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Wells Edit April 28

At Least 9,000 Arkansas Workers Caught COVID-19 As Pandemic Overwhelmed Regulators,
Companies

By Mary Hennigan, Abby Zimmardi and Rachell Sanchez-Smith
April 26, 2021

Poultry giant Tyson Foods Inc., the third largest employer in Arkansas', reported 2,866
COVID-19 cases” at its workplaces, nearly one-third of the state's 9,065° sickened workers
across all industries, according to an Arkansascovid.com analysis of Arkansas Department of
Health data.

Tyson appeared 281 times in COVID-19 occupational illness* reports from May 19, 2020 to
April 8, 2021, which showed five or more active cases at the time of the report’. Comparatively,
Walmart Inc., the largest employer in the state, had two appearances® that totaled 12 sick
workers’.Of Tyson’s 21 major locations in Arkansas®, four have not appeared in state health
department occupational reports during the pandemic’. Near the company's headquarters in
northwest Arkansas, the Tyson Berry Street location in Springdale reported 416 COVID-19
cases, the most of any company workplace in the data .

In working conditions that stress a quick turn-around on products, have close-contact with fellow
employees,'' and brisk temperatures'?, workers told Arkansascovid.com they were put at risk for
catching the virus". Some workers said they were fearful to go to work'?, but remained stuck in a

124,000 Arkansas Employees from Tyson website here, third paragraph. ArkansasBusiness rankings
here

2 Company totals here

3 Company totals .csv here, screenshot of RScript with total 9,065 workers here:
https://qithub.com/profrobwells/Spring2021Data/blob/main/company_totals.csv

4 Company appearance counts .csv here

® Company totals here

6 Cleaned master here, Walmart appearances are rows 109 and 267

” Company totals here Row 80

& Tyson major plants here, Arkansas locations here filtered in Google Sheets

® Compared maijor plants to Tyson totals .csv MH added 4.25: Missing plants: Fort Smith, North Little
Rock, Scrantron, Texarkana,

1 Company site total here, Row 20

" Anonymous Tyson worker #1, audio confidential, notes here, highlighted green.

12 Tyson Manual. Page 9, G. i, ii, J here

'3 Company totals here

™ Anonymous Wayne Farms worker #2 fearful of COVID-19, audio confidential, notes here, highlighted
yellow


https://docs.google.com/document/d/13ZC7fVvzi8h2dDOrUb2s6qvWtX5UOfA3jS5uymJwHy4/edit?usp=sharing
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1pOmEINvF0yaO6vHmEoeRk-IzbjPzrJH9/view?usp=sharing
https://www.tysonfoods.com/sites/default/files/2021-02/Tyson%20FSQA%20Expectations%20Manual%20V.%2012-28-20.pdf
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1xJI6CbAC9PZ_yrhhPYu9QTZ44D8yTyYUaAAFduuBsH4/edit
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1pOmEINvF0yaO6vHmEoeRk-IzbjPzrJH9/view?usp=sharing
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1tPmMwMfo8TBCvv-pHVtYCblj83o4pMRH/view?usp=sharing
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1nPMZpdunGW0uFtGyLDVrtGzhY2aJPsuW/view?usp=sharing
https://www.tysonfoods.com/sites/default/files/2018-07/Tyson%20Foods%20Major%20Locations.pdf
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1tPmMwMfo8TBCvv-pHVtYCblj83o4pMRH/view?usp=sharing
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1FqEpffCMUqIUaBu816FJL7cGgCofztNx/view?usp=sharing
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1_8t_hbKJfoOgKEAFBp_dv72rxhbAAqF3/view?usp=sharing
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1FqEpffCMUqIUaBu816FJL7cGgCofztNx/view?usp=sharing
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1l7M09Itb5NYctJmS17ZsT7Dny3X7y739/view?usp=sharing
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1FqEpffCMUqIUaBu816FJL7cGgCofztNx/view?usp=sharing
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1ZNWH4hpKtWMdQjzNyn8Ze5-s0LDHg-Vl/view?usp=sharing
https://github.com/profrobwells/Spring2021Data/blob/main/company_totals.csv
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1FqEpffCMUqIUaBu816FJL7cGgCofztNx/view?usp=sharing
https://www.tysonfoods.com/news/news-releases/2021/3/tyson-foods-vaccinate-thousands-workers-arkansas-kansas-and-north
https://www.arkansasbusiness.com/list/78/largest-arkansas-employers

