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Request for Hearing on the Human Rights Situation of Meat and Poultry Processing
Workers in the United States

On behalf of the Midwest Coalition for Human Rights, Nebraska Appleseed
Center for Law in the Public Intcrest, and the Southern Poverty Law Center, we
respectfully request a thematic hearing pursuant to Article 66 before the Inter-American
Commission on Human Rights (IACHR) during its 149th period of sessions to address

the United States® occupational health and safety policies related to one of the most
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America.” The meat and poultry processing industries violate the fundamental human
rights of their workers by systematically exploiting the lack of ergonomic and work speed
safety regulations in the U.S., and the U.S. negligently permits the industry to do so.
Every day, workers must endure a punishing, unsafe, and undignified work environment
in which they experience extraordinary injury rates, abuse by supervisors, and grueling

work shifts. The industry's massive disassembly lines can slaughter and process 400 head
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inadequate safety equipment. The extreme speed of the production line often results in

permanently crippling repetitive motion injuries to workers’ hands, wrists, shoulders, and

2 The U.S. government has noted that official data do not take into account industry-wide
failures to fully report true injury rates; see infra note 15 and accompanying text. In 2009
the incidence rate of reported nonfatal injuries in meatpacking and poultry plants was more
than one and a half times that of manufacturing as a whole (6.9%, compared to 4.4% ). (The
incidence rate for animal — except poultry — slaughtering was double the overall
manufacturing rates at 8.8%, meat processing was 6.5%, and poultry processing was 5.9%.)
(LS. Bureau of Labor Statistics. 2010, The So

uthern Poverte T aw Center’s 2013 sinrvey
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while Nebraska Appleseed’s 2009 survey of meatpacking workers in Nebraska found that '
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backs due to tendon, nerve, joint, and bone damage.” The work speed is so unrelenting
that it has resulited in workers urinating and defecating in their clothing while working on
the linc because employers deny reasonable bathroom use, violating workers’ rights to
dignity®. Workers also describe serious concerns about proper medical care due to
employer-biased medical care and coverage. The story of one former poultry line worker,

. - o oo July 7, 2011, captures some of the common human

rights violations workers are experiencing every day:

“While working at Jennie-Q. I fell and liniuredl mv backandapms.
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because 1 have known 3 workers who were terminated after

reporting injuries. After this injury my supervisor continually told

me to work faster, he would vell at me using profane language. I -
was eventually fired from Jennie-O; my supervisor told me this was

because | used the bathroom.” (See appendix M).
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mdustries result in serious physical and mental harm to meatpacking and poultry

processing workers, preventing them from reporting injuries or drawing attention to



increase their vulnerability in the workplace. Immigrant workers are often hesitant to

report injuries or complain about working conditions for fear of losing their jobs or

exposing themselves and their families to the scrutiny of immigration officials.
Meatpacking and poultry workers in the U.S. have “the night to work, under

proper conditions” as required by Article X1V of the Amencan Declaration of the Rights
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including meatpacking workers. The Ruggie Protect, Respect, and Remedy Framework’
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masmuch violating the rights of workers in the poultry industry through its negligence.
The numerous violations of international Occupational Health and Safety (OSH) law

demonstrate the failure.to seenre nvoner workine conditions for meagand nonltry
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injured on the job.'” The incidence rate of officially reported injuries in the meatpacking

0

industry is nearly double that of the national average for manufacturing industries.”

L.

meatpacking employee, highlights some of the permanent injuries workers suffer.”? |}
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many meat and poultry processing workers.”* Musculoskeletal disorders (MSDs) are
severe and crippling injuries to tissue and nerves that occur when repetitive movement,
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These disorders are made worse by excessive cold, heat, and the rapid speed of

!

work.?! Workers afflicted with MSDs lose the ability to participate in major life

. 2 R . 34 . . .
ch as_jonkmg_L sleenine.*> usine the nhone.”* and nlavine with their

activities

children.”

Meatpacking and poultry processing workers commonly suffer a wide variety of
preventable injuries.3 5 A U.S. Government Accountability Office study found that
common injuries include bruises from falling on the treacherously slippery floors and
workers cutting themselves because they are either not given sufficient time to sharpen

their knives or because ghev are not given sufficient training in.the nse and shamenine of
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knives.”” The study also found that cutting in close quarters leads to workers accidently
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These physical injuries are often closely tied to psychological abuse and sexual

harassment® by sunervisors. which is disturbinelv common. Workers are regularly
¥
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disrespected:*” supervisors yell at workers to cut faster, and insult workers with
obscenities for not complying.” Workers are not allowed to leave their line position to

use the restroom;** sometimes they have no choice but to urinate and defecate in their

