
 
 

 
June 30, 2020 
 
The Honorable Elizabeth Warren 
United States Senate 
309 Hart Senate Office Building 
Washington, DC 20510 

 The Honorable Cory Booker 
United States Senate 
717 Hart Senate Office Building  
Washington, DC 20510 

 
Dear Senators Warren and Booker: 
 
On behalf of the entire Smithfield Foods leadership team and our 42,000 U.S. team members, I 
am responding to your June 22, 2020 letter concerning our company’s work to both protect the 
health and safety of our workforce and feed America. Thousands of members of our Smithfield 
Family have joined me in signing this letter because they have stood on the frontlines as our 
company has fulfilled its responsibility to our team members and country amid the COVID-19 
pandemic. 
 
While I appreciate this chance to highlight our employees and farmers’ tremendous work in 
response to COVID-19, the aggressive and accusatory tone of your letter suggests your offices 
have already formed conclusions without an attempt to speak with us or understand the industry 
that provides affordable meals to millions of Americans every day. This is disappointing. This is 
especially disheartening after what our industry and its brave frontline workers have been 
through over the past several months. 
 
Your letter is fraught with misinformation about our company and industry that appears to be 
strictly gleaned from media outlets that have made statements and inferences that grossly 
mischaracterize us, our values and response to COVID-19. Moreover, your letter reveals a 
fundamental misunderstanding of our food supply chain, the agricultural sector and the role 
exports play in a healthy farm economy. The purpose of our response is to set the record straight 
and better inform your staff on these critical issues.  
 
First and foremost, your letter applies a partisan lens to our company. We have no interest in 
being a political pawn for either party. The Department of Homeland Security, through multiple 
administrations, Democratic and Republican alike, has always recognized food and agriculture as 
critical infrastructure. Despite the inference in your letter, this was not a new designation by the 
current Administration. The Executive Order reaffirmed our obligation to continue providing 
food for the American people and supporting farmers, which is not a partisan issue. We are 
apolitical in our determination to fight through this crisis, and we wish representatives in 
Washington could unite on the need to feed Americans during a national emergency.  
 
Candidly, we are weary of critics in the media who are detached from the realities of this 
worldwide pandemic.  
 
Namely, that we must produce food, and somebody has to do it.  
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It is the men and women who are part of our Smithfield Family and our industry that have 
answered the bell. They are heroes. Contrary to some media reports, they are not exploited or 
unaware of the risks. Our entire country owes them a debt of gratitude, and to suggest otherwise 
is patronizing and diminishes their heroism. Heroes, every last one.  
 
In the midst of this global pandemic, our brave team members have stood in the breach. It is 
unconscionable that we have – for the most part – done so alone. A broad coalition of 
stakeholders should have been here with us developing solutions, implementing protections and, 
at the very least, supporting us. Support has been very difficult to find. Yet, we have soldiered 
on, guided by an abiding conviction we are doing the right thing. 
 
As you know, we have facilities in Springfield, MA and Elizabeth, NJ, which provide jobs to 
hundreds of your constituents. So, we were surprised to receive your letter after literally no prior 
communication from you or your staff since the onset of the pandemic. We have provided your 
office with several updates but have received no communication or concern for your constituent 
employees before your press release. We would have gladly engaged with you sooner, especially 
in the early days, when your support and assistance could have helped us as we worked around 
the clock to respond to an unprecedented pandemic and were first implementing aggressive 
measures to protect our employees’ health and safety while also safeguarding America’s food 
supply. But that is not the path that you chose. 
 
We welcome this opportunity to provide you with the facts. 
 
The accusation that we have been unwilling to implement worker protections is patently and 
demonstrably false. The assertion seems to be we are jeopardizing employees’ health and safety 
for the sake of what, profits? 
 
If profits were our motivation, why would the following be true? 
 
• We have not laid off or furloughed any of our more than 42,000 U.S. employees since 

the pandemic began. This at a time when over 40 million Americans have made initial 
jobless claims and the enormous economic cost of the pandemic is being borne by our 
nation’s service and production employees like our own. They are the bedrock of American 
society and we are proud our company has been able to stand tall during this crisis, keeping 
food on tables while also providing a mechanism, in the service of our country, to care for 
their families. 

