Why Vegan?

Factory Farm Facts: Environmental Issues

Information from The Food Revolution by John Robbins unless otherwise indicated.

“Those who claim to care about the wellbeing of human beings and the preservation of our environment should become vegetarians for that reason alone. They would thereby increase the amount of grain available to feed people elsewhere, reduce pollution, save water and energy, and cease contributing to the clearing of forests. When non-vegetarians say that ‘human problems come first’ I cannot help wondering what exactly it is that they are doing for human beings that compels them to continue to support the wasteful, ruthless exploitation of farm animals.”

Peter Singer

Author of Animal Liberation, 1990
“Much as we have awakened to the full economic and social costs of cigarettes, we will find we can no longer subsidize or ignore the costs of mass-producing cattle, poultry, pigs, sheep and fish to feed our growing population. These costs include hugely inefficient use of freshwater and land, heavy pollution from livestock feces, rising rates of heart disease and other degenerative illnesses, and spreading destruction of the forests on which much of our planet’s life depends.”
Time Magazine Report: Visions of the 21st Century, “Will We Still Eat Meat?”

Part I: Meat

A. Water Use

The amount of water required to produce 1 pound of US beef, according to the National Cattleman’s Association, is 441 gallons

The amount of water required to produce 1 pound of US beef, according to the Chairman of the Food Science and Human Nutrition Department of the College of Agriculture and Natural Resources at Michigan State University is 2500 gallons

The amount f water required to produce 1 pound of California beef, according to the Water Education Foundation, is 2464 gallons

According to the Audubon Society, 50% of the water consumed in the United States is used by the meat industry

 

The amount of water required to produce 1 pound of various California foods, according to soil and water specialists at the University of California Agricultural Extension:

Lettuce = 23 gallons

Tomatoes = 23 gallons

Potatoes = 24 gallons

Wheat = 25 gallons

Carrots = 33 gallons

Apples = 49 gallons

Chicken = 815 gallons

Pork = 1630 gallons

Beef = 5214 gallons

 

B. Land Use

Another way to look at food production is to look at what one acre of land can produce:

Tomatoes = 50,000 pounds

Potatoes = 40,000 pounds

Carrots = 30,000 pounds

Beef = 250 pounds

It’s significantly more efficient to eat grains directly than to funnel them through farmed animals. In data from the Audubon Society, roughly 70% of the grain grown in the United States is used by the meat industry. A Minority Staff of Senate Committee on Agriculture, Nutrition & Forestry report states the beef in just one Big Mac represents enough wheat to make five loaves of bread.

Vegan Outreach (www.veganoutreach.org)
 

C. Pollution

Animals raised for food produce 130 times as much excrement as the entire U.S. population, roughly 89,000 pounds per second, all without the benefit of waste treatment systems. According to the Union of Concerned Scientists, animals on factory farms in America produce 20 tons of fecal matter each year for every U.S. household. A pig farm with 5,000 animals produces as much fecal waste as a city of 50,000 people. According to Oregon State University agriculture professor Peter Cheeke, factory farming constitutes "a frontal assault on the environment, with massive groundwater and air pollution problems."

Vegan Outreach (www.veganoutreach.org)
The typical weight of a beef steak served at a good restaurant is 0.3 kg. Each serving of meat of that weight produces 16kg of feces and urine, much of it ending up in groundwater or other fresh water supplies.

The approximate amount of human waste produced in the United States each year is 67,000,000 (6.7x107) tons. The approximate amount of livestock waste produced in the United States each year is 1,370,000,000 (1.37x109) tons.

The average dairy cow in the San Joaquin Valley releases almost 20 pounds of volatile organic compounds into the air each day.  With 2.5 million in the Valley, cows contribute more to air pollution (smog) than cars or trucks.  Every year, the dairies east of LA (with 300,000 cows) produce over a million tons of solid and liquid waste. 
8-02-05 LA Times 

A total of 12 million gallons of oil were spilled by the Exxon-Valdez in 1989 that killed billions of animals.

By comparison, a total of 25 million gallons of hog excrement spilled into the New River in North Carolina on June 21, 1995 when a ‘lagoon’ holding 8 acres of hog excrement burst; 10 to 14 million fish were killed as an immediate result. Half of all mid-East coast species of fish had their breeding grounds decimated and 364,000 acres of coastal wetlands were closed to shell fishing as a result.

