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IUF Global Meat Conference

Omaha, 1-2 November 2011


Report of the 2011 IUF Meat Conference


The IUF Global Meat Conference took place in Omaha in the US State of Nebraska, November 1-2, 2011. Hosted by the United Food and Commercial Workers Union, it welcomed some 160 delegates from UFCW local organizations in the US and Canada and 29 delegates from outside North America. Altogether, 17 trade unions from 15 countries were represented. This was the IUF’s 3rd Global Meat Conference, following previous conferences in Toronto (Canada) in 2002 and in Eastbourne (UK) in 2008.
The conference was opened by UFCW president Joe Hansen and IUF general secretary Ron Oswald. Joe Hansen stressed that as companies expand internationally, their actions in one country have an effect on others. It is not enough to be organized and strong in one country, we must be organized internationally. Companies have consolidated and we must do the same. Ron Oswald challenged participants to use the conference as a platform for developing a global meat workers organizing plan.
A rapidly expanding and consolidating industry

With a growing world population and rising incomes in emerging countries, global demand, production and international trade in meat and meat products continue to grow steadily. Recent trends, however, show a drop in production and consumption of beef and a significant rise in pork, and especially, in poultry. The biggest beef producers and consumers are the US, Brazil and the 27 countries of the European Union. The biggest pork producers and consumers are China, the European Union and the US. The biggest poultry producers and consumers are the US, China and Brazil. The importance of China as an emerging major consumer of pork, and the implications for the meat industry globally, was highlighted in a presentation made by the UFCW.
Consolidation in the global meat industry has increased in recent years and leading meat producers such as JBS, Cargill and Smithfield Foods have developed a global presence both in operations and sales. Companies which were once national or regional leaders such as Vion, Marfrig and Groupe Doux have expanded their reach through acquisitions and mergers. Presentations on the major meat processing companies were made by the UFCW and the IUF.
Priority issues in the meat sector

In their own presentations, conference participants highlighted a number of common themes: the hazardous nature of jobs in the meat packing industry (a presentation by the UFCW on ammonia safety underlined this theme); the reliance on a casual workforce (migrants, contract workers); increasing production line speeds and the resulting increasing frequency of musculoskeletal disorders. The capacity of a TNC to set standards for collective bargaining across the sector in a given country was also evoked, as was the cost pressure of major retailers on meat processors. This issue was further developed in a presentation on monopolies, specifically, demand-side monopolies (monopsonies) by author and journalist Barry Lynn. 

Presentation were made on strategies for organizing and empowering meat workers in the UK and Thailand. 
Conference proposes the creation of an IUF Meat Division
At the close of the IUF Meat Conference, a proposal was made – and accepted – to convene a steering group of affiliates to explore the feasibility of creating a Meat Division within the IUF. The steering group would be tasked with looking at possible resources, priorities and objectives for the work of an IUF Meat Division. Initial proposals for target companies from participants included JBS, VION and Danish Crown. The IUF secretariat will convene a meeting of the steering group in early 2012.
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