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- Frozen out?

Watsonville seeks its place in
‘a changing food industry market

By TRACY L. BARNETT ,
Sentinel staff Wwriter .

HE ITEMS in the Ameri-

can grocery sack are

changing, and Watsonville,
with its historic emphasis on the
farm-to-factory connection, is
finding its fortunes drifting to the
bottom of the bag.

In a city once known as the fro-
zen-food capital of the world,
once-bustling processing plants
have become cavernous ware-
houses employing just a fraction
of their former work forces. The
number of people employed in the
relatively well-paid frozen vegeta-
ble processing industry has
dropped from 3,500 at the peak of
the packing season in the early
1980s to about 1,500 now.

This week’s closing of the for-
mer Norcal-Crosetti plant could
slash that number again by al-
most half. s

The decline of the city’s food
industry is at the center of a spi-
4 raling debate about a changing
economy, about growth and de-
velopment, unemployment and
agriculture. In anti-growth Santa
Cruz County, a rapidly growing
H“" Watsonville scrambles to provide
jobs and housing for its people,
hemmed in by the the same farm-
land that provides its economic
base. Unemployment in this quiet
city peaks at 24 percent in the
wintertime, and increasing num-
bers of young people forced to
leave school to support families
have few jobs to choose from. i

Even without the decline of the
frozen food industry, more jobs - . ) ; ; S Sy
are needed; Watsonville’s popula- \Workers at the Norcal-Crosetti plant in Watsonville learn in November of a change in ownership.
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At loggerheads are at least two
camps: those who want
Watsonville to retain its rural, ag-
ricultural flavor and not go the
way of suburban sprawl and a
low-wage, retail economy; and
those who say Watsonville’s high
unemployment rate doesn’t allow
it the luxury of waiting around to
choose the perfect employer.

NC Foods, formerly known as
Norcal-Crosetti, closes its doors
this week. Production has
stopped; workers have dismantled
the vegetable processing equip-
ment and hauled it away. Rumor
has it the equipment is being
shipped to Mexico, but officials of
Dean Foods, the company that
bought the plant last August and
announced its closing three
months later, are keeping mum. : o S
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P Frozen out: What went wr

ong in the food processing industry —

By TRACY L. BARNETT
Sentinel staff writer

SPERANZA Contreras fits

the profile of the typical

Norcal-Crosetti worker.
Now in her 20th year at the plant,
she has no other job skills. She
speaks only Spanish, and her
family relies on her seasonal sala-
ry at the plant to make the $650
monthly house payment.

She shares her home with her
husband, who works in the fields,
and a daughter who works at a
food store in Capitola. She also
helps with expenses for her niec-
es and nephews, whose parents
are in more difficult financial
straits than she is.

“With God’s will, 'll find some-

thing else to do,” she said. “I wor-
ry more about my companeros
who have small children, espe-
cially those where the husband
and wife both work at the plant.
It will be a true hardship for
them.”

Contreras voices the wide-
spread belief of many workers
that Dean Foods bought the Nor-
cal plant simply to eliminate the
competition.

“T was shocked at the selfish-
ness of the patron,” she said, “to
buy that plant only to close it.”

Dean Foods officials have not
returned repeated phone calls
over the past week.

Workers such as Contreras will

S

‘Workers wonder where

By TRACY L. BARNETT
Sentinel staff writer

this week.

WATSONVILLE — Sergio Lopez of Teamsters
Union Local 912 will represent NC Foods work-
ers Monday in talks with company officials re-
garding the terms of the plant shutdown later

Lopez was “reluctant to discuss the details of
the negotiations with the media,” but sources
said the laid-off workers have several requests
for the parent company, Dean Foods:

@ Hiring former NC Foods workers in the up-
coming expansion of Dean Foods’ Harvest Drive
plant. An estimated 100 to 150 workers, mostly
seasonal production workers, will be hired for

Lopez represents workers in talks

the expansion.

e Allowing the hired workers to retain their
current seniority, rather than being brought on
as new employees, and giving them medical and
other benefits immediately.

@ Severance pay for the workers not hired by

Dean Foods.

The private negotiations are tentatively sched-
uled to be held at the Chamber of Commerce
Building, 444 Main St., at 1:30 p.m.

“The company’s statements to the press since
the announcement have been replete with signs
of good will and good intentions,” said Lopez.
“We’re hoping for the best.”

comparable to those in the food-
packing business, where wages
for line workers average between
$6 and $8 an hour and benefits
are good. Families who have built
lower middle-class lives on the
salaries they earn at the plants
will be forced to scale back dra-
matically.

The workers’ marketable skills
outside the industry are few. Ac-
cording to a county survey of 366
Norcal workers taken in Decem-
ber, only about 20 percent can flu-
ently speak and write in English;
75 percent were educated in Mexi-
co; and almost 10 percent had had
no schooling at all.

“These are people who have se-

vere barriers to employment,”
said Greg Irish, director of the
county’s
Careerworks job training pro-
gram. “They could do another job
that may require the same kind of
manual dexterity. But it’s a pretty
tough job market at the moment.”
The dilemma of Contreras and
her companions haunts Sergio
Lopez, secretary-treasurer of the
Teamsters Local 912. Ten years
after his ascent to union leader-
ship on the shoulders of
Watsonville Canning strikers, his
voice is edged with weariness and
frustration when he discusses the
prospects.
~ “It’s what I ponder every night

as I go to sleep — and I know I'm
not the only one in this city who
is thinking about this from every
possible direction,” Lopez said.
“These people are hard-working,
they're the salt of the Earth.
They’re guilty of nothing except
being in the frozen food industry.
What, if anything, can we bring to
town to employ these people?”’

