
I

* I

vol. xvii no:NALOF POLITICS



™

Poultry companies promise
farmers goodmoney—but

some growers wind upwith big
debts and empty barns.

helma and J.C. Ross couldn’t resist

^ the promise of full-time pay for^ part-time work.
A decent living is hard to come

by in OakCity,North Carolina, located
two hours eastofRaleigh in a rural county
plagued by poverty and unemployment.
Sowhen Perdue Farms began looking for
farmers to grow their chickens in the mid-
1970s— and promising goodmoney for a
two-hour-a-day job—the Rosses jumped
at the chance.

Every few weeks, they were told, they
would receive a shipment of three-week-
old chickens to raise until the birds were
ready for slaughter. TheRosseswould pay
for the construction of two large chicken
houses, aswell as all the equipment neces¬
sary for poultry farming. Perdue would
provide the birds and feed. The couple
would be paid at a rate setby Perdue.

“They said, ‘This is a joint venture;
we’re supposed towork together,’” J.C.
recalls.More importantly, thePerdue rep
promised J.C. that he could raise the
chickenswithout hiring any labor. “I must
have asked him that 100 times. Because I
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didn’twant houses if I had to hire labor.”
Convinced they were getting a good

deal, theRosses took out loans from two
federal agencies to build their first two
chicken houses. For the first year, all went
according to plan.

But the Rosses kept hearing rumors that
Perduewould stop delivering three-week-
old chickens to the farmers, and substitute
newborn chicks.Newborns require full¬
time supervision and aremore vulnerable
to heat, cold and rain. “We heard it through
the grapevine, but they denied itevery time
we asked,” Thelma says.

Then one day, the word came down that
the rumorwas true. J.C. told a Perdue rep
that he couldn’t afford to grow newborns.
“His responsewas, ‘You would get day-
old or you would getnothing,”’J.C. says.

“You’ve got that loan out from the Fed¬
eral Land Bank. What are you going to
do?” asks Thelma. So she quit her job
working themidnight shiftat theCarolina
Enterprises toy factory, where she had
worked for 17 years, to devote all her time
to chicken growing. They hired labor, and
refitted their chicken houses for newborns.

They rented out their tobacco farm be¬
cause they no longer had time to tend it.
To justify the costofhiring labor, they
went further into debt to buy a third
chicken house.

“We had to foot all that bill. Perdue
didn’t foot one bit,” says Thelma.

Thirteen years later, Perdueofficials
say they don’t remember any situation
like that ever occurring. Meanwhile,
Thelma and J.C. Ross still farm chickens
forPerdue—and earn just aboutm ini-
mum wage, they figure. J.C. is now 70,
and he plows his monthly Social Security
check right back into the poultry opera¬
tion. They’re still in debt, and 55-year-old
Thelma says, “I won’t live long enough to
pay it off.”

TheRosses say the promise ofwork¬
ing togetherwith Perdue in a “joint ven¬
ture” nevermaterialized. “If you don’t do
what Perdue says, you don’t get chick¬
ens,” Thelma says. “Perdue doesn’twant
you to tell them anything. They give the
orders.”
If she had known 13 years ago what it

would be like to grow for Perdue, Thelma
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adds, “I’d haveworked atCarolina Enter¬
prises till I got too old that I couldn ’ t see.”

“SERF ON YOUR OWN LAND”

It used to be thatNorthCarolina agri¬
culture was synonymouswith tobacco.
Butover the past five years, tobacco has
taken a back seat to poultry in theOld
North State.

In 1987 North Carolina grew $582
million worth ofbroiler chickens and
$312million worth of turkey. And the
state is not alone among its neighbors:
The top six broiler-producing states are
all in the South— Arkansas,Georgia,
Alabama, North Carolina,
Mississippi, and Texas.
Together they accounted
for 3.5 billion of the 5.2
billion broilers grown last
year. And those numbers
are growing as America
forswears red meat.

“The consumers’
spending habits have
changed,” says Kim
Decker, poultry market¬
ing specialist for theN.C.
DepartmentofAgricul¬
ture. “They’ve tended to
go to healthier foods, and
mostof the time poultry is
a reasonably good buy.”

InNorth Carolina,
4,200 farmers—more
than a fifth ofall poultry
growers in the South—
raise chickens and tur¬

keys. But these are not the
independent farmers one
associates with tobacco
and otheragricultural
products. Rather, 99 per¬
centofall broilers and 90
percentofall turkeys are
grown by farmers under
contractswith large poul¬
try corporations.