financial situation that made it hard for them to leave"*. Legal aid attorneys and worker advocacy
groups said the state regulatory structure was overwhelmed by the pandemic. That, combined
with a weak union presence, * led to a failure to provide adequate protections to struggling
workers,they sad.

“We got a fair number of calls from workers who were really worried about going back to an
unsafe working condition,” [Said Kevin'De Liban, Director of Advocacy for Legal Aid of
_De Liban said the state does not have many protections for low-wage workers, which
has led to employers taking advantage of their staff and caused workers to face regular violations
of the law.

-9,065 ¥ reports of worker COVID-19 cases are about 3%_334,998.p0sitive cases in
Arkansas reported through April 27, 2021. However, virus cases in the workplace played a
significant role in the story of COVID-19 in Arkansas, which has _
people*'. Workplace outbreaks were the main indicator of the pandemic’s severity in the state,
-Ben Amick, University of Arkansas for Medical Sciences (UAMS) associate dean of
research and a professor of epidemiology.*

“Early outbreaks were in workplaces or in long-term care facilities.™

In the broader community, COVID-19 cases in Arkansas grew exponentially starting in October,

Interviews with workers and advocacy groups revealed a fear of balancing the need to make a
living against possible virus exposures in the workplace.

9,065//334,998

25 Anonymous Tyson worker #1, audio confidential, notes here,


https://docs.google.com/document/d/1xJI6CbAC9PZ_yrhhPYu9QTZ44D8yTyYUaAAFduuBsH4/edit
mailto:bencamick@uams.edu
https://otter.ai/u/lHC0TE-t_tB3Gh0yBUPuYQMP8tU
mailto:bencamick@uams.edu
https://otter.ai/u/lHC0TE-t_tB3Gh0yBUPuYQMP8tU
mailto:bencamick@uams.edu
https://otter.ai/u/lHC0TE-t_tB3Gh0yBUPuYQMP8tU
https://experience.arcgis.com/experience/c2ef4a4fcbe5458fbf2e48a21e4fece9
https://experience.arcgis.com/experience/c2ef4a4fcbe5458fbf2e48a21e4fece9
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1ZNWH4hpKtWMdQjzNyn8Ze5-s0LDHg-Vl/view?usp=sharing
https://github.com/profrobwells/Spring2021Data/blob/main/company_totals.csv
mailto:kdeliban@arlegalaid.org
https://otter.ai/u/EgRgaIwggQBKnVNOLCF9UotwDug
mailto:kdeliban@arlegalaid.org
https://otter.ai/u/EgRgaIwggQBKnVNOLCF9UotwDug
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1Q5U2YWL14xfn1r6HZzLRPT5XtnqPDBAwlmgM4kTBXa0/edit?usp=sharing
https://otter.ai/u/Zn-pkbABiRPCiKZPi4KOK2d_6Vw
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1iDoRkZnH3R2M79P3HZQuL15UJbzbL3kX3Z_bTqMjZJ0/edit

“It’s not easy to see so many of your coworkers become sick and know that some of them have
even died®®,” said a worker for Tyson’s Chick-N-Quick in Rogers, Arkansas. The worker, who
spoke in Spanish,”” did not want to be identified due to concerns of possible workplace
retaliation.

