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FOOD SUPPLY CHAIN

Pork Plant at Center
of South Dakota’s
Virus Outbreak
Had Visit From
CCP-Tied Owners

IVAN PENTCHOUKOV

A Smithfield Foods pork processing
plant in Sioux Falls, South Dakota,
was visited by representatives from
its Chinese Communist Party-tied
parent company one month before
the first COVID-19 case was con-
firmed at the facility, according to
three employees.

After the first illness was con-
firmed at the plant on March 26,
the facility quickly became the epi-
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Pork Plant at Center of South Dakota’s Virus Outbreak Had
Visit From CCP-Tied Owners Month Before 1st COVID-19 Case
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(L-R) Chairman of WH Group Wan Long, then-president and
CEO of Smithfield Foods Larry Pope, and then-chief financial
officer of Smithfield Foods Kenneth Sullivan attend a press con-
ference in Hong Kong on April 14, 2014.
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center of the state’s outbreak
of the CCP (Chinese Com-
munist Party) virus, com-
monly known as the novel
coronavirus. South Dakota
Gov. Kristi Noemwroteinan
April 11 letter that 238 plant
employees had contracted
the virus, accounting for 38
percent of the state’s con-
firmed cases at the time.

The outbreak has intensi-
fied since. More than 518
employees have tested posi-
tive for the virus as of April
15, in addition to 126 non-
employees who have be-
come infected after coming
into contact with a Smith-
field employee, according
to the South Dakota Depart-
ment of Health.

Executives from WH
Group, Smithfield’s parent
company in China, regu-
larly visit the plant, accord-
ing to two employees. The
visit preceding the first con-
firmed case didn’tinclude a
plant tour and was limited
to meetings in a separate
building, another employ-
ee said. The visit took place
roughly a month after Pres-
ident Donald Trump had
banned travel from China,
where the pandemic origi-
nated. All of the employees
spoke on condition of ano-
nymity.

Three employees told The
Epoch Times that the com-
pany offered workers a $500
bonus to keep working after
the plant had its first con-
firmed case. One employee
said he or she had informed

management multiple times
about feeling ill, but was told
to keep working. The worker
eventually tested positive for
COVID-19.

“Whenever anyone felt sick
or didn'’t feel the best after
we started becoming short-
staffed, they would try [to]
keep [you] there no matter
what,” the employee said.

When asked about man-
agement ignoring reports
of sickness, another worker
said the allegation “is com-
pletely false.”

“All employees who felt a
minimal symptom were sent
home with a medical rec-
ommendation,” the worker
said, adding that the plant
had sanitary and social dis-
tancing measures in place.

Smithfield Foods declined
to comment to The Epoch
Times; WH Group didn'tre-
spond to a request for com-
ment.

The Sioux Falls plant al-
ready was under a three-
day shutdown related to the
outbreak when Gov. Noem
asked Smithfield to close the
plant—which processes 4 to
5 percent of all pork in the
United States—for at least
two weeks. Smithfield re-
sponded by shuttering the
plant indefinitely.

Smithfield said itwould pay
its 3,700 employees for two
weeks after the shutdown.
Kenneth Sullivan, Smith-
field’s CEO, described the
closure of the plant in dire
terms. The company didn’t
say whether its Chinese par-
entcompany played arolein
drafting the press release.
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“The closure of this facility,
combined with a growing
list of other protein plants
that have shuttered across
our industry, is pushing our
country perilously close
to the edge in terms of our
meat supply,” Sullivan said.
“It is impossible to keep our
grocery stores stocked if our
plants are not running.”

The 2013 purchase of
Smithfield Foods by WH
Group was at the time the
largest acquisition of a U.S.
company bya Chinese firm.
The purchase made WH
Group—known as Shuan-
ghui International at the
time—the world’s largest
pork producer. The takeover
was approved by the Obama
administration.

The owner of WH Group,
Wan Long, holds a seat
on the National People’s
Congress, the legislature
of the CCP. Wan’s path to
dominance in China’s pork
market was cleared by Li
Keqiang, accordingto anac-
count by the state-run news
agency Xinhua, cited by The
Wall Street Journal. Liis now
the second-ranking mem-
ber of the Politburo Standing
Committee of the CCP.

The connection between
the CCP and the Smithfield
plantfits a pattern of locales
and entities with strong ties
to the communist regime
being hardest-hit by the
pandemic. Lured by trade
benefits or caving to Beijing’s
pressure, governments and
officials in many regions
have taken accommodating
stances toward the Chinese
regime.

Lastyear, amid a hog fever
outbreak in China, Smith-
field shifted production in
atleast one U.S. plant to ac-
commodate the Chinese
market. The company did so
with the knowledge that the
move could create a short-
age in the United States in
2020. Smithfield’s director of
raw materials procurement,
Arnold Silver, told an indus-
try conference in late 2019
that sales to China could
eventually create bacon
and ham shortages for U.S.
consumers.

“Down the road, if this

continues and we ship a lot
of product to China, certain-
lyI'thinkwe could see short-
ages, particularly on hams
and bellies,” Silver said.

Wan, also the CEO of WH
Group, began his career at
a state-run meat process-
ing plant in Luohe, China.
After climbing up the ranks
and leading an expansion,
he bought the firm from the
governmentin 2006 for $326
million. A firm co-founded
by Winston Wen, the son
of former CCP head Wen
Jiabao, invested in the com-
pany after the buyout and,
atone time, held a4 percent
stake, according to WS]J.

While Smithfield’s Sioux
Falls plant isn’t the only
U.S. meat-processing facility
with confirmed COVID-19
cases among employees, the
scale of its outbreak is by far
the worst.

Sanderson Farms, the
third-largest poultry pro-
ducer in the U.S,, reported
in early April that 15 of its
employees tested positive
for the CCP virus. Tyson
Foods, the world’s second-
largest processor and mar-
keter of chicken, beef, and
pork, on April 14 reported 30
confirmed cases at one of its
Washington plants.

Maple LeafFoods, Cargill,
West Liberty Foods, and JBS
have also closed some plants
after employees orlocal resi-
dents were confirmed to
have COVID-19.

Meat producers and pro-
cessors have temporar-
ily shuttered plants and
reduced production as they
carried out measures to pre-
vent outbreaks. The industry
is also rapidly adjusting to
a massive shift in demand
toward supermarkets and
away from restaurants,
schools, and other com-
mercial clients that have
been shut down amid the
pandemic.

Meat department retail
sales were 41 percent high-
er at the beginning of April
compared to the same time
last year, according to 210
Analytics.

Jack Phillips and Reuters
contributed to this report.
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