The companies—Perdue,Holly
Farms,Golden Poultry, Tyson, and a few
others—provide the chickens, feed, and
medication. The farmers provide the
houses,which can run upwards of
$ 100,000 apiece, as well as equipment,
labor, and utilities. At slaughter time, the
company sends its trucks to the farm to
pick up the birds; it pays the farmer based
on the number andweight of the chickens,
their survival rate, and the amountof feed
used.

The poultry industry says this arrange¬
ment, called “contract farming,” benefits

both the companies and the farmers. “We
can assure our customers of a steady flow
of the products they want,” saysPaul
Brower, vice president for communica¬
tions at the Atlanta-based Golden Poultry
Co. “And the farmer has a ready market
for his product. He is not, then, assuming
anymarket risk.”

Some farmers agree. “I’d rather do it
than anything I’veeverdone,” says John
TuckerofPilotMountain,North Caro¬
lina, who was forced by lung cancer to
retire after 25 years in the business. The
workwasn’t hard, he says, and hemade
“good money.”

But others paint a far different picture.

They say the poultry growers—by enter¬
ing into a relationshipwith large corpora¬
tions— lose all control over their farms.
“You are like a serfon your own land,”
saysMary Clouse, a growerwho also
works for theRural Advancement Fund
(RAF), an advocacy group for small
farmers based in Pittsboro,North Caro¬
lina.

Growers have no say over the quality
of the chickens or the feed they receive. If
they get a flock ofsick birds or poor-qual¬
ity feed, they must absorb the cost. The
company tells them what type ofequip¬
ment to buy (including experimental

equipment) and when to use it. It tells
them how many chickens will be deliv¬
ered, how often, and on whatdays. Grow¬
ers are expected to be on call anytime the
company wants to deliveror pick up a
batch ofchickens.

And the growers have no say over how
muchmoney they’ll get for growing
chickens. The company makes an offer
—and doesn’t negotiate.

“You don’t have any bargaining
power,” Clouse says. “Our choice is to
take it or leave it, and that’s no choice be¬
cause we can’t leave it.We have amort¬
gage payment due in six months.”

“The farmer prettymuch works like a
wage-earning worker,”
says Betty Bailey, an
RAFproject director. But
unlike wage employees,
poultry growers can’t
change jobs because they
have often mortgaged
their homes and land to
borrow tens of thousands
ofdollars. And unlike

wage employees, they
don’t receive workers’
compensation, retirement
benefits, health insur¬
ance, or paid vacations.
“If I was working for

Hardee’s, Christ, they’d
pay you ifyou hurt your¬
self,” says DavidMayer,
anOakCity grower.
“And on the day you re¬
tire, [poultry companies]
tell you, ‘ Adios, amigo.
You’re an independent
contractor. You take care
ofyour own self.’”

WORKING FOR
CHICKEN FEED

Golden Poultry’s Paul
Brower describes the

payoff from chicken farming as “a com¬
fortable income. Usually the broiler
growers in any community are going to be
the best paid in the community.”

Butaccording toRAF, that rhetoric
exceeds the reality. The organization
cites 1984 state figures showing that the
average broilergrowercould expect to
earn $1,409 per house per year before
taxes. Somepoultry farmers— like those
growing breeder hens—could actually
expect to losemoney, according to the
same report

“The companieswould have you be¬
lieve you’remaking a good income,” says
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The TYPICAL GROWOUT HOUSE TURNS 26,000 THREE-DAY-OLD CHICKS INTO FOUR-
POUND BROILERS IN 42 DAYS.
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notmeet our standards, then after a period
of time—if they refuse to upgrade their
facilities andmanagement techniques—
we don’tprovide flocks to them any
longer.”

Many farmers say the industry is far
more arbitrary than that. “Thepoultry
companieswill move into an area, they ’ll
get a whole lot of farmers involved,” says
Betty Bailey ofRAF. “As those houses
getolder, it’s not uncommon for them to
go after new growers and abandon the
older growers. The farmers are notmak¬
ing enoughmoney to keep their houses
upgraded.”

LarryWinslow, thePerdue vice presi¬
dent, says the company only drops older

stay home while her husband sells trailer
hitches on the road. And she talks about
the chickens as more than a crop: “Maybe
it’s the mother’s instinct in me: I like to
seemy birds tucked in at night. I sing
‘Happy Birthday’ to them once a week
because they only live for seven weeks. I
sing lullabies to them at night.”