This worker has spent the last year working with the fear of potentially infecting their family,
and their situation is similar to eight other Arkansas employees interviewed for this story. Every
poultry employee Arkansascovid.com interviewed said that their company’s management did not
formally tell them about sick co-workers?.

“It’s sad and difficult because you don’t know if the next person is going to be you or bring the
sickness home with you, and then possibly infect your wife and children,” the Chick-N-Quick
worker said. “The company has honestly done nothing, nor do they care.””

Workers may have agreed about a lack of communication concerning sick colleagues, but there
were varying opinions about the companies’ overall pandemic control, with some expressing
support for the efforts of Tyson and others to contain the virus.

“But I think Tyson, all in all, they [were] up front with us about everything, they didn’t hide
anything from us,” said*® Debra Marsh of Texarkana, Texas, who has worked at the Tyson in
Hope, Arkansas, for 25 years®'.

During the last year of the pandemic, Marsh, 59°%, has not feared going to work®, in part
because she doesn’t come into contact with many other workers in her position** and was
comfortable with the protocols Tyson has put in place.

Throughout the pandemic, management at the Hope Tyson location implemented random
COVID-19 testing™; Marsh was tested twice, and both were negative.*® The company®’ also
provided Marsh with a Johnson & Johnson*® vaccine on March 26%°.

% Arkansas obituaries that show they worked at Tyson here

2 Anonymous Tyson worker #1, audio confidential, notes here,

28 Folder with proof of every worker saying they are not notified here

29 Anonymous Tyson worker #1, audio confidential, notes here,

30 Debra Marsh, dmarsh2504@amail.com 903-908-3097 audio here Time 4:35
31 Debra Marsh, dmarsh2504@gamail.com 903-908-3097 audio here Time 5:11
32 Debra Marsh, dmarsh2504@amail.com 903-908-3097 audio here Time 6:47
33 Debra Marsh, dmarsh2504@gmail.com 903-908-3097 audio here Time 8:49
34 Debra Marsh, dmarsh2504@amail.com 903-908-3097 audio here Time 8:16
% Debra Marsh, dmarsh2504@amail.com 903-908-3097 audio here Time 2:51
% Debra Marsh, dmarsh2504@gamail.com 903-908-3097 audio here Time 3:12
%" Debra Marsh, dmarsh2504@gmail.com 903-908-3097 audio here Time 3:22
% Debra Marsh, dmarsh2504@amail.com 903-908-3097 audio here Time 12:21
% Debra Marsh, dmarsh2504@gamail.com 903-908-3097 audio here Time 12:42
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mailto:dmarsh2504@gmail.com
https://otter.ai/u/lhqb-wUaYQ8lhyjFdwggGiwNAlE
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1xJI6CbAC9PZ_yrhhPYu9QTZ44D8yTyYUaAAFduuBsH4/edit
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1-yMM-1cwSQaIIuaJ3QNyc6HcRVmHwREk5_eNRjAKqbI/edit?usp=sharing
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1xJI6CbAC9PZ_yrhhPYu9QTZ44D8yTyYUaAAFduuBsH4/edit
https://www.legacy.com/obituaries/legacy/obituary-search.aspx?daterange=30&keyword=Tyson&countryid=1&stateid=4&affiliateid=all

Similar to Marsh, Eric Brown, a maintenance worker at the Tyson in Hope, said he has not feared
going to work during the pandemic because Tyson management installed dividers and enforced
use of masks and face shields in the workplace.*’

In January 2020, Tyson formed a coronavirus task force that implemented temperature checks,
wellness health screenings, masks, social distancing and free access to COVID-19 vaccines,
Derek Bursleson, a Tyson spokesperson, wrote in an email.*!

“Our top priority has been and always will be the health and safety of our team members,”
Burleson said. “We’ve invested hundreds of millions of dollars for team member safety during
the pandemic to transform our U.S. facilities with protective measures.”*

Tyson's reported 2,866 sick workers was more than four times greater than the
next-most-prevalent company, George's Inc, which reported 704* sick workers. Tyson employs
some 24,000 people in Arkansas** and whereas George’s employs 7,000* people.

