SANTA CRUZ COUNTY

INDUSTRY

Watsonwlle

By ELIZABETH SCHILLING
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The financial standing of
Watsonville Canning and
Frozen Food Co. is the subject
of a full-scale investigation by
the California Department of
Fmd and Agriculture.

: ‘!’he investigation centers on

complaints by growers that the
strike-bound company owes
them money, and could lead to
closure of the plant if a resolu-

can’t be found qmckly,

More than 1,000 workers m
been on strike against the
frozen-vegetable packer since
September 1985. The company
has been operating during that
time with replacement worl&erm

Reeves said he opened the
investigation last Friday at the
direction of department dir
tor Clare Berryhill, who lud

received several requests to 4

Maria
firm, Bonita Packing, has

investigate the company.
Additionally, a Santa

‘a formal complaint wnth thc

‘We won’t'know the magnitude of
this case until the mvestngatlon gets by
“‘;httle further aio-ng -

according to one state offlcxal
Notice of the state investiga-

‘tion, combined with yesterday’s
“temporary plant closure,” has

already led to speculation
locally that the company has
shut down for good.

The department’s Marketmg
Enforcement Division is follow-
ing up reports that the company
‘has been negligent in paying
‘growers and packers who
supply it with vegetables for
_processing.

A suspension of Watsonville

 Canning’s operating license

‘could be the end result of the
investigation if the company is
‘unable to satisfy alleged debts,
according to George Reeves,
‘chief of marketing enforcement

~-~m&edmrtmen£da¢m

ture in Sacramernto.

r
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‘sources dispute

department of agricuame.
asserting Watsonville Cammg
owes Bonita money.

“We won’t know the mggm-
tude of this case until the inves-
tigation gets a little furtber
along,”’ said Reeves.

The amount of the alleg!d
debt owed Bonita Packing is
confidential, but Reeves said he
thinks it is significant. He said
the larger investigation will
likely reveal debts to other
growers and packers throughout
the state who have supﬂ!ltd
Watsonville Canning.

The company locked its gates
yesterday in what officials said
was a routine shutdown for this
time of year. Ron Trine, Wat-
sonville Canning’s president,
said he expects to eaﬂ all
‘workers bac&wm . A

Wd'n in a typical and

‘period,”

normal planning-gap
Trine said. “It happens ‘every
year.”
However, other industry
that such .a
shutdown is typical. Temporary

slowdowns — due to rain or

planting patterns — is typieal,

but shutdowns are not, they say.
For example, at Richard A.

Shaw Inc., vice president Steve

Shaw said rains have delayed
harvest by a day or two and

the peak season. He saic
expects all workers to be ca

‘W for the next peak in
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W tm ‘have been ;m
' ping and purchasing agents and
other management personnel.
Teamsters union officials say
' they believe Watsonville Can-
ning has closed down perma-
‘nently because of deep
financial troubles. The | 3
Mre is an indication that the

“com pany cannot meet the pay-

union
%lals have said the company
uld be unable to function for

long without trained wﬁkm
W have also alleged th
company has been on the mge 4

~of bankruptcy.

No Watsonville Cannning offi-
cial was available for ¢ nt
on the investigation.

Reeves said the probe may
last two or three weeks but
ould then result in a quick
closure of the plant.

“1 )k a trip to Watsonville

and talked to Trine

as a result the inquiry,” said
Reeves. ‘Now I'm waiting for a
call back for a meeting next
week so I can see their
accounts payable and see
exactl what is happening

there.”

sl
the operating
] will be

gets to a where
no cash flow or if a
plan is not satisfac-
» grower, we will take

their license,"

point

against

1id the purpose of the
Divi-

rcement

and they

1 it o
all, it is

(n"u

hasn’'t been paid,”

“There is a limit to our
power, however,”’ Leeves
added. ‘‘and everyone should

recognize that if pushed to a

in point, Watsonville Can-
ning can always file bank-
ruptcy under Chapter 11.”
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