1% - 45

physical and psychological injuries are considered acceptable by the employer.*®
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Law Center’s recent report revealed that among all workers surveyed, 66% believed that

workers were scared to renort mniuries. and 78% of those respondents saigd that fear of

workers they surveyed were uncom/ortable in voicing concerns to employers about
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reward for accident free days, and supervisors often discourage or 1gnore employee
. e 54
reports of injuries.
When employees do report their injuries medical neutrality and effectiveness
becomes an issue. Workers are frequently given inadequate treatment by nurses or

doctors hired by the company or who receive many referrals from the oornpamy.5 3
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they must return to work.>® This is also a problem where the worker is injured at a plant
with an on-site clinic.”’ Even when the workers comply and go back to work with
injuries, they reportedly experience retaliation and are sometimes discharged from
employment simply because of their injuries or because they are seen as a threat.”®
Furthermore, workers often describe treatment from nurses as being inadequate and

unresponsive to their injuries and pain. For instance, workers typically receive
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substandard remedies such as aspitin or a Band-Aid. or suggestions to soak their hands in

e————
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wari Water.5

V. Violations of Human Rights by the U.S.
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gystem ofinspection. 2. The enforcement svstem shall provide for adeauate nenalties for.
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penalties for violations of OSH law are grossly inadequate. The general duty clause of the
U.S.”s OSH law ® requires all employers to provide working conditions that are “free.

from recognized hazards that are causine or are likelv to cause death or serious vhysical

— L

harm to his employeesf’(’{1 This general duty clause does not provide adequate protection
to workers because it does not provide sufficient guidance on minimum thresholds for
worker safety, such as criteria for work speed or ergonomic safeguards.

U.S. OSH law also requires employers to comply with regulations passed by the
Occupational Safety and Health Administration (OSHA), the department responsible for
enforcement.”’ But, OSHA has no ergonomics or work speed regulations and does not
specifically require that employers prevent MSDs.%® After 10 years of study, OSHA
1ssued a comprehensive ergonomics standard in November 2000 that would have

protected an estimated 102 million workers and prevented 4.6 million MSD’s in the

fallowdne derede VelgCongress switly sepealed the pracnamicsstangdqrddn Meggh N0




the general duty clause has four burdensome elements that must be proven to uphold a

general duty violation, these are namely:

(1) a condition or activity in the employer's workplace presented a hazard
to employees, (2) the cited employer or the employer's industry
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death or serious physical harm, and (4) feasible means existed to
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hazard in the workplace that was recognized by the employer and industry and that was



regulations do not require employers to measurably reduce MSDs,”” and employers
refuse to enact anything more than the most meager of ergonomics safety plans because it
has been difficult to calculate exactly after how many repetitions MSDs occur.”® During

the entire span of President George W. Bush’s administration, OSHA cited only 20

emnlovers far eyeanomichazagds nusine the cenergl dityelanse ” OSUA bas remajned
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have faced serious physical impairment and disability from job related conditions with no
corrective action from OSHA because standards are not in place to cover the hazards of
the average meat processing plant.™

Although OSHA issued a well-researched and detailed ergonomics standard in
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voluntary standards regarding ergonomics, which fail to include any threshold levels for
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extent that it affects food safety.®® Ruggie Principle 27 sets forth that States should
provide effective and appropriate non-judicial grievance mechanisms to remedy business-

related human rights abuses.®® The commentary to Principle 27 encourages States to fil]
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inspectorate . .. . OSHA has approximately 2,400 inspectors®® for 139,000,000 U.S.
workers.®” OSHA needs 13,900 inspectors to comply with 1L.O standards regarding the
number of inspectors.®® Currently, OSHA only has the resources to inspect a site once
every 137 years. ™ This means that follow-up visits are rare even when plants contain
serious violations. As a result of the inadequate resources provided to OSHA, most

violations of meat and poultry workers’ rights go unreported and right to a remedy goes

unfulfilled.
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conditions in the meat and poultry industry and issue a statement regarding the conditions

in this industry. The commission should address the U.S.’s gap in worker protection,

nﬂrjmr the nressine need fr mandatary erecanomine and waorlk enesed reonlatians as

more effective OSH law enforcement. Finally, we recommend that the Commission

convene the requested hearing to allow the petitioners and the victims an opportunity to
formally present the allegations made in this petition.

V1. Conclusion
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facts herein demonstrate that the United States is in violation of Article X1V of the
American Declaration by failing to enforce fundamental health and safety protections.

As such, the Commission should declare that the United States implement work speed
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Midwest Coalition for Human Rights Nebraska Appleseed Center for Law in the

c/o University of Minnesota Public Interest
214 Social Sciences 941 ~O" Street, Suite 920
267 19™ Avenue South Lincoln, NE 68508

Minneapolis, MN 55455

Contact: Barbara Frey, ID Darcy Tromanhauser or Omaid Zabih, JD

E-mail; freyx001@umn.edu dtromanhauser@neappleseed.org
ozabith@neappleseed.org

Tel: 612.626.1879 402.438.8853

Fax: 612.626.2242 402.438.0263
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