Arkansascovid.com reporters spent weeks compiling and analyzing COVID-19 workplace illness
reports, which are available here and in a searchable database here. During the period from May
2020 to April 2021, the Arkansas Department of Health periodically published 80* reports that
only included companies with five or more active cases at the time of the report*, said Gavin
Lesnik, the former public information director for Arkansas Department of Health. Data was
collected from both contact tracing and business reporting of positive COVID-19 cases, although
companies were not legally required to report sick workers,*® he said. The state health
department data does not include occupational COVID-19 deaths. Arkansascovid.com reporters

used the R data analysis software to extract and compile details from the 80 separate reports,
producing details about the scale of the pandemic that have not been released before.

Despite worker concerns and thousands of illnesses, few workers complained to the
Occupational Safety and Health Administration (OSHA), the federal agency that oversees
workplace safety. From March 16, 2020 to Feb. 9, 2021, eight poultry industry complaints
concerning COVID-19 were filed, four of which involved Tyson*. During this time, there were
106 total complaints filed in Arkansas.*

40 Eric Brown, 903-556-2528, audio here, Time 1:21-1:56

41 Tyson Email here Derek Burlseon email: derek.burlseon@tyson.com # 479-651-0275
2 Tyson Email here Derek Burlseon email: derek.burlseon@tyson.com # 479-651-0275
43 Company appearance counts .csv here 41 *7 = 287. Tyson yielded 281.

4 Arkansas largest employers here

4 George’s employment numbers here

46 Raw occupational reports here NEW: Every date with a report listed here

47 Gavin Lesnik interview notes here

8 Gavin Lesnik interview notes here

4 Spreadsheet here

%0 Spreadsheet here


https://github.com/profrobwells/Spring2021Data/blob/main/worker_illness_cleaned_master.csv
https://www.datawrapper.de/_/N2CYu/
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1jMGgGRII7wKP2xNrIxvNfWlgCTlOXxYO/view?usp=sharing
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1jMGgGRII7wKP2xNrIxvNfWlgCTlOXxYO/view?usp=sharing
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1gP_W2XdEabRacy-7L7I9Y-k6ZPSg1SRzs705wA5l1qo/edit?usp=sharing
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1gP_W2XdEabRacy-7L7I9Y-k6ZPSg1SRzs705wA5l1qo/edit?usp=sharing
https://drive.google.com/drive/folders/15Mltbzrjo0VGqz-5LsOUTgDAMWMFXuCn?usp=sharing
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1mXYPUiW8vYf3zd_Qmf3p_QgYcm7-pNiB/view?usp=sharing
https://www.georgesinc.com/
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1c8pCM-119xpVWYPiVE4N4rdgNZKnvIZr/view?usp=sharing
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1l7M09Itb5NYctJmS17ZsT7Dny3X7y739/view?usp=sharing
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1wyTlnebrnXYqhMGQCk187d408VG_4hsj/view?usp=sharing
mailto:derek.burlseon@tyson.com
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1wyTlnebrnXYqhMGQCk187d408VG_4hsj/view?usp=sharing
mailto:derek.burlseon@tyson.com
https://otter.ai/u/2nfZP0ON190_7_Kjb0SSHGE609E

Wayne Farms LLC, a poultry plant in Danville, Arkansas, first appeared in the state health
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5 Wayne Farms Time .csv here, row 1 First Wayne Farms appearance here

52 Company totals here row 9

%3 Company totals here row 9, 771 employees here, 230/771 = 0.298 *100 = 29.8%, rounded to 30%
5 Wayne Farms website, map shows Danville, Arkansas, with 771 employees here

