulnerable lacked the ability to protect
themselves. Relatedly, John, a local official, also linked higher county case rates to an inability of
community members to quarantine when exposed to the virus. He stated:

When you look at the death rates, people are like, yeah, but you guys had a higher infection

rate. Well, again, we have so much double up housing. People can't isolate. They can't
quarantine. What are they gonna do? Where are they gonna go? That's why we had,
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partially where we had similar higher rates, at least in the initial months of the pandemic.

Yes, we did have some different approaches. But even people who wanted to follow advice

couldn't because they just physically could not do it.

Despite recognizing that many people couldn’t isolate or quarantine due to living arrangements,
rather than the county or JBS providing alternative accommodations, individuals remained
responsible for higher case rates in the county compared to neighboring counties. Again, the
rhetoric of individuals driving higher case rates in the county, rather than county policies and a
lack of community-scale disease mitigation efforts, overshadowed the county’s responsibility and
role in disease transmission. Indeed, these narratives related to worker living conditions as
spreading COVID-19 neglected structural-level perspectives and maintained individualistic
frameworks for disease mitigation responsibility. Although cultural factors certainly do shape the
frequency of multi-generational family housing, economic factors are a critical influence in the
living conditions of workers, and thus, in the spread of disease transmission.

Individual responsibility and racialized narratives that not only othered workers—but
blamed them for higher case rates—demonstrates that while workers were “essential” to carrying
out the labor necessary to keeping JBS open, they were not offered meaningful health protections.
Instead, workers and their living conditions were blamed for being sources of disease transmission
rather than systemic and structural factors. Placing blame on workers, rather than on JBS and
broader public health policymaking, not only individualized responsibility but also illustrated who
bears the cost of the ToP in a system of racial capitalism. According to the CDC, close to 90% of
meatpacking workers who contracted COVID-19 between April and May 2020 were racial and
ethnic minorities (Waltenburg et al. 2020). Racial and social differentiation embedded within a

system of racial capitalism exposed meatpacking workers to higher risks and deemed their labor,

not their lives, to be essential (Pulido 2016; Sze 2020). The devaluation of meatpacking workers
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was evident in discourse surrounding their culpability for higher rates disease transmission, while
absolving the state and JBS from responsibility for worker health outcomes.

Although meatpacking was deemed to be critical infrastructure and the labor of
meatpacking workers was framed as essential, the workers themselves were devalued. Local, state,
and federal policy promoted the interests of powerful meatpacking companies while failing to
protect those whose labor was essential to maintaining high rates of production. Instead of county
or state level intervention, meatpacking companies, including JBS, were tasked to implement
safety precautions for workers; precautions that were voluntary rather than mandatory. The
meatpacking industry leveraged its existing power to become entrusted with managing the
pandemic and controlling disease spread, promoting self-regulation over state interference. Next,
I turn towards a discussion of JBS’s disease mitigation strategy, a strategy which neglected to
incorporate an intersectional approach to risk management in favor of continued production and

worker vulnerability.

JBS & the 2020 COVID-19 Outbreak
By March 2020, workers at the JBS plant began exhibiting symptoms of COVID-19. As

documented in a publicly available public health order, from March 1% — April 2", 2020, Weld
County hospitals and clinics registered 277 visits from JBS employees or their family members—
a stark contrast to a mere two visits logged just one month prior in February. Between March 25t
— April 10", 43 cases of COVID-19 were confirmed and among these cases, 14 were hospitalized,
8 were intubated, and two deaths were associated with the outbreak.

On April 7%, 2020, the first worker died: Saul Sanchez, whose story was shared at the
beginning of this dissertation. Saul, 78, was a father of 6 and a Mexican immigrant who had worked

at the plant for over 30 years. In the early 1970s, he left his job as the manager of fifteen pharmacies
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in Ciudad Juarez to seek other employment opportunities and support his daughter, Patty, who was
suffering from kidney failure (Nieberg 2020). After a stint at a landscaping job in Parker, he moved
to Greeley, where his family joined him and later the family opened the town’s first Spanish bakery
in 1992. In Greeley, Saul began working at JBS until his death in 2023. He was a cornerstone of
the JBS worker community, referred to as “Papa” by many workers, and was known for his
kindhearted nature and strong work ethic. As he lay in the hospital bed, he spoke to his daughter
on the phone and asked her to relay a message: “Please call JBS and let them know I'm in the
hospital... let them know I will be back” (Fortin 2020). Days later, he died. His story was shared
by his family to the media to shed light on rising case rates in the plant and the need for county
interference to shut down the plant and implement worker safety measures. Although first reported
locally, Saul’s story was highlighted in national newspapers including The New York Times, The
Washington Post, Reuters, and NPR — increasing the attention that not only JBS was receiving, but
the local and state health department.

Dr. Mark Wallace, then-director of the Weld County Department of Public Health and
Environment, moved into action as he learned about rising case rates linked to the plant—both
from reports from county hospitals and a surge of media attention that drew attention to JBS
working conditions. Publicly available email records documented that Dr. Wallace reached out to
both Andre Nogueira, CEO of JBS, and the state health department to identify a plan aimed at

disease mitigation.

143



On April 10", three days after Sanchez’s death, Dr. Wallace and Jill Hunsaker Ryan, the director

of the CDPHE, released a public order that stated the plant would voluntarily close from April 131

until April 24™, 2020 to “make sure disease control measures are put into place, including a testing

protocol and cleaning of the plant.

completed prior the plant re-opening:

ORDER

1 Effective immediately, the JBS Inc. meat packing plant in Greeley, Colorado shall be
closed, which shall diatel drsrupl i of COVID-19. JBS Inc. must successfully
P all of the f ing req ,in It with WCDPHE and COPHE:

e Conduct an employee testing and screening program to begin this d and extend
for as long as necessary for public health and safety, as determined by county and state
public health officials. Protocols need to be led and approved by the public health
agencies. We request your assi in i g with employ
inspectors, and others with regular activities in the (acrmy The testing program sna!l

o include a symp and ing and employee identification

component developed by lhe public heanh agencies;

o assure that sick people are not exposing others during testing, and

o include an ongoing testing and monitoring program for employees that test

negative;
Identify ill workers and their contacts and ensure their exclusion from work for the
minimum necessary nsolatnon (at Ieast 7 day) and quarantine (14 day) periods;
o Identify asymp who may be permitted to work after the
closure period;

e, symptom and fever screening procedures for workers and
policies for the excluscon of workers who screen positive;

. public health reporting proced: for all symp and exposed workers;

* Impl policies and pr that ensure social distancing of all workers, this
mcludes but is not limited to for safe gh the facility during
arrival and departure from work and break times;

* Provide adequate access to PPE and hand hing and hand izing

* Ensure that housekeeping and food service staff and contractors are adhering to the

g and di set forth by the Centers for Disease Control and
Prevenuon (CDC) and are using EPA approved disinfectants on surfaces throughout the
facility;

* Ensure that any non-employees who have been in contact with the plant, including
housekeeping and food service staff, inspectors, and contractors are notified of the
COVID-19 outbreak at the plant and provided the oppommny for testing.

* Increase signage and other communication in the approp to
workers about COVID-19 symptoms and the importance of social dlslancmg appropriate
mask use, and hand h in g ppropriate for workers in the facility;

e Plan for re-opening wi(h a reduced level of staffing that ensures social distancing can be
maintained at all times during each shift; and

e Work with WCDPHE and CDPHE on a plan to re-open with adequate, ongoing
measures in place to prevent transmission and ensure worker safety.

1 g g

” The order also stipulated the following would need to be

y & JBS Inc. must consult with WCDPHE and CDPHE in its lmplemenlalron of these

requsremenls and share all d with this d
g the f g for each employee: name, date of birth, address phone
number primary language work snm P to symptom and exp 9

questions, test results, and any other knowledge of iliness or exp

3. JBS Inc. must develop a sequestration housing plan and share it with the State’s Unified
Command Center: Mike Willis, Director of Emergency Management. The plan should identify
how you will assure that healthy employees who have tested negative are housed in a way that
protects them from future community and household exposures and includes ensuring
accommodation of access and funcuonal needs, morale and welfare, Includlng access to meals
that include options g dietary and ¥ L health
support, technology for contact with family and cultural/religious practices.

4 People who are identified as having COVID-19 or exposure to a case of COVID-19
should be excluded from work as described above, and also should be placed on leave and
temporarily housed away from other workers that they cohabitate with for 7 days (isolation of
cases) or 14 days (quarantine of exposed individuals). This housing should not be co-located
with sequestered workers and should also include accommodation for access and functional
needs mdudmg access to meals that include optlons accommodating dietary and religious

i | health support, technology for contact with family and

cunuravrehgvous practices.

5. Fmally we ask that you work with the Colorado Department of Labor and Employment to
ide possible benefit to the JBS impacted workers during this closure. Please

conlact Patrick Teegarden CDLE Director of Policy and Legislation at

patrick teegarden@state.co.us or 303.908.0866 to coordinate messaging and assistance for

your workforce

Fig. 5. Public Health Order 20-25 Immediate Closure of the JBS Meatpacking Plant

The order was not well received by a variety of powerful players: not by JBS, county officials, or,

importantly, the White House.

Multiple interviewees reported that county government worked alongside Andre Nogueira,

CEO of JBS, and the White House to ensure the plant would re-open and would not face another

plant closure. Frank, a local governmental official, referenced collaborating with Mr. Nogueira,

and subsequently, Governor Polis, to keep the plant open. He recalled:
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So right around Easter, so it was either late March, early April of that 2020 year, where we
were working with the international president from JBS. And we were freaking out because
people didn't, people don't realize how fragile our protein supply is. There are three major
plants in the United States that handle like 90% of our protein supply. And they want to
close one of them down? You would have had starvation. “You got to find a way Governor,
so shut up *laughs* work with us, not against us’... We had to work directly with their
[JBS] company bosses, with their plant managers kind of thing. And those people worked
directly with our Department of Public Health and Environment. And what we had to say
is closing is not an option. We can't close *slaps desk™.

So therefore, how can we operate safely? Well, we had to, you know, widen out the spacing
and the distancing on their lines over there. We had to set up plex glass, we had to go
through all the protocols, and all that kind of stuff. And our folks in the Department of
Public Health utilizing the information from the CDC, you know, they did a great job over
there and working with those some of those essential businesses and helping them stay
open. Were there cases over there? Yeah, there were. In fact, was JBS an outbreak a lot?
Yeah, it was a lot.  mean, it's Weld County's number one employer. And so that's the point
you had to begin with. Governor wanted to close them down. I was on the phone with the
Governor multiple times. He wanted to close them down. He was going to come up here
and close them down. And ultimately JBS agreed— ‘Here's what we're going to do, we're
going to close down three days.” And they closed down... to institute all these safety
precautions and all these kinds of new protocols. And then they opened back up... And they
had, they had a few outbreaks over there. In fact, they had six deaths... it was an interesting
time. But we kept the nation's protein supply going.

Frank’s justification for keeping the plant open largely mirrored the narratives of lobbyists and
industry executives at the time: the need to ensure continue production to prevent “starvation” and
keep the nation’s protein supply intact and that closing was not an option. These narratives
underscored the necessity of keeping meatpacking plants open, whilst failing to include a
consideration of who was at most risk: meatpacking workers. Fear about meat shortages, rather
than fear about worker and community health, took center stage in policy discussions and
ultimately influenced local, state, and federal governance decisions. The logics of neoliberalism,
the ToP, and racial capitalism informed priorities related to meatpacking infrastructure and the
need to continue business-as-usual while holding workers, not public health agencies or JBS,

responsible for their safety.
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One day after the initial order, Jill Hunsaker-Ryan, the director of the CDPHE, emailed Dr.
Wallace and wrote:
JBS was in touch with the VP who had Director Redfield [the director of the CDC] call
me... they want us to use CDC’s critical infrastructure guidance, (sending asymptomatic
people back to work even if we suspect exposure but they have no symptoms) even with
the outbreak at present level. Are you okay with that? [ am if you are. Thanks (Fendt 2020).
Dr. Wallace replied, “Yes I am.” Although the federal government was largely absent when it came
to implementing public health protections and interventions, they intervened at the local level on
behalf of JBS. In other words, federal governance was robust when it came to upholding the ToP
through the ToL and weak in implementing public health protections and social safety nets. The
local-level and federal neoliberal strategy for public health benefitted JBS at the expense of their
minoritized workforce.
An interviewee who requested to be off-the-record provided further details on the pushback
Dr. Wallace and the local health department received from both the federal government and from
JBS, perhaps shaping his agreement to weaken the order. He remembered:
During the early days, Dr. Wallace was still there. He wanted to shut JBS down. And they
got pushback from JBS. Vice President Pence was on the phone saying ‘this is an essential
business’. And so there was some— there was communication challenges there, because
as a public health official, he was seeing that there were high infection rates. And they
needed to do a deep clean and put in some standards to protect the workers. And so, from
the federal level, I mean, the White House got involved mostly just to say, ‘This is an
essential business, you can't shut them down.” JBS then voluntarily closed for like a week
or so. And then did some cleaning. Deep cleaning and required people to wear masks and
distance and that sort of thing. So, there was some protocols put into place. And they did
screen everybody before they came to work.
This call was mentioned by multiple other interviewees and by media sources, as was the
announcement of Dr. Wallace’s early retirement from the health department on April 27%, 2020.

Dr. Wallace was subsequently replaced by Mark Lawley as a temporary hire, who had no public

health background and instead, had previously been deputy chief of Mountain View Fire Rescue

146



in Longmont, Colorado. Although records document the county had received 299 applicants,
including at least 11 highly qualified ones, Lawley was the only one interviewed (Meade 2020).
Interviewees referenced Lawley as “someone who would do nothing”, a “stooge”, and a “Yes
man”, whereas Commissioners referred to him as “someone they had complete confidence in”
while simultaneously hiring three medical officers to support him in his role as director.

As 1 was not able to interview Dr. Wallace directly, I relied on media reports and
disclosures from fellow interviewees to understand what led to his departure from the WCDPHE.
Both alluded that his retirement was linked to disagreeing with the Commissioners. One
interviewee commented that:

He [Dr. Wallace] felt he had a moral responsibility. And they were tying his hands. Those

were the two. He reported to—those are his bosses. And I just think that he couldn't

continue. Because... he knew the truth. And he wasn't— I don't think he was going to water
it down to keep a job. I respect him for what he did. You know, I can't speak for Mark.

But my impression, just with how active he is now... he believes the medical importance

of masking, vaccines, that kind of thing. So I think— I'll say I think— it was just because

they were ordering him to do something that he couldn’t.
Wallace was not alone: at least 181 state and local public health leaders across 38 states resigned,
retired, or were fired between April 1- December 2020 (Barry-Jester, Recht, and Smith 2020). By
October 2021, more than 500 public health officials had left their jobs (Baker and Ivory 2021). In
other words, during the pandemic, one in 8 Americans lived in a community that lost its public
health leader (Barry-Jester, Recht, and Smith 2020). Although the loss of some officials can be
explained by retirement, a National Association of County and City Health Officials (NACCHO)
survey found that extensive pressure from elected officials, subsequent interference with public

health measures, and efforts to diminish the authority of public health officials during the pandemic

were a large factor in public health officials leaving their jobs (NACCHO 2021).
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At the time of the JBS closure, industry executives and lobbyists were also working closely
together to prevent the fate of JBS from happening to other plants, as discussed in the prior chapter.
The Executive Order (EO), passed one day after JBS reopened, empowered firms to maintain the
current mode of production. Although the EO did not dictate that plants were required to stay
open— and local and state governments play a crucial role in implementing federal directives—it
provided firms such as JBS with the power to contest local and state guidance. Furthermore, local
and state policies and dynamics influenced the interpretation of the order. In Weld County, the
order’s focus on maintaining production mirrored the stance taken by local governmental officials:

the need for continued production and economic activity.

Safety Precautions & Pre-Existing Issues

Following the plant closure, JBS re-opened on April 24, 2020. Prior to its reopening, a
CDC team (one industrial hygienist, three veterinary epidemologists, and one medical
epidemiologist) visited the plant and provided an overview of recommendations aimed at
improving worker safety and curbing the speed of disease transmission. These pre-shift
recommendations included: enhancing the screening process to measure each worker’s
temperature individually, including clarifying how to take temperatures; procuring FDA-approved
thermal imaging systems for temperature checking; post screening questions in the commonly
spoken languages by workers; providing on-site testing for workers who have fevers and / or
symptoms; conducting contact tracing of work-related contacts upon positive COVID-19 tests;
instructing workers who tested positive to stay home from work; establishing written return to
work protocols for workers; modifying leave, benefits, and / or pay policies to provide additional
sick leave; and considering providing surgical masks to all workers as they become available for

purchase (CDC Memorandum 2020). During shift recommendations included: reducing overall
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processing animal numbers and maintaining six feet of distance between workers; that barriers
should not be used as a replacement for maintaining six feet between workers; providing accessible
and language inclusive education to management, supervisors, workers, and union stewards related
to COVID-19 safety measures, such as mask wearing, reporting symptoms, sick leave policies,
social distancing; and increasing the accessibility and availability of handwashing and sanitizing
stations (CDC Memorandum 2020). Like the broader OSHA/CDC recommendations for
meatpacking plants, these were suggestions rather than mandatory recommendations.

Although JBS had promised to test all employees prior to re-opening, this promise
remained unfilled. Instead, according to a public statement from JBS spokesman Cameron Bruett,
JBS made “the more aggressive decision to quarantine all team members” vis-a-vis the plant’s
temporary two-week closure (Meade 2020). At the time of the plant’s re-opening, state data
documented 245 cases linked to the plant, Colorado’s second largest outbreak after the Sterling
Correctional Facility. According to an April 2020 JBS Press release, the Greeley plant—and all
JBS plants—had voluntarily adopted the following safety measures:

e Relaxing attendance policies so people don’t come to work sick

e Requiring sick team members to stay home from work

e Increasing sanitation and disinfection efforts, including whole facility deep-
cleaning every day

e Promoting physical distancing by staggering starts, shifts and breaks, and
increasing spacing in cafeterias, break and locker rooms, including plexiglass
dividers in key areas

e Dedicating staff to continuously clean facilities

e Temperature testing all team members prior to entering our facilities, including the
use of hands-free thermometers and thermal imaging testing technology

e Providing extra personal protective equipment (PPE), including protective masks

that are required to be worn at all times

Removing vulnerable populations from our facilities, offering full pay and benefits

Waiving short-term disability waiting periods

Providing free 100% preventative care to all team members

Offering free LiveHealth Online services that allow for virtual doctor visits at no

cost
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Although these safety measures focused on actions JBS was taking, there was little information
publicly available about implementation or outcomes related to these safety measures. Some of
these actions, including continuously cleaning facilities and increasing sanitation and disinfection
efforts, were focused on surface transmission, despite growing evidence that COVID-19 was not
spread on surfaces, and thus did little to combat the airborne risk of COVID-19 spread (Fortin
2020). Instead, these actions shifted the focus from preventing the spread of COVID-19 through
temporary closures or structural changes to taking actions aimed at reducing, not eliminating, risk.
However, elected officials were confident in the safety measures adopted by JBS, with
Robert referencing a tour for elected officials prior to the plant’s reopening:
When they had configured the plan for protection for their employees and everything else,
they actually had a tour for the elected officials here... And one of the things that really just
had me sit up was when they started talking through this. They said that a pandemic hadn't
even been announced here in the United States. They have plants in Brazil and everywhere
else, you know, they are a Brazilian company. So, this was already happening outside the
United States... They were already making changes there... They were preparing here
before it was even truly announced here in the United States.
In JBS offering a tour for elected officials, they exemplified a continued partnership with local and
state officials. This partnership was critical to maintaining JBS’s self-regulation when it came to
health and safety precautions and enabling production to continue. Robert believed that JBS had
prepared for the pandemic to the best of their ability and failed to examine how this preparation
had still led to high case rates. Instead, he questioned the legitimacy of claims made from worker
advocates in the community. He stated:
So, they [JBS] said we were taking immediate action where you had those citizens here
that were advocating for the minority groups here saying that ‘people need to stand up for
them, you're not standing up for them. You're issuing their death sentences’... the company,
JBS announced that they were doing everything they could. And I believe in my heart...

they were reacting as quickly [as they could]. They were very proactive prior to COVID-
19 even being announced... it's just a shame that so many things were so emotional.
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Here, Robert exemplified an allegiance to JBS in his role as an elected official, believing that the
company had been proactive in preparing for COVID-19 risks, despite contrary evidence and the
divergent claims of worker advocates and community organizers in the area. Robert’s commentary
also reflected a broader tension: the claims of the company and the experiences of workers and
those who were advocating on their behalf. Workers’ experiences differed from company
narratives and provided a story that deeply conflicted with and countered the accounts of JBS and
elected officials. A confluence of factors—working in environments with limited social distancing,
financial incentives to keep working, lacking access to sick pay or healthcare—created a situation
where individual workers, many of whom were already vulnerable due to their immigrant and
refugee status, faced particularly high risks of exposure to and transmission of the virus. Despite
blaming COVID-19 spread on the racial and ethnic background of workers, intersectional
vulnerabilities, such as citizenship status, language differences, and economic inequalities were
not included in JBS’s disease mitigation response.

Furthermore, pre-existing safety and health issues amplified difficulties in disease
mitigation efforts. The structure of meatpacking work, where workers work in close quarters, made
following social distancing guidelines challenging. Thomas, an industrial hygienist, also noted the
proximity of workers and crowded working conditions as a key risk factor for disease spread:

These people are standing shoulder-to-shoulder right next to each other. There's not too

many places where people stand shoulder-to-shoulder and there's even fewer places where

people stand... shoulder-to-shoulder along the line and then three feet away on the other
side of the conveyor, you have the same thing. So, they're shoulder-to-shoulder and face-
to- face. And they're shoulder-to-shoulder and face-to-face in a loud, cold environment. So

in order to communicate with somebody across from you, you have to speak loudly. And I

think what we know now is speaking loudly is bad thing. Viral aerosol than anything else...

I think those are really the risk factors. It's just the proximity. And then they're crowded no

matter where they are... they're crowded in the lunchroom. They're crowded in the locker
rooms; they're crowded on the lines. And that's just a function of these old plants.
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In other words, focusing solely on social distancing on the line neglected other places of
transmission. To address the proximity of workers, JBS implemented plastic dividers on the line
and in the cafeteria, a tent outside to expand cafeteria space, and staggered shifts to reduce
crowding as employees entered the plant. These safety precautions did increase the ability of
workers to socially distance. However, they did not target the underlying factors associated with
crowded line conditions: a rapid line speed that requires close proximity.

Interviewees and media sources also documented an attendance system and a work culture
that encouraged workers to continue working, even if they were symptomatic. For example, before
COVID-19, workers had 7.5 attendance points before being fired. This number decreased to 6
(Schlitz 2020). This conflicted with JBS’s claim of “relaxing attendance policies so people don’t
come to work sick” and “requiring sick team members to stay home from work”. Moreover,
recovering points is an arduous process that involves calling an English-only hotline and then
submitting documentation of the call to the union (Schlitz 2020). Furthermore, to incentivize
workers to continue working, JBS also implemented an attendance bonus of $600. Thus, even
though JBS had announced actions related to keeping workers at home, they simultaneously
invoked policies that incentivized workers to work. These attendance bonuses capitalized on the
economic vulnerability of workers, while constructing the illusion of choice. Workers were
“choosing” to continue to work, even if this choice was influenced by firm policy and their
precarious economic position. Again, individual level responsibility for health overshadowed the
role of JBS and the county in disease mitigation.

When discussing safety precautions implemented at the plant, Thomas noted how workers
typically did not call out of work and the historical role of attendance bonuses in constraining

precautionary behavior:
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Turnover is a big problem with these plants, because it's hard work, and it's not fun. So,
you have to figure out a way to encourage people to come to work. If you have an
attendance bonus, and you're sick, you know, the motivation to go to work is a whole lot
more than to say, you know, ‘I'm sick, I need to stay home. And it's important not to spread
this to my coworkers’, which I'm not even sure many of them really understood that
concept at the beginning. So most of these workers will never call off sick. Because if they
call off sick, I mean, I'm talking pre-pandemic, you know. They're gonna go to work...
when they have a cold, when they have--- when they're sick, because they're living
paycheck to paycheck, and they get a bonus for the number of consecutive days that they
come to work. So that's a huge incentive. So... I think in terms of one of the major factors
that really made it a huge hotspot, that's one of them.

Here, Thomas highlighted how attendance bonuses constrained the ability of workers to make
health decisions that are unencumbered by financial incentives. Furthermore, these bonuses and
incentives exacerbated a lack of established guidance related to how to call of work both pre-
pandemic and during COVID-19. Thomas reflected:
But I think the other thing is... there was a lack of understanding of when I should go to
work, and when I shouldn't go to work. It took a while to get there to say... you have these
symptoms do not come to work. And when they first said that, most of these people had no
idea how to call off work, which sounds crazy, right? But that they'd never done it. It was
not even in their make-up to ever call off sick, they were not intending to call off sick.
Because workers were not informed about when they should go to work or symptoms related to
COVID-19 that should have resulted in subsequent testing, workers continued to work. Contrary
to the idea that it was not in their “make-up” to call out sick, the tendency to continue working is
reflective of the social and economic location of meatpacking workers and a neoliberal system that
prioritizes production over people. As many workers are low-income, economic vulnerabilities
overshadowed their ability to stay home when ill. These economic vulnerabilities were

compounded by a lack of procedural justice when it came to knowing how to call out of work

during COVID-19.
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In my interview with Manuel, a local union representative who played an intermediary role
between workers and human resources, he reflected on the challenges inaccessible information
posed to workers calling out. He stated:

My grievance was some people didn't know how the process, what numbers to call, and

there were times where — because I was the one communicating with the company, saying,

‘look, what numbers should they call because they're calling me? Obviously, they're not

calling you because you have a hotline, and they call it, they leave a message and you call

them back. And due to the volume of calls, they're not calling anymore because they can't
get through. So they are calling me. I need to know what numbers to call’... But if it wasn't
for the Union getting involved, it would have been ‘I don't see anything’, ‘I don't know
anything’. The fact that I had it on paper, I mean, I had logs of people just keep calling me
and ‘let me get back to you’, ‘let me get back to you’.
In their interviews, both Manuel and Thomas documented a lack of knowledge about the process
of calling out sick, as well as the difficulties due to a pre-existing work-while-sick culture. This
was exacerbated by a lack of established paid sick leave policy. In my interview with David, a
Department of Labor official, he reported that they had “come down hard on them for paid sick
leave... [which] is a new law in Colorado because of the pandemic that says all employers must
provide 80 hours of paid sick leave.” Because paid sick leave had not been established by JBS,
workers were left to contend with an employer who claimed to relax attendance policies while
capitalizing on a lack of accessible information related to the process of calling out sick and,
instead, incentivized workers to continue working through attendance bonuses.

Although paid sick leave appeared nebulous from interviews and media reports, the plant’s
policy of “removing vulnerable populations from our facilities, offering full pay and benefits” was
utilized by one worker I interviewed, Alejandra. Workers that were 60+ were able to stay home

and still receive pay in the early months of the pandemic. It is notable that the reason she was

aware of this policy was because of her adult daughter, who had a friend who worked in Human
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Resources. When Alejendra was told JBS was no longer providing pay for those 60+ and she was
to return to work, she reflected on her ultimate decision to quit:

I was scared. I was still scared. I was afraid to return because they have a lot of people with

COVID. And I said, ‘if they are not going to pay me [anymore], I’m going to quit’... I was

thinking of working the whole year of 2020. It was my plan to work the whole year and

then retire. I wanted to get some money, buy new furniture, buy things that I’m not going

to be able to later [once I am retired]. But no, the plan doesn’t work. My plan doesn’t work.
Her two adult daughters had encouraged her decision, stating that it wasn’t safe or worth the risk.
Although Alejendra was nearing retirement and ultimately decided to quit, other workers were not
in this life position. For these workers, they greatly feared losing their jobs if they did not show up
to work. As JBS is the predominant employer in the area and offers relatively high pay and low
barriers to entry (by not requiring credentials such as high school education, English language
speaking skills, prior relevant work experience), job loss was a real threat.

On July 9, 2020, the CDPHE and WCDPHE conducted a follow-up visit to observe the
changes made to the plant following prior visits by the CDC (April 14 and 16, 2020) and WCDPHE
visits (April 8 and 23, 2020). Overall, the team found that JBS had implemented a variety of safety
measures, including: increased availability of masks for workers with subsequent increases in
mask wearing; installed additional hand hygiene stations; adjusted work hours to maintain a longer
time for workers to transition between shifts; installed stainless steel barriers to separate spacing
where six feet distance was not achievable; and that, at the time, the plant was operating at
approximately 90% capacity. This report does illustrate that, from the perspective of public health
officials who toured the plant, JBS had implemented increased safety procedures. However, the
slow response to implement COVID-19 measures, the county’s limited interference, and the

broader federal landscape of limited enforceable public health measures and guidance led to 291

workers at the JBS Greeley plant contracting COVID-19 and the loss of eight lives: Saul Sanchez,
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Tibursio River Lopez, Eduardo Conchas de la Cruz, Daniel Avila Loma, Tin Aye, Way Ler, and

two individuals whose names were not publicly disclosed (Bradbury 2020).

