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In January 2001, Lonnie "Bo" Pilgrim, the multimillionaire chicken king of
East Texas, reached the culmination of more than half a century of work.
Pilgrim's Pride Corp., the company he controls and helped found, had just
bought WLR Foods Inc. The story says that the acquisition would transform
Pilgrim's into the No. 2 company in the poultry industry, behind only giant
Tyson Foods.
The story says that what started out as two brothers and their feed store in
the town of Pittsburg 55 years ago had grown into a chicken colossus,
employing nearly 25,000 workers at plants, feed mills, hatcheries, breeder
farms and other facilities stretching from the Northeast to the Southwest
and into Mexico.
Today, just two years later, this empire is confronting a crisis.
Last October, Pilgrim's issued the largest meat recall in the U.S.
Department of
Agriculture's 140-year history. The company voluntarily called back 27.4
million pounds of ready-to-eat Wampler turkey and chicken deli meats in
response to an outbreak of listeriosis that killed eight people, caused
three miscarriages and sickened 43 other people.
Pilgrim's also shut down its Franconia, Pa., plant that produced the suspect
meat for a month. The factory had been part of WLR.
The company now faces a class-action lawsuit filed in November in
Philadelphia on behalf of those who suffered injuries as well as the
thousands of consumers who bought the recalled meat.
Mr. Pilgrim was quoted as saying in an interview that, "The recall will be
history because there's no evidence of the listeria coming from our
product." When asked whether investigators would be able to find evidence,
he said, "I know they will not."
The story says that whether or not that prediction comes true, the recall is
casting a harsh spotlight on the low-profile Pilgrim's, a company with a
string of environmental regulatory violations over the last decade.
Jack Mason, director of quality assurance and regulation at Arby's Inc., was
quoted as saying, "They have an excellent reputation. They will be growing
in volume for us."
The story goes on to say that excerpts of some government inspection records
from the plant during the month before the recall detail several food safety
violations, including previous days' meat residue left on equipment; unknown
foreign black particles seeping into a frozen meat container; and red mold,
black oil, rust and a live cockroach found in various parts of the plant.
U.S. Representative Henry Waxman, D-Calif., has asked for the USDA's
inspection
records of the plant to determine whether the federal agency looked the
other way when it saw evidence of safety violations. The inquiry could lead
to more revelations about the Franconia plant.
Pilgrim's expects its product recall insurance policy to cover the costs of
the recall and any liability claims, Mr. Pilgrim said. Already the company
has asked for and received a $4 million advance payment from its insurer.
But Pilgrim's cannot yet estimate how much the recall will ultimately cost,
Mr. Pilgrim said.  Contrary to rumors, the company doesn't intend to shut
down the Franconia plant and exit the turkey business, he said.

 

 
