Fayetteville Observer:  Water and workers in danger at plant
By the Rev. Gregory Taylor and Gary Grant

 A hearing on Thursday on Smithfield Packing could dramatically impact the quality of water of thousands of North Carolina residents and the lives of Smithfield employees and their families. The owner of the massive pork slaughter and processing plant in Bladen County will be allowed to increase its slaughter rate to up to 9.5 million hogs per year, according to a draft permit that has been issued by the state. The hearing will determine if that permit becomes permanent.

If it does, the impact is alarming. Depletion of the aquifer could result in increased salt water infiltrating into the water supply, seriously reducing the quality of our water. The continued discharge of wastewater into the Cape Fear River promises to pollute those waters even more. For workers, adding 7,000 hogs to the slaughter rate a day will only mean faster line speeds and more injuries. Further, where will the additional animals come from? Does this mean more sprayfields and open cesspools for those living near the factory farms?

Workers at Smithfield currently slaughter between 30,000 and 33,000 hogs per day at this facility. Daily, the company is allowed to withdraw almost 2 million gallons of water from the nearly depleted aquifer in Eastern North Carolina to aid production and discharge up to 3 million gallons of wastewater into the Cape Fear River. This wastewater is so potentially toxic that it must be tested regularly so it does not exceed its limits for oil, grease, dissolved oxygen, nitrogen and fecal coliform, among other things.

The ongoing depletion of the aquifer by excessive water withdrawal is of great concern. The wastewater discharge is alarming. The effect on the workers and their families is unconscionable.

In a recent report, “Packaged with Abuse: Safety and Health Conditions at Smithfield Packing’s Tar Heel Plant,” Research Associates of America examined safety and health conditions there over the course of three years. According to OSHA data, injuries including punctures, lacerations, fractures, amputations and chemical burns have skyrocketed during that time, increasing 200 percent since 2003, much of it due to the rapid line speed.

It’s also likely that the real number of injuries is higher than that which is reported. Workers disclosed patterns of intimidation and fear that have dissuaded them from reporting their injuries, or cases in which they were simply not permitted to go to the plant clinic when an injury occurred.

Our policymakers in Raleigh should heed the recommendation in the report that the government examine possible excessive line speeds at the plant and establish regulations that are humane for workers. The rate of injury at Smithfield affects all of us. Many workers who are permanently injured at Smithfield are fired when they are too impaired to keep up with the work. These men and women are so disabled, they are unable to find other employment and need ongoing medical care that they often cannot afford.

Given the somewhat shocking results of this study, the state should not allow Smithfield to further increase its slaughter rate without first requiring the company to implement measures to protect the workers. Those could include an improved safety training program, guaranteed access for all workers to appropriate medical care and mandating an independent third party to undertake a full investigation of the safety and health problems in the plant. There are mechanisms to help protect the aquifer that should be required as well.

Sadly, Smithfield’s track record of ignoring safety issues for workers, and recent legal rulings that find Smithfield assaulted, illegally fired and threatened workers in several cases doesn’t augur well for its willingness to implement policies to protect employees. The company’s ongoing depletion of the aquifer indicates a persistent lack of concern for the state’s drinking water.

In light of that, the commission should say no. It is the only humane way to protect both the environment and the safety of North Carolina’s working men and women.
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