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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
Although meatpacking is one of Iowa’s largest industries—employing over 26,000 
people statewide (Stuesse and Dollar 2020)—the corporations that make up the industry 
have consistently failed to protect their workers. The industry has made the news as a 
result of its mistreatment of employees several times throughout the past few decades, 
and most recently for its insufficient COVID-19 mitigation processes, which to led to 
high infection rates among employees and several deaths (Tyson Food Managers 2020;  
Des Moines Register Staff 2021; Jett 2021). This policy brief explores the history and 
current state of Iowa’s meatpacking industry through examination of demographics, 
industry working conditions, union activity, and the effects of industry dynamics on 
local communities. Through analyzing existing legislation and past attempts at reform, 
this brief provides a clear policy recommendation: Iowa legislators should repeal the 
state’s right-to-work law. This would increase the size and strength of unions, which 
would allow workers to negotiate for improvements like safer working conditions 
and higher wages. Iowa’s meatpackers have successfully banded together to challenge 
employers and win gains in the past, and with legislators’ support, they can achieve a 
safer and more prosperous future. 
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ISSUES WITH TODAY’S  
MEATPACKING INDUSTRY
Iowa made national news during the early stages of 
the COVID-19 pandemic when reports emerged that 
insufficient safety precautions had led to many of 
its meatpacking plants becoming epicenters of 
viral outbreaks. Managers at one Tyson plant in 
Iowa even placed bets on which workers would 
catch the new disease (Tyson Food Managers 
2020). Data published by the US House of 
Representatives in October of 2021 show that 
at least 59,000 employees in the meatpacking 
industry were infected with COVID-19 
nationwide, and 269 of these workers died 
as a result of the disease (Des Moines Register 
Staff 2021; AP News 2021). Data show that Latinx 
workers were the hardest hit, making up 44 percent 
of cases (Jett 2021). In 2020, the CDC published 
a report stating that 87 percent of meatpacking 
employees infected with the virus were racial or ethnic 
minorities (Waltenburg et al. 2020). Iowa declined to 
participate in this study, as the state’s Department of Public 
Health claimed it could not provide the requested data before the 
CDC’s deadline (Des Moines Register Staff 2020). This raises questions as to why 
these figures were not already available; as one of the leading states in the meatpacking 
industry, Iowa’s data would have given policymakers a much clearer picture of COVID-19’s 
impact on the industry. 

The United States Bureau of Labor Statistics reports that as of May 2020, Iowa had 
the third-highest employment level in meat processing workers and the highest 
concentration of meat processing jobs in the United States (BLS 2022). The industry 
makes up a large portion of the state’s economy and an even larger portion of the 
economies of the towns in which meatpacking plants operate. 

The meatpacking industry is exceedingly hazardous for workers. Even prior to the onset 
of the COVID-19 pandemic, meatpackers navigated inhumane working conditions that 
prioritized profits over worker safety.  Plant owners frequently increase line speeds and 
deny bathroom breaks. Workers must use sharp cutting utensils and navigate slippery 
floors in small, cramped working spaces. Though the industry already faces a high 
injury rate, the Occupational Safety and Health Administration (OSHA) reports that 
many more incidents likely go unreported (Gerr 2021). 

http://rooseveltinstitute.org/
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Meatpacking communities have also 
suffered disproportionately from pandemic. 
Saitone et al. (2021) find that the presence 
of a meatpacking plant within a county was 
correlated with a 110 percent increase in per 
capita COVID-19 infection rates following 
the initial emergence of the disease.  

Given how dangerous meatpacking jobs are, 
protections must be put in place to ensure 
the safety of employees. This is especially 
important because Iowa’s meatpacking 
industry overwhelmingly employs those 
who hold less political and economic 
power in American society: documented 
and undocumented immigrants, refugees, 
Black and Latinx workers, and even children. 
Nationally, 81 percent of those who handle, 
cut, and process meat are non-white, and 
over half of all workers in the industry are foreign-born (Fremstad et al. 2021).