Conclusion

In this chapter, I assessed how COVID-19 affected policymaking and enforcement for meat
production at the local and state levels. I analyzed how local level policies regarding COVID-19
took the economic and political interests of powerful agribusiness firms such as JBS into greater
consideration than its predominately racial and ethnic minority workforce. Drawing on interviews,
critical policy ethnography, and content analysis, I found that Weld County’s home rule
governance structure played a critical role in empowering the county to adopt voluntary COVID-
19 measures that were inconsistent with those of the state and differed from other nearby counties.

Furthermore, a lack of state enforcement amplified the ability for local governmental
officials to contest state-level guidance, both directly and indirectly. Individual level responsibility
was the cornerstone of Weld County’s public health response, whereby individuals were entrusted
to make responsible decisions. The ideational embeddedness of neoliberalism in governance
decisions was a key mechanism that shaped the county’s pro-business and individual level disease
mitigation strategy (Somers and Block 2005). However, this approach neglected structural factors
that shape exposure and disease transmission. This disease mitigation strategy reflected neoliberal
tenets and a reliance on the individual-centered biomedical model (Brown 2007; Vera 2020;
Cardona 2021). The dominant biomedical model thrives under neoliberal systems, as it places
health responsibility on individuals rather than the state—evading accountability for health
programs and policies aimed at ensuring public health in favor of an individualized approach. This
model enabled firms and businesses such as JBS to continue operation, even when limited safety

precautions had been implemented. In 2020, JBS reported a record net revenue of $51.7 billion
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(NRDC 2021), a record that was enabled through lax COVID-19 regulations at the federal, state,
and local level that did little to hamper production activities at the cost of worker health and safety.

Although the plant closed for two weeks, this decision was hard won and not unanimous
across public health and county officials. Following this decision was a leadership change at the
WCDPHE and the loss of then-director, Dr. Mark Wallace. Interviewees and media sources also
documented the direct involvement of the White House and JBS CEO in identifying a plan to re-
open the plant, suggesting industry interference in the policymaking process at the local, state, and
federal level (as discussed in the prior chapter). Furthermore, the individual-level responsibility
strategy embraced by the local government failed to account for structural, institutional, and socio-
political factors that constrained the ability of meatpacking workers to make autonomous health
decisions. Instead of acknowledging the plant as a site of disease transmission, cultural factors
such as shared housing were blamed for outbreaks amongst workers. Although workers were
deemed to be “essential”, the lack of implemented safety precautions illustrates that it was their
labor, not their lives, that was essential to ensuring continued production.

This chapter’s findings support prior research on the role of industry in the policymaking
process and the role of the ToP, and relatedly, ToL in prioritizing business interests above all.
Because the state has acquiesced to the interests of powerful corporations, policymaking upholds
the ToP and maintains the economic interests of firms (Stretsky, Lynch, and Long 2020). For
example, Lynch, Stretesky, and Long (2020) drew attention to how environmental laws reflect
economic relations that replicate treadmill of production interests and practices. In my findings, I
demonstrate how the ToL is not unique to environmental regulations and policymaking that
threaten to slow the ToP, and instead, these patterns persist in worker safety and public health

policymaking. In exploring how public health governance was utilized to the behest of corporate
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interests and practices, I build upon green criminological research which locates harm in economic
and state relations and provide evidence of how this manifested at the local level (White 2013;
Ruggiero and South 2013). My local-level findings align with prior research on industry-state
relationships, which has documented the power that agribusiness exercises over the regulatory
framework and structure of the food system (Lobao and Stofferahn 2008; Leonard 2014; Silbergeld
2016; Howard 2016). As neoliberal norms have become deeply embedded with Weld County’s
governance structure, elected officials pushed forth policies that prioritized business and economic
activity rather than public health.

Through exploring the multiscalar nature of these economic and state relations, from the
federal to the local level, I found that the power of JBS enabled policies that reflected business
interests, rather than public health concerns, and that this pattern was solidified across scales of
governance to uphold the ToP (Long, Strestky, Lynch 2020). JBS thus successfully leveraged its
existing economic and political power to influence governance decisions and public health policy
in favor of corporate self-regulation over state interference. These findings also point to local-level
dynamics and industry relationships, documenting how the context of a modern company town
influenced policymaking during COVID-19. When a dominant employer employs a large portion
of the labor force, and the local labor market is thus concentrated, employers can wield significant
influence in political decisions (Willingham and Ajilore 2019). Through political donations and
their status as the town’s number one employer, JBS has become embedded in Weld County’s
economic sphere: shaping the county’s political landscape to their favor.

A central theme across findings is the role of industry’s economic and political power in
public health guidance and the subsequent implications for those who are structurally and

economically vulnerable: meatpacking workers. Pro-business and neoliberal ideology of elected

158



officials resulted in a laissez faire approach to public health, where JBS was enabled to continue
operation and the responsibility for worker health fell at the individual level. These findings
suggest that to improve the health and safety of meatpacking workers, and to expand the power of
public health departments, the governance structure of Weld County must be challenged.
Participation from a diverse group of stakeholders that are impacted by public health guidance is
necessary to improve procedural equity in the decision-making process. The power to create and
enforce public health guidance should not be restricted purely to elected officials as doing so
results in an uneven and inequitable approach to policymaking.

Furthermore, increased enforcement of disease mitigation and accountability at the local,
state, and federal level is key to enhancing the health and safety of workers and reducing the power
of agribusiness in the policymaking arena. As this chapter, and the previous chapter, illustrated:
the power of agribusiness has become embedded within multiscalar forms of governance to such
an extent that there is a need for a stronger regulatory framework that is independent of corporate
interests. Rather than laws upholding the ToP and enabling the social consequences through an
absence of state intervention, increased policy attention must be focused on combating the ToP
and moving towards more socially just and sustainable modes of production. Worker safety and
broader community public health should take precedence over maintaining firm economic profits.
In an era where we face increasingly unprecedented global environmental and public health crises,
there is a clear need to create greater autonomy between corporate actors and the local, state, and

federal political sphere.
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CHAPTER SIX: MEATPACKING WORKERS, LABOR, AND LEGACIES OF
EXPLOITATION

In Chapter 4, I provided an overview of regulation of the meatpacking sector and the
institutional, structural, and socio-political contexts that shaped high rates of COVID-19
transmission. In Chapter 5, I documented how COVID-19 affected policymaking and enforcement
for meat production at the local and state levels and how pre-existing issues associated with public
health governance at the local and state levels amplified outcomes of COVID-19 on meatpacking
workers. Building upon these findings, I now bring my analysis to workplace, the scale
experienced by workers. I provide an overview of legacies of racial exploitation and structural
inequalities that have sustained the treadmill of meat production, while embedding workers in a
system of harm. I detail how the racial and ethnic demographics of workers intersected with their
vulnerabilities to exploitation, unsafe working conditions, and health risks during COVID-19.

Drawing on in-depth interviews with workers’ compensation attorneys, I illustrate how
meatpacking firms continue to capitalize on the racial and ethnic demographics of workers,
resulting in significant procedural injustices that delay medical treatment and compensation. I
argue that the flaws embedded within the workers’ compensation system benefit firms, harm
workers, and represent another avenue to enable the survival of racial capitalism in the
meatpacking sector. This analysis contributes to limited research that has documented
meatpacking workers’ compensation (Schofield et al. 2023; Stuesse 2018) and includes qualitative
accounts from workers’ compensation attorneys to provide further details about the challenges
associated with workers’ compensation processes both prior to and during COVID-19.

Finally, I conclude this chapter with a discussion of worker organizing in the face of the

COVID-19 pandemic. I contend that worker mobilization can be used as a tool to combat the
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dynamics of racial capitalism and shift power from the firm level to workers. Although worker
organizing has been limited by the structural conditions of racial capitalism, there is great potential
for workers to work alongside unions, community groups, and labor advocates to demand better
working conditions. Throughout this chapter, I build upon my previous findings and document
how the harms embedded in federal, state, and local policymaking impact workers’ lives. In doing
so, I provide a multiscalar analysis of how racial capitalism is organized across institutions to

uphold the meatpacking sector and the subsequent impact on workers.

Racialized Labor Exploitation

As discussed in the literature review, the demographics of meatpacking workers are linked
to legacies of labor exploitation and the recruitment of immigrant and refugee laborers in this
sector (Freshour 2017; Genoways 2014; Frydenlund and Dunn 2022). As economic opportunities
are limited for immigrants and refugees, especially in rural areas, the relatively high pay of
meatpacking and low barriers to employment has positioned the meatpacking industry as a
powerful actor in the local labor market—and as a key force in shaping county demographic
changes. These patterns rang true in Greeley, as well. Frank, a local official, reflected both on the
nature of meatpacking work and of JBS’s recruitment strategy as shaping county demographics.
He stated:

I hate to be this way, but it is nasty, ugly work. I wouldn't want to work there. I like cows,

they're tasty. But it is hard work. And they have to look at different kind of labor pools.

And a lot of times, especially [before] JBS, [it] was very, very heavily Hispanic, when

Monfort ran it. Because a lot of members of Latino community would come in and get jobs

here. And so, we would have, you know, a lot of Mexican nationals that would come here

and work. When it became JBS, that's when it opened up to so many different kinds of
nationalities. Because JBS literally has an international recruiting presence.

Notably, JBS Foods purchased Swift & Co in 2007, one year following the plant’s ICE raid.

Although the international nature of JBS may have led to increased global recruitment efforts, the

161



consequences of growing ICE raids and the development of identity verification systems reduced
the meatpacking sector’s ability rely on undocumented immigrants as key components of their
labor market and profit— driving the need to identify a new supply of exploitable labor. In
reflecting on the nature of meatpacking work, Frank naturalized the “nasty, ugly” aspects of
meatpacking work as necessitating a different labor pool from white residents: a labor pool of
immigrants and refugees. Likewise, when explaining factors shaping the racial and ethnic
demographics of Greeley, Simon, a local official, commented that “we've got the industry, the
agribusiness, and the immigrant refugee populations. They bring with them skill sets that translate
very well to work right away in Weld County [and do the] work that needs to be done.”

These racialized narratives are not unique to local actors and have been expressed by
others, including the head of the U.S.-Mexico Chamber of Commerce who claimed that “we re
[Americans | not willing to do these jobs anymore, but immigrants, like always, are willing to do
it to provide for their families” (cited in Whittaker 2005: 44). Narratives about immigrants’
“willingness” to take jobs that are seen as undesirable to Americans normalize exploitation as a
voluntary choice, rather than the product of systemic oppression within racial capitalism. These
claims normalize the racialized labor dynamics shaping the meatpacking workforce, rationalizing
that the high percentage of immigrants and refugees in the sector is a product of their individual
skillsets and work ethics, rather than the systematic outcome of racial capitalism, broader
geopolitics, and recruitment efforts of meatpacking firms.

In a stark contrast, some worker advocates and labor experts highlighted the reliance on
immigrant and refugee labor as being an intentional, exploitative design of the meatpacking sector,

rather than a product of immigrants’ and refugees’ willingness to work in the sector. In my

interview with Carol, who has worked for decades advocating for enhanced meatpacking worker
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safety and protection, she described historical changes of the meatpacking sector and subsequent
recruitment of immigrant and refugees. She explained:

Meatpacking was a middle-class job in the late 70s. People made about $60,000 with

overtime. And by the mid-80s, they were making half that because the industry as a whole

just decided that that they were going to restructure. There were companies like IBP that
decided.... they [would] change their structure They deskilled the jobs. And they recruited
very heavily in the 80s, immigrant workers. That pipeline still exists and most of the
workers in plants are immigrant workers and also refugees... So this work was really hard
and backbreaking, but it was better than where they came from, and they were very
grateful... It's not like at Amazon where you have workers [who have] gone through high
school and some of them college and they know this is a job for 1,2,3 or 4 years and they’re
very aware of their rights. You have a much more vulnerable population in Greeley, at JBS.

And by design, everywhere... It's a very exploitive industry by design.

Carol’s account identifies three central changes in the sector: 1) restructuring of the meatpacking
industry; 2) deskilling of jobs; and 3) subsequent recruitment of immigrant and refugee workers
to replace what had previously been a predominately white workforce. In the 1980s, 70% of
meatpacking workers were white; in 2019, the number dwindled to a mere 20% (Chang et al. 2021;
Fremsted, Brown, and Rho 2020). As Carol recognized, the large percentage of immigrants and
refugees has enhanced the industry’s ability to exploit structural vulnerabilities and capitalize on
issues of procedural injustice, including language barriers, lack of familiarity of labor rights in the
United States, and varying citizenship statuses.

Firms have profited on the precarious social and economic positions of immigrants,
expanding profit margins and maintaining a steady supply of labor, even in the face of high
turnover rates and the geographically isolated location of plants. However, in the last two decades,
ICE raids at meatpacking plants have also become more frequent, as have stricter immigration
policies and identity verification systems like E-Verify, which have heightened the difficulty of

hiring undocumented immigrants (McConnell 2019; Elk 2018). Interviews provided insights on

the hiring process prior to the 2006 ICE raid, and the subsequent impacts of the raid. For example,
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in my interview with one worker, Alejandra, she described how despite lacking employment
paperwork, she was able to secure a job at the plant. She explained:

I heard about the job from one of my husband’s friends. He told us about the job. It wasn't

easy for me to go in and to work over there. Because by that time, there was a lot of people

illegally working there. So, it was full, they don't have room for more people. So, we came

in July... as soon as we come here [to Greeley], I went over there to fill in an application. |

start every Monday calling. And finally in December 2003, I started there... At that time,

it was a lot of [undocumented] people. A lot of people, a lot of hard-working people.
Later, when I asked what had attracted Alejandra to the position, she highlighted the economic
opportunity. She stated:

You don't have to have any degree, nothing. They pay more money. That's why I applied

there. And I thought... it’s going to be more easy for me to get the job because by that time,

I really needed it. And what a big company, so maybe we have more benefits, more

potential, more everything. It was not too bad, but not too good.

Alejandra’s story is one that resonates for many meatpacking workers: the need for work that does
not require employment paperwork, that provides a relatively high wage, and a lack of alternative
employment options. For many, structural factors—not voluntary choices—shape the pursuit of
meatpacking work.

Although there is no verified statistic, sources have estimated that 23% of Swift & Co.’s
employees were undocumented immigrants at the time of the 2006 ICE raids, demonstrating the
significant population of undocumented immigrants in this sector (Kammer 2009). Across the six
Swift & Co. plants that were targeted, 12,000 people were detained and 1,300 people were
ultimately deported. Although Alejandra had received a work visa before the ICE raid, recalling
the sheer panic of workers and the fear that reverberated throughout the plant brought tears to her
eyes. She described what it was like that day:

It was really too sad. It really surprised every employee, I think. Because it was in the

morning and there wasn’t a break in the morning. Then they said, ‘okay, now we are going

to go on break everybody’. Why? Sometimes, we do because there is something wrong
with the chain, so we already know. But that time, everything was okay. And they say
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‘okay, everybody goes to the cafeteria’. We started downstairs and we see that there is a
lot of police, a lot of police officers, ICE police officers, border patrol downstairs. A lot
[voice breaking]— a lot of police in the cafeteria. So, it was too hard for the people to run
away. It wasn’t easy to run away... It was a sad day.
Ultimately, the raid led to the detainment of 273 and deportation of 132 workers in Greeley (Peters
2007; Lofholm 2013). As some employees were terminated prior to the raid, and second shift
workers did not come to work following the news of the raid, this number underrepresents the
extent of undocumented immigrants at the plant. Family members, including 200 children of
workers who lost one or more parent after they were deported, suffered greatly (Lofholm 2013).
Despite the high percentage of undocumented workers at the plant, management was not
formally charged with knowingly hiring undocumented workers. Sofia, a community organizer,
questioned why workers were punished, rather than those who hired them.
It harms the people they depend on. You know, publicly... they're very conservative. And...
no, we don't want migrants here... we don't want to have them. Hell, they need them. They
depend on them. Who else is going to work these farms? Who is going to work at JBS?
They hire them. But they'll complain, be the first to complain. You know, and that's what
I've always said, you know, quit deporting families. If you don't want this in the
community, stop your employers from hiring. If there's a violation, the employers need to
be punished. Not the innocent, hardworking people.
Here, Sofia illustrates a fundamental paradox embedded within the logics of racial capitalism:
those who are most valuable in the agribusiness labor market are those who have been constructed
as the least valuable economically and socially. Because agribusiness depends on minoritized
labor, it has become reliant on racialized exploitation; exploitation that is codified in the regulatory
system. This idea was echoed by Maria, another community organizer:
They're the poorest of the poor. Because if you think about it, many of these people still
qualify... their income still qualifies for social services, such as food stamps. All local
taxpayers, whether they understand it or not, you know, are providing support for JBS
itself. Subsidizing JBS. It's not the government. It’s us. But very few people stopped to
think about that. And think about all these people [who think immigrants] are a drain on

our communities, when the question should be, why aren't they getting paid more? You
know, why would they take so much crap from this company? And still work there. The

165



need, right? .... There is no way that you have hundreds of workers, and you have no idea.

I don't buy that not for a second.... I say this all the time, if we were really serious about

cracking down on illegal immigration, what we could start with is jailing the people that

employ them and recruit them.
The system thus shapes not only a steady supply of immigrant labor, upholding low wages through
social services (for those who qualify), but also has created a workforce that is unlikely to protest
poor working conditions and wages due to fear of retribution.

The ability to exploit a racially minoritized workforce is further upheld through federal
punitive systems that charge employees, rather than employers, with violations of employment
law. Swift & Co. reported losses between $40 and $50 million due to the ICE raids and costs from
subsequent pay increases and hiring bonuses (including a $1,500 initial sign-up bonus) to recruit
new workers (Flora, Prado-Meza, and Lewis 2011). However, these profit losses do little to
address the underlying issue: reliance on racialized labor exploitation in the meatpacking sector.
Instead of increasing pay, addressing worker safety issues that shape high rates of employee turn-
over, or pushing for policy changes that would provide undocumented workers with a pathway to
citizenship, firms have capitalized on exploiting structural vulnerabilities that limit workers’

power. Racialized labor exploitation thus serves as a key mechanism to sustain the treadmill of

production and circumvent labor issues that threaten its continuation.

Pre-Existing Working Conditions
Although COVID-19 posed a new risk to the health and safety of meatpacking workers,

these plants have historically been plagued by high rates of injury, illness, and worker exploitation.
Interviewees’ accounts of physical and psychological harm related to working in the meatpacking
sector mirrors others scholarship on worker safety issues; echoing patterns of labor right violations,

a violent work environment intensified by under-regulation and power dynamics, and the shared
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suffering of both workers and non-human animals (Broadway and Stull 2008; Broadway and Stull
2010; Eiznitz 2009; Muller 2018; Pachirat 2011; Porcher 2011). These dynamics illuminate the
role of racial capitalism in the meatpacking industry: devaluing lives, leveraging racial and ethnical
differences to firm advantage, and reaping the rewards of labor that has been constructed to be
exploited. State policies have facilitated racial capitalism, and its harmful impacts, to persist—
even during a public health crisis.

Many of my interviewees linked the hazards faced by meatpacking workers during the
pandemic to outcomes of historical contexts and conditions. These included under-regulation,
decreased regulatory capacity of agencies like OSHA and USDA, and a rise in corporate power
(as I described in Chapter 4). When asked about working conditions at meatpacking plants,
interviewees described plants as “really dangerous”, “unseemly”, “tough”, and “the bottom of
the barrel in terms of jobs.” Workers themselves described injuries sustained from working on the
line, including carpel tunnel, repetitive motion injuries, and seeing their fellow workers suffer
physically and psychologically. In my interview with Rosa, a JBS worker, she described pain in
her hands, resulting from repetitively cutting meat day after day.

I really didn't like what I was doing. I didn't like the knife. You had to learn how to sharpen

the knife. If you can't have a knife that was sharpened, your day is going to be hard. I would

struggle... My hands would hurt and my hands were all numb and my fingers were locked
in. But then I got used to it. And I would do exercises. They used to have these doughnuts,
what they called them.... But they were really hard. So, you had to be able to squeeze them.

And then we did exercises, they would give those exercises. But your hands would hurt.
Likewise, in my interview with Alejandra, a JBS worker who had worked at the plant for almost
two decades before her retirement, she described the physical demands of line work:

It's hard and you have to wear a mask, the apron and everything covers you to protect

yourself from the other employees next to you with the knife... The equipment you wear,

it’s heavy. It’s hard, the job. It is hard. It is a hard job.... When I started, remember I told

you I used that spatula [to scrape fat off the carcasses]? It was a little too much pain in my
waist. | had to take medications. Pills [for the] pain and to let me sleep. Because it was
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hurting. For two weeks [I took the medication]. Then I say, no. It’s not good for me to take
too many pain pills. I have to live with it. To live with the pain and I’m just not taking any
more [pills]. I am used to [living] with the pain... It became like normal.

Although Alejandra’s roles at JBS changed over the years, she described all of her positions as
“hard” and as causing her pain, pain that she ultimately accepted as her new normal. Both
Alejandra and Rosa described how they had learned to live with the pain; viewing the pain as an
inevitable outcome of their work and as something they “got used to”. Other workers have
experienced injuries that require amputation, or in some cases, have been fatal. Alejandra, for
example, described seeing the body of a mechanic who had been killed while repairing a conveyor
belt while on her way to her line position one morning. According to OSHA News Release archives
and public violation history, JBS has received numerous citations in the last decade, with proposed
penalties totaling over $300,000. These ranged from fatal safety and health violations, including
multiple amputations and at least three deaths, to “less-than-serious” violations that pose a threat
to worker health and safety, but likely would not cause death or serious bodily harm.

Workplace safety violations are not unique to JBS and are mirrored in plants across the
United States. In my interviews with labor advocates who represent workers from a number of
meatpacking plants, they described multiple examples of labor violations, including inability to
take bathroom breaks, drink water, and the overall dehumanization of workers. Drawing on
examples from a plant in Missouri, Angelo described the conditions experienced by workers:

A lot of workers, they say that sometimes they don't take their medicines. Because they

don't want to drink water. Because if they drink water, they have to go to the bathroom and

they are not allowed in the plants up here. Some people have actually urinated in their
pants. Or defecated. I hear from people that are wearing diapers... they are facing problems
with no bathroom breaks, workers with a lot of repetitive motion. I mean, excessive pieces
of meat that they have to process per minute, which produces a lot of repetitive motion
injuries, especially shoulders or back or feet, and their wrists, hands, fingers. A lot of people
getting into accidents as well. As fast as they work, it's higher—the risk of suffering

accidents, or repetitive motion injuries and higher level of stress, which is something that
affects them psychologically too. A lot of people are having mental problems because of

168



that, because they work a lot under too much stress, too much pressure from the

supervisors, managers. So that creates a really hostile environment for everyone in there.

And in some cases, even violence and a violent environment to work.

Angelo illustrates not only the poor conditions of workers, but how these conditions are upheld
through federal policies including line speed increases that have increased the speed of production,
and subsequently, the injuries experienced by workers. Federal policies thus enable the harmful
work environment to persist through corporate self-regulation and policies premised on profit
accumulation, rather than worker protection. Workers suffer physically, and also mentally, due to
the stress of their job, a violent work environment, and pressure from management to maintain the
speed of production. At JBS, workers, worker’s compensation lawyers, and worker advocates all
detailed multiple injuries, including an employee who had been run over by a forklift, employees
who had lost limb(s), and multiple cases of employees who suffered from carpal tunnel and
repetitive motion injuries.

In addition to physical outcomes, interviewees documented how employees suffer
psychologically from meatpacking plant work. In my interview with Angelo, he told the story of
Hector, an immigrant from Honduras:

We were having a conversation regarding his working conditions, and how he feels

working in the plants. And he said Angelo, ‘when I'm going to work. I park my car in the

parking lot and when I get out of my car, I feel like my humanity is staying in the car.

Because from then, I feel like an animal. Because that's how I get treated inside the plant.

That's how I feel like they treat us. I feel like an animal and in some cases, I feel like I'm a

machine. You just keep working, working, working’.

Hector’s description of being treated like “an animal” and “a machine” illustrates the
dehumanization meatpacking workers face. Angelo continued, describing how Hector turned to
alcohol to cope with the physical and psychological harm he experienced on a daily basis:

I remember that case because he was actually a religious guy. And he said that in his life,

he never drank alcohol before. When he took this job, he said, ‘Angelo, I feel when I get
out of work, all I want is to drink something that makes me feel like I can relieve that pain
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and that problems that I'm bringing on my mind after getting out of work’. He actually

became an alcoholic. I cannot forget what he told me. When he said, ‘Well, I'm leaving my

humanity in my car’. And I felt like an animal because that's how I'm being treated. I still

remember that. And the stories like Hector’s are very common. I mean, that's very common

up here. All the things that they are facing in the workplace.
Hector’s story is not unique and mirrors patterns found by other scholars, who have documented
the fragmentation and physical/psychological separation that occurs to distance oneself from
meatpacking work (Jacques 2015). Animals suffer from mass-industrialized killing, but so do
workers who have to contend both with a dangerous work environment and the violent work
required to transform living animals into consumable commodities (Porcher 2011; Muller 2018).
In the process of dehumanization, workers too become externalities of a system that depends on
both human and non-human animal exploitation.

In a system of racial capitalism, while the labor of racially and ethnically marginalized
individuals is valued, their lives are not (Pulido 2016; Pulido 2017; Sze 2020). While the physical
and psychological impacts described by interviewees are striking, they are not unique. Compared
to the average American workers, meatpacking workers are three times more likely to suffer from
serious injuries and beef and pork workers are seven times more likely to suffer from repetitive
strain injuries (Stauffer 2019). In 2017, meatpacking workers were more than 15 times more likely
to suffer from an occupational illness than the average private sector worker. According to OSHA
data from 2004 — 2013, more than 150 workers at meat and poultry plants died from work-related
injuries (Stauffer 2019). Injury and illness rates have been documented as underreporting the
extent of harms endured by meatpacking workers, due to discrepancies between recording and

reporting injuries and illness and issues of procedural injustice, including fear of retribution from

management (GAO 2016; Stauffer 2019).
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Intersecting Vulnerabilities and Procedural Injustices During COVID-19
Due to broader immigration policy and structural vulnerabilities, the racial and ethnic

demographics of workers have shaped a largely fearful, and thus, compliant workforce. Across my
interviews with worker advocates, all identified fear as a key factor that kept employees working
during COVID-19. Scrolling through her Facebook messages while we talked at a local coffee
shop, Maria, a community organizer in the area, highlighted some of the stories she had heard from
workers in the early months of the pandemic.
We've been hearing stories from people inside that they were afraid to because they were
afraid to be terminated. They needed their jobs. So, we were hearing that they were
violating state mandates of like, people were still working shoulder to shoulder. They didn't
have the social distancing that is required, they were given PPE but it was like a mask a
week, a disposable mask a week. And there was a lot of threats towards them from
supervisors to, you know, not speak out, not complain, and people were getting sick... ‘“You
just stay here and work, basically, endure it. If you complain, you'll be fired.” I mean, it
was a total totalitarian atmosphere... These people were just so fearful. You think about as
a human, you’re worried about yourself, but you're worried about taking it home to your
kids. Your parents. I mean, this is pretty stressful. Then you're being told, ‘if you don't do
this, you're gonna lose your job’.
In some cases, this fear was explicit: with workers stating that their supervisor pressured them to
continue to work and to not complain. Pressure from management to continue working, even
amidst risk, is not unique to COVID-19 working conditions. It is well documented that
meatpacking workers have limited ability to report safety concerns due to fear of retaliation,
including job loss (Pachriat 2011; Genoways 2014; Eisnitz 2009). Furthermore, as plants have
historically not received substantial consequences for safety or working violations, there is little
accountability at the federal level for enhancing workers’ rights vis-a-vis more stringent
occupational health and safety guidelines (Genoways 2014; Replogle and Winders 2021).
Reporting issues of safety concerns and violations, then, are constrained not only by fear but by

pre-existing failure to address safety violations in a meaningful way; a failure which may outweigh

the risk-to-benefit ratio of reporting.
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Explicit pressure from supervisors and management to continue working—and a largely
absent local, state, and federal regulatory framework—constrained workers’ ability to advocate
for enhanced safety. In other cases, fear was implicit rather than explicit and built on legacies of
power dynamics. The social and economic contexts of meatpacking workers has thus rendered
them vulnerable to workplace exploitation and cultivated a labor force that is less likely to
complain against safety infractions and violations. Kyle, a local reporter, discussed a culture of
fear at the JBS plant and linked this fear to the refugee and immigrant status of workers:

Multiple to thousands of them are new to this country. They don't know anyone but their

own family. Half a dozen to a dozen people are relying on the salary that they're making.