%8 Willie Besinger, 479-453-0490, Wayne Farms maintenance worker, recording here, quote at 1:00,



mailto:fes01@att.net
https://otter.ai/u/6m8SAkDxh44E0lxW_jCAvWub91A
mailto:fes01@att.net
https://docs.google.com/document/d/14yaBWt_UpOTFw3FXrA1Cjh0_4HyGsl7vIQlaV_ZgBWQ/edit?usp=sharing
https://otter.ai/u/ZZ00TYBVPEmxQbBlOpW05B53KKs
https://otter.ai/u/ZZ00TYBVPEmxQbBlOpW05B53KKs
https://otter.ai/u/ZZ00TYBVPEmxQbBlOpW05B53KKs
https://otter.ai/u/ZZ00TYBVPEmxQbBlOpW05B53KKs
https://otter.ai/u/ZZ00TYBVPEmxQbBlOpW05B53KKs
https://otter.ai/u/ZZ00TYBVPEmxQbBlOpW05B53KKs
https://waynefarms.com/working-with-us/our-impact/our-facility-locations
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1FqEpffCMUqIUaBu816FJL7cGgCofztNx/view?usp=sharing
https://waynefarms.com/working-with-us/our-impact/our-facility-locations
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1FqEpffCMUqIUaBu816FJL7cGgCofztNx/view?usp=sharing
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1CrxpwKCJgQHo9rSSEeEDP7x51oElC4st/view?usp=sharing
https://drive.google.com/file/d/11F4B8bafPIy8oWQBLCQ5osxL8Zz8voce/view?usp=sharing
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Singleton, the Wayne Farms spokesperson, suggested some number of these
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with 1,592 cases per 10,000 population” as of April 27, 2021, according to the ADH.

& Anonymous Wayne Farms worker #2, audio confidential, notes here, highlighted yellow.

% Anonymous Wayne Farms worker #2, audio confidential, notes here, highlighted yellow.

% Anonymous Wayne Farms worker #2, audio confidential, notes here, highlighted yellow.

67 Anonymous Wayne Farms worker #2, audio confidential, notes here, highlighted yellow.
 Company totals here row 9

% Frank Singleton, fes01@att.net, 678-316-4237, Wayne Farms Spokesperson, audio here, quote at
8. highlighted green

0 Report here, Executive Summary paragraph 3

" Race main file .csv here, column BG


https://drive.google.com/file/d/10pqH_fiAQbAf34BK2GoDdqqUcv11Lo82/view?usp=sharing
https://drive.google.com/viewerng/viewer?url=https://4v8.3f1.myftpupload.com/wp-content/uploads/2020/07/Final-AR-3-Field-Team-Report-_-07082020_V1.pdf
mailto:fes01@att.net
https://otter.ai/u/6m8SAkDxh44E0lxW_jCAvWub91A
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1FqEpffCMUqIUaBu816FJL7cGgCofztNx/view?usp=sharing
https://docs.google.com/document/d/13ZC7fVvzi8h2dDOrUb2s6qvWtX5UOfA3jS5uymJwHy4/edit?usp=sharing
https://docs.google.com/document/d/13ZC7fVvzi8h2dDOrUb2s6qvWtX5UOfA3jS5uymJwHy4/edit?usp=sharing
https://docs.google.com/document/d/13ZC7fVvzi8h2dDOrUb2s6qvWtX5UOfA3jS5uymJwHy4/edit?usp=sharing
https://docs.google.com/document/d/13ZC7fVvzi8h2dDOrUb2s6qvWtX5UOfA3jS5uymJwHy4/edit?usp=sharing
mailto:fes01@att.net
https://docs.google.com/document/d/14yaBWt_UpOTFw3FXrA1Cjh0_4HyGsl7vIQlaV_ZgBWQ/edit?usp=sharing

en overall

Similar to Wayne Farms{{George’s implemented basic safety protocols such as mask wearing”
accounted for 704” reported sick workers, according to the Arkansascovid.com data analysis.

workplace as a worry about contracting COVID-197, A worker at the George’s plant in

Springdale, whose name was withheld due to concerns about retaliation, shared the same
sentiment about the lack of social distancing protocols, especially during shift changes. Social

more time clocks to resolve these issues after workers raised concerns following a walkout in the
Springdale facility. George’s has yet to follow through with the promise, employees said.