Meatpacking workers produce a large portion of the foods eaten in the United States, 
and their jobs are vital to future food supply chains domestically and globally. But the 
industry is plagued by a complex puzzle of problems regarding immigration, worker 
protections, and employer accountability, and many of its workers are already vulnerable 
due to race, economic barriers, or immigration status. This policy brief proposes a set of 
reforms to the meatpacking industry and Iowa’s labor laws that will bring much needed 
improvements to working conditions and quality of life for its employees.

It begins with a brief history of the meatpacking industry’s growth in Iowa, then discusses 
the meatpacking industry in Iowa today, including the demographics of the workforce, 
the impact that plants have on their communities, the living and working conditions of 
meatpacking employees, and the role of unions within the industry. 

Rooted in an analysis of the history and necessity of unions in the meatpacking 
industry, this brief recommends the repeal of Iowa’s right-to-work legislation and 
the strengthening of unions within the meatpacking industry. Iowa’s right-to-work 
law places restrictions on unions, including prohibiting unions from collecting dues 
from all employees covered under the union contract, which reduces overall union 
membership, resources, and strength (Stromquist 1993). These recommendations aim to 
empower meatpacking workers in Iowa to fight to make their workplaces safer and more 
equitable, through changes such as capping line speeds and increasing wages across the 
sector. These changes represent the first steps toward eradicating the current system of 
exploitation in the industry and ensuring that meatpackers can earn a living wage in a 
safe and healthy work environment. 

  “...the presence of a 
meatpacking plant 
within a county was 
correlated with a 
110 percent increase 
in per capita 
COVID-19 infection 
rates following the 
initial emergence of 
the disease.”
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A BRIEF HISTORY OF THE  
MEATPACKING INDUSTRY
During the 19th century, meatpacking plants were 
mainly located in large cities. From its inception, the 
meatpacking industry has been characterized by 
harsh working conditions and a largely immigrant 
workforce.  In 1906, writer and activist Upton 
Sinclair published The Jungle, a novel intended 
to shed light on the conditions in meatpacking 
plants. While the book caught the public’s eye, 
readers were more concerned with the safety 
of their food than the safety of the employees 
preparing it (Francis 2020). Today, over a 
century after the book was first published, the 
meatpacking industry is still exploiting and 
abusing its vulnerable workforce.

In the late 1800s and early 1900s, the meatpacking 
industry slowly began to migrate into more rural 
areas, in part to escape the strong unions in place at 
the city plants at that time (Warren 2000). Meatpacking 
facilities began to appear in small Iowa towns such as 
Ottumwa, Storm Lake, West Liberty, and Postville, operated by a 
mix of large businesses and smaller local packing plants, such as the 
John Morrell and Company plant in Ottumwa (Warren 2000). 

During the second half of the 20th century, larger meatpacking corporations began 
to buy out these smaller plants, decreasing competition in the sector. For example, 
Smithfield, one of the major meatpacking corporations, went through a rapid and 
expansive acquisition of smaller meatpacking companies and plants between the 
1970’s and ’80s. These acquisitions included the John Morrell and Company plant in 
Ottumwa, which Smithfield rebranded in an effort to consolidate economic power and 
dominate the market (Warren 2000). The American Prospect reports that the top four pork 
processing companies went from controlling about one-third of the industry in the 
1970s to controlling over 70 percent today. Smithfield, for example, went from being the 
seventh- to the first-largest pork producer in only three years (Knox 2020).

These conglomerates have established monopolies that reduce workers’ bargaining 
power. Large corporations such as Smithfield also use their resources and power to 
influence politicians to support policies that make it easier to suppress worker power. 
For example, Tyson, a major meatpacking corporation, maintains a close relationship 
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CREATIVE COMMONS COPYRIGHT 2022  |   R O O S E V E LT I N S T I T U T E . O R G 5

with Iowa Select Farms, Iowa’s largest hog operation (Mitchell and Frerick 2021). The 
owners of Iowa Select Farms, Deb and Jeff Hansen, are major donors to Iowa Governor 
Kim Reynolds, whose administration helped ensure that Iowan meatpacking plants 
remained open during the COVID-19 pandemic (Associated Press 2021). During this 
period of consolidation, the number of meatpacking workers covered by union 
contracts declined drastically—from around 90 percent in the 1950s to only 18 percent 
in 2020 (Chang et al. 2021).

