Pagan from oxx

First impression

Pagan remembers the day he came to
work. He had never seen anything like
the Greenville chicken plant, known lo-
cally as Columbia Farms. It was almost
the size of a soccer field.

Inside the plant, hundreds of Latinos
stood inches apart, wielding knives,
cutting up thousands of chickens a shift.

It was cold, wet and noisy. Workers
wore earplugs to protect their hearing
from the clanking conveyor belts.

Pagan, then 47, and Lydia Torres, 34,
had left Puerto Rico, where they were
U.S. citizens, to “echarse adelante” - a
Spanish phrase meaning to succeed and
get ahead. The couple moved to Buf-
falo, but after working odd jobs for a
few years relocated to Greenville,
where a Honduran friend told them the
climate was warm and jobs were plenti-
ful.

They were among the growing num-
ber of Latinos who found work in poul-
try plants throughout the Southeast,
usually in the most dangerous jobs for
the lowest pay.

Pagan drove a bus in Puerto Rico and
made $100 to $250 a week. Now, he
could make $300 a week at the process-
ing plant cutting wings and thighs.

He was quick with a knife and scis-
sors on the de-boning line. In just over a
year, he was promoted to supervisor.
That meant an extra $100 a week, he
said. He would wear a hard hat signify-
ing his new role as a boss.

Pressure to produce

Pagan’s department was required to
keep production levels between 150 to
160 birds a minute, about 70,000 a day,
he remembers. No excuses.

If his workers fell behind, it was his
job to make sure they caught up. If they
could not get the work done in eight
hours, they stayed overtime until they
finished, he said.

Managers warned workers that the
plant lost money every second the line
slowed or stopped.

Upper management in white hard
hats pushed production managers in
red hard hats - who pushed supervisors
like Pagan, in orange hard hats. Workers
received the brunt.

Latino workers were accustomed to
their American bosses yelling at them.
But what really hurt, several workers
said, was the disparaging treatment by
Latino supervisors who shared their
background and understood the strug-
gles of being an immigrant in the U.S.

One Guatemalan line worker, Mi-
guel, said several supervisors treated
fellow Latinos as if they were “desech-
ables” or disposables.

“They treat you like you’re not hu-
man,” said Miguel, who asked that his
last name not be used for fear of losing
his job.

Barry Cronic, House of Raeford’s
complex manager in Greenville, said in
a written response that “our supervi-
sors were never asked to use fear and
intimidation against our employees.”

Pagan acquired a reputation as one of
the toughest line supervisors, partic-
ularly with Guatemalan workers who
often spoke Mayan dialects and knew
little Spanish. He had a short temper
and spoke rapidly when angry, workers
recalled.

Former line worker Alberto Sosa
called Pagan abusive and once con-
fronted him in a storage area after he
berated a Guatemalan for working too
slowly. You don’t have to treat people
that way, Sosa remembers saying.

Pagan said he didn’t recall the in-
cident, but didn’t deny it.

The workers, he said, didn’t under-
stand that missed production goals
could cost him his job.

A wife’s warning

Torres never wanted Pagan to be a
supervisor.

All day, knife in hand, Torres made
hundreds of cuts an hour. After about
six months, her hands began to hurt.
She said a supervisor screamed at her
to work faster even after she com-
plained about being in pain.

At home she had trouble cooking and
cleaning. She couldn’t open jars.

Torres’ hands worsened. She would
awake with her hands curled in a claw.
The company sent her to a doctor who
diagnosed her with carpal tunnel, she
said. She had surgery. She went back to
work, but left several months later be-
cause of the pain, she said.

Torres worried Pagan would become
like her supervisor, who often scolded
her. But Pagan dismissed her concerns.
He said she just had a bad boss. He
would never be like that.

Touched by pain

Veronica Zapot worked on Pagan’s
line. She was a quiet, petite woman who
kept her head down. But in 2001, she be-
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became too much. More than five years later, her hands are better, but she still has pain and struggles with some routine tasks.
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Lydia Torres says she had carpal tunnel surgery on her right hand after working at the House of Raeford poultry plant in Greenville, S.C. She says she quit when the pain
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gan to complain about her hands. Pagan
conceded the work was difficult, but if
she wanted the job she would need to
keep up, he said.

He later learned Zapot, then 30, lived
a few blocks from his apartment. She
told him about coming to the Carolinas
from Coatzacoalcos, Mexico. She told
him about her life as a single mother,
and the challenges of raising children in
the U.S.

He later invited Zapot to leave her
baby with Torres, who was then taking
care of several workers’ children for ex-
tra money.

Pagan watched as Zapot struggled.
She de-boned 200 to 300 chicken thighs
an hour. Eventually, she said, the fingers
of her hand locked into a claw - the way
Torres” had. Unable to straighten them,
she said she would have to tilt her hand
to let the knife slip out.

“She’d come to me. She’d be holding
her wrists,” Pagan said. “You could see

it in her eyes that she was in pain.”

He sent her to the first-aid attendant,
who gave Zapot over-the-counter pain
pills and a bandage, suggesting her
throbbing hands came from cooking at
home.

“She’d say, “You Mexicans, you make
so many tortillas,” ” Zapot said.

When Zapot visited a doctor on her
own, she said she learned she had tendi-
nitis. She later had surgery and won a
worker’s compensation settlement, ac-
cording to her attorneys.

