
MEATPACKING IS THE MOST DANGEROUS JOB

One night I visit a slaughterhouse somewhere in the High Plains. The slaughterhouse is one of the nation's
largest. About five thousand head of cattle enter it every day, single file, and leave in a different form.
Someone who has access to the plant, who's upset by its working conditions, offers to give me a tour. The
slaughterhouse is an immense building, gray and square, about three stories high, with no windows on the
front and no architectural clues to what's happening inside. My friend gives me a chain-mail apron and gloves,
suggesting I try them on. Workers on the line wear about eight pounds of chain mail beneath their white coats,
shiny steel armor that covers their hands, wrists, stomach, and back. The chain mail's designed to protect
workers from cutting themselves and from being cut by other workers. But knives somehow manage to get
past it. My host hands me some Wellingtons, the kind of knee-high rubber boots that English gentlemen wear
in the countryside. "Tuck your pants into the boots," he says. "We'll be walking through some blood."

I put on a hardhat and climb a stairway. The sounds get louder, factory sounds, the noise of power tools and
machinery, bursts of compressed air. We start at the end of the line, the fabricating room. Workers call it
"fab." When we step inside, fab seems familiar: steel catwalks, pipes along the walls, a vast room, a maze of
conveyer belts. This could be the Lamb Weston plant in Idaho, except hunks of red meat ride the belts instead
of french fries. Some machines assemble cardboard boxes, others vacuum-seal subprimals of beef in clear
plastic. The workers look extremely busy, but there's nothing unsettling about this part of the plant. You see
meat like this all the time in the back of your local supermarket.
The fab room is cooled to about 40 degrees, and as you head up the line, the feel of the place starts to change.
The pieces of meat get bigger. Workers — about half of them women, almost all of them young and Latino —
slice meat with long slender knives. They stand at a table that's chest high, grab meat off a conveyer belt, trim
away fat, throw meat back on the belt, toss the scraps onto a conveyer belt above them, and then grab more
meat, all in a matter of seconds. I'm now struck by how many workers there are, hundreds of them, pressed
close together, constantly moving, slicing. You see hardhats, white coats, flashes of steel. Nobody is smiling
or chatting, they're too busy, anxiously trying not to fall behind. An old man walks past me, pushing a blue
plastic barrel filled with scraps. A few workers carve the meat with Whizzards, small electric knives that have
spinning round blades. The Whizzards look like the Norelco razors that Santa rides in the TV ads. I notice that
a few of the women near me are sweating, even though the place is freezing cold.

Sides of beef suspended from an overhead trolley swing toward a group of men. Each worker has a large
knife in one hand and a steel hook in the other. They grab the meat with their hooks and attack it fiercely with
their knives. As they hack away, using all their strength, grunting, the place suddenly feels different,
primordial. The machinery seems beside the point, and what's going on before me has been going on for
thousands of years — the meat, the hook, the knife, men straining to cut more meat.
On the kill floor, what I see no longer unfolds in a logical manner. It's one strange image after another. A
worker with a power saw slices cattle into halves as though they were two-by-fours, and then the halves swing
by me into the cooler. It feels like a slaughterhouse now. Dozens of cattle, stripped of their skins, dangle on
chains from their hind legs. My host stops and asks how I feel, if I want to go any further. This is where some
people get sick. I feel fine, determined to see the whole process, the world that's been deliberately hidden. The
kill floor is hot and humid. It stinks of manure. Cattle have a body temperature of about 101 F degrees, and
there are a lot of them in the room. Carcasses swing so fast along the rail that you have to keep an eye on them
constantly, dodge them, watch your step, or one will slam you and throw you onto the bloody concrete floor. It
happens to workers all the time.
I see: a man reach inside cattle and pull out their kidneys with his hare hands, then drop the kidneys down a
metal chute, over and over again, as each animal passes by him; a stainless steel rack of tongues; Whizzards
peeling meat off decapitated heads, picking them almost as clean as the white skulls painted by Georgia
O'Keeffe. We wade through blood that's ankle deep and that pours down drains into huge vats below us. As we
approach the start of the line, for the first time I hear the steady pop, pop, pop of live animals being stunned.
Now the cattle suspended above me look just like the cattle I've seen on ranches for years, but these ones are
upside down swinging on hooks. For a moment, the sight seems unreal; there are so many of them, a herd of
them, lifeless. And then I see a few hind legs still kicking, a final reflex action, and the reality comes hard and
clear.
For eight and a half hours, a worker called a "sticker" does nothing but stand in a river of blood, being
drenched in blood, slitting the neck of a steer every ten seconds or so, severing its carotid artery. He uses a
long knife and must hit exactly the right spot to kill the animal humanely. He hits that spot again and again.