The amount of waste (stored in open cesspools) produced by North Carolina’s 7 million factory raised hogs compared to the amount of waste produced by the state’s 6.5 million people is a ratio of 4 to 1.

 

Even though the drinking water standard for arsenic has been strengthened, the standards for arsenic residues in poultry-2,000 ppb for liver and 500 ppb for muscle-have remained unchanged for decades. Furthermore, neither the Food & Drug Administration nor the Department of Agriculture has actually measured the level of arsenic in the poultry meat that most people consume. USDA has measured it only in chicken livers. ... Chicken manure introduces huge quantities of arsenic to agricultural fields.

"Arsenic in Chicken Production," April 11, 2007
Vegan Outreach (www.veganoutreach.org)
D. Climate Change

With rising temperatures, rising sea levels, melting icecaps and glaciers, shifting ocean currents and weather patterns, climate change is the most serious challenge facing the human race. The livestock sector is a major player, responsible for 18% of greenhouse gas emissions measured in CO2 equivalent. This is a higher share than transportation. Livestock are also responsible for almost two-thirds (64%) of anthropogenic (human-caused) ammonia emissions, which contribute significantly to acid rain and acidification of ecosystems.

Vegan Outreach (www.veganoutreach.org)
The decision to eat animal products has a larger negative impact on climate than any other single decision about food consumption.


E. Oil

“If you follow the corn…back to the fields where it grows, you will find an 80-million-acre monoculture that consumes more chemical herbicide and fertilizer than any other crop. Keep going and you can trace the nitrogen runoff from that crop all the way down the Mississippi into the Gulf of Mexico, where it has created (if that is the right word) a 12,000-square-mile “dead zone.”

But you can go farther still, and follow the fertilizer needed to grow that corn all the way to the oil fields of the Persian Gulf.… Assuming [a steer] continues to eat 25 pounds of corn a day and reaches a weight of 1,250 pounds, he will have consumed in his lifetime roughly 284 gallons of oil.

We have succeeded in industrializing the beef calf, transforming what was once a solar-powered ruminant into the very last thing we need: another fossil-fuel machine.”

New York Times Magazine, “Power Steer” by Michael Pollan, 3/31/02
Part II: Salmon Farming

In 1997, 35% of the salmon consumed worldwide came from fish farms.  As of 2003, between 60% and 70% of the salmon consumed came from fish farms.

 

No form of land of land or water based farming uses more antibiotics per pound of livestock than salmon farming

 

Wild salmon are pink due to ingesting natural pigments found in plankton.  On the other hand, farmed salmon don’t eat plankton and instead ingest synthetic pigment.

 

Fish farms act as disease amplifiers, with diseased fish being kept alive and infectious with drugs

 

In regions near fish farms, other native life forms are killed due to waste (described as ‘black sludge’ by one local)

 

Some farmers dip the containment nets in a paint called Flexguard, which prevents the growth of mussels and barnacles.  Within a few months, its flakes off and drifts away in the current. The warning on the Flexguard label reads, “Toxic to aquatic organisms” and, “Do not allow chips to enter water”

 

“Everywhere in the world that there are salmon farms, wild salmon are dying of sea lice, from Norway to Ireland to eastern Canada to British Columbia.  Because wild salmon require functional habitat from the tops of mountains, down through richly forested watersheds, along the coastal shelf and out to sea, most politicians won’t take a stand to protect them.  They would have to say no to the loggers who want take the most valuable trees now standing in the last thriving watersheds, no to those who want to dam, divert and sell BC’s fresh water, no to miners wanting to dump tailings into the rivers, and most impossibly, no to the oilmen greedily eying our coast.  To these politicians, farmed salmon means a salmon that needs no habitat.  The final closure of the once prolific grand banks fishery on Canada’s east coast in 1992 roughly coincided with the start-up of huge offshore oil projects.”  David Suzuki

 

The fish farms found along the Pacific coast are raising Atlantic salmon

There is only one species of Atlantic salmon and five species of Pacific

Given their aggressive nature and sheer numbers, it is possible that the farmed Atlantic salmon will one day wipe out the Pacific species – if there is any chance, an animal will always escape confinement

 

Part III: Other Factory Fishing Facts

Factory trawlers throw back 27 million tons of fish a year, not including whales, dolphins, seals and sea birds caught and killed by “mistake”.

