SANTA CRUZ COUNTY
INDUSTRY

growers, but had not, as of that day,
been cut off from supply. The official
noted growers had planted crops
. contracted to Watsonville Canning
' and had nowhere else to sell them.

In an interview at his cold-storage
business south of Watsonville, Hill-
top Storage and Packing owner Ron
Dreisbach said that Watsonville Can-
ning is a large part of his business
and that the ‘“‘ripple effect’” from a
permanent shutdown would re-
verberate throughout the Pajaro
Valley.

Dreisbach, whose modern offices
overlook an array of freezers holding
produce bound for Pajaro Valley
processors, said he has no Watson-
ville Canning produce, that the com-
pany had told him what it announced
to the press Thursday: The shutdown
was forced by a lag between
harvested crops contracted to the
plant.

“Nobody knows what’s going on,”
Dreisbach said.

Dreisbach declined to state
whether Watsonville Canning owed
Hilltop any money.

But, he said, “anybody who is
owed money and who doesn't get
paid will feel some anxiety.”

He said if the cannery did fail, it

would be hard to replace quickly.”

Steve Shaw, vice president of
Shaw Frozen Foods, a major com-
petitor of Watsonville Canning, said
Thursday that salaried employees
from the cannery had come to Shaw
seeking work.

Watsonville Canning has denied
that salaried employees also were
laid off. Trine said management and
administrative workers are on va-
cation.

Trine denied the shutdown had
anything to do with financial dif-
ficulties or with the strike of more
than 1,000 workers against the com-
pany.
Union officials and others in the
processing industry have speculated
the company might be going out of
business.
At the same time, Watsonville city
officials have voiced concern over
the rumors of a permanent loss of
the area’s biggest employer and
company.

. ning had unpaid bills with sprout

“It's all rumors,” said Watson-
ville City Manager John Radin Fri-
day. He said he did not have any
concrete details on what a per-
manent shutdown of the plant would
mean to the city in terms of revenue.

But, ‘Radin said, if Watsonville
Canning did shut down for good, it
would have “'tremendous impact’ on
the city and Pajaro Valley. h

Radin pointed out that most pro-
cessing plants shut down tempor-
arily during slack periods.

But he said he could not recall a
plant ever closing in September, dur-
ing the peak of the harvest and pack-
ihg season.

Watsonville City Councilwoman
Betty Murphy commented. *‘The
whole plant has shut down? 1 don't
know what to say;, I'm just fiab-
bergasted. When we had that town
hall meeting there was nothing about
closing anything up. I have heard no
rumors at all. It’s just a big surprise
to me.”

Councilman Rex Clark said, “If
it's so, it doesn’t totally surprise me.
I've been hearing little bits of
rumors around town for several
weeks that such a thing was a possi-
bility, but no one could pin it down.

“They have a huge investment in

plant and equipment, and I assume
they weuldn't walk off and leave it
there. I hope if it's their intent to
shut it down, they'll sell to someone
who will use it. "

In the nearly 13 months the strike
has been going on, company officials
have continued to maintain Watson-
ville Canning has suffered severe
financial losses because of out-of-
state competition and imports from
Latin  American processors and
producers.

Other processors and union of-
ficials have blamed Watsonville Can-
ning for driving down the price of
frozen vegetables by overproduction.

The company hired replacement
workers to take the place of strikers
and these were the workers laid off
this week. Several said they were
told to contact the company in a
week or two to check on when they
might return to work.

Watsonville Canning has had to
hire extra securily guards, and has
paid to bus in most of the replace-
ment workers, who must pass
through gates manned by pickets.

The strike has also cost the com-
pany untold dollars in legal fees.

The Teamsters, with the economic
muscle of the national union to back
them up, have instituted an econ-
omic boycott with the aim of cutting
off Watsonville Canning’s sources of
credit and product.

Trine has denied the shutdown has
anything to do with either the econ-
omic boycott or the strike. He said it
is a typical business decision made
several times a year by processing
plants when product seurces dry up.

At the same time Watsonville Can-
ning has shut down production, other
processors are going full bore as the
peak of the harvest season continues.