Workers will be offered an op-
portunity to retrain for other
jobs, such as truck driver, clerk
and receptionist positions,
through the Careerworks pro-
gram, funded by a grant from the
federal Jobs Training and Part-
nership Act.

But interest in the retraining

jobs will be

program has been relatively low,
according to program director
Irish. Of the estimated 714 dis-
placed workers, only 136 signed
up as definitely interested in en-
rolling in a retraining program.
Another 150 said they were possi-
bly interested. Most were inter-
ested in getting help finding a
new job immediately.

The problem, said Irish, is that
most families are too economical-
ly squeezed to spare a member’s
income for the nine months most
training programs require.

“I know that if I lost my job
today, I probably wouldn’t have
the luxury to go sign up for a job
retraining program,” said Irish.
“I’d be saying, I need to have a
job right now.”

That’s particularly true for
many Pajaro Valley families, de-
pendent on low-wage farm labor
or service industry jobs.

“There are jobs, sure; but who
can live on them?”’ said Susan
Sanford, a coungy employment
and training specialist. “It takes
three fulltime jobs to sustain a
household these days.”

In 1994, Green Giant/Pillsbury
offered a grant of $230,000 to help
cover former workers’ living ex-
penses during their retraining;
and in 1991, the federal govern-
ment kicked in $1.5 million for job
retraining after Green Giant laid
off a large group of employees.
Dean Foods has made no such of-

fer, and government funds for re-
training have dried up.

Ironically, most of the 146
Green Giant employees who un-
derwent job retraining ended up
back in the food processing busi-
ness, Irish said.

The close-knit immigrant com-
munities of Mexican, Croatian,
Phillipino and Portuguese work-
ers Sanford tried to place after
the Green Giant closing posed a
particular problem, she said. That
point came home clearly for her
when, after a great deal of negoti-
ating, she was able to secure slots
for about 30 food processors at a
battery plant in Scotts Valley.

None of the laid-off workers
took the jobs; many settled for
minimum-wage positions in
Watsonville rather than commute
to Scotts Valley.

“There’s a comfort factor in-
volved,” she said. “In some cul- |
tures there’s more of a support °
system set up in families, and .
they’re not comfortable going too °
far afield from that. They come
from a place where people don’t
leave their villages; it’s that vil- |
lage feeling.

“And just because we think
they need to do this, that and the
other doesn’t mean that’s what |
they can do with their lives,” she
said. “They’re not afraid of work-
ing hard. That’s not a consider- |
ation; it’s the unfamiliarity of
something different.”
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in the value of the peso and the try’s leading producer and packer sance of the old packing ched in-  year, and they hadn’t anticipated  major employer would need. City for trucks to get around the city, |
liberalized trade policies imple- of broccoli. Today, according to dustry,” said Salinas’ Assistant the tremendous demand for their ~Manager Steve Salomon points to  he says. And it should be working

mented under the North Ameri: the trade journal Food Institute City Manager Jorge Rifa. During product. . the loss of local employers such  harder to place employers in the || |
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In a 1993 fact-finding tour to the nated Watsonville an area hard- Pajaro Valley’s 15,000. “We're ly, they decided to move to San City officials are also pushing ‘ ‘
industrial region known as El Ba- hit by job flight through its inclu-  working with a bigger field here,” Jjuan Bautista, where Riverside the development of a major shop- Nearly all the development cur-
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food industry.

its designation as a Rural Enter- forklifts, the guys who repair die- in the Pajaro Valley, he argues.

“It doesn’t necessarily have to : ; : : gl “ganta Cruz County’s attitude Such a center could attract
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| the doors to further U.S. corpo- yond foreign competition. hired eight more workers in San ich way Watsonville: 5 gourmet desserts.
rate investment in the country, Part of the problem comes from a Bentto County, and plans to hire UCH STORIES have But critics of the city’s annex- }
and Watsonville's Green Giant set shift in consumer tastes. As diet- ~ more when it officially finishes Watsonville city officials pull ation drive say the “suburbaniza- «“Saying food processing is dead |
‘e plant in Irapuato — a city conscious Americans increasing- the move next month. ing out their;hair as they try to tion” of Watsonville will strip it is like saying agriculture is’ \
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,< as“the industry stronghold. salad bowl, the fastest-growing  first growers to start marketing ‘sentiment with the need for jobs heritage. The city should be ag- ing isn’t really dead. It's just
' When you have plants all set sector in the industry is fresh.cut.  the organic specialty lettuce mix- © gressively going after agriculture- changing, and we have to figure
'|' up and ready to run, they can eas- pre-packed lettuce mixes and oth.  es that are taking the nation’s As the title of a recent public based specialty markets, argues  out what the changes are, and

ily increase production in a mat- er raw vegetables. And that kitchens by storm, found that the forum suggested, Watsonville is the Teamsters’ Fahey, one of the how local government can help.
ter of months to take advantage growth is not occurring in  Watsonville site for their busi- at a crossroads. Public officials biggest critics of annexation and food processors and agriculture
of situations like the recent peso  Watsonville, but further south in  ness, Earthbound Farms, no lon- and business leaders argue the retail development. It should be  in this area adapt to a changing
devaluation,” said Runsten. Salinas. ger had enough room. Their busi- city must expand its boundaries developing its infrastructure and  economy.” :