In 1967, Iowa Beef Packers introduced “boxed beef.” The product resulted in many plants 
forming a disassembly line, in which workers stood shoulder-to-shoulder, making 
identical cuts to each carcass, which moved along the line at increasingly high speeds 
(Yeung and Grabell 2020). The close quarters and increasing speed of production made 
an already dangerous job even more so by increasing the risk of accidental knife 
injuries made by workers desperately trying to keep up with the required pace. 

The meatpacking industry still plagued by unsafe and inhumane working conditions, and 
there is still work to be done to improve the circumstances of meatpacking workers. The 
following section discusses the current state of the meatpacking industry, focusing on Iowa.

THE MEATPACKING 
INDUSTRY TODAY
Much of the meat processing industry 
today is dominated by a select number 
of corporations. The White House reports 
that four conglomerates—Tyson, JBS, 
Marfrig, and Seaboard—control between 
55 and 85 percent of the pork, beef, and 
poultry markets in the US (Deese, Fazili, 
and Ramamurti 2021). In response to 
the industry’s consolidation, the Biden 
administration has committed to “take 
bold action to enforce the antitrust laws, 
boost competition in meat processing, 
and push back on pandemic profiteering” 
(Deese, Fazili, and Ramamurti 2021). 

Several studies have shown that the meatpacking industry’s history of exploiting its 
workforce continues today. Champlin and Hake (2006) argue that meatpacking plant 
owners purposefully hire vulnerable groups, specifically immigrants, to increase 
employer control and reduce employees’ ability to collectively bargain. Human Rights 

  “...meatpacking plant 
owners purposefully 
hire vulnerable 
groups, specifically 
immigrants, to 
increase employer 
control and reduce 
employees’ ability to 
collectively bargain.”
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Watch sums up the situation: “Instead of exporting production to developing countries 
for low labor costs; lax health, safety and environmental enforcement; and vulnerable, 
exploited workers, US meat and poultry companies essentially are reproducing 
developing country employment conditions here” (Human Rights Watch 2004).

In extreme cases of this practice, plant owners have been found to be exploiting 
children and people with mental disabilities. In 2008, for example, it was found that an 
Agriprocessors plant in Postville, Iowa was employing 32 underaged workers (Ludden 
2008). In another instance, an Iowa meatpacking plant conspired with a Texas work 
placement company for several decades to illegally pay poverty wages to a group of men 
with intellectual disabilities. These men retired with no savings after spending their 
lives working for the meatpacking plant (Barry 2014). 

Racial and ethnic minorities make up a large part of the meatpacking workforce in 
the United States. Latinx individuals make up the largest portion of the workforce, at 
34.9 percent, while 21.9 percent are Black and 6.8 percent identify as Asian American 
and/or Pacific Islander (AAPI). White individuals make up 34.5 percent (Stuesse and 
Dollar 2020). Over a third of the workforce—37.5 percent—is foreign-born, with most 
originating from Mexico, El Salvador, Guatemala, Burma (Myanmar), and Cuba (Steusse 
and Dollar 2020). 

A wide variety of languages are spoken among foreign-born meatpacking employees. 
Nationally, 65 percent of meatpacking workers speak Spanish, while only 5 percent of 
foreign-born meatpacking workers speak English at home. Among the other 30 percent 
of foreign-born employees, no language is spoken by more than 2.5 percent (Stuesse 
and Dollar 2020). In a workplace where so many languages are spoken, it is important—
though complicated—to ensure that safety materials, policies, and other necessary 
workplace information is made easily accessible for each worker, regardless of their 
native language. 

These data illustrate a persistent industry trend of hiring those with less political or 
economic power in comparison to white, English-speaking, US-born peers. The diversity 
of the meatpacking industry makes organization and communication more difficult, 
especially due to language barriers. It also makes it easier for meatpacking companies 
to exploit their workers, especially those who are immigrants.