They're don't know what worker’s rights mean or are; they don't know how to contact or

what a worker’s rights attorney is. There's a lot of ways that you can take advantage of

people like that, is I guess what I'm getting to. Where you don't know where you are, well
you do know for a fact that these people don't know what resources they have. And maybe
don't have access to these resources. And just kind of gently put on them, if you will, this
idea of, if you say something, you'll be in trouble. And you don't have to actually threaten,
you don't have to actually say ‘if you say something, we will fire you’, you just have to ...
kind of imply it. It's kind of this thing that corporate America does worldwide, but it's
probably a little easier when most of these folks are from Somalia, and Mexico. And, you
know, all these other places. We had a ton of folks from Haiti. And... they have their own
community, but most of the community is in the plant... All they know is what they know.

And there's a little bit of a bubble there.

As many workers are immigrants and refugees, United States worker safety regulations differ from
those of their home countries, further fueling both procedural injustices and worker safety risks.
Because many meatpacking workers are foreign-born, firms are able to capitalize on a lack of
knowledge about resources and / or recourse for issues related to worker safety.

Furthermore, as meatpacking workers are often isolated from their broader community due
to language barriers and cultural differences, their community is often other workers. Thus issues

of procedural justice continue without contestation. In this way, firms exploit issues of procedural

justice to their advantage: profiting off not only the labor of immigrant and refugee laborers, but
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off their social location. Kyle reflected on how this power, while not illegal, serves corporate
interests:
There's a lot of ways to abuse that power without doing anything even illegal or technically
inappropriate. So, my instinct is that there was just a lot of kind of cultural fear there. And
I very much doubt that there was any effort because it serves the corporation too... that
cultural fear, whether or not you develop it, is in the interest of the corporation to take
advantage of. And so, I would be shocked beyond belief if there were any effort to dispel
that fear to tell folks ‘hey, look, like talk to HR, talk to your lawyer’. ‘Talk to your union
rep’. I mean, I know for a fact some of that never happened. I really doubt that there was a
lot of effort made to be like, ‘hey, no, yeah, we’re not gonna fire you. If... you talk to the
press, we're not gonna fire you’. I doubt that was said. It may have been implied for all I
know. There was more to it. But I don't know for a fact that there was anything specifically
said. I mean, I'm sure they said, hey, don't do that.
In contrast to using explicit threats, firms and management benefit from a lack of worker awareness
and information related to worker safety in the United States. Rather than provide information to
enhance workers’ understanding of community resources, including who to report safety issues to
and how to apply for compensation in cases of injury, firms profit from these procedural injustices
and the social and economic context of workers. Ethnic, cultural, and social differences benefit
firms in that they enable low-wage production to persist at the cost of worker wellbeing and safety.
Racial capitalism is perpetuated not only by the recruitment of marginalized workers but a broader
social system that has little social support or safety net to offer those who are most vulnerable,
compounding issues of worker vulnerability (Frydenlund and Dunn 2022). Fear of retaliation,
language barriers, and a lack of awareness about their rights exacerbates workers’ vulnerability to
exploitation, at the benefit of corporate power and profit.
The recruitment of marginalized workers into the meatpacking sector has thus served as a
“racial fix” for labor issues which threatened to impede production and corporate profit in the

meatpacking sector. As asserted by Carrillo (2021:642), “race and racism are mechanisms for

circumventing the barriers that slow the speed of production.” First, the “racial fix” to unionization
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and labor shortages was through the recruitment of undocumented workers to work in a sector that
is plagued with worker safety issues. Then, following ICE crackdowns and immigration reform,
meatpacking firms transitioned to a reliance on refugee labor. This “racial fix” is aligned with
racial capitalism, in that the labor of marginalized people is necessary to upholding capitalist
production and it is through devaluing and exploiting difference that the ToP persists (Pulido 2017;
Carrillo 2021). Rather than addressing labor issues with the meatpacking sector, firms were able
to leverage racialized differences to their advantage. As many refugees come to the United States
with histories of trauma, including political persecution, spending extended periods of time in
refugee camps, and escaping war, their expectation of working conditions and worker safety can
differ from native born citizens. In turn, companies exploit these differences to their advantage to

normalize unsafe and risky working conditions— enabling the ToP to continue.

Language barriers and issues with JBS’s disease mitigation strategy.
Multiple interviewees identified language barriers as a central challenge to sharing

information with workers about COVID-19 mitigation strategies, and, subsequently, in workers
receiving information. This was not unique to the JBS plant in Greeley: in Nebraska, only 44% of
meatpacking workers had been informed about how to wear and clean for masks (Herstein et al.
2021). Thomas, an industrial hygienist, identified language barriers as the key challenge for
enhanced worker safety.
The biggest challenge in a plant like that, in terms of safety and health is that you know,
you may have 50 different languages spoken in one of these plants. And if you're a safety
and health manager responsible for a workforce that speaks 50 different languages,
including, you know, Swabhili, it's like, how are you going to do training for these workers?
And how are you going to make sure that they understand, you know, what they're

supposed to do in terms of this fast-moving pandemic? So, I think the biggest challenge is
just getting the information out in a way that people can understand it.
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The diversity of workers, and a lack of established measures for communication, amplified
challenges to information dissemination and accessibility of information during COVID-19. Due
to language barriers and issues of procedural justice, many workers had limited access to crucial
information about their rights, safety regulations, or available resources.

According to the Census Bureau (2020), the top language spoken nationally by
meatpacking workers are Spanish (65%), English (5%), Vietnamese (2.4%), Karen languages
(2.3%), Cushitic languages (2.2%), and other (22.8%). Although some workers speak Spanish,
many speak other languages including regional dialects. In the JBS plant, the diversity of
languages spoken by workers was a major challenge for Ari, a worker, who noted:

You've got people with a less maybe less than a middle school education. Some of them

didn't even speak Spanish. They spoke the dialect. And I couldn't even properly

communicate with any of the Asian or African workers. I can only speak English and

Spanish.

Later, she provided more details about communication barriers.

What happened was, they had put it on us. The people in line just checking temperatures,

because that's what I was advised to do. They put it on us to send people home. And tell

them ‘no, you got to go home’ or ‘no, you gotta go test’. And they would give us a piece
of paper to hand to them. That piece of paper was in English. I even offered to translate.

One lady in particular came to me and she's like, I don't— she told me in Spanish. ‘I don't

speak any English. I don't know what this says. I don't know what it says and I have nobody

at home to read this.” And I then told my one of the supervisors, she was the nurse

supervisor. | said, ‘do we have this in Spanish?’ She's like, ‘No, that's all we got.” And I'm

like, well, like ‘we can translate this’. No, that's just what we have.

Throughout her interview, Ari expressed concern about the gaps related to the reliability of the
temperature checking and questioning process and the lack of language accessibility. Although

Ari was bilingual and was able to communicate with workers in Spanish, despite not being

explicitly instructed to do so, this was not the norm for screeners.
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Ari’s concerns were echoed in a publicly available affidavit written by Sarah Jean-Buck, a
temporary worker who was hired for temperature screening at JBS (“Affidavit of Sarah-Jean

Buck” 2022). In the affidavit, Sarah stated:

Donald and Cecilia [my supervisors] explained that my job was to have employees walk
through the camera, take their mask off, and then when they got to me, I would give them
a mask if needed. I was not given a training manual or list of instructions. I was not
instructed to ask anything. A week or so into working at the JBS screening, it occurred to
me that I should probably ask each employee questions like whether they were feeling
okay, had been sick recently, or were experiencing common COVID-19 symptoms. So, on
my own, | started asking employees whether they had a cough, fever, chills, or shortness
of breath in the last three days. Donald remarked that this was a good idea, but also said I
should just ask an employee if they were feeling okay with a thumbs up as so many of them
did not speak or understand English. There were no materials in languages other than
English.

To achieve procedural justice, employees should understand the procedures in place for various
aspects of their work, including safety protocols, reporting mechanisms, and processes related to
health screening. At the JBS plant, a failure to address language barriers in the screening process
obstructed procedural justice, in that workers were not provided with information in a language
they understood. Because employees were not provided with the opportunity to voice concerns or
issues related to their health, nor were testers trained to ask follow-up questions to employees,
efforts to accurately assess symptoms were limited in their efficacy. Despite Sarah raising concerns
about language accessibility to management, nothing was done. She stated:
I was not told to ask any questions. I was only told to check an employee’s temperature
and give them a mask. English is not the main language for a lot of JBS employees so even
when I started asking questions on my own accord, it is not likely most people understood
what I was saying. JBS instructed me to get a thumbs up or down, but the workers did not
give thumbs down. I still do not think they understood what we were doing. There was a
sign before the tent with questions about symptoms, but it was only in English with a few
pictures. I asked Donald and Cecilia about providing questions in other common languages

spoken at the plant, but they said there were too many languages to try to do that.
(“Affidavit of Sarah-Jean Buck™ 2022)
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Both Ari and Sarah experienced similar difficulties in completing their job due to a lack of
language accessibility and limited training. Furthermore, both accounts documented other issues
associated with the temperature and symptom checking process, including faulty temperature guns,
the inability to probe workers about their symptoms, and insufficient access to PPE.
During our interview, Ari described the process of temperature checking, asking workers
about symptoms, and providing masks.
There was a tent outside. People would form a line. We were at a table. I was at a table,
we had a computer, that thermometer and a chair. People would walk down through the
tent and the line there was taped to show social distancing. That was the biggest thing we
did have to constantly remind people. Usually, it was men that gave us a problem rather
than the women to make sure that they social distanced. And then we would just read them
the basics. ‘Are you experiencing any symptoms?’ And then ‘no’, and then offer them a
mask. And some people would ask me for more than one. And I would just give it to them.
And that's when I found out that once they were inside, they weren't given any more, they
would get wet and weren't replaced. And little by little people just started to talk to me a
little bit more. I mean, I started to get concerned when people were asking me for like, five,
six masks at a time.
Here, Ari also identified concerns related to the provision of PPE for workers once they entered
the plant; PPE was that was key to reducing disease transmission. Later in her interview, Ari also
documented other issues associated with JBS’s COVID-19 response, including who was
responsible for sending workers home. Rather than management informing workers about next
steps when they were symptomatic, including how and where to access testing, it was the
responsibility of temperature screeners. In turn, this created issues related to a lack of workers
reporting symptoms to screeners, due to fear of missing work. Ari stated that:
They [workers] knew that I couldn't let them go to work. So they just would kind of nod
[when I asked about symptoms]. And then just keep going. You know, nothing. They
would say ‘nothing’, ‘nothing’ to let me know that they don't have symptoms. And then
the stuffy nose. ‘Oh, allergies’. I can't argue with them... they live paycheck to paycheck.

I mean, of course, they're gonna lie. I'm sure there was tons of people going through that
line who had symptoms. And who should have been in quarantine.
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Ari also explained that when JBS stopped paying for testing in the summer of 2020, it was also
the temperature screeners’ responsibilities to tell workers that they needed to go through their
insurance or pay a $100 test fee. However, at least 14 percent of workers in meatpacking plants
don’t have health insurance (Blumberg, Corlette, and Simpson 2020). In her affidavit, Sarah stated
that when workers found out they had to pay for a COVID-19 test, even after complaining of
symptoms, that they “changed their mind once they hear they need to pay, saying some excuse
like ‘it is just my sinuses acting up’” (‘“Affidavit of Sarah-Jean Buck” 2022).
In addition to issues associated with reliability of symptom reporting, Sarah described
problems associated with the temperature-taking process, including faulty temperature guns:
The temperature gun did not work. It would provide only the same few temperatures over
and over again. Sometimes, it would register the exact same temperature for many people
in a row, which is not realistic or accurate. I would say to Donald something to the effect
of “this is not working, it is reading the same temperature for the past ten people” and he
would respond something to the effect of “oh you’re on a streak, it’s fine.” And I would
say no, we are not all the exact same temperature. The issue with the temperature gun was
consistent throughout the time I worked as a screener, which was approximately two
months. My final week at JBS, around mid-July, the first digit on the temperature gun
would not display. I accidentally broke the gun when I dropped it on the ground. It had
lines on the screen but should not show you the full number. For example, you might see
.3 but you wouldn’t know if the temperature was 100.3 or 97.3. JBS would not replace it
because Cecilia thought it was sufficient that you could kind of see the temperature reading.
But it was broken — I know it was broken because I broke it. (“Affidavit of Sarah-Jean
Buck” 2022)
Faulty temperature testing benefited JBS in that workers were not adequately screened, and thus
continued to work, while perpetuating issues of worker safety and worker vulnerability. Even when
workers had high temperatures, management evaded their responsibility to test workers, finding
excuses for high temperatures, in favor of having them continue to work. Accounts of faulty

temperature screening demonstrated that despite JBS implementing safety measures, the reliability

and validity of these precaution was inconsistent.
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Furthermore, because workers were not provided with language inclusive and accessible
materials related to the screening process, they were denied the opportunity for meaningful health
protection. Instead, faulty temperature testing and a performative screening process benefited JBS
at the cost of ensuring worker safety. The combination of economic and social vulnerability, a
culture of fear, lack of protections, and systemic issues in the industry amplified the
disproportionate impact of COVID-19 on meatpacking workers and revealed the intersection of
racial disparities and capitalist exploitation. Public health policies reified economic power,
codifying ToP interests and practices into policy, all while exacerbating issues of worker
vulnerability and exploitation (Lynch, Stretesky, and Long 2020). Labor exploitation, enabled by
a weak regulatory framework and limited meaningful safety precaution, highlighted how the
industry prioritized profit over worker safety.

Next, I turn to a discussion of workers’ compensation and how the workers’ compensation

system is limited in its ability to compensate workers for work-related injury and illness both prior

to and during COVID-19.

Disposable yet Essential: Labor Rights and Workers’ Compensation

In the United States, workers are eligible for worker’s compensation—e.g. financial and
medical benefits—when injured, suffering from an occupational disease, or otherwise impaired by
their workplace. Workers' compensation benefits often include coverage for medical expenses, lost
wages, vocational rehabilitation, and survivor benefits in case of death (CDLE 2023a). Worker’s
compensation typically operates on a no-fault basis, meaning that employees are entitled to
benefits regardless of who is responsible for the injury or illness. Although there is a federal
worker’s compensation system under the Department of Labor (DoL), the regulations and penalties

differ across states. Variances in state policies include which workers are covered, the terms of

179



worker’s compensation insurance, and penalties for companies who do not have worker’s
compensation insurance. Furthermore, not all employees are covered under workers
compensation: including contract workers, casual employees (workers who do not have a set
number of hours), and, in some states, agricultural workers (Johnson 2022).

In Colorado, workers’ compensation is administered by the Division of Workers'
Compensation, which oversees claims, resolves disputes, and ensures compliance with state laws
and regulations. Moreover, all businesses are required to have workers’ compensation insurance,
regardless of the number of employees, the hours worked (e.g. part time employees), and if
employees are members of the same family (CDLE 2023a). Companies get worker’s compensation
insurance from private insurance firms, similar to the system of auto insurance and medical
insurance or can self-insure if they have more than 300 employees and assets of at least 100 million
dollars (CDLE 2023a).

When an employee is injured at work, the employer must: provide a list of designated
providers, report the injury promptly> to the workers' compensation agent, conduct an accident
investigation, and collaborate with the insurance carrier on (CDLE 2023b). Employees, on the
other hand, need to report the injury within 10 days in writing, seek care from the designated
provider list, file a claim within two years of their injury, and respond to the employer's liability
claim, typically with the help of a workers' compensation attorney (CDLE 2023c). If the claim is
approved, workers can receive reimbursement for medical costs, lost wages, and, in cases of
impairment, receive monetary compensation based on the level of impairment. In fatal workplace
accidents, workers’ compensation provides payment to surviving dependents and spouses and

covers some of the funeral costs (CDLE 2023c¢).

5 Injuries must be reported 1) within 24 hours in the case of death or if three or more employees were injured in the
same accident or 2) within 10 days if these terms are not met.
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The workers’ compensation system is complex and can be difficult to navigate for workers;
especially those who are foreign-born, in precarious working conditions, and often not informed
about the necessary steps and procedures required to successfully receive workers’ compensation.
Beyond this, management has been reported as questioning the legitimacy of workers’
compensation complains, stemming from broader U.S. discourse that paints immigrants as
“cheating the system” to gain economic advantage and social mobility (Broadway and Stull
(2008). Although workers may hire an attorney who assists with navigating the system, and
represents them throughout the claim process, language barriers can pose a significant barrier to
finding representation. Moreover, companies like JBS are able to leverage policy and procedural
loopholes to their advantage: hindering the ability of workers to receive workers’ compensation.

Interviews with workers’ compensation attorneys provided insights to challenges in the
workers’ compensation system, describing the system as a battle of “David vs Goliath”,
“frustrating”, “disheartening”, and as a “game of leverage”. These sentiments were expressed
by workers’ compensation attorneys, workers advocates, and other occupational experts. In my
interview with Thomas, an industrial hygienist, he identified numerous ways that meatpacking
companies leverage policy loopholes to their benefit, at the expense of workers’ safety. He stated:

The kinds of things that you saw the meatpacking industry do.... I'm not even referencing

a single company. But what you saw them do was they would do things like send a person

out for surgery in the morning, and then bring them back to work that same day, on a

different job in order to not would have to report this injury. So if they could bring that guy

back the same day, they didn't have to report the injury. It was like all of these... almost
cheating the rules to make sure that their injury rates were not, you know, that they remain
below the radar. [It is] really just egregious in the way they treated workers and injured
workers.... That's the best case... the other way is, you have a worker who has a problem.

These workers are pretty easy to get rid. Pretty easy to replace. This whole disposable

worker sort of philosophy that has been prevalent in meatpacking since the beginning.

In addition to identifying how the meatpacking industry skirts workers’ compensation regulations,

including reporting injuries, Thomas identifies the underlying philosophy of workers being
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disposable and replaceable that inform company behavior. These sentiments illustrate patterns of
racial capitalism; where workers are largely disposable when their labor power becomes thwarted
due to injury and other occupational illnesses.

Elaine, who has been representing JBS workers for decades and was described as a
“crusader” by her colleague Ron, provided further insights on how companies like JBS evade
workers’ compensation claims and legal accountability. These tactics included referring
employees to an “Active Release Therapy” (ART) chiropractic program rather than medical
treatment, providing on-sight treatment to workers through an in-house clinic, delaying providing
information to her firm related to her clients’ cases, and utilizing racial and cultural differences to
JBS’s advantage. In one example, Elaine described how one of her clients had been hit by a forklift
twice while on the job. Yet, she was derailed into the ART program for 10 months, rather than
directed to a doctor to receive care for her back injury. Deferring workers to the ART program not
only neglects necessary medical treatment but is used as a tactic to limit the ability of workers to
provide documentation of their injury and delay medical treatment. It also serves as a tactic to limit
the reporting of injuries to OSHA, in that workers receive care for “alteration and discomfort”
rather than workplace injuries. In turn, this impedes the ability of workers to receive workers’
compensation.

Ron also noted that workers are not often aware of their rights and are encouraged to keep
working, visit the in-house clinic, and not report workplace injuries. He observed:

They [management] intimidate the workers to come forward on the injuries in the first

place. And falsely educate... There's not even somebody there... if you get off the line, to

be able to talk to somebody, the person that you're being taught to, has either been taught,
or just doesn't understand that you can go see a doctor... The natural first instinct is ‘no, get
back on the line, continue to work’, ‘oh, if you've got to see, buddy, you know, if you go
see a doctor, you're gonna have to pay for it out of your pocket’. So, once they make that

doctor selection, the claimant can go schedule that doctor's appointment, but they are led
to believe in the health clinic, well, that's something we'll do for you. They don't do it. They
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keep either just keeping them on this ridiculous icing program, until the claimant complains
enough and says, ‘I want to see a doctor’, and then they finally get to, or they put them in
this ART thing. And... they don't know it's chiropractic care. They don't know what they're
getting. They don't, at least the ones were asking recently, they don't know what specialties
or skills that people have in that health clinic. They don't know if they're nurses, they don't
know if they’re doctors.
Like the culture of fear that prevents workers from reporting safety concerns, workers are reluctant
to report injuries. Racial and ethnic differences benefit JBS, as workers have limited knowledge
about their workplace rights, including a right to medical treatment. For those who do report
injuries, miseducation and lack of transparent information about available medical care and
recourse for injuries hinders their ability to receive necessary care and subsequent compensation.
These are just a few examples of how companies like JBS leverage procedural injustices to their
benefit; not only reducing records of injuries but the ability of workers to receive compensation
for workplace injuries.

These stories of procedural injustices were not only expressed by Elaine and Ron, but all
of the workers’ compensation attorneys I interviewed. They detailed the difficulties in receiving
information from JBS about injuries, medical records, and other necessary information to
successfully file a claim with the Workers’ Compensation Division. Elaine reported that the
process of receiving information can take “hundreds of hours” and the discovery process can take
years, delaying compensation to workers. Ron echoed this, stating that the most difficult aspect of
this process is receiving information from JBS. He commented:

I think the largest, most difficult thing is that... there is this acceptance of we don't have to

give you everything. Yeah, we don't have to tell you what's going on... we don't have to

tell you which doctor is the supervisor at the in-house clinic, which is required by the state
if there is one. We don't... have to tell you the credentials of the people providing treatment.

We don't... if you have a repetitive motion issue, and you're supposed to be on quarter

count, meaning that you're supposed to be 25% reduced. We don't have to give you the

chain speed to prove that we are following doctor's orders or anything like that. Like there's
this air of, we don't have to show you.
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The difficulties in receiving information from JBS, as well as the diversion of workers to in-house
clinics and chiropractic care rather than medical treatment is a clear example of procedural
injustice. Moreover, given that the attorneys identified workers are not aware of their rights to
receive medical care, or even the qualifications of those who are treating them, there are procedural
injustices embedded within multiple stages of the workers’ compensation process. These injustices
benefit JBS, at the cost of timely workers’ compensation payment or even payment at all.
Furthermore, when there is a dispute between the injured worker and the insurance carrier
about impairment and compensation, workers must initially pay out of pocket for a Division
Independent Medical Examination (DIME). As many meatpacking workers are low-income, this
cost poses a significant barrier to contesting the insurance carrier. Richard, a workers’
compensation attorney, described how JBS denies claims based on perceived injury level and uses
their economic power to their advantage, hiring physicians and expert witnesses who represent
firm interests during the claim process. He stated:
They'll deny stuff. And they'll deny stuff based on medical reasons, not that the injury—
not that the event didn't occur, but that the event either didn't cause an injury or the event
didn't cause an injury to a particular body part. And that's when injured workers get— it
gets very challenging for them. Because the insurance companies, you can imagine, can
afford to send... the injured worker to a doctor who will say that. Oftentimes, the treating
physicians might just go along with it. And then the injured worker is faced with ... if you
want to fight it, you can but you have to get a doctor and that's going to be $1,000 to $2,000.
Which is a lot of money.
The precarious economic position of workers serves as a clear benefit to JBS, a multi-billion-dollar
company, thwarting workers’ abilities to contest claims, seek alternative medical care, and even
limiting the reporting of injuries in the first place.

These cases can span years of litigation and as reported by my interviewees, typically result

in settlements. Ron described the settlement process as the following:
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I tell everybody who settles... with JBS... there's going to be a number that's going to
equally piss you off as much as it's going to piss JBS off to write the check. So, you're both
going to be unhappy in the situation. Understand that from the get-go. The second thing
is... and I say it during intake, which is, you're not going to get much money from this. The
goal for us is to try to get you as much medical treatment as we can. But the little, the puny
amount of money that you're going to get at the end of this. I need you to be ready to put it
somewhere else so that you can make a living somehow, without having to go back there.

So if you like graphic design, check out what it costs to go to UNC or AIMS and figure out

what it is. And hopefully, we get you enough money to pay for that. Pay for some bills

along the way while you're doing it. And you can get the hell out of this bad abusive

relationship that you're in. And to me, that's the success.
Here, Ron expresses not only the limited money workers receive from workers’ compensation, but
the importance of workers investing the money into securing alternative modes of employment.
Deeming the relationship between JBS and workers as an “abusive relationship”, he highlights
the exploitation embedded within meatpacking work. Workers’ compensation is merely one mode
where this labor exploitation is illustrated; alluding to the devaluation of workers lives far beyond
cases of injury and impairment.

As illustrated across these narratives, the workers’ compensation system is plagued with
issues that benefit firms like JBS, at the cost of worker wellbeing. JBS has capitalized on the
precarious economic position of workers and has leveraged racial and cultural differences to their
advantage, benefitting from a culture of fear, lack of transparent information about medical care,
and a complex workers’ compensation system. Procedural injustices are rampant: from directing
workers to chiropractic care rather than medical treatment, underreporting issues, and withholding
information from attorneys to reduce the likelihood of successful claims. These issues provided an
important backdrop and context to workers’ compensation cases during COVID-19: an

unprecedented public health crisis with no unique OSHA standards, further compounding issues

of worker justice.
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Workers’ Compensation in the COVID-19 Era

Across my interviews with worker’s compensation lawyers and DoL officials, all
interviewees highlighted the difficulty workers faced when applying for worker’s compensation
due to COVID-19. Many of these barriers centered on the difficulty in tracing the point of exposure
back to the workplace, which was a unique condition of COVID-19. For example, Charles, a DoL.
official, highlighted the difference between occupational illness and occupational injury:

We had an enormous number of COVID-19 claims filed as a result of COVID. So, it's not

an injury in the traditional sense. It's what we would call an occupational illness. That's an

illness that you contracted in the course in scope of your work, that normally traditionally,

we're talking about things like asbestosis... things that [impact] you [if you] work in a

factory. You got exposure to this, and you got this disease and, you know, COVID, it's very

different in that it's not just a work-related exposure.

In other cases of worker illness and injury, including amputation, carpel tunnel, or repetitive
motion injuries, workers and attorneys can more easily argue that the workplace has resulted in
short or long-term impacts requiring compensation. Even then, worker’s compensation lawyers
face difficulties, as I discussed above. During COVID-19, though, exposure was not limited to
the workplace and instead could have occurred in the broader community. In this way, COVID-19
became a contested workplace illness, due to difficulty in establishing the point of exposure. This
became a central defense of JBS when negotiating workers’ compensation related to long-term
COVID-19 impacts, including fatalities.

Proving workplace exposure was difficult, as described by Richard, an attorney. He
detailed how the primary contestation to COVID-19 related claims was identifying the point of
exposure as the workplace. He stated:

The primary defense was, well, it's a global pandemic, everyone's getting it everywhere. ...

it's not, like, it just can't be shown that the person, your client caught it here... We have to

look at a number of things in order to, to prove our case. So one of the things that we're
looking at was, was okay, what are our clients doing when they're not working? Are they

going out to parties?... Did they go to New Orleans for Mardi Gras, where a bunch of
people came down with it in 2020, etc. So, they have to kind of show where they were,
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what they were doing outside [of work]. Number two was, was there anybody in the family
who got it before they did? Because if they got it after they did, then we could say, well,
yeah, you know, the spouse, the children got it, because Dad came home with it, right. But
if it's the reverse, where mom has it, or kids have it before, then that tends to support that
the infection probably occurred at home. And then the third thing that you kind of have to
show is exposure at work was very different than... going to the store, right? When you go
to the store, it's a big crowd, you're not with the same people for hours of time, etc. And
then finally, have to show that there were other people in that same department will also
start coming down with symptoms, preferably, on again, before and after, you know, so
those are kind of some factual things that went into it.

Because COVID-19 transmission was also occurring in the broader community, and not just
workplaces, significant proof was necessary to demonstrate the point of disease contraction. As
detailed by Richard, this included: 1) documenting activities outside of work; 2) assessing family
disease transmission; 3) contrasting work-related exposures with broader community exposure;
and 4) contact tracing with fellow employees and workers to document workplace, rather than
community, spread.

Olivia, another worker’s compensation attorney, echoed the experiences of Richard when
she detailed the steps she took to prove COVID-19 workplace exposure. Although she initially
thought that the process of qualifying for worker’s compensation would be easy due to the
documented outbreak at the JBS plant, her experiences proved to be challenging. She recalled:

When I was contacted by these employees, I actually thought this was going to be kind of
easy. Right? Because once you can kind of isolate the workplace as the exposure point. It
should be pretty easy for the insurance carrier to admit liability. We have the lowest burden
of proof under the law. In comp, we have to prove exposure by a preponderance of the
evidence. And that means, in layman's terms, that we only have to convince a judge that
it's more probable than not that the exposure happened on the job. So that's like 51%. If
there's... we don't have to beyond a reasonable doubt like beyond 99%... we just have to
make it seem more probable than not that the exposure happened on the job.

So that seemed pretty self-explanatory to me at the beginning of taking on these cases, of

course. Our courts did not see that clearly, and actually did make us get into proving the

particular exposure for each particular employee, which I guess makes sense on an
individual basis. But when you have the scale of the outbreak at JBS, and you excluded the

home environment, right, if you show the spouse doesn't have COVID, that the other people
who live in the house didn't have COVID. You show that the employees at that time were
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under a stay-at-home order. So, people couldn't really even go to grocery stores during that
time or wouldn't have been going anywhere socially. So, you exclude those possibilities
for the exposure. And you have a documented confirmed outbreak through CDPHE at JBS.
That was the route we took.