A shrimp trawler discards 85% of its catch.

70% of the world’s fisheries are overexploited, depleted or collapsing.

The ocean floor where a trawler has passed is the ocean equivalent to clear cutting.
The ocean floor shown below is in its natural condition, before trawling.
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The ocean floor after it has been trawled.
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Summary

Factory farms cause more waterway pollution than all the other industrial sources combined, cause 85% of all topsoil erosion in the world, and produce 130 times the excrement of the entire human population.

 

Animal agriculture causes 80% of the world’s deforestation.
Meat Facts: Health Issues

Information from The Food Revolution by John Robbins (unless otherwise indicated)

 

A. Advertising

At least 80% of Americans get their information about foods solely from advertising

Amount spent annually by Kellogg’s to promote Frosted Flakes is $40 million

Amount spent annually by the dairy industry for the ‘milk mustache’ ads is $190 million

Amount spent annually by McDonald’s to promote their products is $800 million

Amount spent annually by McDonald’s targeting children in their ads is 40% (~$320 million)

Amount spent annually by the National Cancer Institute to promote fruits and vegetables is $1 million

A 1999 content study by Margaret Gamble and Nancy Cotugna of the University of Delaware found that among the 353 ads shown on Saturday morning children's television, 63 percent were for food products. After surveying twenty-five years of Saturday morning food advertising, and nearly 1,400 food ads from 1972, 1976, 1987, 1994, and 1997, the authors reported that with the exclusion of some public service announcements, "there have been no food advertisements for fruits and vegetables . . . in the past 25 years."

 

B. United States Department of Agriculture (USDA) & Food Habits

The organization charged with promoting a healthy diet, the source of the ‘food pyramid’

Also charged with helping the meat and dairy industry profit and flourish

The suggested daily food for the year 1999:

Fats, oils & sweets: sparingly consumed

Milk, yogurt, and cheese: 2 to 3 servings (11.5%)

Meat, poultry, fish, eggs, beans, and nuts: 2 to 3 servings (11.5%)

Vegetables: 3 to 5 servings (19.2%)

Fruits: 2 to 4 servings (15.4%)

Bread, rice, cereal and pasta: 6 to 11 servings (42.3%) 

The actual amount consumed by the average American in 1999:

586 pounds of milk and dairy products (39.25%)

394 pounds of vegetables (26.5%)

199 pounds of meat (13%)

193 pounds of flour and cereal products (13.25%)

121 pounds of fresh fruit (8%)

  
C. Calorie Intake Analysis

Caloric intake should range from 0.59 cal/hr to 3.9 cal/hr per pound of body weight (depend on activity)

Proteins and carbohydrates provide 4 cal/g, and fats provide 9 cal/g

Recommendations from the World Health Organization (WHO):

Protein: WHO recommended = 10 to 15% of total calories

Most Americans consume twice the necessary amount
Protein from plants - as beneficial as protein from animals

Carbohydrate: WHO recommended = 55 to 60% of total calories

Storage form of carbohydrates is glycogen

Maximum storage capacity is 350g

When this amount is exceeded, conversion to fat occurs

Fat: WHO recommended = 20 to 30% of total calories

Unsaturated fats are more healthful than saturated fats

Butter contains 70% saturated fatty acids

Sunflower oil contains 75% unsaturated fatty acids

A Double Whopper with cheese contains 130% of the adult daily value for saturated fat

In that same Double Whopper with cheese, an 8-year old child receives 200% of their daily value for saturated fat

 

D. Health Impacts

Desired cholesterol level is 150

Average US cholesterol level is 210

Average vegetarian cholesterol level is 161 and the average vegan level is 133

Of the US population over the age of twenty, 64.5% are overweight

Annual medical costs in US due to smoking is $65 billion

Annual medical costs in US due to meat consumption is $60 to $120 billion

Percentage of annual US deaths caused by heart disease is 48%

Eleven times as many women die from heart disease as from other causes

Foods that produce calcium loss through urinary excretion include animal protein, salt and caffeine

Countries with the highest consumption of dairy products are Finland, Sweden, the US and England

Countries with the highest rates of osteoporosis are Finland, Sweden, the US and England

The actual percentage of adults worldwide who do not drink milk is 65%

Many countries with high intakes of dairy also have high intakes of meat. Diets that are high in protein, especially animal protein, cause calcium to be lost through the urine. Meats are high in a particular kind of protein building block (amino acids that contain sulfur) that cause increased calcium loss.
The risk of death from a heart attack is 50% for an average American man but only 4% for a vegetarian man.