National immigration policy has contributed to the problem of meatpacking 
companies being able to exploit immigrant workers by hindering undocumented 
immigrants’ ability to advocate for fair treatment. With the constant risk of detention 
and deportation, immigrant employees are forced to choose between standing up for 
their rights in the workplace and remaining in the country undetected. Meatpacking 
plants are common targets of Immigration & Customs Enforcement (ICE) raids; a 2008 
raid on the Agriprocessors plant in Postville, IA was the largest single-site raid in United 
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States history, resulting in 389 arrests (Crowder and Elmer 20). While undocumented 
immigrant employees face risk of arrest or deportment, employers continue to employ 
these populations with few penalties.

Gerr (2021) argues that meatpacking employees can be considered part of the 
“precarious” workforce. The term “precarious employment” describes conditions 
in which employees are less able to use individual or collective power to improve 
workplace safety and health relative to standard employment. Precarious employment 
is characterized by insecurity resulting from inadequate wages, lack of protections 
against employers, the inability of employees to exercise rights, and a lack of the 
benefits and regulations found in standard employment practices (Gerr 2021). 
Meatpacking employees in Iowa face especially precarious conditions because Iowa 
is an “at-will” state, meaning that employers in Iowa can fire their employees for any 
reason—or for no reason at all. 

Employees at meatpacking plants are acutely aware of their lack of power. Across 
several reports, Ramos et al. find that meatpacking employees believe that although 
their health suffers from working in the plants, they do not have the power to improve 
it (Ramos et al. 2021a); that they lack the proper resources, energy, and time to prioritize 
their health and did not trust the company health office; and that they felt that their 
employers “cared more about production than people” (Ramos et al. 2021b). These 
studies show that meatpacking workers are less able to use their power to improve 
workplace safety and health. 

The practices of meatpacking plants can negatively impact members of the local 
community, causing them to harbor negative feelings toward both the plant and its 
employees. Artz et al. (2010) offer insight into some common fears of communities 
that are deciding whether to build a meatpacking plant and whether these fears are 
valid. Residents’ fears included changing community demographics, a decrease in 
the number of English speakers, and increased burdens on local schools and public 
assistance programs. The study found that meatpacking plants do indeed increase 
burdens on local schools and increase the local poverty rate—but the authors placed 
the blame for this outcome on the meatpacking employees themselves, rather than the 
employers who pay them poverty wages.

The meatpacking industry has faced, and continues to face, many problems involving 
worker health and safety that have resulted from the corporatization of the industry 
and its leaders’ anti-union stance. In the mid 20th century, workers in the industry 
formed strong unions to advocate for improved working conditions and increased 
wages. The following section will look at the history of unions in Iowa, as well as at 
union presence in Iowa and in the meatpacking industry today.

http://rooseveltinstitute.org/
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UNION PRESENCE IN IOWA
Unionism in Iowa was born in the coal mining industry, when the United Mine Workers 
of American (UMWA) became the strongest union in the state during the state’s first 
labor movement at the end of the end of the 19th century (Stromquist 1993). Like 
meatpacking, coal mining was dangerous work in which workers had to organize to 
fight for basic health and safety protections. When Iowa coal mines began to close in 
the early 20th century, many workers transitioned to jobs in the meatpacking industry 
(Stromquist 1993). These employees’ experience with—and appreciation for—strong 
unions played an essential role in the unionization of meatpacking plants.

Unions’ power ebbed and flowed in the first few decades of the 20th century, but 
solidified under the New Deal, in particular when the National Labor Relations Act 
passed in 1935 (NLRB 2022). During the subsequent era of increased worker protections 
and power, meatpacking unions—such as the United Packinghouse Workers of 
America—pushed plant owners to institute new safety and equity policies, such as 
slowing line speeds, integrating the workplace, capping work hours without penalties 
to workers, and expanding hiring to women for roles historically restricted to men. 

Some unions also took to advocacy outside of the workplace. The United Packinghouse 
Workers of America union was instrumental in desegregating the city of Waterloo, 
Iowa. Members of the union organized walkouts at businesses that refused to serve 
Black people, even suing a discriminatory tavern owner in 1952. The union also fought 
against discrimination in other workplaces (Yeung and Grabell 2020).