Stay-at-home orders, documented COVID-19 outbreaks, and the proof of exposure by
preponderance of the evidence enabled Olivia to successfully settle several of her client’s claims.
It did take considerable effort and time, though, and many of the barriers faced in general
workplace compensation litigation were intensified during COVID-19. This included the
obstruction of information about the extent of COVID-19 outbreaks at the plants from JBS, which
Olivia described as a game of “hide the ball”’:

With JBS in particular, they played hide the ball, most the time. We had to have multiple
motion hearings to force them to turn over documents to me... we do something called
discovery where we ask and we send in a lot of written questions to our opposing party,
and they have to answer them under oath and they have to produce documents. That's
generally called discovery. JBS obstructed. That was their basic game was to obstruct our
request for information, which we then would have to go back to court and compel them
to do over and over again, to play, hide the ball and not give us the information that we
wanted.

Later, she detailed the information she was requesting from JBS: information that was critical to
proving workplace exposure.

We were interested in the dimensions of the plant, specifically, because you have medical
expert testimony who's going to testify about how far the aerosols will travel when you
when somebody talks... So, we wanted the dimensions of the plant to get into the ...
crowding of spaces... times when breaks would occur, how people enter the building.
There's a tunnel, where people enter JBS, the specs of that, how many people would be in
that plant at certain time. Whether or not JBS knew that there were employees who had
tested positive for COVID, where those employees worked... You have to be kind of
careful because the plant can't disclose any identifying health information. But... we refer
to them in generic terms where people were at the plant at a given time, whether they tend
to test positive, [and have] contact with our particular clients. CDPHE required employers
to notify them. We called it an outbreak if there were two cases, two cases within two
weeks, two cases confirmed. So CDPHE actually kept stats of that when employers notified
them that they had positive cases. And so, I wanted, every time JBS reported those cases
to CDPHE. What PPE was provided when? Those kinds of questions. What cleaning
protocol was undertaken?
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Ultimately, Olivia did receive the necessary information to prove that her clients had, in fact, most
likely contracted COVID-19 at JBS. However, JBS’s obstruction of key information required
multiple hearings, and leveraging information that was mandated to be reported to CDPHE. Rather
than going to trial, all of Olivia’s and Richard’s JBS COVID-19 worker’s compensation cases
were ultimately settled, even in the cases that were initially denied.

Interviewees also documented that worker’s compensation cases were delegated to the
most severe COVID-19 cases, including long-term impacts and death, rather than short-term. This
was due to the barriers in the settlement process, high rates of COVID-19 compensation disputes,
increased community spread that increased difficulties related to establishing workplace exposure,
and, following action by the DoL, JBS’s ultimate purchase of a short-term disability policy that
covered wage loss due to COVID-19. For the workers and families of workers who did pursue
worker’s compensation, the length of time for claims to be approved impacted their ability to cover
medical care, funeral costs, and other expenses. Initial denial of claims further compounded this,
with families such as Saul Sanchez’s, the first worker at the JBS plant to die from COVID-19,
having to endure not only the loss of their loved one but a lengthy battle for justice (Fendt 2020).
Not only were families seeking payment related to funeral costs, lost wages, and medical costs,
but accountability for JBS.

However, the confidentiality clauses of the settlements eliminated the ability of workers,
and their families, to share details of their cases. In turn, this reduced media attention and the
spotlight on COVID-19 in the meatpacking sector at the time. In my interview with Olivia, she
highlighted the impacts of these confidentiality clauses, as well the continued denial of firm
liability:

If you're settling out of court with a confidentiality clause— all of the settlements, by the
way, denied liability. So there's no judicial findings of liability... They're confidential. So
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[it’s a] difficult situation. I think, when you're a disadvantaged, injured worker, and you're
offered a good sum of money to settle a case. I think it's another way that big corporations
or large money entities kind of get what they want. It discourages litigation, I guess,
because it's hard as a disadvantaged person to turn down a large sum of money.
Power dynamics, then, shape not only working conditions within the plant but discourage litigation
against firms. Furthermore, the denial of liability set an important precedent for other cases;
enabling JBS to evade responsibility despite their inconsistent approach to disease mitigation. Like
other contested illnesses, establishing a point of exposure benefitted firms in that they were able
to deny responsibility. The precarious economic position of workers thus benefits firms both as a
mechanism of labor exploitation and as a means to hinder legal recourse in cases of severe injury
or impairment.

Although a presumptions bill, based on the claim that an employee’s exposure to, or
contraction of, COVID-19 is work-related or is a compensable injury or disease, was introduced
to the Colorado General Assembly in 2020, it ultimately did not pass (SB20-216). This bill would
have increased the ability of essential workers, like meatpacking workers, to successfully receive
workers’ compensation. Even prior to COVID-19, the workers’ compensation system was plagued
with procedural justice issues that hindered the ability for workers to receive monetary
compensation for impairment and delayed medical treatment for injured workers. COVID-19
further illustrated the weaknesses in the current Colorado workers’ compensation system for
meatpacking workers, due to the difficulty in establishing the plant as the source of infection, as
well as no specific OSHA standards for COVID-19 transmission. Not only were workers coerced
to maintain working through the Executive Order, company incentivizes, and limited sick-pay

policies, but those who lost their lives or suffered long-term COVID-19 impacts endured a lengthy

battle for economic justice.

190



The workers’ compensation system thus serves as an arm to enable the perpetuation of
worker exploitation with little legal recourse; illustrating how racial capitalism operates across
institutions. The state continues to facilitate the production of harm in the meatpacking sector
through the regulatory apparatus; enabling issues of procedural justice to persist without
meaningful intervention. Prior to COVID-19, workers struggled to receive compensation when
injured or impaired in the workplace due to the procedural injustices embedded within the workers’
compensation system. These pre-existing issues were further exacerbated during the pandemic, as
COVID-19 became a contested workplace illness. Meeting the criteria for COVID-19 as an
occupational illness was difficult, due to the nature of the disease and its spread throughout the
community, versus being an isolated occupational illness. Contesting the workplace as a site of
exposure, despite JBS being an outbreak site in the early months of the pandemic, coupled with a
culture of fear, a precarious structural location, and the obstruction of information from JBS,
limited the success of workers’ compensation claims (and likely, reduced the number of claims
made at all).

While workers have historically not reported issues associated with labor exploitation,
including protesting workers’ compensation claims publicly, COVID-19 presented an imminent
safety threat that required organizing in the absence of federal, state, or local directives to enhance

worker safety. Next, I turn towards a discussion of worker organizing during COVID-19.

Worker Organizing in the Face of COVID-19 and Beyond
The unprecedented risks of COVID-19, and the widespread fear surrounding infection,

mobilized meatpacking workers, their families, and broader community members to advocate for
increased workplace protection and safety mechanisms. Although workers are routinely exploited

through low wages and hazardous working conditions, COVID-19 amplified workplace risks and,
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in turn, highlighted the historical lack of worker protection. Anonymous reports from workers,
shared by two of my interviewees, detailed growing resentment towards JBS and the need for
mobilization in absence of firm, local, state, and federal action.

Workers explained that JBS’s priority was production, rather than their safety. For
example, one worker stated:

It’s been like they don’t care. We have families. I have my kids. They’re grown but [ have

a grandson. My mom is ill, my grandma’s ill. I can’t afford to be ill because they want to

keep production going. That’s not fair. They’re saying $600 bonus, stipulation is you have

to be there and you can’t call in. Our union reps aren’t there. There were papers in the
locker room because they’re not essential workers. So that’s not fair. There’s a lot of
people, ladies, a bunch of ladies and men. It’s not fair. We have families. We need to work
but our families are our priorities.... They should put our safety first because without us,
there is no production. Nobody. Without us, they can’t push that product. We should be
their priority as their employees. It’s not fair.
As this worker recognized, without their labor, production would be thwarted. However, rather
than offering meaningful protections, including sick leave and a more generous absentee policy,
workers were incentivized to continue working through bonuses. Structural constraints, including
being the primary source of income for their family, limited the ability of workers to take off work.
Again, the precarious economic position of workers was utilized to the advantage of firms like
JBS, and was bolstered by a largely absent federal, state, and local government.

Other workers echoed this idea of their work conditions being unfair and the need for
workers to act in the face of mistreatment and what they perceived to be an absent union. For
example, the spouse of one worker reported:

They don’t care about our people. All they’re doing is worrying about themselves,

production, getting the meat out, sending it around. They don’t care about our people

suffering to keep that place going... The union ain’t doing nothing for these people. I tell
my husband ‘Get people together, a job can be replaced’. But your family can’t. Walk out.

You can replace your job. I know that there’s a lot of people there working undercover

with no papers... Somebody needs to help these people out. The people we’re turning to is
Channel 7 and other resources.
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Again, claims made by workers center on the prioritization of production, rather than people. In
the absence of firm action and union intervention, workers turned to media sources and local
advocacy groups to spread awareness and demand for change. Both community organizers I
interviewed spoke about the growing number of messages and calls they received from not only
JBS workers, but their family members. They described workers as being “afraid to work” yet
“afraid not to work” and detailed the early stages of worker activism and the role of local groups
in mobilizing workers. Furthermore, although workers described the union as being absent, news
accounts highlight the advocacy of the UFCW Local Chapter 7, including filing a grievance related
to work conditions, the need for PPE, and speaking to the media regarding the conditions
experienced by workers during COVID-19 (Bradbury 2020; Fendt 2020). In my interviews with
union representatives, both identified that the union played a key role in pressuring OSHA to
inspect the plant and played an intermediary role in communicating with workers about how to
call in sick to HR.

Sofia, a local organizer, also described how in the beginning of the pandemic, community
members and advocates showed support for JBS workers by standing outside of the plant. She
reflected:

We were there first day. And we got some fist pumps from the workers. And the next day,

they [JBS] put those big semi-trucks in the front so that the workers couldn't see us. We

could see the legs coming out, you know, going outside, take a smoke, or whatever. And

we would just get loud. So, they know we were there. [It sent a message] we're here.
Although she identifies that JBS attempted to shield workers from community members who were
engaging in activism, and the subsequent mobilization of workers, their efforts were futile. On
April 1%, 2020, following the announcement that 10 workers had contracted COVID-19, 1,000

workers walked off the job (Elk 2020). This walk-out was one of the largest mobilization efforts

of JBS workers at the Greeley plant to date and traversed beyond racial and ethnic divisions.
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For example, while 200 Somalian workers walked off the job in September 2008, in protest
of a lack of religious accommodations, the COVID-19 walk-out was not limited to Somalians
workers and spanned across worker positions and racial and ethnic identities. Not only did workers
became more aware of their bargaining power when they act collectively, but also how to mobilize
a large number of workers. Maria explained how workers communicated about the walk-out while
on the line:

It was both Somalian and Latino [workers]. Word kind of traveled down the line, like,

‘Hey, we're gonna walk’. There's a specific shift... I think it was during the day. So, it was

A shift. And so, they got together [while] working next to each other. And they all told

each other, ‘“We’re going to do this, we're going to walk out at such and such time, on break

time.” So when they go out to break, they all started just [leaving], we're not going back. ...

they sent me pictures from inside the plant where there was nobody on the line.
Maria described the walk-out as “unheard of” and “beautiful” and as a critical component of
workers spreading awareness of poor working conditions not only locally, but nationally. As a
result of the walkout, employees received increased PPE provisions and sick pay when quarantined
for COVID-19. Importantly, action was not limited to the walk-out. Family members, like those
of Saul Sanchez, and workers themselves shared their story with first local and then national
newspaper, drawing attention to poor working conditions and demanding justice. These stories
spanned beyond the JBS plant; drawing national attention to the risks experienced by workers
during COVID-19 and prior to the pandemic (Chang et al 2021; Honig and Genoways 2020;
Goodmin 2021; Klemko and Kindy 2020).

Furthermore, these collective efforts made it difficult to ignore the hazardous conditions
experienced by meatpacking workers, which Maria reflected as being the historical tendency.

I can see how some people might not care about what's going on at JBS because likely

those people are the minority. So those people, the othering, makes it easy to really not

discuss, not think about or advocate for. I bet that if they were half of that population were
white, it would have been different.
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Racial capitalism benefits not only firms through the process of devaluing individuals based on
their racial and ethnic status, but broader societal silence on labor exploitation. Although racial
and ethnic differences, and processes of “othering”, have historically enabled community members
and consumers to ignore the risks faced by minoritized workers, the collective fear of COVID-19
was an advantage to garnering public attention to poor workplace conditions. While the
racialization of workers and the devaluation of their lives in a system of racial capitalism has
enabled the evasion of public recognition of the risks experienced by workers, COVID-19 was a
unique opportunity to increase awareness.

Although structural constraints, including citizenship status, limited economic opportunity,
and a subsequent “culture of fear” have limited meatpacking worker organizing, the 2020 walk-
out is an example of what workers can accomplish when they mobilize and work together.
Successful worker organizing poses a threat to production and profit and, instead, places power on
the worker rather than the firm level. Perhaps, it is collective mobilization which holds the potential
to combat racial capitalism and the devaluation of minoritized workers. Although racial and ethnic
divisions amongst workers may hinder collective mobilization, in the face of an omnipresent
public health threat, workers successfully acted and increased wages, sick pay, and enhanced their
ability for future mobilizations. When workers act together and showcase that it is their labor which
sustains the current mode of production, firms concede to their demands. The ability for workers
to improve their working conditions would be further bolstered by a more involved federal
government, including OSHA, and a reduced ability for firms to implement policies that benefit
their economic interests rather than the interests of workers, animals, host communities, the

environment, and even consumers.
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Conclusion

In this chapter, I documented how structural inequalities and historical legacies of racial
exploitation shaped the experiences of meatpacking workers prior to and during COVID-19.
Scholars have documented the intentional recruitment of minoritized workers into meatpacking
plants; a population that industry targeted due to hazardous working conditions, high rates of
employee turnover, and lower rates of worker organizing and unionizing compared to their white
counterparts (Broadway 1998; Chang et al. 2021; Freshour 2017; Frydenlund and Dunn 2022;
Johnson-Webb 2002; Krissman 2000). Building upon this research, I assessed the recruitment of
marginalized workers into the meatpacking sector in Greeley and beyond and highlighted how
narratives surrounding the recruitment of workers normalize this sector as being ideal for
immigrants and refugees due to their “skillset” and “work ethic”, rather than a reflection of racial
capitalism. I described how those who have been constructed as the most economically and
socially vulnerable are also the most valuable in the meatpacking labor marker, illustrating a
fundamental paradox of racial capitalism (Pulido 2016; Pulido 2017; Sze 2020).

Second, I documented the poor working conditions experienced by meatpacking workers
and the subsequent impacts on their psychological and physical wellbeing. Although the impacts
of meatpacking work on workers have been well-documented (Broadway and Stull 2008;
Broadway and Stull 2010; Eiznitz 2009; Muller 2018; Pachirat 2011; Porcher 2011), I assessed
how poor working conditions intensified the impacts of COVID-19 on workers. I argued that the
racial and ethnic demographics of workers serves to uphold corporate profit and the current mode
of production; reflecting an institution upheld by the dynamics of racial capitalism and by the state
(Freshour 2017). The social and economic context of labor of minority and immigrant workers
was exploited in the industry's prioritization of profit; an exploitation that was enabled by an

eroded regulatory framework that placed responsibility for health on workers, rather than on the

196



state. Despite increased risks, many workers continued working due to financial pressures,
incentives, fears of job loss, or retaliation.

Moreover, I documented that issues of procedural injustice were rampant: with inaccessible
information due to language barriers and a lack of readily available translated materials, with
workers reporting uncertainties about the process of calling out sick, and, importantly, a lack of
communication pathways to report safety and health issues. Because information, policies, and
safety procedures were primarily communicated English, despite the diversity of JBS workers,
procedural equity was compromised. A lack of procedural justice for workers impeded their ability
to access information related to JBS COVID-19 policies, understand their rights, or effectively
engage in discussions related to safety and health concerns.

Third, I analyzed how the Colorado workers’ compensation system is another avenue to
uphold firm power and capitalize upon the structural vulnerabilities of meatpacking workers.
Drawing on in-depth interviews with workers’ compensation attorneys, I provided an overview of
the procedural injustices embedded within the system and the ways in which JBS leverages policy
loopholes to their benefit. This included underreporting workplace injuries, re-directing workers
to in-house treatment and chiropractic care, a lack of transparent information about medical
treatment options, and delaying providing information requested by attorneys. I analyzed workers’
compensation claims during COVID-19 and the contestation surrounding workplace exposure;
documenting how firms like JBS denied liability despite being an outbreak site in the early months
of the pandemic. As the research on experiences of workers’ compensation attorneys who
represent meatpacking workers is limited (Schofield et al. 2023), and qualitative descriptions are
non-existent, these accounts are critical to developing a more just and equitable system for those

who are the most vulnerable. Addressing the flaws embedded within the workers’ compensation
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system is critical to providing workers who have been harmed by a dangerous and underregulated
workplace with necessary medical care and financial support.

Throughout, I demonstrated the role of the state in enabling the production of harm to
persist vis-a-vis policies that perpetrate the treadmill of production, as well as a preference of
corporate self-regulation over federal intervention. The ability of JBS, and meatpacking firms
more broadly, to exploit workers and expose them to hazardous and physically demanding work
conditions is enabled through the regulatory system and limited avenues of workers to seek justice,
including the workers’ compensation system. Firm and state allegiance is thus key to upholding a
regulatory system that promotes profit over people and, in the process, has facilitated a system of
social harm to be perpetuated (Lynch, Stretesky, and Long 2020).

Finally, I documented how workers mobilized to respond to the threats posed by COVID-
19 and demanded increase safety protection and pay. Although workers have contended with a
poor work environment for decades, the unprecedented nature of the pandemic and the additional
risks it posed provided a catalyst for organizing and collective action. At the JBS plant, 1,000
workers participated in a walk-out in the early months of the pandemic. When workers become
aware of the dynamics of racial capitalism and their critical role in upholding production, and
subsequently withhold their labor power as a mode of resistance, there is great potential to enhance
workplace conditions. Worker organizing, increased federal intervention, and subsequently
decreased corporate power in the policymaking arena, is critical for developing a more just mode

of production.
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CHAPTER SEVEN: CONCLUSION

In March 2020, the United States was forced to respond to the impending threat of COVID-
19. Businesses, schools, and many of society’s institutions shuttered in hopes of preventing mass
transmission. And yet, meatpacking plants remained open. This decision laid bare historical
patterns of corporate consolidation and concentration and the sociological and public health
impacts associated with the current structure of industrialized animal agriculture.

In this dissertation, I have analyzed the socio-political, structural, and institutional factors
that shaped high rates of COVID-19 transmission amongst meatpacking workers. Throughout, I
highlighted how the vulnerabilities of meatpacking workers during COVID-19 were exacerbated
by procedural injustices and longstanding legacies of racial inequality and labor exploitation. I
documented the impact of agribusiness firms on the policymaking process both prior to and during
COVID-19 and highlighted the ways firms leverage policies and policy loopholes to their
advantage. From collaborating with the federal government to deem plants as “essential
infrastructure” to contesting COVID-19 workers compensation claims, I assessed the multiscalar
involvement of agribusiness actors in policymaking and the subsequent implications on worker
health, safety, and wellbeing.

Through content analysis, critical policy ethnography, and in-depth interviews with local
and state representatives, I examined how the embedded nature of agribusiness in the economy
has led to political power, a power that was yielded during the COVID-19 policymaking process.
In-depth interviews with food, labor, and public health bureaucrats provided insights on the
challenges faced during COVID-19 and the outcomes of regulatory fragmentation and erosion on

policymaking. I documented how the regulatory power of federal agencies tasked with protecting
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worker and public health, including the CDC and OSHA, has been greatly diminished in recent
years due to declined funding, staff capacity, and a neoliberal political structure that favors
corporate self-responsibility over state enforcement. I advanced an understanding of how state
government and local level policies regarding COVID-19 took the economic and political interests
of powerful agribusiness firms such as JBS into greater consideration than its predominately racial
and ethnic minority workforce.

By conducting in-depth interviews with industry actors, advocacy and labor organizations,
workers, and state and health representatives, my research enables us to better understand disease
transmission as a systemic harm to workers and to host communities. Furthermore, I argued that
not all harms are the direct outcomes of policies and, instead, can be the outcomes of institutional
arrangements, including a fragmented governance structure and the erosion of regulatory
oversight. In doing so, I expand scholarly understanding of harms as being embedded within
political economic systems. In the following conclusion, I provide an overview of my findings in
relation to my research questions before discussing the theoretical implications, future research

directions, and policy implications.

Revisiting the Research Questions

Throughout this dissertation, I explored the impacts of federal government, local level
governance, and firm decisions on workers. In Chapter Four, “The Oversight of the Meatpacking
Sector”, I analyzed how COVID-19 transmission rates in the meatpacking sector were shaped by
institutional, structural, and socio-political contexts. First, I provided an overview of OSHA and
USDA and their regulatory responsibilities and capacities in relation to the meatpacking sector. I
documented that because OSHA regulates worker safety and USDA regulates food safety, a

separation exists between food and worker safety. In turn, I traced how this regulatory
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fragmentation has intensified health and safety issues experienced by meatpacking workers.
Furthermore, I analyzed the impacts of neoliberal political economic structures on these agencies;
documenting how underfunding, understaffing, and the rise in corporate self-regulation over
federal intervention has weakened agencies’ regulatory power. I documented how powerful
agribusiness companies and lobbyists worked alongside the government to promote policies that
benefitted their economic interests, including the Executive Order, at the costs of worker safety
and wellbeing. I argued that voluntary COVID-19 guidelines benefited firms, who were able to
evade accountability and enforcement, at the cost of worker wellbeing and public health.

In Chapter Five, “Local and State Level Dynamics, Public Health, and the Meatpacking
Sector”, I moved my analysis on policymaking during COVID-19, and the subsequent impacts on
meatpacking workers, from the federal level to the state and local level. First, I provided an
overview of the governance structure of Weld County and the impact of home rule governance on
policymaking, including its role in enabling a county-level approach to COVID-19 disease
mitigation. I characterized this approach as a neoliberal, individualized responsibility strategy that
failed to incorporate structural factors that shape exposure and disease transmission, especially in
a high-risk work environment like the JBS plant. In this individual-level approach to health,
workers rather than the plant were seen to be at the epicenter of disease spread. I argued that this
rhetoric exemplified the dominant biomedical model which individualizes health (Brown 2007)
and, in doing so, simultaneously absolved institutions and entities from responsibility for collective
health outcomes.

Subsequently, I traced the implications of limited county-wide guidance on the health and
safety of meatpacking workers. Limited enforcement at the county and state levels echoes patterns

observed at the federal level, including guidance from OSHA and CDC that was not only vague,
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but largely voluntary and thus not enforceable. This bolstered the ability of JBS to remain in
operation, while intensifying the risks for meatpacking workers.

In Chapter Six, “Meatpacking Workers, Labor, and Legacies of Racial Exploitation”, |
examined how structural inequalities and historical legacies of racial exploitation shaped worker’s
experiences before and during the pandemic. First, I documented how the racial and ethnic
demographics of meatpacking workers are the product of firm recruitment practices, immigration
policy, and labor market dynamics. I documented how racial and ethnic demographics have
cultivated a “culture of fear” that has resulted in workers being hesitant to report safety issues due
to fear of retribution, including job loss. I found that issues of procedural injustice were rampant
in JBS’s disease mitigation strategy, including: inaccessible information due to language barriers
and a lack of readily available translated materials; workers reporting uncertainties about the
process of calling out sick; and, importantly, a lack of communication pathways to report safety
and health issues. In continuing to exploit the labor of marginalized ethnic and racial groups during
COVID-19, firms like JBS perpetuated a cycle of worker vulnerability, where these workers faced
increasingly risky employment conditions and inadequate health and safety protections. I assessed
the psychological and physical outcomes of working in the meatpacking sector and the ways in
which poor working conditions intensified the impacts of COVID-19 on workers. I argued that the
racial and ethnic demographics of these workers served to bolster corporate profits and maintained
the current mode of production during an unprecedented public health crisis.

Building upon my findings related to legacies of exploitation and structural vulnerabilities,
I also examined the procedural injustices embedded within the Colorado Workers” Compensation
system. Pre-existing issues related to information transparency, underreporting injuries, and

contesting workplace injuries were further compounded during the pandemic, where COVID-19
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became a contested workplace illness. Because COVID-19 was not isolated to the workplace, firms
like JBS contested the plant as the site of disease contraction and subsequently denied liability. I
asserted that the Workers” Compensation system serves as an arm to uphold firm power and
racialized labor exploitation, while diminishing justice for injured or impaired workers. However,
drawing on the 2020 worker mobilization at the JBS plant, I illustrated how workers organized in
response to threats posed by the pandemic and demanded increased wages and safety protections.

The success of this walk-out holds great potential for future worker mobilizations and organizing.

Theoretical Implications

In this dissertation, I drew on literature related to industrialized animal agriculture, green
criminology, and racial capitalism. I highlighted the role of the political economic system in
shaping the current system of industrialized animal agriculture and the treadmill of meat
production. In bringing green criminology into conversation with scholarship on industrialized
animal agriculture, I assessed the interconnections between agribusiness, federal, state, and local
level governance, and suggest that these state-industry allegiances were critical components of
keeping meatpacking plants open in the pursuit of profit, at the expense of public health. While
the literature on industrialized animal agriculture has documented the linkage between policy
decisions and inequalities, there has been little focus on how these inequalities act as mechanisms
of legal harm. Drawing on in-depth interviews, content analysis, and critical policy ethnography,
I showed how harm has been embedded and codified within the regulatory system, stemming both
from policymaking and the outcomes of a neoliberal capitalist political-economic framework. This
research has important theoretical implications for the treadmill of production, racial capitalism,

and green criminology.
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First, while the treadmill of production (ToP) has primarily been used to the environmental
impacts of mass production (Schnaiberg, Pellow, and Weinberg 2000; Schnaiberg, Pellow, and
Weinberg 2004), I extended this framework to assess labor issues for workers embedded within
environmentally damaging sectors. I argued that the logics of the ToP influence not only
environmental regulation but also labor and public health regulations that may impede production
and profit. The state’s reluctance to impose stringent regulations that would threaten the ToP has
perpetuated a system where social, environmental, and economic injustices flourish. I documented
how meatpacking industry executives and lobbyists strategically utilized existing partnerships with
federal actors to push for policies that benefitted them, while decreasing worker safety. Public
health policymaking demonstrated the role of the treadmill of law (ToL) in enabling and
reinforcing laws and regulations that “legitimize and replicate ToP practices, relationships, and
interests” (Lynch, Stretsky, and Long 2020: 3). Although the ToL is focused on environmental law
and policymaking, I argued that public health and labor laws, or lack thereof, play a key role in
maintaining the ToP. Public health policymaking also demonstrates how the ToL is multiscalar in
nature; with local, state, and federal level rules and regulations playing a key role in upholding the
treadmill of production and maintaining economic activity (Lynch, Strestsky, and Long 2020).

In analyzing the intersection between the ToL and the ToP, I expanded both frameworks
beyond environmental policymaking and outcomes to interrogate racialized labor dynamics and
public health outcomes in environmentally damaging sectors (Schnaiberg 1980; Schnaiberg,
Pellow, and Weinburg 2002; Lynch, Stretsky, and Long 2020). The ToP’s focus on environmental
outcomes related to unsustainable production has yet to fully include an assessment of how this
production impacts workers and the power relations that undergird labor dynamics. I integrated

racial capitalism into the ToP to assess labor issues in environmentally hazardous industries like
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the meatpacking sector. I argued that racialized labor exploitation is embedded within the
meatpacking sector to maintain the ToP and is upheld through immigration policy, corporate self-
regulation, and the political-economic system. In doing so, I expanded the ToP through assessing
how the regulatory system privileges agribusiness profit accumulation, the ways that these biases
accelerate environmental and social harms, and who is most impacted.

In analyzing how the racial and ethnic demographics of workers were exploited to
advantage firms and have historically served as a “racial fix” to labor issues in the meatpacking
sector, I documented how power relations embedded within the ToP drive social harm (Carrillo
2021; Pulido 2017). I argued that labor dynamics within this sector are premised on racial
capitalism and exploitation, where workers face hazardous conditions, low wages, and limited job
security. Historical legacies of racialized exploitation in the meatpacking sector illustrate the
industry’s dependence on racial devaluation; a devaluation that has provided not only a labor pool
but economic profit and the perpetuation of the treadmill of meat production. Limited safety
precautions and state intervention demonstrates how racial capitalism operates by exploiting and
endangering the labor of minority workers in the pursuit of profit, as well as how policies and
governance decisions are imbued with neoliberal and racial capitalistic norms (Pulido 2016). I
asserted that historical legacies of racialized labor exploitation in the ToP were reinforced by a
governance structure that prioritized production over the wellbeing of these workers during
COVID-19, policies that did little to combat unsafe working conditions and a disregard for the
health and safety of not only meatpacking workers, but their broader community.

Although some green criminological literature has explored food crimes (Leighton 2022;
Roberts 2015), an in-depth analysis of the meatpacking sector through this lens has yet to be done.