The human digestive system is not designed to cope with meat as a main source of nutrition.  While a carnivore has a short intestine that enables heavy meat to pass through the body quickly, the human intestine, like that of an herbivore, is long, allowing nutrients to be slowly absorbed.  In a human intestine, meat begins to putrefy and turns toxic. 

Cardiologist William C. Roberts, editor in chief of The American Journal of Cardiology and medical director of the Baylor Heart and Vascular Institute at Baylor University Medical Center in Dallas, says: "I think the evidence is pretty clear. If you look at various characteristics of carnivores versus herbivores, it doesn't take a genius to see where humans line up."

Countries with the lowest consumption of animal products have the lowest incidence of colon cancer.

 
E. Bacterial Infections and Antibiotics

The bacterial genus Campylobacter is the leading cause of food poisoning in the US

It is estimated that 2 million people in the US are infected annually (equivalent to 5000 people becoming ill with this type of food poisoning daily) and it is estimated that more than 700 people per year die.

The primary source of this bacterium is contaminated chicken flesh

70% of American chickens are sufficiently contaminated to cause illness

90% of American turkeys are sufficiently contaminated

One common way humans become infected is by cutting uncooked poultry and then using the same utensil to cut vegetables (the poultry will later be cooked, and the bacterium killed, but the veggies may be eaten raw, with the live bacteria intact).
When food animals are kept in large groups and in close proximity to each other, antibiotics are administered in large quantities to prevent the spread of campylobacter and other infectious agents

3 million pounds of antibiotics are administered to people in the US annually to treat diseases

24.6 million pounds of prophylactic antibiotics are administered to food animals in the US annually

70% of the antibiotics produced in the U.S. are fed to chickens, pigs and cows.

The existence of antibiotic resistant strains of bacteria is on the rise.

 

“Most of the antibiotics sold in America end up in animal feed—a practice that, it is now generally acknowledged, leads directly to the evolution of new antibiotic-resistant “superbugs”.…

Escherichia coli (E. coli) 0157 is a relatively new strain of a common intestinal bacteria…that is common in feedlot cattle, more than half of whom carry it in their guts. Ingesting as few as 10 of these microbes can cause a fatal infection. Most of the microbes that reside in the gut of a cow and find their way into our food get killed off by the acids in our stomachs, since they originally adapted to live in a neutral-pH environment. But the digestive tract of the modern feedlot cow is closer in acidity to our own, and in this new, manmade environment acid-resistant strains of E. coli have developed that can survive our stomach acids—and go on to kill us.”

New York Times Magazine, “Power Steer” by Michael Pollan, 3/31/02
Meat Facts: Animal Issues and Ethics

Information from The Food Revolution by John Robbins (unless otherwise indicated)

 

 "There is still the belief that animals and the natural world have value only insofar as they can be converted into revenue. That nature is a commodity. There are many of us, on the other hand, who believe that animals and the natural world have value by virtue of being alive. That Nature is a community to which we belong and to which we owe our lives. And that the deeper dream is one of unlimited compassion."

John Robbins, The Food Revolution 

 

 “Think occasionally of the suffering of which you spare yourself the sight.”

Albert Schweitzer

Nobel Peace Prize, 1952
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More than 9 billion animals are raised for slaughter in the US annually

More than 400,000 cattle, calves, hogs, bison, horses, goats and sheep are slaughtered daily in the US

In 2000 alone, 96 million hogs were slaughtered

90,000 cows and calves are slaughtered every 24 hours in the US

In the U.S., 3 million animals are killed each hour for food.

14,000 chickens are slaughtered every minute in the US

 

“If slaughterhouses had glass walls, everyone would be vegetarian.”

Paul McCartney

 

Chickens

In 1960 the average chicken weighed 2 pounds

Today chickens reach a weight of 6 pounds in 6 weeks

This is obesity in chickens, and many chickens cannot walk

 

50,000 to 125,000 chickens are housed in a single warehouse

 

In 1933 a hen would lay 70 eggs per year

Today, a hen will lay 250 to 300 eggs per year

 

98% of chickens are in cages their whole life

A hen’s wingspan is 30 to 32”

Hens are housed in a 16” cage, with 4 to 6 hens in each cage

 

Male chicks are killed at birth because they can’t lay eggs; 200 million per year are killed

 

Pigs

More than 90 million pigs are raised in the US for meat annually

Almost all the pork, bacon, and ham consumed in the U.S. comes from the 90 million pigs who live in stacked crates or on barren concrete floors.