 
• We have paid employees, approximately 7,000 of them, while shuttering six plants. 
 
• We have offered a paid leave benefit for all employees age 60 or above, not 65, and/or at 

higher risk for serious complications from COVID-19, as defined by CDC guidelines – 
nearly 3,000 of them. That’s right, we have been paying nearly 3,000 members of our 
Smithfield Family to stay home for months until the risk is reduced. These are some of our 
most experienced and best employees and it has put tremendous strain on our operations. We 
did it anyway. Apparently, media reports missed this fact. It may interest you to know that 
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most of them had to be convinced to take leave and dozens have refused outright. We 
adopted this policy in an all-out effort to insulate the most vulnerable among us – a tact the 
country would be well advised to adopt.  

 
• We have put in place liberal leave and pay policies that have guaranteed pay for nearly 

11,000 employees who were quarantined, but did not test positive for COVID-19, or 
were otherwise unable to attain 40 hours of work in a week. That’s right, 11,000 more 
employees paid for not working. We have been aggressive with contact tracing and lenient 
with attendance. We have guaranteed pay for employees on shuttered lines and lines 
operating on a reduced schedule.  

 
• We have expanded employee health benefits and removed all barriers in our health 

plan to accessing medical care including eliminating co-pays for COVID-19 related 
testing and treatment.  

 
• We have hired private healthcare providers, at considerable cost, for every one of our 

processing facilities to provide free, on-demand COVID-19 testing to all employees. We 
are encouraging testing despite the sizeable expense. 

 
• We have added “Responsibility” pay premiums to supplement industry-leading base 

wage rates by more than $4 per hour on average. In the case of our Sioux Falls facility, 
the most prominent of our plants in the media amid the pandemic, our base wage rates range 
from $14 to $29 per hour. “Responsibility” pay is in addition. Overtime wage rates are paid 
at one and one-half to two times base wage rates and our employees are afforded full benefit 
packages, including medical, prescription, dental, vision, 401(k) plans, tuition assistance and 
more. These heroes have maintained our food supply when so many, including the very 
critics pushing the false narrative that we are encouraging employees to work sick, sheltered 
in place. 

 
Some have suggested we eliminate the “Responsibility” pay premiums. Their twisted logic 
deduces that we are incenting workers to work sick. To them I say hogwash. Our employees 
deserve these premiums. They have maintained our food supply when so many have 
sheltered in place. Given the policies we have, there is no incentive for an employee to do so. 
Moreover, it insults the character of our employees to suggest they would jeopardize fellow 
employees by working sick.  

 
• We have spent tens of millions of dollars on personal protective equipment (PPE) to 

include millions of masks and face shields to outfit every single team member, and tens 
of thousands of sanitizer stations. We did this as quickly as CDC guidance was issued and 
supplies became available. Any suggestion otherwise is false. More on this topic later. 

 
• We have adopted a series of stringent and detailed processes, protocols and protective 

measures that follow, and in many cases exceed, CDC and OSHA guidance for Meat 
and Poultry Processing Workers and Employers. 
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This includes boosting PPE to include masks and face shields; installing plexiglass and other 
physical barriers on our production floor and in break rooms; implementing mass thermal 
scanning systems to identify employees with elevated temperatures prior to entering 
facilities; increasing social distancing, wherever possible; adding abundant hand sanitizing 
stations; enhancing cleaning and disinfection; implementing mass communications tools 
ensuring our employees know how COVID-19 spreads and how to protect themselves and 
others; explicitly instructing employees not to report to work if they are sick or exhibiting 
COVID-19 symptoms; requiring that sick employees stay home and isolate according to 
CDC and OSHA guidelines; and more. 

 
• We donated 40 million servings of protein to food banks nationwide. Valued at more than 

$30 million, these donations are the largest in company history and came at a time when food 
banks across the country need it the most. 

 
Do these sound like the actions of a company that does not care about employee health and 
safety or is putting profits ahead of its team members? 
 