Following WWII and the death of President Franklin Roosevelt, anti-labor sentiment 
became more popular (Stromquist 1993). The passing of the Taft-Hartley Act in 1947 
signaled the beginning of the end of an era of worker power. The act’s provisions 
weakened unions and set the stage for the right-to-work (RTW) laws that state 
legislators, including those in Iowa, would soon pass. These laws significantly decreased 
the power of labor unions by reducing their funding and size (Stromquist 1993). Prior to 
RTW laws, unions would receive dues from each worker who benefited from the union, 
regardless of whether they were active union members. This was done to avoid the 
“free rider” effect, in which no one is willing to pay for benefits if they can otherwise 
enjoy them for free. RTW laws prohibited unions from charging dues to nonunion 
members, effectively shrinking their numbers, reducing their resources, and ultimately 
weakening their ability to negotiate for adequate protections (Stromquist 1993).

http://rooseveltinstitute.org/
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While union power was decreasing 
nationwide, the meatpacking industry was 
increasing its reliance on immigrant labor. 
Immigrants were often willing to work for 
lower wages and in worse conditions than 
US-born workers, making them targets for 
exploitation by plant owners.  This shifting 
labor landscape raised new questions for 
labor unions. Could the immigrants be 
organized? And if so, should they be? It was 
a common belief among union members—
including those in the UCFW, the union 
that covers many of Iowa’s meatpacking 
plants—that undocumented immigrant 
workers were taking American jobs, and 
that they were often hired by plants as a 
union-busting tactic (Gonyea 2013). While unions’ attitudes toward immigrants began 
to shift in the early 2000s, some immigrants were reluctant to trust the unions due to 
previous tense relationships between the two groups, and the decline in the unions’ 
power continued (Jacobson and Geron 2008). 

Over the course of the 20th century, anti-union policies and tensions with immigrant 
populations weakened unions that had once been powerful. Stronger unions are 
necessary to address the challenges facing meatpackers today, and the following 
sections explore how unions could rebuild the strength they once had.

HOW CAN WE PROTECT MEATPACKERS TODAY?
The dangers that meatpackers in Iowa and across the country face are not new. In 
fact, they have been around for almost a century. Various policies rooted in neoliberal 
ideology—the belief that markets should be drivers of change—have tried to solve 
these safety issues, but have repeatedly failed. According to neoliberal philosophy, 
citizens can be viewed as consumers who vote with their wallets (Monbiot 2016). 
However, if individuals vote with their wallets, those with larger wallets have a larger 
impact—meaning wealthy individuals hold greater sway than the average citizen. As 
Deb and Jeff Hansen (owners of Iowa Select Farms, mentioned earlier in this brief) have 
demonstrated, wealthy Iowans have shown themselves to care more about protecting 
profits than protecting their workers. 

  “ Immigrants were 
often willing to work 
for lower wages and 
in worse conditions 
than US-born 
workers, making 
them targets  
for exploitation by 
plant owners.”
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In 2008, the Jewish community in Postville, IA created the Magen 
Tzedek “Star of Justice” program in response to poor working 
conditions at Agriprocessors, a local kosher meatpacking 
plant with a history of employing undocumented 
immigrants and underaged workers (Haedicke 2013). 
Led by Magen Tzedek, a certification process was 
created to identify and label meat from plants 
with working conditions that met a list of 
fair labor standards, including wage levels; 
employees’ right to collectively bargain; 
equitable immigration hiring policies; and fair 
allowances for sick, family, and vacation leave. 
Haedicke (2013) argues that programs like this, 
which place the responsibility for effecting 
change in consumers’ hands, rely on neoliberal 
beliefs and are ultimately ineffective. Instead, 
he argues, power must be placed in the hands of 
the workers through strong unions.