6 million of these pigs are raised in confinement factories where they never see the light of day until they are trucked to slaughter

These pigs exist in pens so small they can’t turn around

The pens have metal rod bottoms

 

Pregnant sows are put into even smaller cages when they are weeks away from giving birth

These cages are so small the sows are unable to move at all

 

A factory pig will receive an average of 12 minutes of attention in the 4 months it exists in a factory farm

 

70% of US pigs have pneumonia at the time of slaughter

 

Veal Calves

These calves are separated from their mothers (dairy cows) when they are less than 24 hours old

Normally they would be with their mothers for 8 months

Both cow and calf cry continuously for each other and can often hear each other

 

The calves are usually trucked to auction at a day or two old

They are placed in veal factories where they are chained for life in individual crates only 22” wide

 

The ‘best’ veal is tender and light in color

To achieve these characteristics, the calves are denied solid food, deprived of iron, are kept in the dark, are prevented from walking and are deprived of bedding

 

Dairy Cows

All mammals only produce milk when they have an infant

70% of all dairy cows are bred artificially

They are kept pregnant so they produce milk

 

Cows produce 45 pounds of milk per day

Hormones are added to increase milk production

Bovine Growth Hormone (BGH) results in a 10 to 15% increase in milk production

 

Antibiotics are added to prevent infection in overcrowded factories

 

Cows are housed indoors, and 25% never go outside

Cows naturally live for up to 25 years, dairy cows only average 5 to 6 years

 

Americans eat 2.6 billion pounds of dairy meat annually.  Even if the cow is raised on a ‘free range’ farm, it is kept pregnant, the male offspring are sold for meat, veal, or dog food, the cow meets an early death, and is slaughtered for beef.
 

“The question is not, Can they reason?  Nor, Can they talk?  But, Can they suffer?”

Jeremy Bentham

An Introduction to the Principles & Morals of Legislation, 1789

 

“Humans – who enslave, castrate, experiment on, and fillet other animals – have had an understandable penchant for pretending animals do not feel pain.  A sharp distinction between humans and “animals” is essential if we are to bend them to our will, make them work for us, wear them, eat them – without any disquieting tinges of guilt or regret.  It is unseemly of us, who often behave so unfeelingly toward other animals, to contend that only humans can suffer. The behavior of other animals renders such pretensions specious.  They are just too much like us.”

Dr. Carl Sagan & Dr. Ann Druyan 

Shadows of Forgotten Ancestors, 1992

 

“The animals of the world exist for their own reasons. They were not made for humans any more than black people were made for white, or women created for men.”

Alice Walker, author of The Color Purple

Forward to 

The Dreaded Comparison: Human & Animal Slavery, 1996

 

“Our task must be to free ourselves from this prison by widening our circle of compassion to embrace all living creatures and the whole of nature in its beauty.”

Albert Einstein letter dated 1950

 

“Very little of the great cruelty shown by men can really be attributed to cruel instinct.  Most of it comes from thoughtlessness or inherited habit.  The roots of cruelty, therefore, are not so much strong as widespread.  But the time must come when inhumanity protected by custom and thoughtlessness will succumb before humanity championed by thought.  Let us work that this time may come.”

Albert Schweitzer

Meat Facts

Slaughterhouses: Social Justice/Human Rights Issues

Information from The Chain Never Stops by Eric Schlosser

July/August 2001 (Mother Jones) 

In the beginning he had been fresh and strong, and he had gotten a job the first day; but now he was second-hand, a damaged article, so to speak, and they did not want him... they had worn him out, with their speeding-up and their carelessness, and now they had thrown him away!

 --Upton Sinclair, The Jungle (1906)

 

A. Safety

According to the Bureau of Labor Statistics, meatpacking is the nation's most dangerous occupation. In 1999, more than one-quarter of America's nearly 150,000 meatpacking workers suffered a job-related injury or illness. The meatpacking industry not only has the highest injury rate, but also has by far the highest rate of serious injury—more than five times the national average, as measured in lost workdays. If you accept the official figures (which are probably low), about 40,000 meatpacking workers are injured on the job every year.