Some day, Mis expects chicken farm¬
ing to earn her agood profit, allowing her
to travel with her husband after he retires.
But “so far, everything we’vemade on the
chickens has gone back into the farm.”
And she has received no assurance that
her aging chicken houses, on which she’s
spent thousands ofdollars in improve¬
ments,will still be acceptable after she

begins makingmoney.
“The trend is, with all

companies, toward new
houses,” she says. “The
mental pressureof ‘are
we going to get another
flock?’ is enormous.”
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Chicken catchers pack birds for slaughter. Farmers have no guarantee
they'llgeta new flockofchicksfrom processors.

growerswho can’t compete. “If you have
a house out there, and it’s 13,14,15years
old, and you haven’tdone anything in
terms ofupdating the house, if you’ve
skimped on yourmaintenance, you can
reach a point where you can’t be competi¬
tive.”

Even some farmers who spend thou¬
sands on repairs and new equipment fear
being dropped. Sandy Mis, for example,
has only praise forGolden Poultry, the
companywithwhich she contracts to
grow chickens in Goldston, North Caro¬
lina. She loves thework; it allows her to

DavidMayer, who grows forPerdue.
“But after you pay your real expenses—
pay your note at the bank, pay the utility
bill— Iwould say that you probably, per
house, get $2,000 a year income.” At that
rate, a farmerworking 40 hours aweek to
tend three chicken houses would average
$2.88 an hour—well below the federal
minimum wage.

“What really adds insult to injury,”
Mayer adds, “is when the state officials
talk about, ‘Man, ohman, the prosperity
of the chicken farmers is unbelievable.’”

Perdue doesn’t dispute Mayer’s
$2,000 figure. But LarryWinslow, the
company’s vice president for fresh poul¬
try, calls the number “misleading” be¬
cause it’s aminimum, and
itdoesn’ t include the equity
the growers build in their
chicken houses. “We’ve

got over 1,000 people in
NorthCarolina that are
doing it, and that number
continues to grow,” he
says. “At least a large por¬
tion of them consider it a
good business investment.”

BUNCH TO BUNCH

Perhaps whatmost
frightens poultry growers is
the complete lackof secu¬
rity contract farming of¬
fers. Almost all growers
have “bunch to bunch”
contracts: There’s never a

guarantee that the grower
will receivemore than one
more flock ofchickens. For
a farmer with a 15-year
mortgage on apairof
$90,000 chicken houses,
the prospectofbeing cutoff
can be terrifying.

So terrifying, in fact,
thatmany growers are
afraid to complain when
they feel they’ve beenmistreated, for fear
they’ll lose their contracts. “Ifyou want to
keep chickens, you keep yourmouth
shut,” says one farmer who claims he was
cutoff forcomplaining toomuch. “That’s
whatwe learned to do.”

The poultry industry says that even
without long-term contracts, competent
growers can expect long-term relation¬
ships with their companies. “If they per¬
form up to orexceeding our standards,
theywill get another flock,” saysGolden
Poultry’s Paul Brower. “If, after working
with them, we Find theirproduction does

NO MORE
CHICKENS

In 1968, Richard
Yearick sold his three
car dealerships and
moved his family back
to Sturgills, North Caro¬
lina, across the road
from the log cabin in
which he was raised. In
thatmountain commu¬
nity, justa half-mile
from theVirginia state
line, “about the only
profitable thing was
poultry.”

So Yearick ap¬
proachedHolly Farms to
talk about growing
chickens on his 150-acrc
farm. He says the poul¬
try giant made him a
promise: “They would

continue raising chickens in this section
as long as we raised the chickens to their
expectations.”With that vow in mind,
Yearick invested $ 175,000 to buiId two
chicken houses and buy equipment. He
later built fivemore houses.

Now, five times a year a company
truck pulls up to Yearick’s farm carrying
more than 150,000 day-old chicks. For
seven weeks Yearick raises the birds—
until a platoon of trucks comes to carry
them off to the slaughter. His 31 -year-old
son Rick dropped outof a business degree
program at nearbyWilkesCommunity
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College to work alongside him, hoping to
take over the farm when Yearick retires.

Yearick saysHolly Farms has treated
him well over the years.Compared to
other companies, he says, Holly Farms
pays well and gives its growers periodic
bonuses and raises. “A very excellentre-
lationship,” he says.