Furthermore, limited green criminological research has analyzed public health impacts of
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environmental harm and green crime (Jarrell, Lynch, and Stretsky 2014; Lynch, Stretsky, and Long
2017). In assessing the public health consequences of working in the meatpacking sector during
COVID-19, I’ve contributed novel empirical data related to the intersection between labor, harm,
and health. Furthermore, I’ve provided key insights on how COVID-19 was contested as an
occupational illness—despite the absence of federal intervention and safety measures aimed at
disease mitigation and the extent of disease outbreak in meatpacking plants.

This research has key implications for deepening green criminology’s engagement with the
political economic sphere, by documenting how a system of harm is embedded within
industrialized animal agriculture and codified through the current regulatory system. These
findings contribute to existing green criminological literature that locates harm in political-
economic relations, as well as extends this literature to explore harms against workers who work
in environmentally risky and harmful sectors (Walter 2006; White 2013; Ruggiero and South 2013;
Long, Strestky, Lynch 2020; Fitzgerald and Taylor 2018; Tourangeou and Fitzgerald 2020).
Patterns related to environmental law and policymaking that uphold corporate interests while
ignoring environmental and economic injustices rang true in the meatpacking sector; with
corporate actors successfully leveraging economic and political power to push for policies that
maintained the treadmill of production, despite the risks faced by workers (Lynch, Stretesky, and
Long 2020). By exploring the multiscalar nature of these economic and state relations, from the
federal to the local level, I found that the power of JBS enabled policies that reflected business
interests, rather than public health concerns, and that this pattern was solidified across scales of
governance to uphold the ToP (Long, Strestky, Lynch 2020). In analyzing these patterns, I

demonstrated how the political economic structure of capitalism, particularly its neoliberal variety,
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influenced COVID-19 transmission rates in the meatpacking sector (Lynch and Long 2022; Lynch,
Stretesky, and Long 2020).

In tracing how political-economic relations shaped policymaking processes relevant to the
meatpacking sector during COVID-19, and subsequent impacts on worker wellbeing, this
dissertation also contributes to green criminology research that locates harm in political-economic
relations (White 2013; Ruggiero and South 2013). In expanding beyond the environmental harms
associated with meatpacking plants, I also developed green criminology to include a discussion of
other harms: social harms. In doing so, I asserted that meatpacking plants are sites of green crime
due to not only environmental and social harms, but the political-economic roots of these harms.
I fill an identified gap in the green criminology literature by focusing on meatpacking plants as
sites of green crime, shifting theoretical focus from individual acts of animal abuse to
institionalized and structural forms of violence (Beirne 2004; Taylor 2011; Taylor and Fitzgerald
2018). In doing so, I assessed the harms experienced by workers in sustaining the ToP related to
animal production and the “shared suffering” of workers and animals (Porcher 2011). In focusing
on the structural and legal harms associated with industrialized animal agriculture, rather than
crimes, this research has important implications for further green criminological inquires on this

sector (Lynch and Stretsky 2007; White 2003; Nobles 2018; Johnson, Schwartz, Inlow 2020).

Future Research Directions

The findings from this dissertation have important implications for future research.
Although this dissertation provided key findings related to the role of agribusiness in policymaking
processes during COVID-19, further research could expand beyond the pandemic to assess
historical and on-going involvement from agribusiness firms and lobbyists in the policymaking

process. Data related to lobbying and its subsequent outcomes would provide further insights on
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the intersection between agribusiness’ economic and political power. As I asserted throughout this
dissertation, historical legacies of firm power in the policy arena had important implications for
the health and safety of meatpacking workers during COVID-19. Further investigation into
policymaking process prior-to and post COVID-19 would provide a deeper understanding of the
historical and contemporary power of agribusiness firms and the subsequent outcomes on workers,
host communities, animal welfare, and the environment.

Second, increased research on how to foster and strengthen interagency capacity and
collaboration is necessary. In 2022, OSHA and FSIS’s 1994 MOU was updated to enhance
collaboration between the two agencies, including data sharing and specifically identifies
infectious diseases such as COVID-19 as hazards that FSIS should refer to OSHA (GAO 2023).
Given the presence of FSIS personnel in many plants, there is a clear opportunity to enhance the
protection of plant workers and food system security through leveraging existing resources and
interagency missions. Although the MOU creates a mechanism for collaboration, further research
is needed to identify how collaboration will occur and to evaluate subsequent outcomes. Further
in-depth interviews with representatives from OSHA and USDA would be beneficial to identify
goals related to collaboration and barriers related to actualizing interagency coordination. Social
network analysis could provide key insights on interagency collaborative pathways and existing
gaps. Enhancing communication and interagency channels for documenting and responding to
worker safety issues is critical to improve the working conditions for meatpacking workers.

Third, further research across geographic locations is necessary to better understand the
relationship between local contexts and state and federal policymaking. Future research to capture
the variances between firm, facility type (e.g., beef, pork, and chicken), and geographic location

could be beneficial to identify nuances in plant conditions and localities that may have shaped
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policymaking and subsequent impacts. Differences in local and state policies, including right-to-
work laws and various local political structures such as “home-rule”, likely have important
implications for the health and safety of meatpacking workers. Comparative research across
geographic locations can expand an understanding of how industry and state power relations result
in patterns of inequitable risk. As regulations such as line speeds related to pork, poultry, and cattle
meatpacking plants differ, comparing across sector types may illustrate important points of
divergence and convergence in relation to policies that impact worker safety. Beyond this,
comparing across size and scale of facilities can provide further information on the relationship
between facility size and worker safety issues. Conducting detailed analyses of various firms,
considering their size, ownership structure, and operating practices, would illuminate how specific
plant conditions and corporate policies, such as attendance incentives, impacted workers' health
and safety in the COVID-19 era.

Due to issues of access, workers are underrepresented in my interview sample. Increased
research on worker perspectives related to worker safety issues and the workers’ compensation
system is necessary. Investigating the workers’ compensation system from the standpoint of those
directly impacted can provide further information about process, issues, and adequacy of benefits.
This includes research examining factors such as the complexity of navigating the system, delays
in receiving compensation, and disparities in outcomes. Further research can inform policy
recommendations aimed at strengthening worker protections, improving workplace safety

standards, and enhancing the efficacy of the workers’ compensation system.

Policy Implications

To improve the health and safety of meatpacking workers, there is a critical need to expand

the regulatory power of USDA and OSHA and enhance interagency collaboration and
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coordination. Enhanced accountability and oversight across local, state, and federal levels are
crucial for improving worker health and safety, while diminishing agribusiness influence in
policymaking. Greater workplace protections and workplace safety for meatpacking workers,
including improved access to health care, health benefits, and legal protections and compensation
for death, injuries, and illness is critical. The impacts experienced by meatpacking workers during
COVID-19 were not unique, rather, COVID-19 magnified pre-existing issues of worker safety.
At the federal level, the power and capacity of regulatory agencies like the USDA and
OSHA must be bolstered to ensure robust oversight of worker safety and public health standards
without interference from meatpacking firms. Given these agencies have been chronically
underfunded and understaffed, increased funding is key to improve capacity to respond to issues
related to worker and food safety. This includes developing increased standards that are specific
to the meatpacking sector to address the dangerous and hazardous working conditions.
Furthermore, as 42% of top leadership positions in OSHA had not been filled in 2020 (Berkowitz
2020), increased efforts must be placed on hiring trained leaders to expand the agency’s capacity
to respond to worker safety issues. Beyond this, funding and policies should be directed towards
developing interagency partnerships and pathways for communication, collaboration, and
coordination. A weakened regulatory framework lends itself to interference from agribusiness
firms, as well as a decreased ability to respond swiftly and effectively to worker safety issues. To
address agribusiness involvement in the policymaking process, regulations aimed at diminishing
the influence of lobbying are key. This may involve eliminating or largely reducing the extent of
financial donations, and, instead, having a transparent and open process for feedback related to

policy directives.
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Moreover, as research on the effectiveness of financial penalties on deterring violations
and lawbreaking has not shown substantial changes in firm operating behaviors (Stretesky, Long,
and Lynch 2013), this further points to the need for systemic change, increased firm accountability,
and increased federal oversight. A $15,000 fine will do little to change firm operating practices,
however, fines that substantially impacts firm profits may have a larger impact. Further, beyond
financial penalties, increased oversight at the federal level is necessary to responding pro-actively
to worker safety threats. Given that workers may fear retaliation if they report safety concerns,
plant inspectors can play a critical role in documenting and reporting workplace issues. Bolstering
the power of unions, and the presence of union stewards within plants, is another avenue to better
protect workers. In right-to-work states, where employees are not unionized, supporting local
worker advocacy groups is even more critical. These groups play key roles in educating workers
about their rights and empowering workers to organize for better working conditions.

Beyond leveraging inspectors, unions, and local advocacy groups to improve worker
safety, expanding pathways to citizenship for meatpacking workers can enhance their ability to
organize for better working conditions and reduce fear of retaliation in the form of deportation or
visa loss. The precarious structural position of meatpacking workers has resulted in a “culture of
fear”, where employees are hesitant to voice concerns about safety issues due to fear of retribution.
To empower workers, increased pathways to citizenship are critical. Employer-sponsored visas,
like the H-2B visa, empower firms to hire immigrants for short-term seasonal work, while
intensifying power dynamics between immigrants and firms. To improve working conditions,
workers must be able to voice concerns. Stronger anti-retaliation measures are needed to truly

protect workers and enable the opportunity to report safety issues without fear. Furthermore,
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increased efforts to include worker voices in policies aimed at worker safety issues is key, as their
lived experiences should inform the safety and health rules designed to protect them.

At the state level, addressing the flaws and procedural injustices embedded within the
Colorado workers’ compensation system is necessary. While there are laws in place related to the
timely and transparent sharing of information in workers’ compensation cases, there is limited
oversight to ensure this is occurring. As reported by attorneys in my sample, there are no
substantial penalties when firms fail to disclose information in a timely manner or at all. In turn,
workers’ compensations cases may span months, if not years, delaying timely compensation and
benefits to injured workers. Beyond this, in-house treatment and diverting workers to chiropractic
care hinders the ability for workers to receive objective medical treatment related to their injuries.
Workers should be informed about medical treatment options, including the type of care they
require, and provided with transparent information related to their injury and subsequently
compensated in a timely and equitable fashion.

At the local level, findings related to role of industry’s economic and political power in
local policymaking demonstrate a need for increased oversight. To improve the health and safety
of meatpacking workers, and to expand the power of public health departments, the reconfiguration
of local political structures is necessary. As Weld County is a “home rule” county, local mandates
differed from state and federal directives during COVID-19. The absence of enforceable public
health guidelines in favor of individual-level responsibility had important implications for not only
the safety and wellbeing of meatpacking workers, but the broader community. Dialogue between
local, state, and federal actors should be fostered to enhance public health decision making.

Relatedly, as local governmental officials have the authority to create and issue public health

212



guidelines, participation from a diverse group of stakeholders that are impacted by public health

guidance is necessary.

Conclusion

This dissertation contributes a more nuanced understanding of policymaking during
COVID-19 and the subsequent impacts on meatpacking worker and community disease
transmission. Until now, previous research has been limited to secondary data analysis and
quantitative data (Dyal et al. 2020; Taylor, Boulous, and Almond 2020; Stull 2020; Struthers,
Montford, and Wotherspoon 2021; Carrillo and Ipsen 2021; Ramos et al. 2021). Throughout my
findings, I’ve contributed novel empirical data that provides a deeper understanding of
policymaking related to the meatpacking sector during COVID-19 and its multiscalar impacts.
These findings offer insights into how policy decisions made at various levels—Ilocal, state, and
federal—affect the working conditions and well-being of meatpacking workers during COVID-19
and beyond. This dissertation has important implications for addressing the issues embedded
within the meatpacking sector at the local, state, and federal levels. To improve the conditions of
workers, increased policy attention is critical. “Essential” workers deserve to be recognized as
such: as critical components of not only our food system but of our societies. Creating more just
and equitable modes of production requires significant change not only from policymakers, but
from the firms themselves. Addressing legacies of racialized labor exploitation, regulatory
fragmentation, and the prioritization of production above socio-environmental wellbeing is

paramount to building a more resilient and just food system.

213



REFERENCES

Abatement Verification of 1998, 29 CFR 1903.19

Abboah-Offei, Mary, Yakubu Salifu, Bisi Adewale, Jonathan Bayuo, Rasheed Ofosu-Poku, and
Edwina Beryl Addo Opare-Lokko. 2021. "A Rapid Review of the Use of Face Mask in
Preventing the Spread of COVID-19." International Journal of Nursing Studies
Advances 3: 100013.

Abott, Chuck. 2021. “USDA Aid for Producers Who Culled Pigs and Poultry During Pandemic.”
Successful Farming, July 14. https://www.agriculture.com/news/livestock/usda-aid-for-
producers-who-culled-pigs-and-poultry-during-pandemic

Agnew, Robert. 1998. "The Causes of Animal Abuse: A Social-Psychological Analysis."
Theoretical Criminology 2(2): 177-209.

“Agriculture in Weld County.” 2023. Weld County Government. Retrieved October 12, 2023
(https://www.weld.gov/Government/Departments/Planning-and-Zoning/Right-to-Farm-
Agriculture-in-Weld-County)

Ajilore, Olugbenga, and Andrew J. Willingham. 2019. "Exploring the Dynamics of a 'Modern
Company Town' in the US: Evidence from the Impact of an Auto Plant Closing on Labor
Market Outcomes." Regional Science and Urban Economics, 74: 78-92.

American Federation of Labor and Congress of Industrial Organizations (AFL-CIO). 2020.
“Letter to Secretary Scalia Urging Action to Protect Workers from COVID-19 Exposures
and Infections.” Retrieved September 17, 2023 (https://aflcio.org/statements/letter-

secretary-scalia-urging-action-protect-workers-covid-19-exposures-and-infections)

214



American Immigration Council. 2022. “Tending to America's Food Supply: The Essential Role
of Immigrants in America's Meat and Dairy Industries.” Accessed March 2, 2024

(https://www.americanimmigrationcouncil.org/sites/default/files/research/tending to am

ericas_food supply meat dairy industries.pdf)

Annual Summary of 2023, 29 CFR 1904.32

Ashwood, Loka, Danielle Diamond, and Fiona Walker. 2019. "Property Rights and Rural
Justice: A Study of US Right-to-Farm laws." Journal of Rural Studies 67: 120-129.

Bagenstose, Kyle, Sky Chadde, and Rachel Axon .2021. "COVID-19 Deaths Go Uninvestigated
as OSHA Takes a Hands-Off Approach to Meatpacking Plants." Investigate Midwest,
January 12. https://investigatemidwest.org/2021/01/12/covid-19-deaths-go-
uninvestigated-as-osha-takes-a-hands-off-approach-to-meatpacking-plants/

Baker, Mike and Danielle Ivory. 2021. “Why Public Health Faces a Crisis Across the U.S.” The

New York Times, October 18. https://www.nytimes.com/2021/10/18/us/coronavirus-

public-health.html

Bandler, James, Patricia Callahan, Sebastian Rotella, and Kirsten Berg. 2020. "Inside the Fall of
the CDC." Pro Publica, October 15. https://www.propublica.org/article/inside-the-fall-of-
the-cdc

Barry-Jester, Anna Maria, Hannah Recht, and Michelle R. Smith. 2020. “Pandemic Backlash
Jeopardizes Public Health Powers, Leaders.” KFF Health News, December 15.
https://kfthealthnews.org/news/article/pandemic-backlash-jeopardizes-public-health-
powers-leaders/

Beirne, Piers. 2002. "Criminology and Animal Studies: A Sociological View." Society &

Animals 10(4): 381-386.

215


https://www.americanimmigrationcouncil.org/sites/default/files/research/tending_to_americas_food_supply_meat_dairy_industries.pdf
https://www.americanimmigrationcouncil.org/sites/default/files/research/tending_to_americas_food_supply_meat_dairy_industries.pdf
https://www.nytimes.com/2021/10/18/us/coronavirus-public-health.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2021/10/18/us/coronavirus-public-health.html

Beirne, Piers. 2004. "From Animal Abuse to Interhuman Violence? A Critical Review of the
Progression Thesis." Society & Animals 12(1): 39-65.

Bennett, Elizabeth. 2014. "Animal Agriculture Laws on the Chopping Block: Comparing United
States and Brazil." Pace Envtl. L. Rev 31: 531.

Benson, Susan. 2007. "State and Local Conflict in Colorado: The Case of Urban Renewal and
Tax Increment Financing." State and Local Government Review 39(3): 166-176.

Berkowitz, Deborah. 2020. “Worker Safety in Crisis: The Cost of a Weakened OSHA.” National
Employment Law Project. Retrieved September 26, 2023

(https://www.nelp.org/publication/worker-safety-crisis-cost-weakened-osha/)

Berkowitz, Debbite and Dixon, Patrick. 2023. “An Average of 27 Workers a Day Suffer
Amputation or Hospitalization, According to New OSHA Data from 29 States.”
Economic Policy Institute, March 30. https://www.epi.org/blog/an-average-of-27-
workers-a-day-suffer-amputation-or-hospitalization-according-to-new-osha-data-from-
29-states-meat-and-poultry-companies-remain-among-the-most-dangerous/

Bernard, Robert M. 2020. "The Impact of Home Rule on Municipal Property Taxes." Public
Finance Review 48(3): 271-295.

Blanchette, Alex. 2019. "Living Waste and the Labor of Toxic Health on American Factory
Farms." Medical Anthropology Quarterly 33(1): 80-100.

Bloomberg. 2020. “Pence Urges U.S. Food Workers to ‘Show Up and Do Your Job™’”.
Bloomberg, April 8. https://www.bloomberg.com/news/videos/2020-04-08/pence-urges-

u-s-food-workers-to-show-up-and-do-your-job-video

216


https://www.nelp.org/publication/worker-safety-crisis-cost-weakened-osha/

“Board of Public Health.” 2023. Weld County Government. Retrieved October 12, 2023
(https://www.weld.gov/Government/Departments/Health-and-
Environment/Environmental-Health/Board-of-Public-Health)

Boyce, Dan. 2021. ““Not Going Away’: Weld County Republicans Consider Next Steps As
Democrats Take Power In Washington.” CPR News, January 19.
https://www.cpr.org/2021/01/19/not-going-away-weld-county-republicans-consider-next-
steps-as-democrats-take-power-in-washington/

Bradbury, Shelly. 2020. “How Coronavirus Spread through JBS’s Greeley Beef Plant.” The
Denver Post, July 12. https://www.denverpost.com/2020/07/12/jbs-greeley-coronavirus-
investigation/

Brisman, Avi, and Nigel South. 2013. "A Green-Cultural Criminology: An Exploratory Outline."
Crime, Media, Culture 9(2): 115-135.

Broadway, Michael J. 2000. "Planning for Change in Small Towns or Trying to Avoid the
Slaughterhouse Blues." Journal of Rural Studies 16(1): 37-46.

Broadway, Michael J., and Donald D. Stull. 2008. “I'll Do Whatever You want, But It Hurts:
Worker Safety and Community Health in Modern Meatpacking." Labor: Studies in
Working-Class History of the Americas 5(2): 27-37.

Broadway, Michael. 2007. "Meatpacking and the Transformation of Rural Communities: A
Comparison of Brooks, Alberta and Garden City, Kansas." Rural Sociology 72(4): 560-
582.

Broadway, Michael J., and Donald D. Stull. 2010. "The Wages of Food Factories." Food and

Foodways 18(1-2): 43-65.

217



Brown, Phil. 2007. Toxic Exposures: Contested Illnesses and the Environmental Health
Movement. New York City, NY: Columbia University Press.

Bullard, Robert D. 1990. "Ecological Inequities and the New South: Black Communities Under
Siege." The Journal of Ethnic Studies 17(4): 101.

Bullard, Robert. 2019. "Environmental Blackmail in Minority Communities." Pp 82-95 in Race
and the Incidence of Environmental Hazards. Milton Park, UK: Routledge.

Burawoy, Michael. 1991. The Politics of Production. London, UK: Verso.

Burawoy, Michael. 1998. "The Extended Case Method." Sociological Theory 16(1): 4-33.

Bureau of Labor Statistics. 2021. “Union Members — 2020.” U.S. Department of Labor.

Accessed September 26, 2023 (https://www.bls.gov/news.release/union2.nr().htm)

Campbell, Alexia Fernandex and Joe Yeradi. 2020. “Fewer Inspectors, More Deaths: The Trump
Administration Rolls Back Workplace Safety Inspections.” The Center for Public

Integrity, August 18. https://publicintegrity.org/politics/system-failure/deaths-cutbacks-

workplace-safety-inspections-osha/

Cardona, Beatriz. 2021. "The Pitfalls of Personalization Rhetoric in Time of Health Crisis:
COVID-19 Pandemic and Cracks on Neoliberal Ideologies." Health Promotion
International 36(3): 714-721.

Carrillo, Ian. 2021. "The Racial Fix and Environmental State Formation." Current
Sociology 69(5): 641-659.

Carrillo, Ian R., and Annabel Ipsen. 2021. "Worksites as Sacrifice Zones: Structural Precarity
and Covid-19 in US Meatpacking." Sociological Perspectives 64(5): 726-746.

Carpenter, Daniel, and David A. Moss. 2013. Preventing Regulatory Capture: Special Interest

Influence and How to Limit It. Cambridge, MA: Cambridge University Press.

218


https://www.bls.gov/news.release/union2.nr0.htm
https://publicintegrity.org/politics/system-failure/deaths-cutbacks-workplace-safety-inspections-osha/
https://publicintegrity.org/politics/system-failure/deaths-cutbacks-workplace-safety-inspections-osha/

Carrillo, Ian, and David Pellow. 2021. "Critical Environmental Justice and the Nature of the
Firm." Agriculture and Human Values 38(3): 815-826.

Cazaux, Geertrui. 1999. "Beauty and the Beast: Animal Abuse from a Non-Speciesist
Criminological Perspective." Crime, Law and Social Change 31(2): 105-125.

Center for Disease Control (CDC). 2020. Meat and Poultry Processing Workers and Employers:
Interim Guidance from CDC and the Occupational Safety and Health Administration
(OSHA). Washington, DC: Center for Disease Control.

Center for Disease Control (CDC) Memorandum. 2020. “Strategies to Reduce COVID-19
Transmission at the JBS Plant.” Retrieved September 1, 2023
(https://www.documentcloud.org/documents/6987094-JBS-CDC-Strategies-Other-
Release.html)

Center for Disease Control (CDC). 2020. “Interim Guidance to Protect Workers in Meatpacking
and Processing Industries.” Retrieved March 2, 2022
(https://www.cdc.gov/coronavirus/2019-ncov/community/organizations/meat-poultry-
processing-workers-employers.html)

Center for Disease Control (CDC). 2022. “Symptoms of COVID-19.” Retrieved October 12,
2023 (https://www.cdc.gov/coronavirus/2019-ncov/symptoms-testing/symptoms.html)

Center for Disease Control (CDC). 2023a. “CDC Organization.” Retrieved September 27, 2023
(https://www.cdc.gov/about/organization/cio.htm#:~:text=As%20the%20nation's%20heal
th%20protection,and%20responds %20when%?20these %20arise)

Center for Disease Control (CDC). 2023b. “Official Mission Statements & Organizational

Charts.” Retrieved September 27, 2023 (https://www.cdc.gov/about/organization/cio-

orgcharts/index.html)

219


https://www.cdc.gov/about/organization/cio-orgcharts/index.html
https://www.cdc.gov/about/organization/cio-orgcharts/index.html

Champlin, Dell, and Eric Hake. 2006. "Immigration as Industrial Strategy in American
Meatpacking." Review of Political Economy 18(1): 49-70.

Chang, Alvin, Michael Sainato, Nina Lakhani, Rashida Kamal and Aliya Uteuova. 2021. “"The
Pandemic Exposed the Human Cost of the Meatpacking Industry’s Power: ‘It’s
Enormously Frightening’.” The Guardian, November 16.

https://www.theguardian.com/environment/2021/nov/16/meatpacking-industry-covid-

outbreaks-workers

Charles, Dan. 2020. “How One City Mayor Forced a Pork Giant To Close Its Virus-Stricken
Plant.” NPR News, April 14. https://www.npr.org/2020/04/14/834470141/how-one-city-
mayor-forced-a-pork-giant-to-close-its-virus-stricken-plant

Chapman, Jessica A., Ingrid Seggerman, and Delcianna J. Winders. 2020. "Slaughterhouse
Deregulation: A View of the Effects on Animals, Workers, Consumers, and the
Environment." The Brief 50(4): 44.

Cherry, Elizabeth, Colter Ellis, and Michaela DeSoucey. 2011. "Food for Thought, Thought for
Food: Consumption, Identity, and Ethnography." Journal of Contemporary Ethnography
40(2): 231-258.

Christensen, Jgrgen Grgnnegaard, and Peter B. Mortensen. 2023. "Coping with the Unforeseen:
Bounded Rationality and Bureaucratic Responses to the COVID-19 Crisis." Journal of
Public Policy 44(1): 1-20.

Collins, Christopher. 2019. “Under Mindy Brashears’ Leadership, USDA Will Let Swine
Slaughter Facilities Go Hog Wild.” Texas Observer, March 26.

https://www.texasobserver.org/under-mindy-brashears-leadership-usda-will-let-swine-

slaughter-facilities-go-hog-wild/

220


https://www.theguardian.com/environment/2021/nov/16/meatpacking-industry-covid-outbreaks-workers
https://www.theguardian.com/environment/2021/nov/16/meatpacking-industry-covid-outbreaks-workers
https://www.texasobserver.org/under-mindy-brashears-leadership-usda-will-let-swine-slaughter-facilities-go-hog-wild/
https://www.texasobserver.org/under-mindy-brashears-leadership-usda-will-let-swine-slaughter-facilities-go-hog-wild/

Colorado Department of Labor and Employment (CDLE). 2023. “What is Workers'

Compensation?.” Retrieved February 1, 2023 (https://cdle.colorado.gov/dwc)

Colorado Department of Labor and Employment (CDLE). 2023b. “Employer Guide.” Retrieved
February 1, 2023 (https://codwc.app.box.com/v/EmployerGuide_)

Colorado Department of Labor and Employment (CDLE). 2023c. “Injured Worker Guide.”
Retrieved February 1, 2023 (https://codwc.app.box.com/v/InjuredWorkerGuide)

Colorado Secretary of State. 2023. "2021 Greeley Municipal Election Official Results."
Retrieved September 15, 2023

(https://www.sos.state.co.us/pubs/elections/resultsData.html)

Consultation with Employees of 2013, 29 CFR 1903.10

Cooke, Christina. 2017. “What’s at Stake for Ag Policy under Trump’s USDA Pick.” Civil Eats,
January 23. https://civileats.com/2017/01/23/whats-at-stake-for-ag-policy-under-trumps-
usda-pick-former-georgia-governor-sonny-perdue/

Crowley, Martha, and Daniel T. Lichter. 2009. "Social Disorganization in New Latino
Destinations?." Rural Sociology 74(4): 573-604.

Curran, Dean. 2017. "The Treadmill of Production and the Positional Economy of
Consumption." Canadian Review of Sociology/Revue Canadienne de Sociologie 54(1):
28-47.

Darrow, Jessica H. 2015. "Getting Refugees to Work: A Street-Level Perspective of Refugee
Resettlement Policy." Refugee Survey Quarterly 34(2): 78-106.

de Beaumont. 2021. “Workforce Levels Needed to Provide Basic Public Health Services for All
Americans.” Research Brief: de Beaumont Foundation. Retrieved November 1, 2023

(https://debeaumont.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/10/Staffing-Up-FINAL.pdf)

221


https://cdle.colorado.gov/dwc
https://www.sos.state.co.us/pubs/elections/resultsData.html
https://debeaumont.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/10/Staffing-Up-FINAL.pdf

Delegating Authority Under the Defense Production Act with Respect to Food Supply Chain
Resources During the National Emergency Caused by the Outbreak of COVID- 19 of
2020, 85 FR 26313

Denlinger, Rebecca F., Martha H. Marsh, Bruce A. Rhode, Gilbert G. Gallegos, James B.
Nicholson, Erle A. Nye, and John W. Thompson. 2008. National Infrastructure Advisory
Council: Chemical, Biological, and Radiological Events and the Critical Infrastructure
Workforce. Final Report and Recommendations. Retrieved November 5, 2023

(https://apps.dtic.mil/sti/pdfs/ADA487294.pdf)

Denzin, Norman K. 2018. The Qualitative Manifesto: A Call to Arms. London, UK: Routledge.

Dollar, Nathan T., and Angela Stuesse. 2020. "Who are America’s Meat and Poultry Workers?."
Economic Policy Institute. Retrieved October 3, 2023 (https://www.epi.org/blog/meat-
and-poultry-worker-demographics/)

Douglas, Leah. 2021. “Mapping Covid-19 Outbreaks in the Food System.” Food &

Environmental Reporting Network, September 8. https://thefern.org/2020/04/mapping-

covid-19-in-meat-and-food-processing-plants/

Dubois, Vincent. 2009. "Towards a Critical Policy Ethnography: Lessons from Fieldwork on
Welfare Control in France." Critical Policy Studies 3(2): 221-239.