 

The most dangerous plants are the ones where cattle are slaughtered. Poultry slaughterhouses are somewhat safer because they are more highly mechanized: chickens have been bred to reach a uniform size at maturity. Cattle, however, vary enormously in size, shape, and weight when they arrive at a slaughterhouse. As a result, most of the work at a modern beef plant is still performed by hand.

 

One of the crucial determinants of a slaughterhouse's profitability is also responsible for many of its greatest dangers: the speed of the production line. Once a plant is fully staffed and running, the more head of cattle slaughtered per hour, the less it costs to process each one. If the production line stops, for any reason, costs go up. Faster means cheaper—and more profitable. The typical line speed in an American slaughterhouse 25 years ago was about 175 cattle per hour. Some line speeds now approach 400 cattle per hour. Faster also means more dangerous. One slaughterhouse nurse told me she could always tell the line speed by the number of people visiting her office.

 

The golden rule in meatpacking plants is "The Chain Will Not Stop." USDA inspectors can shut down the line to ensure food safety, but the meatpacking firms do everything possible to keep it moving at top speed. Nothing stands in the way of production, not mechanical failures, breakdowns, or accidents.

 

The rate of cumulative trauma injuries in meatpacking is the highest of any American industry. It is about 33 times higher than the national average. According to federal statistics, nearly 10% of all meatpacking workers suffer a cumulative trauma injury every year

 

In Colorado, the maximum payment for losing an arm is $37,738. Losing a digit brings you anywhere from $2,400 to $9,312, depending on whether it's a middle finger, a pinkie, or a thumb.

 

The maximum OSHA fine for the death of a worker due to an employer's willful negligence is $70,000—an amount that hardly strikes fear in the hearts of agribusiness executives whose companies have annual revenues that are measured in the tens of billions.

 

The meatpacking companies have a vested interest in keeping workers' comp payments as low as possible. IBP, Excel, and ConAgra are all self-insured. Every dime spent on injured workers in such programs is one less dime in profits. Slaughterhouse supervisors and foremen, whose annual bonuses are usually tied to the injury rate of their workers, often discourage people from reporting injuries or seeking first aid.

 

B. Worker Rights

Thirty years ago, meatpacking was one of the highest-paid industrial jobs in the United States, with one of the lowest turnover rates. In the decades that followed the 1906 publication of The Jungle, labor unions had slowly gained power in the industry, winning their members good benefits, decent working conditions, and a voice in the workplace. Meatpacking jobs were dangerous and unpleasant, but provided enough income for a solid, middle-class life. There were sometimes waiting lists for these jobs. And then, starting in the early 1960s, a company called Iowa Beef Packers (IBP) began to revolutionize the industry, opening plants in rural areas far from union strongholds, recruiting immigrant workers from Mexico, introducing a new division of labor that eliminated the need for skilled butchers, and ruthlessly battling unions. By the late 1970s, meatpacking companies that wanted to compete with IBP had to adopt its business methods—or go out of business. Wages in the meatpacking industry soon fell by as much as 50 percent. Today meatpacking is one of the nation's lowest-paid industrial jobs, with one of the highest turnover rates. The typical plant now hires an entirely new workforce every year or so. There are no waiting lists at these slaughterhouses today. Staff shortages have become an industry-wide problem, making the work even more dangerous.

 

In some American slaughterhouses, more than three-quarters of the workers are not native English speakers; many can't read any language, and many are illegal immigrants. A new migrant industrial workforce now circulates through the meatpacking towns of the High Plains. A wage of $9.50 an hour seems incredible to men and women who come from rural areas in Mexico where the wages are $7 a day. These manual laborers, long accustomed to toiling in the fields, are good workers. They're also unlikely to complain or challenge authority, to file lawsuits, organize unions, fight for their legal rights. They tend to be poor, vulnerable, and fearful. From the industry's point of view, they are ideal workers: cheap, largely interchangeable, and disposable.

 

C. Loss of Family Farms

In a relatively brief period of time, the meatpacking industry also became highly centralized and concentrated, giving enormous power to a few large agribusiness firms. In 1970, the top four meatpackers controlled just 21 percent of the beef market. Today the top four—IBP, ConAgra, Excel (a subsidiary of Cargill), and National Beef—control about 85 percent of the market.