“The tendons in my fingers were in
knots,” she said.

House of Raeford declined to com-
ment on many of the employees’ specif-
ic allegations, saying that, without
signed releases, it was unable to discuss
details of their health or employment.
In general, the company said it found
“many inaccuracies” in the information
workers provided to the Observer but
declined to elaborate.

“The allegations made by these for-
mer employees do not fairly or accu-
rately represent the policies or manage-
ment practices of House of Raeford
Farms,” the company wrote. ... “We val-
ue our employees and strive to treat
them in a fair and respectful manner at
all times.”

‘Tell them to wait’

Pagan said he worried about his
workers, but giving them breaks left
him with fewer hands on the line. A
boss once admonished Pagan for send-
ing workers to the first-aid station, he
said.

Three other ex-supervisors and a for-
mer human resources employee simi-
larly described a culture where supervi-
sors dismissed employee’s complaints.
Caitlyn Davis, who worked in the hu-
man resources department until she
quit in July, said one supervisor referred
to his Latino assistants as “Thing 1” and
“Thing 2.”

Another former supervisor told the
Observer: “They tell you to not let peo-
ple off the line. “To wait. To wait. Tell
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them to wait until the break. Tell them
to wait until someone else can replace
them. Tell them to wait until after
work.” It’s always to wait. The pain
doesn’t wait.”

The supervisor said he was fired af-
ter receiving three or four reprimands,
the last for a safety violation. He re-
quested his name not be used because
he still has relatives working for the
company.

Cronic, the Greenville complex man-
ager, said in a written response, “If any
supervisor is discouraging employees
from reporting injuries, that supervisor
is in violation of company policy.”

New pressure

In 2004, four years after becoming a
supervisor, Pagan woke up in a sweat. It
was about 2 a.m. He was shaking.

Torres asked what was wrong. He
said a boss was increasing the pressure
On Supervisors.

My stomach’s tied in knots, he said. I
don’t know how long I can stay.

Torres said he often came home an-
gry. He became detached. He lost his
sense of humor. It affected their sex life.

“I didn’t have any will to do any-
thing,” Pagan said.

In early 2005, good news came. A so-
cial worker told the couple that a family
had offered a baby for adoption.

Pagan had four children from a previ-
ous marriage. Torres had none and did
not want to go through infertility treat-
ments she needed to become pregnant.

Three days later, on Feb. 14, they
brought Bryant home. He was four days
old and weighed less than 9 pounds.

“He was the tiniest thing,” Torres
said.

The couple knew that social workers
would visit the family regularly to
check on Bryant’s progress. They
would want to know that the boy was
being well cared for and that the family
had the financial means to support the
child. It would be two years before Bry-
ant would be officially theirs.

Pagan needed his job more than ever.

Final conflict

Pagan was overseeing more than 100
workers.

He quietly began to warn some about
their hands. He allowed more first-aid
breaks.

After work, mothers would come to
Pagan’s home to pick up their children
from Torres. They would often com-
plain about their hands. Several, like
Carolina Cruz, did not have the hand
strength to hold their children. Cruz re-
lied on her forearms to lift and hug her
young son, Jose.

Pagan said he felt bad for the workers
but angry at them for enduring the pain.
He never advised them to quit because
he knew their families needed the mon-
ey. But he encouraged them to look for
other jobs.

“You shouldn’t do this work,” he re-
calls telling them. “Youll ruin your
hands.

“Look at Veronica. Look at Lydia. She
can’t even brush her hair.”

Pagan said he was meeting his pro-
duction goals in early 2006, but was be-
ing blamed more for workers’ mistakes.

A boss pulled him into an office, he
said, and reprimanded him for leaving
too much meat on the floor.

Pagan said he was told to sign a dis-
ciplinary note for his personnel file. He
was being punished, he believed, for
giving workers too many breaks.

He refused to sign and walked out.

‘'ll never go back’

Torres gave their dining room table
to a niece. Pagan sold his car to a friend.
They took most of the pictures off the
wall, but left U.S. and Puerto Rican flags
hanging in the living room. They
packed their belongings into 40 boxes
and shipped them to Puerto Rico.

Pagan said he planned to buy a used
bus and hoped to get a public route
again.

Before leaving, he made one last visit
to the plant. He walked along one of the
wooded trails lined with discarded
gloves and hairnets. He stopped near a
picnic table and spoke about his former
job.

He had hoped for more when he
came to Greenville. He and Torres did
make enough money to buy a four-
room house in Guayanilla, Puerto Rico,
and they adopted their son, Bryant.

But he said he’ll never forget how La-
tinos were treated at the poultry plant -
and how he felt forced to treat them.
Did he have a choice? No, he says, not if
he wanted to keep his job.

“I'll never go back,” he said.

Moments later, a man with a red hard
hat walked out a plant door. Pagan took
a long look. It was one of his former
bosses.

“We should go before he says some-
thing,” he said.

Pagan turned away from the poultry
plant and walked back up the path.

Epilogue

In August, Pagan and Torres
moved back to Puerto Rico.

Torres stays home with Bryant.
Pagan drives a bus again.

"| feel good here," he says. "l
have family. The only thing is, you
don’t make much money to save."

She’d come to me. She’d be holding her wrists. You could see it

in her eyes that she was in pain.”
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