Dubois, Vincent. 2014. "The Economic Vulgate of Welfare Reform: Elements for a
Socioanthropological Critique." Current Anthropology 55(S9): S138-S146.

Duties of Employers and Employees of 2022, 29 USC 654

Dyal, Jonathan W. 2020. "COVID-19 Among Workers in Meat and Poultry Processing
Facilities—19 States, April 2020." MMWR Morbidity and Mortality Weekly

Report 69(27): 887-892.

222


https://apps.dtic.mil/sti/pdfs/ADA487294.pdf
https://thefern.org/2020/04/mapping-covid-19-in-meat-and-food-processing-plants/
https://thefern.org/2020/04/mapping-covid-19-in-meat-and-food-processing-plants/

Eflein, John. 2023. “Number of Coronavirus (COVID-19) Cases, Recoveries, and Deaths
Worldwide as of May 2, 2023.” Statista, August 30.
https://www .statista.com/statistics/1087466/covid19-cases-recoveries-deaths-worldwide/

Eisnitz, Gail A. 2009. Slaughterhouse: The Shocking Story of Greed, Neglect, and Inhumane
Treatment Inside the US Meat Industry. Buffalo, NY: Prometheus Books.

Elk, Mike. 2018. “US Meatpacking Workers Face New Hazard: Threat of Deportation by ICE.”

The Guardian, June 29. https://www.theguardian.com/environment/2018/jun/29/ohio-ice-

meatpacking-industry-deportations

Elk, Mike. 2020. “After 10 Workers Get COVID-19, 1,000 Meatpackers Walk Off the Job in
Colorado.” Left Voice, April 2. https://www.leftvoice.org/after-10-workers-get-covid-19-
1000-meatpackers-walk-off-the-job-in-colorado/

Elo, Satu, and Helvi Kyngés. 2008. "The Qualitative Content Analysis Process." Journal of
Advanced Nursing 62(1): 107-115.

Email from Ashley Peterson, Senior Vice President of Scientific and Regulatory Affairs,
National Chicken Council, to Ashley Smith, et al. Retrieved May 20, 2022

(https://coronavirus.house.gov/sites/democrats.coronavirus.house.gov/files/NCC-

00000304-12 Redacted.pdf)

Email from Lillie Brady, Policy Advisor, Department of Agriculture to Ashley Peterson, Senior
Vice President of Scientific and Regulatory Affairs, National Chicken Council. Retrieved

May 20, 2022

(https://coronavirus.house.gov/sites/democrats.coronavirus.house.gov/files/NCC-

00000304-12 Redacted.pdf)

223


https://www.theguardian.com/environment/2018/jun/29/ohio-ice-meatpacking-industry-deportations
https://www.theguardian.com/environment/2018/jun/29/ohio-ice-meatpacking-industry-deportations
https://coronavirus.house.gov/sites/democrats.coronavirus.house.gov/files/NCC-00000304-12_Redacted.pdf
https://coronavirus.house.gov/sites/democrats.coronavirus.house.gov/files/NCC-00000304-12_Redacted.pdf
https://coronavirus.house.gov/sites/democrats.coronavirus.house.gov/files/NCC-00000304-12_Redacted.pdf
https://coronavirus.house.gov/sites/democrats.coronavirus.house.gov/files/NCC-00000304-12_Redacted.pdf

Email from Julie Anna Potts, Chief Executive Officer, North American Meat Institute, to Neil
Dirks, Chief Executive Officer, National Pork Producers Council, et al. April 22, 2020.
Retrieved May 20, 2022

(https://coronavirus.house.gov/sites/democrats.coronavirus.house.gov/filess/INAMI000252

02-03 Redacted.pdf)

Email from Julie Anna Potts, Chief Executive Officer, North American Meat Institute, to Noel
White, Chief Executive Officer, Tyson Foods, Inc., et al. April 2, 2020. Retrieved May
20, 2022

(https://coronavirus.house.gov/sites/democrats.coronavirus.house.gov/files/NAMI000231

17-18 Redacted.pdf)

Email from Julie Anna Potts, Chief Executive Officer, North American Meat Institute, to
Secretary Sonny Perdue, Department of Agriculture. April 3, 2020. Retrieved May 20,

2022

(https://coronavirus.house.gov/sites/democrats.coronavirus.house.gov/filess/NAMI00023 1

73 Redacted.pdf)

Email from Julie Anna Potts, Chief Executive Officer, North American Meat Institute, to Tim
Klein, Chief Executive Officer, National Beef Packing Company LLC. April 16, 2020.
Retrieved May 20, 2022

(https://coronavirus.house.gov/sites/democrats.coronavirus.house.gov/files/NAMI000247

11-12 Redacted.pdf (NAMI00024711-12).

Email from Ken Sullivan, Chief Executive Officer, Smithfield Foods, to Greg Ibach, Under
Secretary for Marketing and Regulatory Programs, Department of Agriculture. April 21,

2020. Retrieved May 20, 2022

224


https://coronavirus.house.gov/sites/democrats.coronavirus.house.gov/files/NAMI00025202-03_Redacted.pdf
https://coronavirus.house.gov/sites/democrats.coronavirus.house.gov/files/NAMI00025202-03_Redacted.pdf
https://coronavirus.house.gov/sites/democrats.coronavirus.house.gov/files/NAMI00023117-18_Redacted.pdf
https://coronavirus.house.gov/sites/democrats.coronavirus.house.gov/files/NAMI00023117-18_Redacted.pdf
https://coronavirus.house.gov/sites/democrats.coronavirus.house.gov/files/NAMI00023173_Redacted.pdf
https://coronavirus.house.gov/sites/democrats.coronavirus.house.gov/files/NAMI00023173_Redacted.pdf
https://coronavirus.house.gov/sites/democrats.coronavirus.house.gov/files/NAMI00024711-12_Redacted.pdf
https://coronavirus.house.gov/sites/democrats.coronavirus.house.gov/files/NAMI00024711-12_Redacted.pdf

(https://coronavirus.house.gov/sites/democrats.coronavirus.house.gov/files/HSSCV -

Smith%2000000806- 820_Redacted_0.pdf)

Email from Mark Dopp, General Counsel, North American Meat Institute, to Greg Ibach, Under
Secretary for Marketing and Regulatory Programs, Department of Agriculture. Retrieved
May 20, 2022

(https://coronavirus.house.gov/sites/democrats.coronavirus.house.gov/files/NAMI000464

75 Redacted.pdf)

Email from Mark Dopp, General Counsel, North American Meat Institute, to Paul Kiecker, Food
Safety and Inspection Service administrator, Department of Agriculture, et al. April 10,
2020. Retrieved May 20, 2022

(https://coronavirus.house.gov/sites/democrats.coronavirus.house.gov/files/2020-OSEC-

04055-F Redacted.pdf).

Email from Norm Robertson, Vice President of Regulatory Affairs, North American Meat
Institute, to Paul Kiecker, Food Safety and Inspection Service administrator, Department
of Agriculture, et al., April 15, 2020. Retrieved May 20, 2022

(https://coronavirus.house.gov/sites/democrats.coronavirus.house.gov/files/2020-OSEC-

03532-F Redacted.pdf).

Email from Sarah Little, Vice President of Communications, North American Meat Institute, to
Sarah Little, Vice President of Communications, North American Meat Institute, et al.
April 29, 2020. Retrieved May 20, 2022

(https://coronavirus.house.gov/sites/democrats.coronavirus.house.gov/filess/INAMIO00124

Redacted.pdf).

Employer and Employee Contests Before the Review Commission of 2007, 29 CFR 1903.17

225


https://coronavirus.house.gov/sites/democrats.coronavirus.house.gov/files/HSSCV-Smith%2000000806-
https://coronavirus.house.gov/sites/democrats.coronavirus.house.gov/files/HSSCV-Smith%2000000806-
https://coronavirus.house.gov/sites/democrats.coronavirus.house.gov/files/NAMI00046475_Redacted.pdf
https://coronavirus.house.gov/sites/democrats.coronavirus.house.gov/files/NAMI00046475_Redacted.pdf
https://coronavirus.house.gov/sites/democrats.coronavirus.house.gov/files/2020-OSEC-04055-F_Redacted.pdf
https://coronavirus.house.gov/sites/democrats.coronavirus.house.gov/files/2020-OSEC-04055-F_Redacted.pdf
https://coronavirus.house.gov/sites/democrats.coronavirus.house.gov/files/2020-OSEC-%2003532-F_Redacted.pdf
https://coronavirus.house.gov/sites/democrats.coronavirus.house.gov/files/2020-OSEC-%2003532-F_Redacted.pdf
https://coronavirus.house.gov/sites/democrats.coronavirus.house.gov/files/NAMI00012490-92_Redacted.pdf
https://coronavirus.house.gov/sites/democrats.coronavirus.house.gov/files/NAMI00012490-92_Redacted.pdf

Farmer, Paul. 2004. "An Anthropology of Structural Violence." Current Anthropology 45(3):
305-325.

Fendt, Lindsay. 2020. “The JBS Coronavirus Outbreak Is Officially Resolved, But Workers’
Families Are Still Fighting For Compensation.” CPR News, September 30.
https://www.cpr.org/2020/09/30/colorado-coronavirus-jbs-outbreak-resolved-workers-
families-want-compensation/

Ferrier, Pat and Kevin Duggan. 2020. “Weld County Adopts 'Safer-at-Work' Guidelines in
Defiance of State's Safer-At-Home Guidelines.” The Coloradoan, April 24. https://
coloradoan.com/story/news/2020/04/24/coronavirus-colorado-weld-county-defies-state-
recommendation-safer-at-work/3018852001/

Fitzgerald, Amy J. 2010. "A Social History of the Slaughterhouse: From Inception to
Contemporary Implications." Human Ecology Review 17(1): 58-69.

Fitzgerald, Amy J., Linda Kalof, and Thomas Dietz. 2009. "Slaughterhouses and Increased
Crime Rates: An Empirical Analysis of the Spillover from "The Jungle' into the
Surrounding Community." Organization & Environment 22(2): 158-184.

Flora, Jan L., Claudia M. Prado-Meza, and Hannah Lewis. 2011. “After the Raid is Over:
Marshalltown, Iowa and the Consequences of ICE Raids. American Immigration
Council. Retrieved November 2, 2023

(https://www.americanimmigrationcouncil.org/sites/default/files/research/Marshalltown

Raid 012511.pdf)

Forms of 2023, 29 CFR 1904.29

226


https://www.americanimmigrationcouncil.org/sites/default/files/research/Marshalltown_Raid_012511.pdf
https://www.americanimmigrationcouncil.org/sites/default/files/research/Marshalltown_Raid_012511.pdf

Fortin, Jacey. 2020. “Surfaces Are ‘Not the Main Way’ Coronavirus Spreads, C.D.C. Says.” The

New York Times, May 22. https://www.nytimes.com/2020/05/22/health/cdc-coronavirus-

touching-surfaces.html

Fox, Samantha. 2016. “The Sugar Beet Industry Helped Launch Greeley’s Ag Industry, Which is
Different Today, but Still Strong.” Greeley Tribune, July 18.
https://www.greeleytribune.com/2016/07/18/the-sugar-beet-industry-helped-launch-
greeleys-ag-industry-which-is-different-today-but-still-strong/

Frazier, Emily, and Micheline van Riemsdijk. 2021. "When ‘Self-Sufficiency’ is Not Sufficient:
Refugee Integration Discourses of US Resettlement Actors and the Offer of
Refuge." Journal of Refugee Studies 34(3): 3113-3130.

Friedrich, Bruce. 2015. "When Regulators Refuse to Regulate: Pervasive USDA
Underenforcement of the Humane Slaughter Act." Geo. LJ 104 (1): 197-227.

Fremstad, Shawn, Hye Jin Rho, and Hayley Brown. 2020. "Meatpacking Workers are a Diverse
Group Who Need Better Protections." Center for Economic and Policy Research.
Retrieved September 1, 2023 (https://www.cepr.net/meatpacking-workers-are-a-diverse-
group-who-need-better-
protections/#:~:text=As%?20this %20brief%20shows %2 C%20frontline,are %20poorly %20
compensated%?20for%?20it._

Freshour, Carrie. 2017. "Ain’t No Life for a Mother!": Racial Capitalism and the Crisis of Social
Reproduction." Society+ Space, November 7.
https://www.societyandspace.org/articles/aint-no-life-for-a-mother-racial-capitalism-and-

the-crisis-of-social-reproduction

227


https://www.nytimes.com/2020/05/22/health/cdc-coronavirus-touching-surfaces.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2020/05/22/health/cdc-coronavirus-touching-surfaces.html

Freshour, Carrie, and Brian Williams. 2020. "Abolition in the Time of Covid-19." Antipode
Online, April 9. https://antipodeonline.org/2020/04/09/abolition-in-the-time-of-covid-19/

Frydenlund, Shae, and Elizabeth Cullen Dunn. 2022. "Refugees and Racial Capitalism:
Meatpacking and the Primitive Accumulation of Labor." Political Geography 95:
102575.

Galvez, Alyshia. 2018. Eating NAFTA: Trade, Food Policies, and the Destruction of Mexico.
Berkely, CA: Univ of California Press.

Gelles, David. 2023. “Grilling the World’s Biggest Meat Producer.” The New York Times, Sept

28. https://www.nytimes.com/2023/09/28/climate/erilling-the-worlds-biggest-meat-

producer.html

General Recording Criteria of 2011, 29 CFR 1904.7

Genoways, Ted. 2014. The Chain: Farm, Factory, and the Fate of Our Food. New Y ork: Harper
Collins.

Gerbens-Leenes, P. Winnie, Mesfin M. Mekonnen, and Arjen Y. Hoekstra. 2013. "The Water
Footprint of Poultry, Pork and Beef: A Comparative Study in Different Countries and
Production Systems." Water Resources and Industry 1: 25-36.

Goodmin, Peter. 2021. “On the Slaughterhouse Floor, Fear and Anger Remain.” The New York
Times, December 30. https://www.nytimes.com/2021/12/29/business/meat-factories-
covid.html

Gordon, Todd. 2019. "Capitalism, Neoliberalism, and Unfree Labour." Critical Sociology 45(6):

921-939.

228


https://www.nytimes.com/2023/09/28/climate/grilling-the-worlds-biggest-meat-producer.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2023/09/28/climate/grilling-the-worlds-biggest-meat-producer.html

Gould, Kenneth A., David N. Pellow, and Allan Schnaiberg. 2004. "Interrogating the Treadmill
of Production: Everything You Wanted to Know About the Treadmill but Were Afraid to
Ask." Organization & Environment 17(3): 296-316.

Gould, Kenneth A., David N. Pellow, and Allan Schnaiberg. 2008. The Treadmill of Production:
Injustice and Unsustainability in a Global Economy. Boulder, CO: Paradigm Press

Grabell, Michael and Bernice Yeung. 2020. “Emails Show the Meatpacking Industry Drafted an
Executive Order to Keep Plants Open.” ProPublica, September 14.
https://www.propublica.org/article/emails-show-the-meatpacking-industry-drafted-an-
executive-order-to-keep-plants-open

Grauerholz, Liz. 2007. "Cute Enough to Eat: The Transformation of Animals into Meat for
Human Consumption in Commercialized Images." Humanity & Society 31(4): 334-354.

Greenhouse, Steven. 2019. Beaten Down, Worked Up: The Past, Present, and Future of
American Labor. New York City, NY: Anchor Books.

Hammersley, Martyn, and Paul Atkinson. 2019. Ethnography: Principles in Practice. Milton
Park, UK: Routledge.

Hankivsky, Olena, Daniel Grace, Gemma Hunting, Melissa Giesbrecht, Alycia Fridkin, Sarah
Rudrum, Olivier Ferlatte, and Natalie Clark. 2014. " An Intersectionality-Based Policy
Analysis Framework: Critical Reflections on a Methodology for Advancing Equity."
International Journal for Equity in Health 13(1): 1-16.

Harvey, David. 2005. A Brief History of Neoliberalism. Oxford, UK: Oxford University Press.

Hathaway, Terry. 2020. "Neoliberalism as Corporate Power." Competition & Change 24(3-4):

315-337.

229



Hausermann, Heidi, Morgan Lundy, Jill Mitchell, Annabel Ipsen, Quentin Zorn, Karen Vasquez-
Romero, and Riley DeMorrow Lynch. 2021. "Unsettled Belonging in Complex
Geopolitics: Refugees, NGOs, and Rural Communities in Northern Colorado."
Sustainability 13(3): 1344.

Hawkins, Devan. 2020. "Differential Occupational Risk for COVID-19 and Other Infection
Exposure According to Race and Ethnicity." American Journal of Industrial
Medicine 63(9): 817-820.

Hendrickson, Mary, Harvey James, and William D. Heffernan. 2013. "Vertical Integration and
Concentration in US Agriculture." Encyclopedia of Food and Agricultural Ethics 1: 1-10.

Hendrickson, Mary K. 2015. "Resilience in a Concentrated and Consolidated Food System."
Journal of Environmental Studies and Sciences 5(3): 418-431.

Hendrickson, Mary K., Philip H. Howard, Emily M. Miller, and Douglas H. Constance. 2020.
"The Food System: Concentration and Its Impacts.” Family Farm Action Alliance.
Retrieved September 20, 2023

(https://rules.house.gov/sites/republicans.rules118.house.gov/files/Concentration%20and

%200ptions%202020%20Final %209%2015.pdf)

Herstein, Jocelyn J., Abraham Degarege, Derry Stover, Christopher Austin, Michelle M.
Schwedhelm, James V. Lawler, John J. Lowe, Athena K. Ramos, and Matthew Donahue.
2021. "Characteristics of SARS-CoV-2 Transmission Among Meat Processing Workers
in Nebraska, USA, and Effectiveness of Risk Mitigation Measures." Emerging Infectious

Diseases 27(4): 1032.

230


https://rules.house.gov/sites/republicans.rules118.house.gov/files/Concentration%20and%20Options%202020%20Final%209%2015.pdf
https://rules.house.gov/sites/republicans.rules118.house.gov/files/Concentration%20and%20Options%202020%20Final%209%2015.pdf

Holshue, Michelle L., Chas DeBolt, Scott Lindquist, Kathy H. Lofy, John Wiesman, Hollianne
Bruce, Christopher Spitters et al. 2020. "First Case of 2019 Novel Coronavirus in the
United States." New England Journal of Medicine 382(10): 929-936.

Honig, Esther and Ted Genoways. 2020. ““The Workers Are Being Sacrificed”: As Cases
Mounted, Meatpacker JBS Kept People on Crowded Factory Floors.” Mother Jones, May
1. https://www.motherjones.com/food/2020/05/meatpacking-coronavirus-workers-
factory-jbs-tyson-smithfield-covid-crisis-sacrifice-outbreaks-beef/

Howard, Philip H. 2016. Concentration and Power in the Food System: Who Controls What We
Eat?. London, UK: Bloomsbury Publishing.

Huber, Mackenzie. 2020. “‘Essential Worker Just Means You’re on the Death Track’.” USA
Today, May 4. https://www.usatoday.com/in-depth/news/2020/05/04/meat-packing-
essential-worker-hogs-south-dakota-smithfield-food-chain-covid-19-coronavirus-
inside/3064329001/

Hyde, Justeen K., and Stephen M. Shortell. 2012. "The Structure and Organization of Local and
State Public Health Agencies in the US: A Systematic Review." American Journal of
Preventive Medicine 42(5): S29-S41.

Jacques, Jessica Racine. 2015. "The Slaughterhouse, Social Disorganization, and Violent Crime
in Rural Communities." Society & Animals 23(6): 594-612.

Jarosz, Lucy. 2009. "Energy, Climate Change, Meat, and Markets: Mapping the Coordinates of
the Current World Food Crisis." Geography Compass 3(6): 2065-2083.

JBS Foods. 2020. “JBS USA to Invest $5 Million in Greeley to Support Local Community as

Part of New Hometown Strong Initiative”. Retrieved September 22, 2023

231



(https://jbsfoodsgroup.com/articles/jbs-usa-to-invest-5-million-in-greeley-to-support-
local-community-as-part-of-new-hometown-strong-initiative)

JBS Foods. 2022. “JBS USA Reaches $100 Million Milestone for Hometown Strong Program.”
Press Release. Retrieved September 22, 2023 (https://jbsfoodsgroup.com/articles/jbs-usa-
reaches-100-million-milestone-for-hometown-strong-program)

JBS Foods. 2023a. “Hometown Projects.” Retrieved September 22, 2023

(https://hometownstrong.jbssa.com/)

JBS Foods. 2023b. “JBS USA Donation Sets Stage for Community’s Largest Event”. Retrieved
September 22, 2023 (https://hometownstrong.jbssa.com/projects/greeley-stampede/)

Johnson, Erik W., Jennifer Schwartz, and Alana R. Inlow. 2020. "The Criminalization of
Environmental Harm: A Study of the Most Serious Environmental Offenses Prosecuted
by the US Federal Government, 1985-2010." Environmental Sociology 6(3): 307-321.

Johnson-Webb, Karen D. 2002. "Employer Recruitment and Hispanic Labor Migration: North
Carolina Urban Areas at the End of the Millennium." The Professional Geographer
54(3): 406-421.

Johnson, Renée. 2008. "Recent Acquisitions of US Meat Companies." Congressional Research
Service. Retrieved September 1, 2023 (https://nationalaglawcenter.org/wp-
content/uploads/assets/crs/RS22980.pdf)

Johnson, Jeffrey. 2022. “Workers’ Compensation Laws By State (2024 Guide).” Forbes,
November 21. https://www.forbes.com/advisor/legal/workers-comp/workers-
compensation-laws/

Jones, Lee, and Shahar Hameiri. 2022. "COVID-19 and the Failure of the Neoliberal Regulatory

State." Review of International Political Economy 29(4): 1027-1052.

232


https://hometownstrong.jbssa.com/

Kammer, Jerry. 2009. "The 2006 Swift Raids." Center for Immigration Studies. September 1,
2023 (https://cis.org/sites/cis.org/files/articles/2009/back909.pdf)

Karnowski, Steve. 2020. “JBS Shuts Down Minnesota Pork Plant Hit by COVID-19 Outbreak.”
Portland Press Herald, April 20. https://www.pressherald.com/2020/04/20/jbs-shuts-
down-minnesota-pork-plant-hit-by-covid-19-outbreak/

Kasa, Sjur. 2008. "Globalizing Unsustainable Food Consumption: Trade Policies, Producer
Lobbies, Consumer Preferences, and Beef Consumption in Northeast Asia."
Globalizations 5(2): 151-163.

Kelloway, Claire. 2020. “Meatpacking More Dangerous Today Than a Generation Ago,
Amplifying COVID-19 Crisis.” Food &Power, May 7.
https://www.foodandpower.net/latest/2020/05/07/meatpacking-more-dangerous-today-
than-a-generation-ago-amplifying-covid-19-crisis

Kevany, Sophie. 2020. "Millions of Farm Animals Culled as US Food Supply Chain Chokes
Up." The Guardian, April 29.
https://www.theguardian.com/environment/2020/apr/29/millions-of-farm-animals-culled-
as-us-food-supply-chain-chokes-up-coronavirus

Kindy, Kimberly, Ted Mellnik, and Arelis Hernadez. 2021. "The Trump Administration
Approved Faster Line Speeds at Chicken Plants....” The Washington Post, January 1.

https://www.washingtonpost.com/politics/trump-chicken-covid-coronavirus-

biden/2021/01/03/ea8902b0-3a39-11eb-98c4-25dc9f4987¢e8 story.html

Klemko, Robert and Kimberly, Kindy. 2020. “He Fled Congo to Work in a U.S. Meat Plant.
Then He — and Hundreds of his Co-Workers — Got the Coronavirus.” The Washington

Post, August 6. https://www.washingtonpost.com/national/he-fled-the-congo-to-work-in-

233


https://www.washingtonpost.com/politics/trump-chicken-covid-coronavirus-biden/2021/01/03/ea8902b0-3a39-11eb-98c4-25dc9f4987e8_story.html
https://www.washingtonpost.com/politics/trump-chicken-covid-coronavirus-biden/2021/01/03/ea8902b0-3a39-11eb-98c4-25dc9f4987e8_story.html

a-us-meat-plant-then-he--and-hundreds-of-his-co-workers--got-the-
coronavirus/2020/08/06/11e7e13e-c526-11ea-8ffe-372be8d82298 _story.html

Kreuziger, Colin. 2005. "Dismembering the Meat Industry Piece by Piece: The Value of
Federalism to Farm Animals." Law & Ineq. 23: 363.

Krissman, Fred. 2000. "Immigrant Labor Recruitment: US Agribusiness and Undocumented
Migration from Mexico." Pp 277-300 in Immigration Research for a New Century:
Multidisciplinary Perspectives, edited by N. Foner R.G. Rumbaut, and S.J. Gold. New
York: Russell Sage Foundation.

Krumel, Thomas P. and Corey Goodrich. 2021. “COVID-19 Working Paper: Meatpacking
Working Conditions and the Spread of COVID-19.” USDA Economic Research Services.
Retrieved November 5, 2023 (https://ageconsearch.umn.edu/record/327343/)

Laster Pirtle, Whitney N. 2020. "Racial Capitalism: A Fundamental Cause of Novel Coronavirus
(COVID-19) Pandemic Inequities in the United States." Health Education & Behavior
47(4): 504-508.

Lazarus, Oliver, Sonali McDermid, and Jennifer Jacquet. 2021. "The Climate Responsibilities of
Industrial Meat and Dairy Producers." Climatic Change 165: 1-21.

Leighton, Paul. 2022. “Mass Salmonella Poisoning by the Peanut Corporation of America:
Lessons in State-Corporate Food Crime.” Pp 175-192 in A Handbook of Food Crime
Immoral and lllegal Practices in the Food Industry and What to Do About Them, edited
by A. Gray and R. Hinch. Bristol, UK: Bristol University Press.

Lincoln, Yvonna S., and Egon G. Guba. 1986. "But is it Rigorous? Trustworthiness and
Authenticity in Naturalistic Evaluation." New Directions for Program Evaluation (30):

73-84.

234



Lipton, Eric, Abby Goodnough, Michael D. Shear, Megan Twohey, Apoorva Mandavilli, Sheri
Fink and Mark Walker. 2020. “The C.D.C. Waited ‘Its Entire Existence for This
Moment.” What Went Wrong?.” The New York Times, August 14.
https://www.nytimes.com/2020/06/03/us/cdc-coronavirus.html

Leonard, Christopher. 2014. The Meat Racket: The Secret Takeover of America's Food Business.
New York: Simon and Schuster.

Lobao, Linda, and Curtis W. Stofferahn. 2008. "The Community Effects of Industrialized
Farming: Social Science Research and Challenges to Corporate Farming Laws."
Agriculture and Human Values 25(2): 219-240.

Lobao, Linda, Lazarus Adua, and Gregory Hooks. 2014. "Privatization, Business Attraction, and
Social Services Across the United States: Local Governments’ Use of Market-Oriented,
Neoliberal Policies in the Post-2000 period." Social Problems 61(4): 644-672.

Lotholm, Nancy. 2013. “Fear from Swift Plant Raid Resonates in Greeley Six Years Later.” The
Denver Post, January 14. https://www.denverpost.com/2013/01/14/fear-from-swift-plant-
raid-resonates-in-greeley-six-years-later/

Lofland, John, David Snow, Leon Anderson, and Lyn H. Lofland. 2006. Analyzing Social
Settings: A Guide to Qualitative Observation and Analysis. Belmont, CA: Wadsworth
Publishing.

Long, Michael A., Paul B. Stretesky, Michael J. Lynch, and Emily Fenwick. 2012. "Crime in the
Coal Industry: Implications for Green Criminology and Treadmill of
Production." Organization & Environment 25(3): 328-346.

Lowe, Lisa. 2015. The Intimacies of Four Continents. Durham, NC: Duke University Press.

235



Lynch, Michael J. 2022. "Punishing Environmental Offenders: Criminal Environmental
Sentencing in Louisiana, 2004-2014." Journal of Crime and Justice 45(2): 171-188.

Lynch, Michael J., and Michael A. Long. 2019. “Food Waste (Non)Regulation.” Pp 331 — 346 in
A Handbook of Food Crime Immoral and lllegal Practices in the Food Industry and
What to Do About Them, edited by A. Gray and R. Hinch. Bristol, UK: Bristol University
Press.

Lynch, Michael J., and Michael A. Long. 2022. "Green Criminology: Capitalism, Green Crime
and Justice, and Environmental Destruction." Annual Review of Criminology 5: 255-276.

Lynch, Michael J., and Paul B. Stretsky. 2003. "The Meaning of Green: Contrasting
Criminological Perspectives." Theoretical Criminology 7(2): 217-238.

Lynch, Michael J., Michael A. Long, Paul B. Stretesky, and Kimberly L. Barrett. 2017. Green
Criminology: Crime, Justice, and the Environment. Berkeley, CA: Univ of California
Press.