All told, these measures will total in the hundreds of millions of dollars for our company in just 
four months. As highlighted above, we have paid over 22,000 employees to stay home at various 
points since the onset of the pandemic. Why are we doing all these things? Most assuredly not 
for profits. 
 
There are only two reasons – to keep employees as healthy and safe as possible and to fulfill our 
obligation to the American people to maintain the food supply. I have said this publicly many 
times and since you reference it in your letter, I will repeat it here again: We have continued to 
run our processing plants, distribution centers, farms and feed mills for one reason: to sustain our 
nation’s food supply during the COVID-19 pandemic. Operating is not a question of profits; it is 
a question of necessity. We believe it is our obligation to help feed the country and support 
American farmers, now more than ever. 
 
During this pandemic, our entire industry has been faced with an impossible choice: continue to 
operate to sustain our nation’s food supply or shutter in an attempt to entirely insulate our team 
members from risk. It is an awful choice; it is not one we wish on anyone. There is nothing we 
would like better than to keep employees at home like the rest of America. 
 
If that was an option, I would exercise it without hesitation. 
 
But it is impossible to keep protein on tables across America if our nation’s meat plants are not 
running. Beyond the implications to our food supply, our entire agricultural community is in 
jeopardy. So, yes, we do have a stark choice as a nation: we are either going to produce food or 
not, even in the face of COVID-19. Absent politics, one would think the answer is not debatable. 
 
With these things said, I welcome this opportunity to respond to your specific questions.  
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To date, how many of your U.S. workers have become ill from COVID-19? How many have 
been hospitalized? How many have died? Please provide a breakdown for each U.S. facility 
that you operate. 
 
Throughout the pandemic, we have partnered with our local and state health departments to help 
ensure COVID-19 cases among our employees are completely and accurately reflected in their 
data, and subsequently, that of the CDC. This reporting approach ensures that the data is 
correctly and transparently disclosed to stakeholders by healthcare authorities. In addition, our 
local HR representatives and/or COVID-19 workplace coordinators are available to provide a 
current account of active cases at our facilities to employees and answer any questions they have 
about the virus. 
 
Employees should never be reduced to numbers; even one loss scars our hearts. Based on 
publicly available data, the U.S. death rate from COVID-19 is significantly higher, more than 
twenty times, than that within our company. The number of our employees lost to this global 
pandemic is measured in the low hundredths of one percent of our total workforce. Said 
differently, you have to go four decimal places to the right of zero before a number appears. 
Expressed in numerical terms, it is a single digit. But in our hearts, it remains an incalculable 
loss. 
 
Our share of the national toll is five decimal places to the right of zero, measured as thousandths 
of one percent.  
 
These statistics are noteworthy because, unlike much of America who has sheltered at home, 
our team members have continued to report to work. We wonder why, based on these statistics, 
there has been so much focus on our essential industry, which is feeding people during the 
pandemic. 
 
Our mortality rates are also lower than that of other essential critical infrastructure workers like 
those in law enforcement, for example. Nevertheless, we are deeply saddened by the passing of 
even one employee, as well as the more than 125,000 Americans who have succumbed to 
COVID-19. As we fight COVID-19 together with the rest of our industry and country, we have 
implemented aggressive measures to protect our team members from the virus in the workplace. 
 
Please provide a list stating the dates when you implemented Centers for Disease Control 
and Prevention and Occupational Safety and Health Administration’s best practices for 
meat and poultry processors to protect workers at each of your plants, specifically 
including when you implemented the following safety measures: (a) modifying the 
processing line to accommodate social distancing, (b) installing physical barriers, (c) having 
workers wear protective personal equipment including masks, and (d) modifying sick leave 
policies so that ill workers are not in the workplace or penalized for taking leave. 
 
All these safety measures – and more – were implemented well in advance of the issuance of the 
Interim Guidance from the CDC and OSHA for Meat and Poultry Processing Workers and 
Employers on April 26, 2020. That’s the short answer to your question. But we provide 
additional context for your information below. 
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Throughout the pandemic, representatives from CDC and OSHA, as well as state and local 
health departments and other officials have visited our plants and observed firsthand our 
employee protective measures. Their feedback has been overwhelmingly positive and re-
affirmed the fact that we are operating at or above the standards set forth in the joint CDC and 
OSHA guidance. 
 