We walk up a slippery metal stairway and reach a small platform, where the production line begins. A man
turns and smiles at me. He wears safety goggles and a hardhat. His face is splattered with gray matter and
blood. He is the "knocker," the man who welcomes cattle to the building. Cattle walk down a narrow chute
and pause in front of him, blocked by a gate, and then he shoots them in the head with a captive bolt stunner
— a compressed-air gun attached to the ceiling by a long hose — which fires a steel bolt that knocks the cattle
unconscious. The animals keep strolling up, oblivious to what comes next, and he stands over them and
shoots. For eight and a half hours, he just shoots. As I stand there, he misses a few times and shoots the same
animal twice. As soon as the steer falls, a worker grabs one of its hind legs, shackles it to a chain, and the
chain lifts the huge animal into the air.

I watch the knocker knock cattle for a couple of minutes. The animals are powerful and imposing one
moment and then gone in an instant, suspended from a rail, ready for carving. A steer slips from its chain, falls
to the ground, and gets its head caught in one end of a conveyer belt. The production line stops as workers
struggle to free the steer, stunned but alive, from the machinery. I've seen enough.

…Knocker, Sticker, Shackler, Rumper, First Legger, Knuckle Dropper, Navel Boner, Splitter Top/Bottom
Butt, Feed Kill Chain — the names of job assignments at a modern slaughterhouse convey some of the
brutality inherent in the work. Meatpacking is now the most dangerous job in the United States. The injury rate
in a slaughterhouse is about three times higher than the rate in a typical American factory. Every year about
one out of three meatpacking workers in this country — roughly forty-three thousand men and women —
suffer an injury or a work-related illness that requires medical attention beyond first aid. There is strong
evidence that these numbers, compiled by the Bureau of Labor Statistics, understate the number of
meatpacking injuries that occur. Thousands of additional injuries and illnesses most likely go unrecorded.
Despite the use of conveyer belts, forklifts, dehiding machines, and a variety of power tools, most of the work
in the nation's slaughterhouses is still performed by hand. Poultry plants can be largely mechanised, thanks to
the breeding of chickens that are uniform in size. The birds in some Tyson factories are killed, plucked, gutted,
beheaded, and sliced into cutlets by robots and machines. But cattle still come in all sizes and shapes, varying
in weight by hundreds of" pounds. The lack of a standardized steer has hindered the mechanization of beef
plants. In one crucial respect meatpacking work has changed little in the past hundred years. At the dawn of
the twenty-first century, amid an era of extraordinary technological advance, the most important tool in a
modern slaughterhouse is a sharp knife.