Lynch, Michael J., Paul B. Stretesky, and Michael A. Long. 2020. "The Treadmill of Production
and the Treadmill of Law: Propositions for Analyzing Law, Ecological Disorganization
and Crime." Capitalism Nature Socialism 31(1): 107-122.

Lynch, Michael, and Paul Stretesky. 2007. "Green Criminology in the United States." Pp 248-
269 in Issues in Green Criminology: Confronting Harms Against Environments,
Humanity, and Other Animals, edited by P. Bierne and N. South. Milton Park, UK:
Routledge.

Lyson, Thomas A., and Annalisa Lewis Raymer. 2000. "Stalking the Wily Multinational: Power

and Control in the US Food System." Agriculture and Human Values 17(2): 199-208.

236



Lyson, Thomas A., and Rick Welsh. 2005. "Agricultural Industrialization, Anticorporate
Farming Laws, and Rural Community Welfare." Environment and Planning A 37(8):
1479-1491.

MacDonald, James M. and Christopher Burns. 2019. “Marketing and Production Contracts Are
Widely Used in U.S. Agriculture.” Amber Waves, July 1.
https://www.ers.usda.gov/amber-waves/2019/july/marketing-and-production-contracts-
are-widely-used-in-u-s-agriculture/

Malin, Stephanie A. 2015. The Price of Nuclear Power: Uranium Communities and
Environmental Justice. New Brunswick, NJ: Rutgers University Press.

Malin, Stephanie A. 2020. "Depressed Democracy, Environmental Injustice: Exploring the
Negative Mental Health Implications of Unconventional Oil and Gas Production in the
United States." Energy Research & Social Science 70: 101720.

Malin, Stephanie A., and Meghan Elizabeth Kallman. 2022. Building Something Better:
Environmental Crises and the Promise of Community Change. New Brunswick, NIJ:
Rutgers University Press.

Mamet, Sam. 2018. “Overview of Colorado Municipal Home Rule.” Colorado Municipal
League. Retrieved August 28, 2023 (https://www.cml.org/docs/default-
source/uploadedfiles/issues/home-rule/home-rule-forum-
presentation.pdf?sfvrsn=c4a07177_0)

Mandavilli, Apoorva. 2021. ““We Were Helpless’: Despair at the C.D.C. as the Pandemic
Erupted.” The New York Times, March 21.

https://www.nytimes.com/2023/03/21/health/covid-cdc.html

237


https://www.nytimes.com/2023/03/21/health/covid-cdc.html

Marston, Sallie A., Scott G. Nelson, and Andrea Behr. 2016. "Burmese and Somali Refugees in
the Meatpacking Town of Greeley, Colorado." Journal of Cultural Geography 33(2):
147-1717.

Mays, Nicholas, Catherine Pope, and Jennie Popay. 2005. "Systematically Reviewing Qualitative
and Quantitative Evidence to Inform Management and Policy-Making in the Health
Field." Journal of Health Services Research & Policy 10(1): 6-20.

Mirquez, John D. 2013. Black-Brown Solidarity: Racial Politics in the New Gulf South. Austin,
Texas: University of Texas Press.

McClure, Elizabeth S., Pavithra Vasudevan, Zinzi Bailey, Snehal Patel, and Whitney R.
Robinson. 2020. "Racial Capitalism within Public Health—How Occupational Settings
Drive COVID-19 Disparities." American Journal of Epidemiology 189(11): 1244-1253.

McConnell, Matt. 2019. “US Immigration Raids Target Meat Industry.” Human Rights Watch,

August 8. https://www.hrw.org/news/2019/08/08/us-immigration-raids-target-meat-

McCormick, Sabrina. 2012. "After the Cap: Risk Assessment, Citizen Science and Disaster
Recovery." Ecology and Society 17(4): 31-42.

McGrath, Cormac, Per J. Palmgren, and Matilda Liljedahl. 2019. "Twelve Tips for Conducting
Qualitative Research Interviews." Medical Teacher 41(9): 1002-1006.

McLeod-Kilmurray, Heather. 2012. "Commoditizing Nonhuman Animals and their Consumers:
Industrial Livestock Production, Animal Welfare, and Ecological Justice." Bulletin of

Science, Technology & Society 32(1): 71-85.

238


https://www.hrw.org/news/2019/08/08/us-immigration-raids-target-meat-industry
https://www.hrw.org/news/2019/08/08/us-immigration-raids-target-meat-industry

Meade, Cuyler. 2021. “Records Reveal Details About County’s Search for Deputy Health
Director.” Greeley Tribune, July 1. https://www.greeleytribune.com/2020/07/01/records-
reveal-details-about-countys-search-for-deputy-health-director/

“Meatpacking Industry Has a Long History of Reliance on Immigrant Laborers.” 2006. Greeley

Tribune, December 22. https://www.greeleytribune.com/2006/12/22/meatpacking-

industry-has-a-long-history-of-reliance-on-immigrant-laborer/

Mehls, Carol D. and Steven F. Mehls. 1998. “Weld County, Colorado Historic Agricultural
Context.” Office of Archaeology and Historic Preservation Colorado Historical Society.
Retrieved February 1, 2024
(https://www .historycolorado.org/sites/default/files/media/documents/2018/612.pdf)

Mohai, Paul, David Pellow, and J. Timmons Roberts. 2009. "Environmental Justice." Annual
Review of Environment and Resources 34: 405-430.

Mohai, Paul, and Bunyan Bryant. 1992. "Environmental Injustice: Weighing Race and Class as
Factors in the Distribution of Environmental Hazards." U. Colo. L. Rev. 63: 921.

Mohai, Paul, David Pellow, and J. Timmons Roberts. 2009. "Environmental Justice." Annual
Review of Environment and Resources 34: 405-430.

Molnar, Joseph J., Thomas Hoban, and Gail Brant. 2002. "Passing the Cluck, Dodging Pullets:
Corporate Power, Environmental Responsibility, and the Contract Poultry
Grower." Journal of Rural Social Sciences 18(2): 88-110.

Muller, Stephanie Marek. 2018. "Zombification, Social Death, and the Slaughterhouse: US

Industrial Practices of Livestock Slaughter." American Studies 57(3): 81-101.

239


https://www.greeleytribune.com/2006/12/22/meatpacking-industry-has-a-long-history-of-reliance-on-immigrant-laborer/
https://www.greeleytribune.com/2006/12/22/meatpacking-industry-has-a-long-history-of-reliance-on-immigrant-laborer/

Murray, Sara. 2013. “On the Killing Floor, Clues to the Impact of Immigration on Jobs.” The
Wall Street Journal, August 21.
https://www.wsj.com/articles/SB10001424127887324251504578580041922193264

National Association of County and City Health Officials (NACCHO). 2021. “2020 Forces of
Change: COVID-19 Edition.” Retrieved October 1, 2024
(https://www.naccho.org/uploads/downloadable-resources/2020-Forces-of-Change-The-
COVID-19-Edition.pdf)

Nebraska Appleseed. 2009. “The Speed Kills You: The Voice of Nebraska’s Meatpacking
Workers.” Retrieved September 26, 2023

(https://neappleseed.org/docs/the speed kills you ne appleseed 100709.pdf)

National Employment Law Project (NELP). 2020. “USDA Allows Poultry Plants to Raise Line
Speeds, Exacerbating Risk of COVID-19 Outbreaks and Injury.” Retrieved September
26, 2023 (https://s27147.pcdn.co/wp-content/uploads/Policy-Brief-USDA-Poultry-Line-
Speed-Increases-Exacerbate-COVID-19-Risk.pdf)

Neuendorf, Kimberly A. 2017. The Content Analysis Guidebook. Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage.

National Employment Law Project (NELP). “USDA Allows Poultry Plants to Raise Line Speeds,

Exacerbating Risk of COVID-19 Outbreaks and Injury.” National Employment Law

Project. Retrieved September 20, 2023 (https://s27147.pcdn.co/wp-

content/uploads/Policy-Brief-USDA-Poultry-Line-Speed-Increases-Exacerbate-COVID-

19-Risk.pdf)
Ndugga, Nambi and Samantha Artiga. 2023. “Disparities in Health and Health Care: 5 Key
Questions and Answers.” KFF, April 21. https://www kff.org/racial-equity-and-health-

policy/issue-brief/disparities-in-health-and-health-care-5-key-question-and-answers/

240


https://neappleseed.org/docs/the_speed_kills_you_ne_appleseed_100709.pdf
https://s27147.pcdn.co/wp-content/uploads/Policy-Brief-USDA-Poultry-Line-Speed-Increases-Exacerbate-COVID-19-Risk.pdf
https://s27147.pcdn.co/wp-content/uploads/Policy-Brief-USDA-Poultry-Line-Speed-Increases-Exacerbate-COVID-19-Risk.pdf
https://s27147.pcdn.co/wp-content/uploads/Policy-Brief-USDA-Poultry-Line-Speed-Increases-Exacerbate-COVID-19-Risk.pdf

Nieberg, Patty. 2020. “Workers Protest $15,000 COVID-19 Fine Issued to JBS Meat Plant in
Greeley.” The Denver Post, September 16.

https://www.denverpost.com/2020/09/16/workers-protest-covid-fine-jbs-greeley/'

Obach, Brian K. 2004. "New Labor: Slowing the Treadmill of Production?." Organization &
Environment 17(3): 337-354.

Occupational Safety and Health Administration (OSHA). 2007. “The Prioritization of Critical
Infrastructure for a Pandemic Outbreak in the United States Working Group: Final Report
and Recommendations by the Council.” Retrieved September 7, 2023
(https://www.cisa.gov/sites/default/files/publications/niac-pandemic-outbreak-final-
report-01-17-07-508.pdf)

Occupational Safety and Health Administration (OSHA). 2019. “OSHA Field Operations
Manual.” Retrieved October 2, 2024 (https://www.osha.gov/fom)

Occupational Safety and Health Administration (OSHA). 2020. “U.S. Department of Labor Cites
JBS Foods Inc. for Failing To Protect Employees from Exposure to the Coronavirus.”
Retrieved August 2, 2023 (https://www.osha.gov/news/newsreleases/region8/09112020)

Occupational Safety and Health Administration (OSHA). 2021. “US Department of Labor Cites
JBS Foods Inc. for Repeated Safety Failures After Worker's Death at Swift Beef's
Colorado Facility.” Retrieved August 28, 2023
(https://www.osha.gov/news/newsreleases/region8/09282021)

Occupational Safety and Health Administration (OSHA). 2022. “JBS Foods USA Reaches
Settlement with OSHA to Develop, Implement Infectious Disease Preparedness Plan at
Seven Meat Processing Plants.” Retrieved January 2, 2024

(https://www.osha.gov/news/newsreleases/national/05272022)

241


https://www.denverpost.com/2020/09/16/workers-protest-covid-fine-jbs-greeley/

Occupational Safety and Health Administration (OSHA). 2023. “All About OSHA.”
Occupational Safety and Health Administration. Retrieved September 23, 2023

(https://www.osha.gov/sites/default/files/publications/all _about OSHA.pdf)

Open Secrets. 2022. “Industry Profile: Meat Processing & Products.” Retrieved September 7,

2023. (https://www.opensecrets.org/federal-

lobbying/industries/lobbyists?cycle=2019&1d=G2300)

Pachirat, Timothy. 2011. Every Twelve Seconds: Industrialized Slaughter and the Politics of
Sight. New Haven, CT: Yale University Press.

Patel, Raj H., and Donald D. Davis. 2023. “Occupational Safety and Health Administration
Rules That Affect Healthcare.” National Library of Medicine. Retrieved November 1,
2024. (https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/books/NBK559327/)

Pellow, David N., and Robert J. Brulle. 2005. Power, Justice, and the Environment: A Critical
Appraisal of the Environmental Justice Movement. Boston, MA: MIT Press.

Peters, Mike. 2007. “A Look at the ICE Raids One Year Later.” Greeley Tribune, December 4.
https://www.greeleytribune.com/2007/12/04/a-look-at-the-ice-raids-one-year-later/

Philpott, Tom. 2020. “How Labor Secretary Scalia Played Chicken with Meatpacking Workers’
Lives.” Mother Jones, September 1. https://www.motherjones.com/food/2020/07/labor-
eugene-scalia-meatpacking-osha-stress-carpal-tunnel-coronavirus-covid/

Pickard, Victor. 2019. "The Misinformation Society." Pp 39-48 in Antidemocracy in America:
Truth, Power, and the Republic at Risk, edited by E. Klinenberg, C. Zaloom, and S.

Marcus. New York: Columbia University Press.

242


https://www.osha.gov/sites/default/files/publications/all_about_OSHA.pdf
https://www.opensecrets.org/federal-lobbying/industries/lobbyists?cycle=2019&id=G2300
https://www.opensecrets.org/federal-lobbying/industries/lobbyists?cycle=2019&id=G2300

Pirigyi, Sierra S. 2020. “Good Apple Awards: The Children of Smithfield and their journey
fighting for meatpacking workers and their families.” Nebraska Appleseed, August 10.
https://neappleseed.org/32587

Porcher, Jocelyne. 2011. "The Relationship Between Workers and Animals in the Pork Industry:
A Shared Suffering." Journal of Agricultural and Environmental Ethics 24(1): 3-17.

Press, Eyall. 2020. “Trump’s Labor Secretory is a Wrecking Ball Aimed at Workers.” The New

Yorker, October 19. https://www.newyorker.com/magazine/2020/10/26/trumps-labor-

secretary-is-a-wrecking-ball-aimed-at-workers

Proposed Penalties of 1971, 29 CFR 1903.15

Pulido, Laura. 2016. "Flint, Environmental Racism, and Racial Capitalism." Capitalism Nature
Socialism 27(3): 1-16.

Pulido, Laura. 2017. "Geographies of Race and Ethnicity II: Environmental Racism, Racial
Capitalism and State-Sanctioned Violence." Progress in Human Geography 41(4): 524-
533.

Ragan, Kelly. 2020. “Weld County’s Top Public Health Official Warned Commissioners Against
Full Reopening, Documents Show.” The Colorado Sun, April 30.
https://coloradosun.com/2020/04/30/weld-county-reopening-county-commissioners-
warning/

Ragin, Charles C., Joane Nagel, and Patricia White. 2004. “Workshop on Scientific Foundations
of Qualitative Research.” Arlington, Virginia: National Science Foundation. Retrieved

August 3, 2023 (https://www.nsf.gov/pubs/2004/nsf04219/nsf04219.pdf)

243


https://www.newyorker.com/magazine/2020/10/26/trumps-labor-secretary-is-a-wrecking-ball-aimed-at-workers
https://www.newyorker.com/magazine/2020/10/26/trumps-labor-secretary-is-a-wrecking-ball-aimed-at-workers
https://www.nsf.gov/pubs/2004/nsf04219/nsf04219.pdf

“Ramadan Redux: Friction Remains Between Workers.” 2009. Greeley Tribune, June 28.

https://www.ereeleytribune.com/2009/06/28/ramadan-redux-friction-remains-between-

workers/

Ramos, Athena K., Abbey Lowe, Jocelyn J. Herstein, Natalia Trinidad, Marcela Carvajal-Suarez,
Sophia Quintero, Diana Molina, Shelly Schwedhelm, and John J. Lowe. 2021. "A Rapid-
Response Survey of Essential Workers in Midwestern Meatpacking Plants: Perspectives
on COVID-19 Response in the Workplace." Journal of Environmental Health 84(1): 16-
25.

Rho, Hye Jin, Hayley Brown, and Shawn Fremstad. 2020. "A Basic Demographic Profile of
Workers in Frontline Industries." Center for Economic and Policy Research. Retrieved
December 5, 2023 (https://axelkra.us/wp-content/uploads/2020/12/2020-04-Frontline-
Workers.pdf)

Reeves, Scott, Ayelet Kuper, and Brian David Hodges. 2008. "Qualitative Research
Methodologies: Ethnography." BMJ 337(7668) 512-514.

Reinitz, Jeff. 2020. “Tyson Foods Suspends lowa Pork Plant After Virus Outbreak.” The
Courier, April 7. https://wcfcourier.com/news/local/tyson-foods-suspends-iowa-pork-
plant-after-virus-outbreak/article_e7b90c62-d296-5260-8085-36a604 1c74ef.html

Replogle, Dani, and Delcianna J. Winders. 2021. "Accelerating Catastrophe: Slaughter Line
Speeds and the Environment." Env't L. 51: 1277.

Representatives of Employers and Employees of 1971, 29 CFR 1903.8

“Researcher Who Took Money from Meat Industry Confirmed as Head of Food Safety.” 2020.

The Counter, April 16. https://thecounter.org/senate-confirms-food-safety-mindy-

brashears/

244


https://www.greeleytribune.com/2009/06/28/ramadan-redux-friction-remains-between-workers/
https://www.greeleytribune.com/2009/06/28/ramadan-redux-friction-remains-between-workers/
https://thecounter.org/senate-confirms-food-safety-mindy-brashears/
https://thecounter.org/senate-confirms-food-safety-mindy-brashears/

Rho, Hye Jin, Hayley Brown, and Shawn Fremstad. 2020. "A Basic Demographic Profile of
Workers in Frontline Industries." Center for Economic and Policy Research. Retrieved
September 27, 2023 (https://axelkra.us/wp-content/uploads/2020/12/2020-04-Frontline-
Workers.pdf)

Ritchie, Hannah, Pablo Rosado and Max Roser. 2019. “Meat and Dairy Production.” Our World

in Data. Retrieved September 27, 2023 (https://ourworldindata.org/meat-production)

Ritchie, Hannah, Pablo Rosado and Max Roser. 2022. “Environmental Impacts of Food

Production.” Retrieved December 8, 2023 (https://ourworldindata.org/environmental-

impacts-of-food?insight=half-of-habitable-land-is-used-for-agriculture#key-insights-on-

the-environmental-impacts-of-food)

Ruggiero, Vincenzo, and Nigel South. 2013. "Green Criminology and Crimes of the Economy:
Theory, Research and Praxis." Critical Criminology 21(3): 359-373.

Safer at Home of 2020, D 2020 044

Saitone, Tina, K. Aleks Schaefer, and Daniel P. Scheitrum. 2021. "COVID-19 Morbidity and
Mortality in US Meatpacking Counties." Food Policy 101(102072): 1-18.

Salinsky, Eileen. 2010. "Governmental Public Health: An Overview of State and Local Public
Health Agencies." National Health Policy Forum. Retrieved September 20, 2023

(https://hsrc.himmelfarb.ewu.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1237&context=sphhs_cent

ers_nhpf)
Workers' Compensation For COVID-19 Bill 2020, SB20-216
Scanes, Colin G. 2018. "Impact of Agricultural Animals on the Environment." Pp 427-449
in Animals and Human Society, edited by C.G. Scanes and S.R. Toukhsati. Cambridge,

MA: Academic Press.

245


https://ourworldindata.org/meat-production
https://ourworldindata.org/environmental-impacts-of-food?insight=half-of-habitable-land-is-used-for-agriculture#key-insights-on-the-environmental-impacts-of-food
https://ourworldindata.org/environmental-impacts-of-food?insight=half-of-habitable-land-is-used-for-agriculture#key-insights-on-the-environmental-impacts-of-food
https://ourworldindata.org/environmental-impacts-of-food?insight=half-of-habitable-land-is-used-for-agriculture#key-insights-on-the-environmental-impacts-of-food
https://hsrc.himmelfarb.gwu.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1237&context=sphhs_centers_nhpf
https://hsrc.himmelfarb.gwu.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1237&context=sphhs_centers_nhpf

Schiff, Eleanor, and Daniel J. Mallinson. 2023. "Trumping the Centers for Disease Control: A
Case Comparison of the CDC’s Response to COVID-19, HIN1, and Ebola."
Administration & Society 55(1): 158-183.

Schlitz, Heather. 2020. “Meatpacking Workers Say Attendance Policy Forces Them to Work
with Potential COVID-19 Symptoms.” Midwest Center for Investigative Reporting,
October 20. https://investigatemidwest.org/2020/10/20/meatpacking-workers-say-
attendance-policy-forces-them-to-work-with-potential-covid-19-symptoms/

Schnaiberg, Allan. 1984. The Environment. Oxford, UK: Oxford University Press.

Schnaiberg, Allan, and Kenneth A. Gould. 1994. Environment and Society. Caldwell, NJ:
Blackburn Press.

Schnaiberg, Allan, David N. Pellow, and Adam Weinberg. 2002. "The Treadmill of Production
and the Environmental State." The Environmental State Under Pressure 10: 15-32.

Schofield, Katherine, Athena Ramos, Bryan Weichelt, and Brian Bent. "Realities of Workers’
Compensation Coverage for Agricultural Workers: Before, During, and into the Future of
the COVID-19 Pandemic." Journal of Agromedicine 28(1): 69-72.

Seidl, Andrew, and Stephan Weiler. 2000. "Estimated Value of ConAgra Packing Plants in Weld
County, CO.” Agriculture and Policy Report 7:1-4.

Sheingate, Adam, Allysan Scatterday, Bob Martin, and Keeve Nachman. 2017. "Post-
Exceptionalism and Corporate Interests in US Agricultural Policy." Journal of European
Public Policy 24(11): 1641-1657.

Silbergeld, Ellen K. 2016. Chickenizing Farms and Food: How Industrial Meat Production

Endangers Workers, Animals, and Consumers. Baltimore, MD: JHU Press.

246



Simoes, Eduardo J., and Jeannette Jackson-Thompson. 2022. "The United States Public Health
Service's Failure to Control the Coronavirus Epidemic." Preventive Medicine Reports:
102090: 1-5.

Situ, Yingyi, and David Emmons. 2000. Environmental Crime: The Criminal Justice System's
Role in Protecting the Environment. New York: Sage Publications.

Somers, Margaret R., and Fred Block. 2005. "From Poverty to Perversity: Ideas, Markets, and
Institutions Over 200 Years of Welfare Debate." American Sociological Review 70(2):
260-287.

Spellman, Frank R., and Nancy E. Whiting. 2007. Environmental Management of Concentrated
Animal Feeding Operations (CAFOs). Boca Raton, FL: CRC Press.

Standards of 2022, 29 USC 655 ¢ 1

Stauffer, Brian. 2019. "When We’re Dead and Buried, Our Bones Will Keep Hurting": Workers’
Rights Under Threat in US Meat and Poultry Plants. Human Rights Watch, September 4.
https://www.hrw.org/report/2019/09/04/when-were-dead-and-buried-our-bones-will-
keep-hurting/workers-rights-under-threat

Steinfeld, Henning, Pierre Gerber, Tom Wassenaar, Vincent Castel, Mauricio Rosales, and Cees
de Haan. 2006. “Livestock's Long Shadow: Environmental Issues and Options.” Rome,
Italy: Food and Agriculture Organization. Retrieved November 2, 2023
(https://www.fao.org/3/a0701e/a0701e.pdf)

Stuesse, Angela. 2018. "When They're Done with you: Legal Violence and Structural
Vulnerability among Injured Immigrant Poultry Workers." Anthropology of Work

Review 39(2): 79-93.

247



Stretsky, Paul, Michael Long, and Michael Lynch. 2013a. “The Treadmill of Animal Abuse.” Pp
114-136 in “The Treadmill of Crime”, edited by P. Streskty, M. Long, and M. Lynch.
Milton Park, UK.

Struthers Montford, Kelly, and Tessa Wotherspoon. 2021. "The Contagion of Slow Violence:
The Slaughterhouse and COVID-19." Animal Studies Journal 10(1): 80-113.

Stuesse, Angela, and Laura E. Helton. 2013. "Low-Wage Legacies, Race, and the Golden
Chicken in Mississippi: Where Contemporary Immigration Meets African American
Labor History." Institute for Research on Labor and Employment. Retrieved February 2,
2024 (https://escholarship.org/content/qt9b21q5qd/qt9b21q5qd.pdf)

Stull, Donald D. 2020. "Making Meat in the Time of COVID-19." Anthropology Now 12(2): 5-
17.

Stull, Donald D., and Michael J. Broadway. 2012. Slaughterhouse Blues: The Meat and Poultry
Industry in North America. Toronto, Ontario: Nelson Education.

Swanson, Perry. 2002. “The Company.” Greeley Tribune, November 22.
https://www.greeleytribune.com/2002/11/22/the-company/

Sze, Julie. 2020. Environmental Justice in a Moment of Danger. Oakland, CA: University of
California Press.

Tavory, Iddo, and Stefan Timmermans. 2009. "Two Cases of Ethnography: Grounded Theory
and the Extended Case Method." Ethnography 10(3): 243-263.

Taylor, Charles A., Christopher Boulos, and Douglas Almond. 2020. "Livestock Plants and
COVID-19 Transmission." Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences 117(50):

31706-31715.

248



Taylor, Nik, and Amy Fitzgerald. 2018. "Understanding Animal (Ab)use: Green Criminological
Contributions, Missed Opportunities and a Way Forward." Theoretical Criminology
22(3): 402-425.

Taylor, Nik. 2011. "Criminology and Human-Animal Violence Research: The Contribution and
the Challenge." Critical Criminology: An International Journal 19(3): 211-223.

Timmons Roberts, J., David Pellow, and Paul Mohai. 2018. "Environmental Justice." Pp 233-
255 in Environment and Society: Concepts and Challenges, edited by M. Bostrom and D.
J. Davidson. London, UK: Palgrave Macmillan

Tourangeou, Wesley and Amy J. Fitzgerald. 2020. “Food Crime and Green Criminology.” Pp
205-221 in Routledge International Handbook of Green Criminology, edited by N. South
and A. Brisman. London, UK: Routledge.

Trump, Donald. 2020. "Executive Order on Delegating Authority Under the DPA with Respect
to Food Supply Chain Resources During the National Emergency Caused by the
Outbreak of COVID-19.” The White House. Retrieved September 23, 2023

(https://www.whitehouse.gov/presidential-actions/executive-order-delegating-authority-

dpa-respect-food-supply-chain-resources-national-emergency-caused-outbreak-covid-

19/)
Trust for American Health. 2023. “The Impact of Chronic Underfunding on America’s Public
Health System: Trends, Risks, and Recommendations, 2023.” Retrieved November 7,

2023 (https://www.tfah.org/wp-content/uploads/2023/06/TFAH-2023-

PublicHealthFundineFINALc.pdf)

249


https://www.whitehouse.gov/presidential-actions/executive-order-delegating-authority-dpa-respect-food-supply-chain-resources-national-emergency-caused-outbreak-covid-19/
https://www.whitehouse.gov/presidential-actions/executive-order-delegating-authority-dpa-respect-food-supply-chain-resources-national-emergency-caused-outbreak-covid-19/
https://www.whitehouse.gov/presidential-actions/executive-order-delegating-authority-dpa-respect-food-supply-chain-resources-national-emergency-caused-outbreak-covid-19/
https://www.tfah.org/wp-content/uploads/2023/06/TFAH-2023-PublicHealthFundingFINALc.pdf
https://www.tfah.org/wp-content/uploads/2023/06/TFAH-2023-PublicHealthFundingFINALc.pdf

Tyler, Shakara S., and Eddie A. Moore. 2013. "Plight of Black Farmers in the Context of USDA
Farm Loan Programs: A Research Agenda for the Future." Professional Agricultural
Workers Journal 1(6): 1-12.

Tyler, Shakara S., Louie Rivers III, Eddie A. Moore, and Rene Rosenbaum. 2014. "Michigan
Black Farm Owners' Perceptions About Farm Ownership Credit Acquisition: A Critical
Race Analysis." Race, Gender & Class 21(3/4): 232-251.

Tyson, Alec. 2020. “Republicans Remain Far Less Likely than Democrats to View COVID-19 as
a Major Threat to Public Health.” PEW Research Center, July 22.

https://www.pewresearch.org/short-reads/2020/07/22/republicans-remain-far-less-likely-

than-democrats-to-view-covid-19-as-a-major-threat-to-public-health/

Udell, Erin. 2020. “Before Coronavirus, He Was 'Papa’ at his Greeley Meat Plant. Now, He's a
Cautionary Tale.” The Coloradoan, April 24.
https://www.coloradoan.com/story/news/2020/04/24/coornavirus-colorado-covid-19-jbs-
greeley-worker-death/5168427002/

U.S. Census Bureau. 2022. "QuickFacts Greeley City, Colorado." Retrieved September 15, 2023
(https://www.census.gov/quickfacts/fact/fag/greeleycitycolorado/PST045222)

United Church of Christ (UCC). 1987. “Toxic Wastes and Race in the United States: A National
Report on the Racial and Socio-Economic Characteristics of Communities with
Hazardous Waste Sites.” Commission for Racial Justice. Retrieved November 28, 2023
(https://www.nrc.gov/docs/ML1310/ML13109A339.pdf)

United States Bureau of Statistics. 2020. “Occupational Employment and Wages, May 2022.”