So excellent, in fact, that Yearick
didn’tworry toomuch last summerwhen
the company ordered him to install
“foggers”: high-pressure sprinklers that
spray a finemistwhen the chicken houses
reach 90 degrees.

Yearick thought the foggers were un¬
necessary; theNorth Carolinamountains
rarely suffer 90-degree
heat, even on the August
days when flatlanders
swelter. Butaccording to
Yearick, the company
said, “Install itor you
don’t grow chickens.” So
Yearick spent$8,000 on
the foggers. He also
spent another $ 12,000 on
a new system to carry
feed from the storage
tanks to the chickens.

Then, justweeks after
he invested $20,000,
Yearick received the
news: Holly Farms was
cutting him off. He and
55 ofhis neighbors
would continue to get
baby chicks until Sep¬
tember 1, 1989—but
then there would be no
more.

Holly Farms says it
could no longer afford to
send its trucks across the
windingmountain roads
ofnorthwesternNorth
Carolina. “Companies
like Holly Farms occa¬
sionally have to stream¬
line operations to help us remain competi¬
tive,” says company spokesperson Ron
Field. “We were reluctant tomake this
move,which we think was a prudent busi¬
ness decision.”

Field says Holly Farms tried to help
the growers by giving them more than a
year’s notice before the actual cut-off.
“I’m sure the company never intended to
say it could go on forever,” he adds.

Yearick feels Holly Farms doesn’t
understand the effects of its “prudent
business decision.” Before they received
the cut-offnotices, he says, a group of
growers approachedHolly Farms tomake

sure theywould continue to get chickens
after they invested in repairs and new
equipment. “Holly Farms told them, ‘Go
ahead,”’ he says. “Some of the people,
theymortgaged their homes to do their
repairwork.

“There are people that’s going to lose
everything they own by ill advice from
Holly Farms,” he says.

Yearick says he’s lucky. Though
chickens account for 80 percentOf his
gross income, he also has investments in
cable television and real estate. And he’s

raising 200 or 300 head ofcattle, aswell
aswhite pine for timber.

Some ofhis neighbors aren’t so lucky.

Across the county, in the community of
Fleetwood, Joe Brown has been growing
chickens and cattle since he left Appala¬
chian StateUniversity in 1963. Without
chickens, he’s going to have to find an¬
other job— but he doesn’t think anyone
will hire him.

“I’ve never done anything butmess
with chickens and cattle,” he says.
“There’s no industry around here that’s
looking for a chicken shit sprayer.”
Brown’s cattlewon’tprovide enough
money for his survival.

“It’s really looking blue,” he contin¬
ues. “We ain’tgot nothing encouraging at

all to look forward to.” He looks down, and
spits tobacco on the soil of the farm that
was his childhood home. “We put it in the
good Lord’s hands and hope he’ll take care
of us.”

HOME ON THE RANGE

Losing their chickens has united Brown
and the other 55 farmers cutoffby Holly
Farms. TheMountainGrowers Associa¬
tion is exploring thepossibility ofrefitting
chicken houses for turkey production, but
“to this date it hasn ’tworked out,” says
Yearick, the group’s leader. Even if it does,
turkey farming would still probably mean

contracting with a
company.

In the state’s Piedmont
region, other farmers are
looking at real alternatives
to contract farming. The
Rural AdvancementFund
and others are studying the
feasibility of growing
“range poultry”: chickens
and turkeys raised in the sun
and fresh air without
hormones or antibiotics.
Currently, health-conscious
chicken eaters have to im¬

port frozen range birds from
California.

The study, funded by the
N.C. Rural Economic De¬
velopmentCenter, will sur¬
vey consumers, restaurants,
supermarkets, and other po¬
tential buyers. RAFwill
also analyze howmuch it
will cost farmers to raise
range birds.

“This would be return¬

ing to a healthier product—
the kind of thing people
need to bewilling to pay a
littlemoremoney than they
pay for themass-produced

product,” saysRAF’s Betty Bailey. “It
would model a real living alternative and
improve quality of food and quality of life
for both farmers and consumers.
“It could return farmers back to being

their own boss, to being the innovative,
constructive farm operators they have been
in the past, to being able to live in dignity
and with a decent income themselves.” □

Barry Yeoman is associate editor o/The
Independent, a weekly newspaper in Durham,
NorthCarolina. This article is a jointproject
between The Independent and Southern
Exposure.

24 SUMMER 1989