Lacerations are the most common injuries suffered by meatpackers, who often stab themselves or stab
someone working nearby. Tendinitis and cumulative trauma disorders are also quite common. Meatpacking
workers routinely develop back problems, shoulder problems, carpal tunnel syndrome, and "trigger finger" (a
syndrome in which a finger becomes frozen in a curled position). Indeed, the rate of these cumulative trauma
injuries in the meatpacking industry is far higher than the rate in any other American industry. It is almost
thirty-five times higher than the national average in industry. Many slaughterhouse workers make a knife cut
every two or three seconds, which adds up to about 10,000 cuts during an eight-hour shift. If the knife has
become dull, additional pressure is placed on the worker's tendons, joints, and nerves. A dull knife can cause
pain to extend from the cutting hand all the way down the spine.
…The "IBP revolution" has been directly responsible for many of the hazards that meatpacking workers now
face. One of the leading determinants of the injury rate at a slaughterhouse today is the speed of the
disassembly line. The faster it runs, the more likely that workers will get hurt. The old meatpacking plants in
Chicago slaughtered about 50 cattle an hour. Twenty years ago, new plants in the High Plains slaughtered
about 175 cattle an hour. Today some plants slaughter up to 400 cattle an hour — about half a dozen animals
every minute, sent down a single production line, carved by workers desperate not to fall behind. While trying
to keep up with the flow of meat, workers often neglect to resharpen their knives and thereby place more stress
on their bodies. As the pace increases, so does the risk of accidental cuts and stabbings. "I could always tell the
line speed," a former Monfort nurse told me, "by the number of people with lacerations coming into my
office." People usually cut themselves; nevertheless, everyone on the line tries to stay alert. Meatpackers often
work within inches of each other, wielding large knives. A simple mistake can cause a serious injury. A
former IBP worker told me about boning knives suddenly flying out of hands and ricocheting off of
machinery. "They're very flexible," she said, "and they'll spring on you . . . zwing, and they're gone"
Much like french fry factories, beef slaughterhouses often operate at profit margins as low as a few pennies a
pound. The three meatpacking giants — ConAgra, IBP, and Excel — try to increase their earnings by
maximising the volume of production at each plant. Once a slaughterhouse is up and running, fully staffed, the



profits it will earn are directly related to the speed of the line. A faster pace means higher profits. Market
pressures now exert a perverse influence on the management of beef plants: the same factors that make these
slaughterhouses relatively inefficient (the lack of mechanization, the reliance on human labor) encourage
companies to make them even more dangerous (by speeding up the pace).

The unrelenting pressure of trying to keep up with the line has encouraged widespread methamphetamine use
among meatpackers. Workers taking "crank" feel charged and self-confident, ready for anything. Supervisors
have been known to sell crank to their workers or to supply it free in return for certain favors, such as working
a second shift. Workers who use methamphetamine may feel energised and invincible, but are actually putting
themselves at much greater risk of having an accident. For obvious reasons, a modern slaughterhouse is not a
safe place to be high.
In the days when labor unions were strong, workers could complain about excessive line speeds and injury
rates without fear of getting fired. Today only one-third of IBP's workers belong to a union. Most of the
nonunion workers are recent immigrants; many are illegal; and they are generally employed "at will." That
means they can be fired without warning, for just about any reason. Such an arrangement does not encourage
them to lodge complaints. Workers who have traveled a great distance for this job, who have families to
support, who are earning ten times more an hour in a meatpacking plant than they could possibly earn back
home, are wary about speaking out and losing everything. The line speeds and labor costs at IBP's nonunion
plants now set the standard for the rest of the industry. Every other company must try to produce beef as
quickly and cheaply as IBP does; slowing the pace to protect workers can lead to a competitive disadvantage.

Again and again workers told me that they are under tremendous pressure not to report injuries. The annual
bonuses of plant foremen and supervisors are often based in part on the injury rate of their workers. Instead of
creating a safer workplace, these bonus schemes encourage slaughterhouse managers to make sure that
accidents and injuries go unreported. Missing fingers, broken bones, deep lacerations, and amputated limbs are
difficult to conceal from authorities. But the dramatic and catastrophic injuries in a slaughterhouse are greatly
outnumbered by less visible, though no less debilitating, ailments: torn muscles, slipped disks, pinched nerves.
If a worker agrees not to report an injury, a supervisor will usually shift him or her to an easier job for a while,
providing some time to heal. If the injury seems more serious, a Mexican worker is often given the opportunity
to return home for a while, to recuperate there, then come back to his or her slaughterhouse job in the United
States. Workers who abide by these unwritten rules are treated respectfully; those who disobey are likely to be
punished and made an example…