Retrieved November 21, 2023 (https://www.bls.gov/oes/current/oes513023.htm)

250


https://www.pewresearch.org/short-reads/2020/07/22/republicans-remain-far-less-likely-than-democrats-to-view-covid-19-as-a-major-threat-to-public-health/
https://www.pewresearch.org/short-reads/2020/07/22/republicans-remain-far-less-likely-than-democrats-to-view-covid-19-as-a-major-threat-to-public-health/

United States Department of Agriculture (USDA). 2016. “About USDA — A Quick Reference
Guide.” Retrieved August 3, 2023
(https://www.usda.gov/sites/default/files/documents/about-usda-quick-reference-
guide.pdf)

United States Department of Agriculture (USDA). 2018. “Overview of U.S. Livestock, Poultry
and Aquaculture Production in 2018 and Statistics on Major Commodities.” Retrieved
August 3, 2023
(https://www.aphis.usda.gov/animal_health/nahms/downloads/Demographics2010_rev.p
df)

United States Department of Agriculture (USDA). 2020. “Livestock Slaughter.” Retrieved

August 3, 2023

(https://www.nass.usda.gov/Publications/Todays Reports/reports/Istk1220.pdf)

United States Department of Agriculture (USDA). 2021. “Special Alert: Constituent Update -
February 27, 2024.” Retrieved March 1, 2024 (https://www.fsis.usda.gov/news-
events/news-press-releases/special-alert-constituent-update-february-27-
20244#:~:text=Modified%20Swine%20Time%2DLimited %20Trial %20and %20 W orker%
20Safety %20Study &text=As%20a%20result%2C%20all%20NSIS,as %200f%20June %2
030%2C%202021.)

United States Department of Agriculture (USDA). 2023. “About the U.S. Department of

Agriculture.” Retrieved September 27, 2023 (https://www.usda.gov/our-agency/about-

usdat#:~:text=Who%20We%20Are,across %20the %20country %20and % 20abroad.)

251


https://www.nass.usda.gov/Publications/Todays_Reports/reports/lstk1220.pdf
https://www.usda.gov/our-agency/about-usda#:~:text=Who%20We%20Are,across%20the%20country%20and%20abroad
https://www.usda.gov/our-agency/about-usda#:~:text=Who%20We%20Are,across%20the%20country%20and%20abroad

United States Department of Agriculture (USDA) Animal and Plant Health Inspection Service
(APHIS). 2023. “About APHIS.” Retrieved September 1, 2023

(https://www.aphis.usda.gov/about)

United States Department of Agriculture (USDA) Food Safety and Inspection Service (FSIS).
2023. “Food Safety Acts.” Retrieved September 27, 2023

(https://www .fsis.usda.gov/policy/food-safety-acts/federal-meat-inspection-act)

U.S. Department of Labor Office of Inspector General Audit. 2021. “COVID-19: Additional
Actions Needed to Improve Accountability and Program Effectiveness of Federal
Response.” Retrieved October 2, 2023 (https://www.gao.gov/products/gao-22-105051)

United Church of Christ (UCC). 1987. “Toxic Wastes and Race in the United States: A National
Report on the Racial and Socio-Economic Characteristics of Communities with
Hazardous Waste Sites.” Retrieved September 5, 2023

(https://www.nrc.ecov/docs/ML1310/ML13109A339.pdf)

United States Government Accountability Office (GAO). 2016. “Workplace Safety and Health:
Additional Data Needed to Address Continued Hazards in the Meat and Poultry
Industry.” Retrieved August 23, 2023 (https://www.gao.gov/products/gao-16-337)

United States Government Accountability Office (GAO). 2023. “Meat and Poultry Worker
Safety: OSHA Should Determine How to Address Persistent Hazards Exacerbated by

COVID-19.” Retrieved August 1, 2023 (https://www.gao.gov/products/gao-23-105104)

Vera, Lisette Farias. 2020. "The (Mis) Shaping of Health: Problematizing Neoliberal Discourses
of Individualism and Responsibility." Pp 218-230 in The Routledge Handbook of
Transformative Global Studies, edited by S. A. Hamed Hosseini, J. Goodman, S.C.

Motta, B. K. Gills. Milton Park, UK: Routledge.

252


https://www.aphis.usda.gov/about
https://www.fsis.usda.gov/policy/food-safety-acts/federal-meat-inspection-act
https://www.nrc.gov/docs/ML1310/ML13109A339.pdf
https://www.gao.gov/products/gao-23-105104

Wallach, Phillip A. and Kelly Kennedy. 2022. “Examining Some of Trump’s Deregulation
Efforts: Lessons from the Brookings Regulatory Tracker.” Brookings, March 8.
https://www.brookings.edu/articles/examining-some-of-trumps-deregulation-efforts-
lessons-from-the-brookings-regulatory-tracker/

Waltenburg, Michelle A., Tristan Victoroff, Charles E. Rose, Marilee Butterfield, Rachel H.
Jervis, Kristen M. Fedak, Julie A. Gabel et al. 2020. "Update: COVID-19 Among
Workers in Meat and Poultry Processing Facilities—United States, April-May
2020." Morbidity and Mortality Weekly Report 69(27): 887-892.

Walters, Reece. 2006. “Crime, Bio-Agriculture and the Exploitation of Hunger.” British Journal
of Criminology 46(1):26-45.

Weld County Government. 2023. "History of Weld County." Retrieved September 15, 2023

(https://history.weldgov.com/Home)

Weil, David. 1991. "Enforcing OSHA: The Role of Labor Unions." Industrial Relations: A
Journal of Economy and Society 30(1): 20-36.

Weis, Tony. 2013. The Ecological Hoofprint: The Global Burden of Industrial Livestock.
London, UK: Bloomsbury Publishing.

White, Rob. 2003. "Environmental Issues and the Criminological Imagination." Theoretical
Criminology 7(4): 483-506.

White, Rob. 2013. "The Conceptual Contours of Green Criminology." Pp 17-33 in Emerging
Issues in Green Criminology, edited by R. Walters, D.S. Westerhus, and T. Wyatt.

London, UK: Palgrave Macmillan.

253


https://history.weldgov.com/Home

Whittaker, William G. 2006. "Labor Practices in the Meatpacking and Poultry Processing
Industry: An Overview." Congressional Research Service, Library of Congress.
Retrieved November 2, 2023 (https://www.policyarchive.org/download/2505)

Willingham, Zoe and Ajilore, Olugbenga. 2019. "Redefining Rural America." Center for

American Progress, July 19. https://www.americanprogress.org/article/redefining-rural-

america/

Wing, Steve, and Susanne Wolf. 2000. "Intensive Livestock Operations, Health, and Quality of
Life Among Eastern North Carolina Residents." Environmental Health
Perspectives 108(3): 233-238.

Wing, Steve, Dana Cole, and Gary Grant. 2000. "Environmental Injustice in North Carolina's
Hog Industry." Environmental Health Perspectives 108(3): 225-231.

Wyatt, Tanya. 2014. "A Criminological Exploration of the Industrialisation of Pig Farming."
Internet Journal of Criminology 1(1): 12-28.

Yates, Stéphanie, and Etienne Cardin-Trudeau. 2021. "Lobbying “From Within”: A New
Perspective on the Revolving Door and Regulatory Capture." Canadian Public

Administration 64(2): 301-319.

254


https://www.americanprogress.org/article/redefining-rural-america/
https://www.americanprogress.org/article/redefining-rural-america/

APPENDICES

255



APPENDIX A: INTERVIEW GUIDES

Interview Guide for Regulatory Officials

1))

2)

3)

4)

5)

6)

7)

8)

9)

Tell me a little bit about yourself.
a. What is your job title?
b. How long have you been in this position?
c. Have you always worked in this type of work?

What do you do in this role? How was your role impacted by COVID-19?
a. What are some of your responsibilities?
b. What are some of the challenges in your position? Opportunities?

Can you tell me more about how [AGENCY NAME]? What are the major tasks of the
agency?
a. How has [AGENCY NAME] changed over time?

I am really interested in learning more about how essential workers were impacted by the
COVID-19 pandemic, such as meatpacking workers. How does your work relate to the
meatpacking sector?
a. Are there any [AGENCY NAME] policies that are important to mention
regarding meatpacking? Which ones?
b. What type of data is collected on meatpacking? How is data utilized to drive
decision making processes? How is data shared across the [AGENCY NAME]
and collaborative partners, such as other federal and state agencies?

From your perspective, how did COVID-19 impact the meatpacking sector? Can you talk
about some of the issues particular to meatpacking in the current context? For example,
shortage of workers, backlog of meat to process, supply chain issues, meat prices,
environmental, health, and/or worker safety changes?

In 2020, the Defense Production Act deemed meatpacking plants to be essential
infrastructure. Although limited in its scope, the order was widely interpreted as requiring
meat processing facilities to reopen and remain operational during the pandemic, even
during outbreaks. What role, if any, did this act play in terms of the response to COVID
in meatpacking plants?

What institutional pressures make your work challenging to do? Can you give me an
example?

How does the federal, state, and local policy environment shape your work?
What other state and federal agencies does your department collaborate with? For

example, what is the relationship between [AGENCY NAME] and [AGENCY NAME]?
a. Are there other relevant or connected agencies we should discuss?
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10) What measures have been taken to minimize the effect of the pandemic on essential
workers, especially meatpacking workers?
a. How have those strategies and policies changed over time as we learned more
about the pandemic?

11) What insights have been gained or best practices in terms of dealing with a crisis of this
magnitude? What policies were effective/less effective?

12) Is there anything else that you would like to discuss? Or are there any questions I haven’t
asked that I should have?

13) Is there anyone else that I should talk about these issues? Could you put them in touch
with me?

Interview Guide for Worker’s Compensation Attorneys
1) Tell me a little bit about yourself.
a. What is your job title?
b. How long have you been in this position?
c. Have you always worked in this type of work?

2) What do you do in this role?
a. What are some of your responsibilities?
b. What are some of the challenges in your position?

3) Can you tell me more about how Worker’s Compensation law works? What is the
process like for workers? What are some of the challenges or problems with the current
law? What types of claims are typically made?

a. What is the role of unions and companies in helping or hindering claims?

4) I am really interested in learning more about workers compensation and meatpacking
workers. Can you speak a little about the JBS workers compensation cases you have
had? What is the process like?

a. Does the process of a COVID-19 worker’s compensation claim differ from other
types of claims?

b. How does this work? I’m thinking about the cases where workers died and/or had
prolonged illness. Were they covered under workers compensation? Did these
cases go to court? Were there any cases that were successful that you are aware of
(regarding COVID)?

c. How do workers prove that COVID-19 was contracted at work, rather than
elsewhere? What happened to the legislation that CO tried to put in place about
this?

d. What happens when a claim is denied?

5) Were there cases that were settled out of court? Of the cases that you saw in
meatpacking, what percentage went to court, were settled out of court, nothing happened
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6)

7)

8)

9)

beyond an initial discussion? Can you explain why you think each took these different
routes?

Are there any policies that are important to mention regarding COVID-19 and worker’s
compensation claims? Which ones?

How have worker’s compensation policies changed during the pandemic? What measures
have been taken to minimize the effect of the pandemic on essential workers, such as
meatpacking workers?

How have those strategies and policies changed over time as we learned more about the
pandemic?

What insights have been gained or best practices in terms of dealing with a crisis of this
magnitude? What policies were effective/less effective? Were those at the
fed/state/county level?

10) Is there anything else that you would like to discuss?

11) Is there anyone else that I should talk about these issues? Could you put them in touch

with me?

Interview Guide for Local Elected Officials

1))

2)

3)

4)

5)

6)

Tell me a little bit about yourself.
a. What is your job title?
b. How long have you been in this position?

What do you do in this role?
a. What are some of your responsibilities?
b. What are some of the challenges in your position? Opportunities?

How did COVID-19 impact the work that you do?

What is the relationship between the Weld County Commissioners and the county health
department? What about the state health department?

I am really interested in learning more about how essential workers were impacted by the
COVID-19 pandemic, such as meatpacking workers. How does your work relate to the
meatpacking sector?

In some cases, meatpacking plants such as JBS were closed early in the pandemic. What
information influenced plant closures?
a. Who played a role in that closure? Which agencies? Was this arrangement
particular to Colorado? Any idea how it was different from other states?
b. Did the decision-making tend to be localized at the local, state, or federal level?
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7) In 2020, the Defense Production Act deemed meatpacking plants to be essential
infrastructure. Although limited in its scope, the order was widely interpreted as requiring
meat processing facilities to reopen and remain operational during the pandemic, even
during outbreaks. What role, if any, did this act play in terms of the response to COVID
in meatpacking plants in Colorado?

8) Inoticed that some states like Colorado reported COVID data in meatpacking whereas
other states did not release any data. Why do you think that is? Do you think that helped
or hindered dealing with the situation?

9) What local, state, and federal agencies does your department collaborate with?
a. Are there other relevant or connected agencies we should discuss?

10) How does the federal and state policy environment shape your work?

11) What institutional pressures make your work challenging to do? Can you give me an
example? How does this differ in Colorado compared to a state like Arkansas?

12) What measures have been taken to minimize the effect of the pandemic on essential
workers, especially meatpacking workers?

13) What insights have been gained or best practices in terms of dealing with a crisis of this
magnitude? What policies were effective/less effective?

14) Is there anything else that you would like to discuss? Or are there any questions I haven’t
asked that I should have?

15) Is there anyone else that I should talk about these issues? Could you put them in touch
with me?

Interview Guide for Public Health Officials
1) Tell me a little bit about yourself.
a. What is your job title?
b. How long have you been in this position?
c. Have you always worked in this type of work?

2) What do you do in this role? How was your role impacted by COVID-19?
a. What are some of your responsibilities?
b. What are some of the challenges in your position? Opportunities?

3) Iam really interested in learning more about how essential workers were impacted by the

COVID-19 pandemic, such as meatpacking workers. How does your work relate to the
meatpacking sector?
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4) In some cases, meatpacking plants such as JBS were closed early in the pandemic. What
information influenced plant closures?

a. Did your agency play a role in that closure? Other agencies? Was this
arrangement particular to Colorado? Any idea how it was different from other
states like Arkansas?

b. Did the decision-making tend to be localized at the local or state level or federal
level?

5) In 2020, the Defense Production Act deemed meatpacking plants to be essential
infrastructure. Although limited in its scope, the order was widely interpreted as requiring
meat processing facilities to reopen and remain operational during the pandemic, even
during outbreaks. What role, if any, did this act play in terms of the response to COVID
in meatpacking plants in Colorado?

6) What measures have been taken to minimize the effect of the pandemic on essential
workers, especially meatpacking workers?

7) What insights have been gained or best practices in terms of dealing with a crisis of this
magnitude? What policies were effective/less effective?

8) What institutional pressures make your work challenging to do? Can you give me an
example? How does this differ in Colorado compared to a state like Arkansas?

9) How does the federal policy environment shape your work?
10) What is the relationship between county health departments and state health departments?

11) What other state and federal agencies does your department collaborate with? For
example, what is the relationship between Weld County Health and the CDC?
a. Are there other relevant or connected agencies we should discuss?

12) Is there anything else that you would like to discuss? Or are there any questions I haven’t
asked that I should have?

13) Is there anyone else that I should talk about these issues? Could you put them in touch
with me?

Interview Guide for COVID Interventionalists
1) Tell me more about your role as Covid Interventionalist Specialist for Weld County.
a. What did you do in this role? What did you do before?
b. What were some of your responsibilities?
c. What were some of the challenges in your position? Opportunities?

2) What was your experience like working for the JBS Plant as a COVID interventionalist?
a. What was your training process?
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3)

4)

5)

6)

7

8)

9)

b. When did you work there?

What information did JBS provide information regarding COVID-19 to workers?
a. How was it provided? Did that information change over time?

Did JBS implement new safety measures during the pandemic?
a. When did they begin implementing safety precautions?
b. What safety precautions were implemented? (eg, PPE, testing, line distancing, pay
incentive, early retirement etc)
a. How were screenings conducted?
i. What were workers asked?
ii. How were language barriers navigated?

Can you tell me a little bit more about what happened when someone tested positive?
Who would they report to?

Where would people get tested (at the facility, in the community, etc)?

Did workers know when someone had tested positive? How did they find out?
Were workers able to be compensated while out sick? How did they receive this
compensation?

e. What was the process for returning back to work like?

/ac o

Do you feel the safety precautions implemented were adequate? Why/why not?
a. Were there any issues with safety precautions? If so, what?

Was there a process for reporting safety issues?
a. What was it? Who did workers report to? Who did you?
b. Were there challenges associated with reporting safety and health issues?
c. Did the county health department get involved? Did you report issues?

Is there anything else that you would like to discuss? Or are there any questions I haven’t
asked that I should have?

Is there anyone else that I should talk about these issues? Could you put them in touch
with me?

Interview Guide for Advocates

1))

Tell me a little bit about yourself.
a. What is your job title?
b. How long have you been in this position?
c. Have you always worked in this type of work?

2) What do you do in this role?

a. What are some of the challenges in your position? Opportunities?

3) Can you tell me more about the history of [ORGANIZATION NAME]?
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a. What are the goals?
b. Who is involved?
c. What are the challenges you face?

4) I am really interested in learning more about how essential workers were impacted by the
COVID-19 pandemic, such as meatpacking workers. How does your work relate to the
meatpacking sector?

5) What environmental, health, and safety risks do you feel accompany meatpacking work?
a. In your opinion, were risks increased during COVID-19?7 Why/why not?

6) What measures have been taken to minimize the effect of the pandemic on essential
workers, especially meatpacking workers?
a. What do you think meatpacking companies could have done differently?

7) What insights have been gained or best practices in terms of dealing with a crisis of this
magnitude? What policies were effective/less effective?

8) What institutional pressures make your work challenging to do? Can you give me an
example?

9) What other local and state and federal agencies does [ORGANIZATION NAME]
collaborate with?
a. Are there other relevant or connected agencies we should discuss?

10) How does the federal policy environment shape your work?

11) Is there anything else that you would like to discuss? Or are there any questions I haven’t
asked that I should have?

12) Is there anyone else that who might be open to discussing these issues with me? Could
you put them in touch with me?

Interview Guide: Workers
1. Tell me a little bit about yourself.

How old are you?
Where are you from?
What is your race/ethnicity?
When did you start working at JBS? What attracted you to the job? What was the
application process like? What did you do before working at JBS?
e. What is your job?

a. What do you do in this role?

b. Has it changed over the years? If so, how?

fao o

2. What is it like to work at JBS?
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a. How were you trained to do your job?

b. What was the hardest part of your job? Why?

c. In your personal experience, what health and safety risks exist in your job?
1. Who do you tell when there is a health or safety risk? Why?

. How has JBS changed over the years?

a. Were there any key events that shaped these changes?

b. Do you see differences in who works at JBS over the years? What type of
differences?

. Now, I want to talk with you about COVID-19. Do you remember when you first heard
about COVID-19?

a. Who/where did you learn this information?

b. What information was provided to you?

c. What was it like to work during COVID-19 pandemic?

. Did JBS provide information regarding COVID-19 to workers?
Ifyes,
a. What information was provided? How was it provided? Did that information
change over time?

. Did JBS implement new safety measures during the pandemic?
If yes,
c. When did they begin implementing safety precautions?
d. What safety precautions were implemented? (eg, PPE, testing, line distancing, pay
incentive, early retirement etc)
a. How did you learn about these safety measures?
e. Do you feel these safety precautions were adequate? Why/why not?
f.  Was there a process for reporting safety issues?
a. What was it? Who did you report to?
b. Were there challenges associated with reporting safety and health issues?

Can you tell me a little bit more about what happened when someone tested positive?
a. Who would they report to?
b. Where would people get tested (at the facility, in the community, etc)?
c. Did you know when someone had tested positive? How did you find out?
i. Did you fear catching COVID-19 due to your job?
d. Were workers able to be compensated while out sick? How did they receive this
compensation?
e. What was the process for returning back to work like?

. JBS closed for two weeks during COVID-19. What was different when you came back?
a. Were safety procedures implemented? Which?

. What was the role of the union during the pandemic? Are you a member? Were they
helpful? In what ways?
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10. Many workers were diagnosed with COVID-19 and some even died.
a. What has JBS’s response been for those people and their families? The union’s?
b. Do you think it is sufficient? Why/why not?

11.In 2021, JBS was fined $15,000 by OSHA for failing to protect workers. What do you
think about this fine?

12. Looking back, what do you think JBS could have done differently to protect workers?

13. Are there any other questions I should ask?
a. Observations or experiences you’d like to share?

14. Is there anyone that comes to mind that you think I should talk to?
c. Are you comfortable providing their information to me?
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APPENDIX B: SELECT FIGURES

President’s Executive Order

1
Itis important that processors of beef, pork, and poultry (“meat and poultry”) in the food

supply chain continue operating and fulfilling orders to ensure a continued supply of protein
for Americans. However, outbreaks of COVID-19 among workers at some processing facilities

-~y - - o e vewene

for Americai ? However, outbreaks of COVID-19 among workers at some processing facillﬁes
have led to the reduction in some of those facilities’ production capacity. In addition, recent

actinne in came Statoc haye led to the comnlete closiire of eama lar~s nracessing facilities,

have led to the reduction in some of those facilities’ production capac‘;g In addition, recent
actions in some States have led to the complete closure of some large processing facilities.
Such actions may differ from or be inconsistent with interim guidance recently issued by the
Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) of the Department of Health and Human
Services and the Occupational Safety and Health Administration (OSHA) of the Department of

4
Accordingly, | find that meat and poultry in the food supply chain meet the criteria specifiec
in section 101(b) of the Act (50 U.S.C. 4511(b)). Under the delegation of authority provided i
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this order, the Secretary of Agriculture shall take all appropriate action under that secn.’.. to
ensure that meat and poultry processors continue operations consistent with the guidance
for their operations jointly issued by the CDC and OSHA. Under the delegation of authority

North American Meat Institute’s Draft Executive Order
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production and supply. Businesses operating in the food supply and producuon
industry have a special responsibility to maintain, to the fullest extent possible,
thelr operations and normal work schedules. Smce then, we have seen some of

1 > —ym
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their operations and normal work schedules. Since then, we have seen some of
these operations reduce their capacity and output due to issues related to COVID-
19. These businesses are crucial to our emergency preparedness as we respond to

\ J—

tood. ‘I'hose g 3 SSOIs uHVe LuKen — ana are vaning — actions to ensu.e wuie satety ur
their employees. Yet there have been circumstances where plants have been
threatened with closures or forced to close for indefinite and varying periods of time,
in part because of the inconsistency from state to state in governing health and
safety actions when employees are not at work.

COVID-19 and after we defeat it during the rccovery.4Aceoxdingly, I find that
conditions exist which may pose a direct threat to the national defense or
emergency preparedness programs and that the continued operation of food
processing, production, and supply companies meet the criteria for emergency
preparedness and protections under 50 U.S.C. 4501 et seq.

5
Sec. 2. Presidential Order of Continued Operation. I hereby order that critical
infrastructure food companies continue their operauona to the fullest extent
possible both during and after the COVID-19 crisis subsides so that they can

continue to process, produce, and deliver food to the Nation.

Fig. 3. Commonalities in the Executive Order (85 FR 26313), image modified from Grabell & Yeung (2020)
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U. S. Department of Labor
Occupational Safety and Health Administration

Notice of Alleged Safety or Health Hazards

Complaint Number

Establishment Name JBS
Site Address 800 N. 8th Ave Greeley CO 80631
Sie Phoe | [site FAX

Mailing Address

Mail Phone

Management Official

Type of Business

HAZARD DESCRIPTION/LOCATION. Describe briefly the hazard(s) which you believe exist. Include the approsimate number of employees
exposed {0 of threatened by cach hazard. Specify the particular building or worksite where the alleged violation exists

The Company has not created an environment that allows workers to social
distance, workers are close together in the locker rooms, the Cafeteria
and throughout the entire plant, this is contrary to CDC guidelines and
OSHA recommendations;

Employees throughout the plant do not have access to drinking water;
The Company is not requiring supervisors to wear appropriate PPE;

The Company has tied incentive pay to perfect attendance, this is
increasing the risk of COVID19;

The Company is not recording COVID1Y cases.

This is a formal complaint, JBS has had over 200 confirmed cases of
COVID19, and 7 deaths, there is a new outbreak with interns,

The Hazards are located throughout the entire plant. The Drinking water
seems to be a bigger issue in the Fab and Kill/Harvest department

Fig. 4. Complaint to OSHA on behalf of JBS workers
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ORDER

< Effective immediately, the JBS Inc. meat packing plant in Greeley, Colorado shall be
closed, which shall immediately disrupt transmission of COVID-19. JBS Inc. must successfully
implement all of the following requirements, in consultation with WCDPHE and COPHE:

e Conduct an employee testing and screening program to begin this weekend and extend
for as long as necessary for public health and safety, as determined by county and state
public health officials. Protocols need to be led and approved by the public health
agencies. We request your assistance in communicating with employees, contractors,
inspectors, and others with regular activities in the facility. The testing program shall

o include a symptom and exposure screening and employee identification
component developed by the public health agencies;
assure that sick people are not exposing others during testing, and
include an ongoing testing and monitoring program for employees that test
negative;

o Identify ill workers and their contacts and ensure their exclusion from work for the
minimum necessary isolation (at least 7 day) and quarantine (14 day) periods;

« Identify asymptomatic, non-exposed workers who may be permitted to work after the
closure period;

* Establish effective exposure, symptom and fever screening procedures for workers and
policies for the exclusion of workers who screen positive;

« Implement public health reporting procedures for all symptomatic and exposed workers;

* Implement policies and procedures that ensure social distancing of all workers, this
includes but is not limited to procedures for safe movement through the facility during
arrival and departure from work and break times;

Provide adequate access to PPE and hand washing and hand sanitizing equipment;
Ensure that housekeeping and food service staff and contractors are adhering to the
cleaning and disinfecting guidelines set forth by the Centers for Disease Control and
Prevention (CDC) and are using EPA approved disinfectants on surfaces throughout the
facility;

* Ensure that any non-employees who have been in contact with the plant, including
housekeeping and food service staff, inspectors, and contractors are notified of the
COVID-19 outbreak at the plant and provided the opportunity for testing.

* Increase signage and other communication in the appropriate languages to educate
workers about COVID-19 symptoms and the importance of social distancing, appropriate
mask use, and hand hygiene in languages appropriate for workers in the facility;

* Plan for re-opening with a reduced level of staffing that ensures social distancing can be
maintained at all times during each shift; and

e Work with WCDPHE and CDPHE on a plan to re-open with adequate, ongoing
measures in place to prevent transmission and ensure worker safety.

S. JBS Inc. must develop a sequestration housing plan and share it with the State's Unified
Command Center: Mike Willis, Director of Emergency Management. The plan should identify
how you will assure that healthy employees who have tested negative are housed in a way that
protects them from future community and household exposures and includes ensuring
accommodation of access and functional needs, morale and welfare, including access to meals
that include options accommodating dietary and religious standards, behavioral/mental health
support, technology for contact with family and cultural/religious practices.

4 People who are identified as having COVID-19 or exposure to a case of COVID-19
should be excluded from work as described above, and also should be placed on leave and
temporarily housed away from other workers that they cohabitate with for 7 days (isolation of
cases) or 14 days (quarantine of exposed individuals). This housing should not be co-located
with sequestered workers and should also include accommodation for access and functional
needs, including access to meals that include options accommodating dietary and religious
standards, behavioral/mental health support, technology for contact with family and
cultural/religious practices.

5. Finally, we ask that you work with the Colorado Department of Labor and Employment to
provide possible benefit assistance to the JBS impacted workers during this closure. Please
contact Patrick Teegarden CDLE Director of Policy and Legislation at

patrick teegarden@state.co.us or 303.908.0866 to coordinate messaging and assistance for

your workforce.

Fig. 5. Public Health Order 20-25 Immediate Closure of the JBS Meatpacking Plant
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LIST OF ABBREVIATIONS

AAMP American Association of Meat Processors

AFL-CIO American Federation of Labor and Congress of Industrial Organizations

APHIS Animal Plant and Health Inspection Service
ART Active Release Therapy
CDC Center for Disease Control

CDPHE Colorado Department of Public Health and Environment

DIME Division Independent Medical Examination
DoL Department of Labor

DPA Defense Production Act

ECM Extended Case Method

EJ Environmental Justice

EO Executive Order

FERN Food and Environment Reporting Network
FMIA Federal Meat Inspection Act

FSA Farm Service Agency

FSIS Food Safety and Inspection Service

HACCP Hazard Analysis Critical Control Point

HHS Department of Health and Human Services
HIMP HACCP-Based Inspection Models Project
HMSA Humane Methods of Slaughter Act

ICE U.S. Immigration and Customs Enforcement
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MOU Memorandum of Understanding

NACCHO  National Association of County and City Health Officials

NAMI North American Meat Institute

NCBA National Cattleman’s Beef Association

NCC National Chicken Council

NIOSH National Institute for Occupational Safety and Health
NPIS New Poultry Inspection System

NSIS New Swine Inspection System

OSHA Occupational Safety and Health Administration
OSHRC Occupational Safety and Health Review Commission
PLIP Pandemic Livestock Indemnity Program

PPE Personal Protective Equipment

PPIA Poultry Products Inspection Act

TolL Treadmill of Law

ToP Treadmill of Production

USDA United States Department of Agriculture

WCDPHE  Weld County Department of Public Health and Environment

WHO World Health Organization
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