PPE for our industry always meant things like hardhats, boots, frocks and metal sleeves. 
Overnight our world changed and so did the definition of PPE. Masks and face shields for every 
single team member became a necessary part of our arsenal. They had never been required or 
used in our industry.  
 
Some have accused us of being slow to implement. These critics refuse to be bound to reality and 
practicality. Wishing we could suddenly have tens of millions of masks on hand and actually 
making them materialize in our facilities are two different things. It is hard to believe that people 
would try to rewrite history that is just three months in the rearview mirror. Yet, that is what 
some are doing. 
 
Those who at once shout at us to follow CDC guidelines simultaneously complain that we were 
late to outfit our employees with masks. Conveniently absent from their critiques is the cold hard 
fact the CDC advised against wearing masks, actually discouraging anyone other than medical 
professionals from even trying to purchase them all the way through March. It was not until the 
first week in April that the CDC reversed course in a Friday night announcement. They 
announced it to the whole world at the same time, not first to essential industries. Then, the race 
was on for masks. 
 
How easy do you think it was to secure the tens of millions of masks our industry needs in the 
middle of a global pandemic in which everyone in the entire world was on a hunt for masks?  
 
Those of us “in the arena” worked around the clock to secure PPE recommended under the new 
guidance. Miraculously, we were able to secure and distribute masks to all our production 
employees throughout the U.S. within days. In addition, we also provided face shields to every 
team member in our facilities. 
 
Now, the revisionist historians demand to know why masks were not part of our PPE in March. 
Are they innocently overlooking CDC guidance in effect through the first week in April or are 
they intentionally confusing timelines to fit a narrative? 
 
To be clear, I’m not criticizing the CDC. Like everyone else in this pandemic, I think they are 
doing the best they can and adapting as quickly as they can. So are we. We have done everything 
we can, as fast as we can. 
 
It is no secret that social distancing is the biggest challenge we have faced as an industry. Most 
manufacturing plants, of any kind, are not designed for it. For good reason, plants are typically 
designed to maximize space and efficiency. The meat industry is no different. Industry facilities 
are not designed for social distancing; that is an incontrovertible, if not inconvenient, fact. And 
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yet, we have tried to do just that to the extent possible, as required by the joint CDC and OSHA 
guidance. 
 
Please understand, processing plants were no more designed to operate in a pandemic than 
hospitals were designed to produce pork. In other words, for better or worse, our plants are what 
they are. Four walls, engineered design, efficient use of space, etc. Spread out? Okay. Where? 
 
To say it is a challenge is an understatement. For those of us “in the arena,” we’re tethered to 
facts and realities. Nevertheless, we have adapted our facilities, as fast as possible, to mitigate 
the risk of virus transmission. Where social distancing is not possible, we have erected physical 
barriers or expanded common areas like lunch and locker rooms with temporary structures like 
tents. We are encouraging employees to observe all hygiene and safety protocols with signage all 
over our processing facilities. We are screening employees for temperature, garbing employees 
with frocks, boots, masks, permanent face shields, hard hats, and face/hair nets, among other 
protections. 
 
Cost, by the way, has not been on the list of considerations. 
 
An oft-repeated demand is that the industry “slow line speeds for more social distancing.” 
Missing is the implication of what that means. Slowing line speeds by 50 percent, for example, 
means euthanizing half of our nation’s livestock, the collapse of farm prices (law of supply and 
demand), burying food in the ground, food insecurity and higher food prices for everyone 
including, most importantly, those that can least afford it. These are not scare tactics; they are 
inescapable realities that anyone with a basic understanding of our food system and critical 
thinking skills can quickly deduce. Again, we must be tethered to facts. 
 
If you process only half the animals, where does the other half go? It’s a continuous flow system; 
the biological flow coming from our nation’s prolific producers is inexorable. There is nowhere 
for livestock to go but in the ground. There is no space available. We do not like it any more than 
you do. 
 