…Production supervisors tend to be men in their late twenties and early thirties. Most are Anglos and don't
speak Spanish, although more and more Latinos are being promoted to the job. They earn about $30,000 a
year, plus bonuses and benefits. In many rural communities, being a supervisor at a meatpacking plant is one
of the best jobs in town. It comes with a fair amount of pressure: a supervisor must meet production goals,
keep the number of recorded injuries low, and most importantly, keep the meat flowing down the line without
interruption. The job also brings enormous power. Each supervisor is like a little dictator in his or her section
of the plant, largely free to boss, fire, berate, or reassign workers. That sort of power can lead to all sorts of
abuses, especially when the hourly workers being supervised are women….
…The sexual relationships between supervisors and "hourlies" are for the most part consensual. Many female
workers optimistically regard sex with their supervisor as a way to gain a secure place in American society, a
green card, a husband — or at the very least a transfer to an easier job at the plant. Some supervisors become
meatpacking Casanovas, engaging in multiple affairs. Sex, drugs, and slaughterhouses may seem an unlikely
combination, but as one former Monfort employee told me: "Inside those walls is a different world that obeys
different laws." Late on the second shift, when it's dark outside, assignations take place in locker rooms, staff
rooms, and parked cars, even on the catwalk over the kill floor.

Some of the most dangerous jobs in meatpacking today are performed by the late-night cleaning crews. A
large proportion of these workers are illegal immigrants. They are considered "independent contractors,"
employed not by the meatpacking firms but by sanitation companies. They earn hourly wages that are about
one-third lower than those of regular production employees. And their work is so hard and so horrendous that
words seem inadequate to describe it. The men and women who now clean the nation's slaughterhouses may
arguably have the worst job in the United Stales. "It takes a really dedicated person," a former member of a
cleaning crew told me, "or a really desperate person to get the job done."
When a sanitation crew arrives at a meatpacking plant, usually around midnight, it faces a mess of
monumental proportions. Three to four thousand cattle, each weighing about a thousand pounds, have been



slaughtered there that day. The place has to be clean by sunrise. Some of the workers wear water-resistant
clothing; most don't. Their principal cleaning tool is a high-pressure hose that shoots a mixture of water and
chlorine heated to about 180 F degrees. As the water is sprayed, the plant fills with a thick, heavy fog.
Visibility drops to as little as five feet. The conveyer belts and machinery are running. Workers stand on the
belts, spraying them, riding them like moving sidewalks, as high as fifteen feet off the ground. Workers climb
ladders with hoses and spray the catwalks. They get under tables and conveyer belts, climbing right into the
bloody muck, cleaning out grease, fat, manure, leftover scraps of meat.

Glasses and safety goggles fog up. The inside of the plant heats up; temperatures soon exceed 100 F degrees.
"It's hot, and it's foggy, and you can't see anything," a former sanitation worker said. The crew members can't
see or hear each other when the machinery's running. They routinely spray each other with burning hot,
chemical-laden water. They are sickened by the fumes. Jesus, a soft-spoken employee of DCS Sanitation
Management, Inc., the company that IBP uses in many of its plants, told me that every night on the job he gets
terrible headaches. "You feel it in your head," he said. "You feel it in your stomach, like you want to throw
up." A friend of his vomits whenever they clean the rendering area. Other workers tease the young man as he
retches. Jesus says the stench in rendering is so powerful that it won't wash off; no matter how much soap you
use after a shift, the smell comes home with you, seeps from your pores…

At congressional hearings on meatpacking in 1987, Robert L. Peterson, the chief executive of IBP, denied
under oath that two sets of logs were ever kept and called IBP's safety record "the best of the best."
Congressional investigators later got hold of both logs — and found that the injury rate at its Dakota City plant
was as much as one-third higher than the average rate in the meatpacking industry. Congressional investigators
also discovered that IBP had altered injury records at its beef plant in Emporia, Kansas. Another leading
meatpacking company, John Morrell, was caught lying about injuries at its plant in Sioux Tails, South Dakota.
The congressional investigation concluded that these companies had failed to report "serious injuries such as
fractures, concussions, major cuts, hernias, some requiring hospitalisation, surgery, even amputation."