 

The largest 2% of U.S. livestock farms now produce 40% of all animals in the U.S.

A total of 3% of U.S. farms generate 62% of all agricultural production.

Between 1982 and 1997, the number of chicken raised per poultry confinement units increased by 52%

In 2002, half of all hogs in the U.S. were raised on large-scale farms that managed more than 5,000 hogs

A total of 61.5% of US poultry production is controlled by only 8 chicken processors

Net worth of chicken producer Donald Tyson is $1.2 billion

The only entities in the world producing more chicken than Tyson Foods are China & Brazil

A total of 50% of the US turkey market is controlled by 6 turkey processors

A total of 50% of the US pork market is controlled by 4 corporations

A total of 81% of the US beef market is controlled by 4 beef packers

Hog Hell
By Eric Schlosser

The movie version of Eric Schlosser's Fast Food Nation, directed by Richard Linklater, was released on November 17, 2006.

This year marks the hundredth anniversary of Upton Sinclair's novel The Jungle. Its depiction of unchecked greed and exploitation in the American meatpacking industry unfortunately remains relevant. A few months ago the United States Court of Appeals for the District of Columbia Circuit upheld a December 2000 ruling by an administrative law judge at the National Labor Relations Board (NLRB). The case involved the behavior of the Smithfield Packing Company between 1992 and 1998 at its plant in Tar Heel, North Carolina--the largest hog slaughterhouse in the world. According to the appeals court, Smithfield had violated a wide variety of labor laws and created "an atmosphere of intimidation and coercion" in order to prevent workers at the plant from joining the United Food and Commercial Workers (UFCW) union.

Here are some of the details: Smithfield threatened to close the plant if workers voted to join the UFCW. It harassed workers who supported the union and paid other workers to spy on them. It forced union supporters to distribute anti-union literature. It fired workers for backing the union. It asked workers to lie during their testimony to the NLRB and refused to hand over company videotapes that the government had subpoenaed. During a union election in 1997, two UFCW supporters were beaten and arrested by security officers and deputy sheriffs. The chief of security at the slaughterhouse--who also served as a local deputy sheriff--carried handcuffs and a gun on the job. Between 2000 and 2005 he ran a company police force, operating in the plant and staffed with other deputy sheriffs, that arrested almost a hundred workers, including UFCW supporters.

One of the most remarkable things about Smithfield's behavior is that it was criticized by a branch of the federal government. Since George W. Bush took office in January 2001, the meatpacking industry has wielded more power than at any other time since the early twentieth century. The Bush Administration has worked closely with the industry to weaken food safety and worker safety rules and to make union organizing more difficult. The US Department of Agriculture now offers a textbook example of a regulatory agency controlled by the industry it's supposed to regulate. The current chief of staff at the USDA was, until 2001, the chief lobbyist for the National Cattlemen's Beef Association. Meanwhile, the sort of abuses criticized in the NLRB's Smithfield decision are still being committed. A recent Human Rights Watch report on the US meatpacking industry found "systematic human rights violations." Lance Compa, the author of the report, teaches labor law at Cornell University's School of Industrial and Labor Relations. Compa interviewed many workers at the Smithfield plant in Tar Heel. What's happening there, he says, is "a modern-day version of The Jungle."

While visiting Chicago slaughterhouses for research in 1904, Upton Sinclair met Eastern European immigrants employed at dangerous, dirty, low-wage jobs. Union organizers and injured workers were being harassed and fired. The publication of The Jungle two years later caused a public uproar--about the widespread contamination of meat, not the mistreatment of meatpacking workers. The book helped President Theodore Roosevelt gain passage of two important pieces of legislation, the Meat Inspection Act and the Pure Food and Drug Act. But it didn't accomplish much for meatpacking workers. Conditions gradually improved in the nation's slaughterhouses, thanks to years of labor organizing. The industry fought hard against unions, pitting one Eastern European immigrant group against another and recruiting African-Americans as strikebreakers. By the 1930s, however, most of the industry was unionized. And by the 1950s meatpacking workers had one of the highest-paid manufacturing jobs in the United States. It wasn't always a pleasant job, but it provided a solid, middle-class income.