Again, we have no desire to stand alone in the breach between the American people and food 
shortages, particularly with Monday morning quarterbacks everywhere. But here we find 
ourselves. 
 
So, we ask the “WWYD” question. What would you do if thrust into our position? 
 
I suspect you would do as we have done, which is to implement every possible mitigating 
employee protection you can think of and accept the awesome responsibility of maintaining our 
food supply. 
 
Think this has been easy? It has not. I would gladly let you live in my shoes. 
 
You would quickly see, as I have, the resolve and fortitude of our Smithfield Family is carrying 
us through. They are heroes. 
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America owes our workers and every other critical infrastructure worker their sincere gratitude. 
Many Americans do not understand where their food comes from, but I would hope that 
America’s policymakers do. 
 
What actions do you take when a worker is symptomatic for COVID-19? 
 
To effectively manage COVID-19 cases in our operations, we have instituted a series of stringent 
and detailed protocols that follow CDC and OSHA guidance. Employees who test positive for 
COVID-19 are: 
 

• Instructed not to report to work or are immediately isolated onsite. 
• Advised to contact a healthcare provider. 
• Quarantined with pay. 
• Asked to identify all coworkers with whom they have had close contact, as defined by the 

CDC. These employees are notified as soon as possible and subjected to appropriate 
protocols. 

• The area in which the employee works, as well as all common areas, are thoroughly 
sanitized. This is on top of the enhanced cleaning and disinfection we have already 
instituted at all our locations. 

 
We are paying employees, including any and all bonuses, when they are quarantined as a result 
of COVID-19 diagnosis or exposure. 
 
Do you provide sick workers with free COVID-19 testing? 
 
Yes, we provide all our employees with free COVID-19 testing, sick or not. 
 
Do you provide sick workers with paid emergency sick leave? 
 
Yes. 
 
When a worker tests positive, do you conduct contact tracing at your plants and provide 
free testing for other workers identified through contact tracing? 
 
Yes, and we also partner with local and state health authorities in these efforts when they are 
willing. 
 
Have your Human Resources personnel or third-party companies charged with screening 
workers ever told workers to come in if they experience symptoms but are not running a 
fever? 
 
This is completely contrary to our COVID-19 processes and protocols. 
 
Have you revised your company incentives and policies to ensure that sick workers are not 
encouraged to keep working? (a) Do you condition bonuses on 100% attendance? Do you 
have an attendance policy that penalizes workers for missing work due to illness or missing 
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work due to childcare, or have you reinstated such a policy? (b) Do you currently provide 
paid family leave? (c) Do you penalize workers for absences related to childcare issues? 
 
We have absolutely no motivation – in fact, we are disincentivized – to have sick team members 
reporting to work. We are regularly and explicitly instructing employees in multiple languages, 
“Do not report to work if you are sick or exhibiting COVID-19 symptoms. You will be paid.” To 
be clear, we are paying employees, including any and all bonuses, when they are absent from 
work due to COVID-19. In addition, as a company, we fully comply with Family and Medical 
Leave Act requirements. 
 
Our nation’s food workers are fighting COVID-19 by embracing their responsibility to safeguard 
America’s food supply during these unprecedented times. As a company and a nation, we should 
reward those who accept responsibility. This is why we have dedicated $120 million to providing 
Responsibility Bonuses to all our production and distribution center team members. Employees 
who miss work due to COVID-19 are receiving the Responsibility Bonus. 
 
The following questions ask for commercially sensitive data concerning our business and 
operations. In an effort to be transparent and responsive, we offer the below information and 
context regarding the U.S. market and industry dynamics. Please note that Smithfield processes 
pork only, not poultry and/or beef, in the U.S. 
 
The U.S pork market is perhaps one of the most transparent markets in existence. Under federal 
law, industry participants are required to report sale prices and volumes, including export sales, 
to the USDA, which publishes a daily record of prices. Similarly, hog purchases are also 
reported daily. Therefore, our production volumes, hog purchases and sales volumes are all 
included in USDA data. 
 