A recent study demonstrates the inherent fallacy of 
a neoliberal, consumer-driven approach to effecting 
change. The study questions whether consumers would 
be willing to pay more for meat produced in facilities that 
meet COVID-safe working conditions. Copfer (2021) found that 
respondents in the Midwest were unwilling to pay more for COVID-safe 
meat, instead requiring a 25 cent/pound discount in order to purchase COVID-safe meat 
over the standard alternative. Still, this study provides further evidence that consumers 
are unlikely to positively impact working conditions for meatpackers through their 
purchasing decisions. The most effective strategy to protect workers and fight back 
against the abusive labor practices of today’s meatpacking monopolies is to strengthen 
labor unions in Iowa.

Labor unions have historically given meatpacking workers the power to advocate for 
their own safety and well-being in the workplace. During the New Deal era of strong 
unions, meatpacking unions were able to slow line speeds, integrate the workplace, 
increase women’s power, and decrease the length of the workweek—all without penalty 
to workers (Yeung and Grabell 2020). Since then, unions have also successfully bargained 
for new safety policies, such as dedicated time allowances for knife sharpening, which 
can reduce blade-related injuries (Stromquist 1993). History shows that strong unions 
with the ability to stand up to employers can mitigate issues such as unsafe line speeds, 
lack of restroom breaks, forced overtime, low wages, and other coercive labor practices.

http://rooseveltinstitute.org/
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Despite these results, Iowa enacted right-to-work laws in 1947, 
drawing a flood of worker protests (Stromquist 1993). 
NPR reports that between 1964 and 2012, Iowa union 
membership fell from 27.7 percent to 10.9 percent. 
While Iowa’s union membership rates are still higher 
than those in many southern and western states 
(Bui 2015), they are clearly still not high enough 
to adequately ensure the protection of workers’ 
rights against employer greed and negligence.

Right-to-work laws not only decrease union 
and worker power, but also make the workplace 
more dangerous.  Zoorob (2018) reports that 
right-to-work laws have resulted in a 14.2 
percent increase in worker mortality in all 
industries across the United States. For an 
already dangerous industry like meatpacking, it is 
especially important that workers are part of strong 
unions that can bargain for robust safety policies.

Some researchers have argued that right-to-work laws 
have benefited the economy by improving job growth 
and lowering unemployment rates (Eisenach 2018), or that 
the decline of unions has been helpful rather than harmful 
(Epstein 2020; Thompson 2012; Bradley et al. 2017). However, many of 
these arguments only consider improvements in broad economic conditions, 
rather than the specific conditions of union employees. Epstein (2020) argues that 
unions only gain power at the cost of employers, and that the decline of unions is 
therefore a good thing for the economy. Thompson (2012) compiles negative comments 
from Americans about unions, claiming that they are unnecessary and politically 
motivated. Bradley et al. (2017) claim that unions inhibit innovation, and that only 
right-to-work laws can reverse this effect. Again, all argue that unions have an overall 
negative economic effect, but none make any mention of how unions impact workplace 
conditions. On the other hand, the majority of Americans believe that the decline in 
union membership is a negative development (Green 2022).

Evidence shows that contrary to these authors’ assertions, unions positively impact 
the economy by helping employees negotiate for higher wages—increasing their 
purchasing power and in turn stimulating the economy. The positive impact of 
increased purchasing power is not a new concept; in fact, it was the cornerstone of the 
federal government’s decision to distribute stimulus checks at the start of the COVID-19 
pandemic, which aimed to catalyze local spending by putting money directly in the 
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pockets of consumers. By guaranteeing healthy wages for employees, strong unions 
enable consumers to support both their local and national economies (Madland and 
Walters 2009).

REBUILDING WORKER POWER IN IOWA
Until Iowa’s right-to-work law is repealed, unions will be unable to reach the size and 
strength needed to meaningfully improve working conditions.