In 1970 the typical American meatpacking worker earned about 20 percent more than the typical factory worker. Today he or she earns about 20 percent less. Enormous changes have swept through the industry over the past thirty years, as big companies swallowed up small ones, moved slaughterhouses from urban areas (where unions were strong) to rural areas (where unions were weak), imported poor immigrants from Mexico and ruthlessly cut wages by as much as 50 percent. Today meatpacking workers have one of the lowest-paid manufacturing jobs in the United States--and one of the most dangerous. At a modern slaughterhouse hundreds of people work at a furious pace, close to one another, wielding sharp knives. The most common injury is a laceration, as workers stab themselves or a worker nearby.

When my book Fast Food Nation was published in 2001, the meatpacking industry had the nation's highest rate of serious injury. It was about three times higher than the national average for factories, despite widespread underreporting of slaughterhouse injuries. The rate of cumulative trauma injury in meatpacking was about thirty-three times higher than the national average. Today it's impossible to know how many meatpacking workers are really getting hurt. In 2002 the Occupational Safety and Health Administration changed the form that companies must use to record meatpacking injuries--and thereby reduced the injury rate by 50 percent. "Recordable safety incident rate in plants cut in half since 1996," the American Meat Institute announced in a press release, giving the industry credit for the miraculous decline, picking 1996 as a year of comparison to mislead journalists and never mentioning that the 50 percent drop was due entirely to the government's bookkeeping change.

Tar Heel is located in one of the poorest regions of North Carolina, with a faltering rural economy and sharp racial divisions among the local whites, African-Americans and Native Americans. The Smithfield plant, which opened in 1992, only added to the racial tension. Charlie LeDuff, a New York Times reporter who worked undercover at the plant in 2000, described a brutal, segregated workplace where whites were employed as supervisors, blacks did the heavy lifting on the kill floor and Mexican immigrants were given the worst jobs. Inmates on work-release, wearing green prison uniforms, were placed with the Mexicans. In one sense the company was an equal-opportunity employer, LeDuff noted: "The Smithfield plant will take just about any man or woman with a pulse and a sparkling urine sample, with few questions asked." Testifying before a US Senate committee a couple of years later, Sherri Bufkin, a former supervisor at the slaughterhouse, explained some of Smithfield's racial policies. "Management hired a special outside consultant from California to run the anti-union campaign in Spanish for the Latinos, who were seen as easy targets of manipulation because they could be threatened with immigration issues," Bufkin said. "The word was that black workers were going to be replaced with Latino workers because blacks were more favorable to unions."

The NLRB decision strongly condemned Smithfield's actions during union elections in 1994 and 1997, both of which ended with the UFCW's defeat. The fact that it took so many years for the federal government to act suggests that the nation's labor laws have become largely meaningless. Smithfield was neither fined nor indicted for breaking the law. None of its executives were punished. The company was merely ordered to post the NLRB decision at the Tar Heel plant, rehire several workers who were illegally fired and hold another union election. "Smithfield looks forward to an election by secret ballot," Joseph Luter IV, the president of Smithfield Packing Company, wrote in an editorial in June. Although Smithfield has decided to accept the NLRB's findings, the company still denies that any of them are true. Gene Bruskin, director of the UFCW's Smithfield campaign, thinks it's impossible to hold a free or fair election at the Smithfield plant. Bruskin hopes that growing pressure from civil rights leaders, religious groups and immigrant-rights groups will convince Smithfield executives to sit down with the union and discuss how workers can join the UFCW without being threatened or harassed. On August 30 UFCW supporters from around the country plan to demand justice for Smithfield workers at the company's annual shareholder meeting in Richmond, Virginia.

Meanwhile, the industry continues to peddle its version of reality. In June the American Meat Institute held a luncheon for journalists in Washington, DC, to celebrate Upton Sinclair and the passage of the 1906 Meat Inspection Act. French champagne was served, glasses were raised in honor of the centennial and a commemorative booklet was handed out. It outlines the industry's labor, environmental and food safety policies, with the title: "If Upton Sinclair were alive today... He'd be amazed by the U.S. Meat Industry." That much is true. He would be amazed--by how little has fundamentally changed, how brazenly a new set of immigrants is being exploited in a familiar way, how old lies are being repeated. But you'd never catch him at that luncheon, sponsored by an industry that tried so hard to destroy him. If Upton Sinclair were alive today, you would find him in Tar Heel, North Carolina, fighting for the union and angry as hell.