Rarely do extracts of raw data or individual data points yield information allowing for 
substantive conclusions. Markets are complex and impacted by thousands of variables as diverse 
as geopolitical trade relations and agreements to weather. Moreover, comparisons of individual 
data points are further complicated by seasonality, volatility and supply/demand, among other 
significant factors. While we provide industry-based answers to the questions you ask, we 
caution against arriving at conclusions based on this raw data. Be advised that deeper analysis 
will likely be required by individuals with a deep understanding of U.S. and world agricultural 
markets. 
 
How many tons of (a) poultry, (b) beef, and (c) pork did your company produce in U.S. 
plants from March 1, 2020 – May 31, 2020? 
 
The U.S. produced approximately 2.94 million metric tons of pork from March through May, 
down 5 percent year over year. 
 
How many tons of (a) poultry, (b) beef, and (c) pork did your company export to China 
from March 1, 2020 – May 31, 2020? How did this compare to exports to China over this 
same time period in 2019? How many tons of (a) poultry, (b) beef, and (c) pork did your 
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company export to countries besides China from March 1, 2020 – May 31, 2020? How did 
this compare to these exports over this same time period in 2019? 
 
The U.S. exported 199,959 metric tons of pork and pork variety meats to China in March and 
April, up 282 percent year over year. Our corresponding percentage increase was much lower 
than the industry in totality. Not including China, the U.S. exported 342,304 metric tons of pork 
and pork variety meats to the rest of the world in March and April, down 6 percent year over 
year. May data is not currently publicly available. In the same period in 2019, U.S. pork exports 
to China were slowed by trade disputes, but were reignited after the Phase One Trade Deal in 
early 2020 and prior to the onset of the pandemic in the U.S. These facts severely distort the year 
over year comparison. 
 
Smithfield is just one of a number of U.S. pork processors who export a portion of their 
production to a diverse set of international markets. Our company was founded in Smithfield, 
Virginia, in 1936, where we remain headquartered and run by an entirely American and U.S.-
based management team. Smithfield was acquired by Hong Kong-based WH Group in 2013. 
WH Group is a publicly traded company with shareholders around the world. Anyone anywhere 
can purchase shares of WH Group on the Hong Kong Stock Exchange under the stock code 
00288. In fact, WH Group’s shareholders include many large U.S.-based financial institutions. It 
is not a Chinese state-owned enterprise and does not undertake commercial activities on behalf 
of the Chinese government. Smithfield is a multi-national company and in no way controlled or 
influenced by any government, nor do we allocate product to any specific country, including 
China. I am increasingly concerned about the xenophobic zeal that perpetuates falsehoods and 
unfairly stigmatizes our 42,000 U.S. employees who can do nothing about our corporate 
structure. Smithfield fully supports and participates in the free market, as do all its competitors. 
 
Your letter accuses our company of diverting products to foreign countries at a time when we 
warned of the possibility of food shortages right here in our country. Further, you assert that 
price levels were manipulated to take advantage of the American people. These assertions are 
wrong.  
 
Pork is the most consumed protein in the world, and 95 percent of the world’s population lives 
outside of the U.S. In the normal course, the U.S. has an abundant surplus of meat and produces 
roughly 25-30 percent more pork than can be consumed within our shores. The U.S. is the 
second-largest exporter of pork, behind the combined countries of the European Union. The 
main destinations for U.S. pork are China, Mexico, Japan and South Korea. Exports benefit 
American farmers, create jobs and reduce the U.S. global trade deficit.  
 
Every major protein processor in the U.S. exports products to dozens of countries around the 
world. This is a win-win for our nation’s farmers who are dependent on healthy export markets 
and robust trade with other countries. Exports benefit American farmers, create jobs and reduce 
the U.S. global trade deficit. 
 
Ask any American farmer or farm industry association whether exports are important to a 
healthy farm economy. American farmers are dependent on robust export markets to sell the 
over-abundance of food we generate under normal circumstances. 
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What no one anticipated, and has never happened in our lifetimes, is the scenario we are living 
through today. 
 