2 Report here, Page 1, “WHO ARE THE WORKERS?”


https://www.facingsouth.org/2021/02/what-walkout-georges-poultry-workers-accomplished
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1Ppg2QeAvEQ43bhUxiESVwpOXl45ifhulPA6F9ST7pAs/edit?usp=sharing
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1Ppg2QeAvEQ43bhUxiESVwpOXl45ifhulPA6F9ST7pAs/edit?usp=sharing
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1Ppg2QeAvEQ43bhUxiESVwpOXl45ifhulPA6F9ST7pAs/edit?usp=sharing
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1iDoRkZnH3R2M79P3HZQuL15UJbzbL3kX3Z_bTqMjZJ0/edit
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1FqEpffCMUqIUaBu816FJL7cGgCofztNx/view?usp=sharing
https://www.tysonfoods.com/who-we-are/our-story/where-we-came-from/our-history
https://www.georgesinc.com/
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1iDoRkZnH3R2M79P3HZQuL15UJbzbL3kX3Z_bTqMjZJ0/edit
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1iDoRkZnH3R2M79P3HZQuL15UJbzbL3kX3Z_bTqMjZJ0/edit
https://www.uusc.org/sites/default/files/wages_and_working_conditions_in_arkansas_poultry_plants.pdf

Another George’s employee from Springdale, whose name was withheld due to concerns of
workplace retaliation, said the company didn’t fulfill promises to improve worker safety and the
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it does not mean that

There is little financial incentive for private attorneys to take labor law cases for low-wage
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8 Kevin De Liban, kdeliban@arlegalaid.org, (901) 834-0436, Legal Aid of Arkansas, recording here,
uote at 3:49, highlighted gr

8 U.S. Citizenshii and Immiiration Services 2021 Poverti Guidelines here


mailto:kdeliban@arlegalaid.org
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https://www.uscis.gov/i-864p
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https://www.nlrb.gov/about-nlrb/rights-we-protect/the-law/employees/concerted-activity
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1iDoRkZnH3R2M79P3HZQuL15UJbzbL3kX3Z_bTqMjZJ0/edit
https://drive.google.com/drive/folders/1Y071yJ-pcQzzsVkNQovkvnz8n1QNeSrV?usp=sharing
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1Ppg2QeAvEQ43bhUxiESVwpOXl45ifhulPA6F9ST7pAs/edit?usp=sharing

Low incentive combined with violations led low-wage workers to feel economic insecurity. As a
single father of two teenagers, a George’s worker said if he lost his job that he would only be
able to survive financially for one month.

"There is a risk at work all the time, but you have o g0 fo work."" the Springdale George’s

worker said in Spanish. His name was withheld due to concerns about workplace retaliation.

Arkansas poultry workers faced financial problems that compounded with the looming fear of
the pandemic, which was a trend seen across several companies.

--The following University of Arkansas data journalism students contributed to this report: Haley
Hale, Grayson Green, Ravi Brock, Caroline Sellers, Robert Stewart, Katy Seiter, Emma
Dannenfelser and Graham Smithson; UofA associate professor Rob Wells edited and
contributed. Carmen Molina Acosta from the Howard Center for Investigative Journalism also
contributed.
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Arkansas counties with COVID-19 cases by Haley Hale.

https://public.flourish.studio/visualisation/5886015/
--Ravi FC

R.

% Anonymous George’s worker #3, notes here, 15:11
" Anonymous worker, Chick-N-Quick, 30:05 here
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COVID-19 Cases per 10,000 Race, Ethnicity Population by Mary Hennigan
https://public.flourish.studio/visualisation/5973343/
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- On github here
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