Congressman Tom Lantos, whose subcommittee conducted the meatpacking inquiry, called IBP "one of the
most irresponsible and reckless corporations in America." A Labor Department official called the company's
behaviour "the worst example of underreporting injuries and illnesses to workers ever encountered in OSHA's
sixteen-year history…
…A lawsuit filed in May of 1998 suggests that little has changed since IBP was caught keeping two sets of
injury logs more than a decade ago. Michael D. Ferrell, a former vice president at IBP, contends that the real
blame for the high injury rate at the company lies not with the workers, supervisors, nurses, safety directors, or
plant managers, but with IBP's top executives. Ferrell had ample opportunity to observe their decision-making
process. Among other duties, he was in charge of the health and safety programs at IBP.
When Ferrell accepted the job in 1991, after many years as an industrial engineer at other firms, he believed
that IBP's desire to improve worker safety was sincere. According to his legal complaint, Ferrell later
discovered that IBP's safety records were routinely falsified and that the company cared more about
production than anything else. Ferrell was fired by IBP in 1997, not long after a series of safety problems at a
slaughterhouse in Palestine, Texas. The circumstances surrounding his firing are at the heart of the lawsuit. On
December 4, 1996, an OSHA inspection of the Palestine plant found a number of serious violations and
imposed a fine of $35,125. Less than a week later, a worker named Clarence Dupree lost an arm in a bone-
crushing machine. And two days after that, another worker, Willie Morris, was killed by an ammonia gas
explosion. Morris's body lay on the floor for hours, just ten feet from the door, as toxic gas filled the building.
Nobody at the plant had been trained to use hazardous-materials gas masks or protective suits; the equipment
sat in a locked storage room. Ferrell flew to Texas and toured the plant after the accidents. He thought the
facility was in terrible shape — with a cooling system that violated OSHA standards, faulty wiring that
threatened to cause a mass electrocution, and safety mechanisms that had deliberately been disabled with
magnets. He wanted the slaughterhouse to be shut down immediately, and it was. Two months later, Ferrell
lost his job.

In his lawsuit seeking payment for wrongful termination, Ferrell contends that he was fired for giving the
order to close the Palestine plant. He claims that IBP had never before shut down a slaughterhouse purely for
safety reasons and that Robert L. Peterson was enraged by the decision. IBP disputes this version of events,
contending that Ferrell had never fit into IBP's corporate culture, that he delegated too much authority, and
that he had not, in fact, made the decision to shut down the Palestine plant. According to IBP, the decision to
shut it was made after a unanimous vote by its top executives.



IBP's Palestine slaughterhouse reopened in January of 1997. It was shut down again a year later — this time
by the USDA. Federal inspectors cited the plant for "inhumane slaughter" and halted production there for one
week, an extremely rare penalty imposed for the mistreatment of cattle. In 1999 IBP closed the plant…

Colorado was one of the first states to pass a workers' compensation law. The idea behind the legislation,
enacted in 1919, was to provide speedy medical care and a steady income to workers injured on the job.
Workers' comp was meant to function much like no-fault insurance. In return for surrendering the right to sue
employers for injuries, workers were supposed to receive immediate benefits. Similar workers' comp plans
were adopted throughout the United States. In 1991, Colorado started another trend, becoming one of the first
states to impose harsh restrictions on workers' comp payments. In addition to reducing the benefits afforded to
injured employees, Colorado's new law granted employers the right to choose the physician who'd determine
the severity of any work-related ailment. Enormous power over workers' comp claims was handed to company
doctors.

Many other states subsequently followed Colorado's lead and cut back their workers' comp benefits. The
Colorado bill, promoted as "workers' comp reform," was first introduced in the legislature by Tom Norton, the
president of the Colorado Stale Senate and a conservative Republican. Norton represented Greeley, where his
wife, Kay, was the vice president of legal and governmental affairs at ConAgra Red Meat.

In most businesses, a high injury rate would prompt insurance companies to demand changes in the
workplace. But ConAgra, IBP, and the other large meatpacking firms are self-insured. They are under no
pressure from independent underwriters and have a strong incentive to keep workers' comp payments to a bare
minimum. Every penny spent on workers' comp is one less penny of corporate revenue.