That is, our harvest facilities, which are the critical linchpin in the supply chain, could be 
threatened, en masse, by a global pandemic that threatens our ability to produce food. As long as 
our nation’s harvest facilities continue to operate, not only do we have enough meat to feed 
Americans, but also to feed the world. 
 
Without them, there is no food, either for the domestic or export markets. 
 
Exports have indeed increased significantly year over year. But, there are a multitude of reasons 
why exports occur or, in this case, continued during the period you cite, including:  
 

• U.S.-China Phase One Trade Deal – The U.S. has been locked in a bitter trade war with 
China for the last three years. Punitive tariffs were put in place by both governments 
during the course of the dispute. Those tariffs severely restricted the flow of trade for the 
previous two years. In January 2020, the Administration announced a Phase One 
agreement, the centerpiece of which was a commitment on China’s part to purchase 
significantly more agricultural goods. That commitment was widely hailed as a victory 
for U.S. farmers. So, comparisons to 2019 must be viewed through the lens of the 
changed circumstances year over year. 

 
Without an understanding of agricultural markets, a few media outlets have concluded 
something nefarious is afoot. Clearly, these circumstances have had a material impact on 
the raw data.  
 
Incidentally, Smithfield, together with the entire agricultural sector, fully supported the 
goals of the trade agreement, which is for a fairer balance of trade and the elimination of 
punitive tariffs that harm American competitiveness. 

 
• The Pork Industry Exports Items Americans Do Not Eat – A good portion of what is 

exported are items that attract little or no interest from domestic consumers. These 
include the byproducts from the pork production process like pig tongues, hearts, livers, 
kidneys, stomachs, bladders, uteri, snoots, ears, feet and tails, and underutilized muscle 
cuts like large hams, for example, that find homes in export markets like China and 
Mexico because of low or seasonal demand in the U.S. The various primal cuts do not 
have equal demand in the U.S. Bellies, for example, have historically been in high 
demand in the U.S. because Americans love bacon. Whole bone-in hams not so much. 

 
When you harvest an animal, you harvest the entire animal. Consequently, every pig 
harvested for U.S. consumption also generates export products. There will always be 
exports even in a time of shortage in the U.S. 
 
For the most part, the U.S. does not export packaged meats products like bacon, ham and 
sausage and no packaged meats products at all are shipped to China from the U.S. 
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• Many Industry Production Facilities Are Designed for Export – American farmers 

are reliant on robust export markets. Consequently, production facilities are designed and 
configured to produce products to export specifications. Again, 25-30 percent of 
production is exported under normal circumstances. Converting export lines back to 
domestic retail lines takes time. This often entails specific production equipment, 
staffing, training, packaging equipment and stock, labeling, etc. 

 
Similarly, the industry has certain facilities or production lines within facilities that are 
designed for foodservice customers. These lines specialize in products designed for 
restaurant use. 
 
It is how plants are designed and operated. 
 
Because these lines, and indeed some entire plants, are specifically designed for a 
particular trade channel (retail, foodservice or export), production cannot be turned on 
and off like a light switch, to use Dr. Fauci’s expression. The industry cannot simply 
produce export product one day and domestic product the next. Similarly, foodservice 
lines cannot produce foodservice products one day and convert to retail lines the next 
day. It does not work that way. We wish it did. It does not. 
 
For example, retail grocery supply chains are no more equipped to handle a thirty-pound 
box of foodservice bacon than the American consumer is prepared to purchase in that 
quantity. More importantly, the manufacturing specifications and packaging are 
completely different for retail and foodservice products. In the same way, export 
production lines set up to ship three-piece frozen carcasses to foreign destinations cannot 
immediately convert to domestic production because conversion requires engineering 
new production flows, installation of new cutting equipment, hiring and training 
additional staff, etc. The time to convert lines is typically measured in months under the 
best of circumstances, never mind during a global pandemic. 
 
Modern retail grocery chains are not equipped to accept carcasses in their supply chain. 
They have no way of cutting and packaging the meat for sale. Bear in mind, the livestock 
keeps coming no matter what disruptions may occur in the various channels. 
 