As noted earlier, right-to-work laws exempt employees from paying union dues if 
they are not active members, therefore reducing unions’ size, financial resources, 
and bargaining power. (Stromquist 1993). Much of a union’s work requires financial 
resources. In order to ensure worker safety and rights in the workplace, unions go 
through negotiations with employers, hold meetings with workers and employers 
to determine what changes must be made, and spend time and resources to make 
changes happen (such as safer working conditions, higher wages, and protections from 
employer retaliation) (United Food and Commercial Workers [UFCW] 2022). Doing all of 
this therefore requires dues, as it costs money—for example, negotiators must be paid, 
campaigns require advertising, meeting spaces must be rented. Prior to right-to-work 
laws, dues were required to be paid by all employees who were benefiting from the 
union. However, right-to-work laws ban unions from collecting dues from nonunion 
members and ban unions from forcing new employees to join the union. As a result, 
unions are smaller and receive less funding, which makes it more difficult to make 
improvements in the workplace (Kurtzleben 2015). Unions will not be able to make 
major changes without the support and funds of a broad base of employees.

The Iowa Senate Committee on Labor and Business Relations and the Iowa House 
Committee on Labor both have the power to propose a repeal of the state’s right-to-
work law. Though a majority of both committees’ members are Republican—the party 
that has led anti-union efforts in recent decades, most recently with the breakdown of 
collective bargaining rights for public employees in 2017 (Bleeding Heartland 2017)—
these individuals may be receptive to arguments that demonstrate the economic 
benefits of unions. Studies have shown that repealing RTW laws would help grow 
the economy by increasing wages and, as a result, consumer spending. Furthermore, 
individuals looking for high-wage union jobs would be drawn to Iowa, increasing the 
state’s tax revenue and helping mitigate the current labor shortage. 

Another step toward rebuilding worker power in Iowa would be to bring the issue to 
the attention of local pro-worker groups, such as the Iowa Labor Center and the Center 
for Worker Justice of Eastern Iowa, which have already taken efforts to educate workers 
about their rights and advocate for change. In 2016, the Center for Worker Justice of 
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Eastern Iowa led a successful campaign to pass Iowa’s first county-level minimum 
wage increase, which four other counties in the state then followed. When the state 
legislature nullified the increase, the organization pushed back and convinced over  
160 businesses to honor the new minimum wage regardless (CWJ 2022). These 
organizations will be strong allies in the fight to repeal RTW laws, especially given their 
experience effecting change in the face of an uncooperative state legislature.

In addition to repealing right-to-work laws, meatpacking unions can gain strength 
by encouraging the industry’s large foreign-born population to become members. 
One step in this direction would be to produce safety materials in all of the languages 
spoken in plants, rather than just in English and Spanish. In addition, unions should 
be actively fighting on the behalf of immigrant workers, particularly when it comes 
to immigration policies—while some efforts on this front have been made, they are 
far from perfect. For example, the AFL-CIO supports “comprehensive immigration 
reform,” but its proposed reforms call for stronger borders and increased regulations—
initiatives which may alienate current immigrants, especially those who are in the 
country without authorization (AFL-CIO 2009). 

Repealing right-to-work laws is only the first step to improving working conditions; 
unions will need to do further work to stop employers from actively suppressing 
organizing and exploiting workers. Nonetheless, it is a powerful first step. Unions with 
the ability to collect dues from all eligible workers will have the size, resources, and 
influence needed to champion workers, drive change, and stand up to exploitative 
meatpacking monopolies.
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CONCLUSION
Employers in the meatpacking industry have a long history of implementing practices 
that reduce workers’ power for their own enrichment. Stories like Upton Sinclair’s 
The Jungle brought these horrors to the attention of the public over a century ago, but 
further efforts are required to help Americans understand that these problems persist 
in the 21st century.

Today, workers’ lack of power is reflected not only by low wages, harsh working conditions, 
and anti-union attitudes that continue to define the industry, but also by the lack of 
COVID-19 protections that have led to disproportionate rates of infection in meatpacking 
communities. Workers’ lack of power is further reflected the reliance on undocumented 
labor that has resulted in some of the largest workplace ICE raids in US history.

While there is no “one-size-fits-all” solution to restore worker power, repealing Iowa’s 
right-to-work laws and encouraging strong unions is an important first step. The 
road to achieving this goal may be long, but it is one that unions, policymakers, and 
community members must take to alleviate the inhumane working conditions that 
define today’s meatpacking industry.
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