Investor Statement: Recommenda1ons for Meat Processors During COVID-19
The undersigned investors and ﬁduciaries represent 118 ins5tu5ons and $2.3 trillion in combined assets;
many of these investors are direct stakeholders, via equity or debt, in meat processing companies.
Meat and poultry processing plants have emerged as among the most dangerous hot spots in the U.S.
for COVID-191, with mul5ple facili5es having been forced to close due to high numbers of infected
workers.2 For this reason, there is heightened concern among investors, legislators and the public for the
essen5al frontline workers in this sector who are being exposed to increased health risks.3
A recent U.S. Execu5ve Order designated meat processing plants as cri5cal infrastructure that must
remain open. Workers in these facili5es have been deemed essen5al and exempt from state stay-athome mandates; yet, to date,4 the U.S. CDC reports numerous COVID-19 cases among U.S. workers in
115 meat and poultry processing facili5es in 19 states5. The meat sector workforce oUen lacks access to
paid sick leave and includes many workers at heightened risk – those fearful of losing their jobs, of
calling in sick for fear of wage loss and reprisal by managers, or of speaking out against plant managers
that skirt the law. These vulnerable workers include many immigrants, refugees, women, and people of
color, and workers who may speak a diﬀerent language.6
While we are acutely aware that the COVID-19 pandemic creates unprecedented economic challenges
for businesses around the globe, companies have a responsibility to implement enhanced protec5ons to
protect workers fulﬁlling corporate opera5ons and those in their supply chains. The pandemic exposes
meat processing companies to reputa5onal, legal and ﬁnancial risks that may signiﬁcantly disrupt
opera5ons if COVID-19 outbreaks in plants con5nue.
In an Investor Statement on the Coronavirus Response7 released March 26th, 2020 and endorsed by 322
global ins5tu5onal investors represen5ng $9.2 trillion USD in combined assets, investors made the case
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for enhanced worker protec5ons during COVID-19, highligh5ng that “board directors are accountable for
long-term human capital management strategy; the companies they oversee have invested in their
workforces and will be well served by having retained a well-trained and commi:ed workforce when
business opera;ons are able to resume. Furthermore, the prospect of widespread unemployment will
exacerbate the crisis and pose grave risks to basic social stability and the ﬁnancial markets.”
While several companies in the sector have implemented some enhanced safety measures, health
protocols and worker beneﬁts, we note the need to ensure these safeguards are implemented across all
facili5es and opera5ons. Further, more ac5ons are needed, including implemen5ng the U.S. CDC and
OSHA Meat and Poultry Processing Workers and Employers Guidance8 issued on April 26, 2020. The
President’s execu5ve order makes the CDC and OSHA guidance voluntary, however we urge companies
for the long-term sustainability of their opera5ons and the health and safety of their employees to
comply fully and in a manner that provides the greatest protec5on for workers. Importantly, while some
are sugges5ng that compliance with guidelines covering workers should give companies guaranteed
immunity from legal accountability in cases involving coronavirus infec5on, we believe such proposals
would jeopardize the health and safety of workers and endanger public health.9
Processing companies with U.S. opera5ons, such as Hormel, JBS S.A, Marfrig Global Foods SA (Na5onal
Beef), Pilgrim's Pride, Sanderson Farms, Seaboard, Smithﬁeld/WH Group, and Tyson Foods, need to
demonstrate how they will meet the dual challenges of maintaining meat produc5on while priori5zing
worker protec5on and safety in the coming months and beyond.
We urge companies to put in place and monitor the following recommenda1ons. If taken, these steps
will beHer protect workers, and by extension, their families and broader communi1es:
•

Enforce physical distancing. In most cases, this requires a reduc5on in line speed10 in order to
minimize the spread of the virus. The company should end any lobbying eﬀorts that seek to
pressure the USDA to grant line speed waivers; withdraw all pending company applica5ons for
line speed waivers in all species; and suspend line speed increases in all plants where line speed
increases have already been implemented;

•

Provide wage increases (rather than lump sum future bonuses con5ngent on uninterrupted
a]endance) to reﬂect the increased risks to workers, and full paid sick-leave for all workers who
test posi5ve for COVID-19 and for those workers who were in close contact with infected
individuals;

•

Provide personal protec5ve equipment, including the most eﬀec5ve respirators available, to all
workers on the produc5on ﬂoor at the beginning of every shiU, with appropriate ﬁt tes5ng and
training on proper donning and doﬃng procedures, in languages workers understand;

•

AUer thoroughly cleaning and sani5zing each plant, require all workers to be tested before
entering the plant. Then mandate retes5ng and quaran5ning of all employees who
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subsequently have had conﬁrmed contact with other infected persons before allowing them
back in the plant;
•

Ensure tes5ng is available for workers and their family members or those living in the same
residence with workers;

•

Work closely with regulatory agencies to provide regular and 5mely updates on the number of
new cases in each plant, the number of deaths, and other relevant informa5on which can
reasonably be done while maintaining conﬁden5ality of individual employees;

•

Respect workers’ rights to freedom of associa5on, to organize a union and to bargain collec5vely,
free from retalia5on, as recognized by the UN through its Interna5onal Labour Organiza5on (ILO)
Conven5ons.

•

In non-union plants, implement systems and policies to both protect workers from retalia5on
and encourage workplace safety and risk repor5ng, in order to ensure that all workers report any
workplace safety lapses or symptoms of illness. This would include educa5on for all employees,
repor5ng mechanisms for workers’ safety and health concerns, and hiring external auditors to
monitor the integrity and use of such systems for improved eﬀec5veness and for the purposes of
remedia5on.

•

Clarify that the company opposes any and all federal or state policies that would deny
meatpacking and poultry workers unemployment beneﬁts or s5mulus relief for refusing to go
back to work for fear of contrac5ng COVID-19.11

•

Ensure all measures and beneﬁts are applicable to all employees regardless of immigra5on
status.

•

Publicly report on implementa5on of steps taken to ensure the long-term sustainability of
company opera5ons and employee health and safety during the pandemic. Our request to you is
consistent with the April 8th statement on “The Importance of Disclosure – For Investors,
Markets and Our Fight Against COVID-1912” from the U.S. Securi5es and Exchange Commission
Chairman Jay Clayton and Corpora5on Finance Director William Hinman, reques5ng that
company disclosures reﬂect “how the company’s COVID-19 response, including its eﬀorts to
protect the health and well-being of its workforce and its customers, is progressing”, and
acknowledging that “historical informa5on may be rela5vely less signiﬁcant”.

Failure to take all necessary ac5ons that priori5ze the safety and health of workers, to act responsively to
employee concerns, and ins5ll the trust and conﬁdence of staﬀ in company ac5ons, may hinder
produc5on recovery eﬀorts and the con5nuity of business opera5ons. In contrast, employee
absenteeism is likely to decrease when workers see a spectrum of eﬀec5ve strategies being
implemented to keep them safe and ﬁnancially secure if they happen to contract COVID-19 in the
workplace.
We believe the pandemic presents an opportunity for meat processors to authen5cally solicit worker
input regarding improvements to produc5on, safety, and workplace prac5ces without nega5ve
consequences, and to enforce health and safety protocols among managers/supervisors. This feedback
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could well result in systemic improvements that will beneﬁt the sector when the pandemic subsides and
more predictable produc5on schedules are allowed to resume. These improvements will bolster the
conﬁdence of the investment community, and the public more broadly.
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