Industry players have begun modifications to convert lines to domestic production. 
Indeed, we announced back in early May our intention to retrofit lines in a major plant 
from carcass export to domestic production. We have spent over $20 million first 
installing and now converting it back to domestic production. We said then we would be 
ready by July. We are on schedule although labor availability is a concern. 

 
• Channel Disruption/Demand Shocks – Demand shocks from the sudden closure of 

virtually every restaurant across the country meant supplies normally sold in foodservice 
channels may have been redirected to export markets. The meat business is a “sell it or 
smell it” business. 
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For just some of these reasons, it is not surprising that export volumes remained high during the 
period you reference. 
 
The bottom line is surplus and byproducts are sold in export markets, not the other way around. 
We would never manipulate something as important to our country as the food supply and give 
preference to foreign customers. Again, we are 42,000 strong. The idea that we would seek to 
feed another nation before our own is deeply offensive. Our warnings of impending meat 
shortages did not cause retailers to limit purchases; surging demand, empty meat cases and 
unfilled orders did that, something we are struggling with even today. 
 
What was your company’s average increase in wholesale prices for (a) poultry, (b) beef, 
and (c) pork destined for U.S. consumers from March 1, 2020 – May 31, 2020? What was 
your company’s average change in prices paid to domestic farmers and ranchers for (a) 
poultry, (b) beef, and (c) pork from March 1, 2020 – May 31, 2020? 
 
The question asks about two simple data points. Note prices fluctuate daily, even dramatically, 
particularly amid a global pandemic. Furthermore, March 1, 2020 and May 31, 2020 are 
weekends. The USDA pork carcass cutout on March 2, 2020 was $66.55. The USDA pork 
carcass cutout on June 1, 2020 was $81.04. The Chicago Mercantile Exchange (CME) Lean Hog 
Index on March 2, 2020 was $56.27. The CME Lean Hog Index on June 1, 2020 was $57.85. 
 
Did the source of the (a) poultry, (b) beef, and (c) pork you slaughtered change significantly 
from March 1, 2020 – May 31, 2020? In particular, was there an increase in livestock 
brought in from outside the United States during this time period? 
 
No. All of our hogs continue to be sourced from U.S. farmers. 
 
In closing, we view your letter as based on a series of misunderstandings that we hope this 
communication has helped clear up. American agriculture, including Smithfield Foods, is an 
exemplar of American ingenuity, hard work and success. Too often media reports perpetuate the 
narrative of bad meat companies forcing employees to work in Upton Sinclair’s Jungle. There is 
only one problem with that image. Today’s processing facilities bear little resemblance to the 
dystopian image conjured up by Sinclair’s novel a century ago. Decades of labor reforms and 
worker protections have changed all that for the better. Today, our composite injury and illness 
rates continue to be significantly lower than the industry and are comparable, on average, with 
manufacturing as a whole. 
 
Are the jobs hard? Yes. Production work is often physically demanding. Our employees work 
extremely hard. Do we tolerate abusive conditions or have no regard for employee safety? 
Absolutely not. 
 
Corporations are not filled with bad people. They are filled with people, just like you, that care 
about human beings, embrace responsibility to others and are trying to do the very best they can. 
 
We will continue to stand tall and look ourselves in the mirror secure in the knowledge we have 
stepped up for the country in its time of need and have done everything possible to protect 
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employee health and safety. It is what we said we would do at the outset of this crisis and it is 
precisely what we have done. 
 
For the record, this crisis is far from over. If you are interested in helping us maintain our 
nation’s food supply and/or engaging in good faith discussions about employee safety, export 
dynamics or pricing mechanisms in the pork industry, we would be more than happy to engage. 
In the meantime, we will remain committed to keeping food on tables across America: today, 
tomorrow and every day. 
 
I could not be prouder of our Smithfield Family. 
 
Sincerely, 

 
Kenneth M. Sullivan 
President and Chief Executive Officer 
Smithfield Foods, Inc. 
 
The undersigned members of our Smithfield Family hereby express their support for our 
company and this response: 
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