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Group to back anti-hog candidates

Strategy to prevent plant from opening in St. Boniface park 

Tue Apr 18 2006
By Bartley Kives
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Ed Shinewald (left) with Melet Plastics and Craig Sangster oppose OlyWest’s pork plant. 

 

THE business coalition raising a stink over the OlyWest hog plant will back anti-pig candidates in the next civic election to prevent the hog-processing and rendering facility from setting up shop in the St. Boniface Industrial Park.

The 25-member OlyOpp Group, led by drug manufacturer Vita Health Products, announced a three-prong anti-OlyWest strategy yesterday that also included possible legal action and negotiations to move the $200-million plant and its 1,100 jobs outside of Winnipeg.

But the St. Boniface group's main battle tactic is applying political pressure on Winnipeg Mayor Sam Katz and city councillors who voted in favour of a $2.4-million financial incentive package for hog-growing and processing consortium OlyWest in November 2005, about a month after details of the plan were made public.

"Such an enormous undertaking should have taken the city longer to approve," said OlyOpp spokesman and Vita Health employee relations director Craig Sangster. "I firmly believe that when (Katz) heard a hog plant would be built in Winnipeg, he thought it was Harley Davidson."

The OlyOpp Group, which fears a loss of business over real or perceived environmental contamination, plans to raise as much money "as campaign finance rules allow" to support anti-OlyWest candidates in an attempt to punish Katz and eight city councillors who voted in favour of the plant.

But a spokesman for the mayor was unfazed yesterday as he repeated Katz's call to address all concerns about OlyWest to the provincial Clean Environment Commission, which is expected to hold hearings into OlyWest in the fall -- precisely the same time the city is embroiled in a civic election campaign.   "Nothing we've heard today changes anything," said Brian Kelcey, the mayor's new communications director. "We have faith in the CEC to hear all concerns."

While public opposition is not unusual in the livestock industry, OlyWest spokesman Guy Baudry said this is the first time he's aware of businesses banding together to oppose a hog plant.

"I think there's a misunderstanding on their part. This is not a hog barn. This is a food-processing plant," said Baudry, whose consortium is planning to hold public meetings of its own within six weeks, partly to dispel what he describes as misinformation about the plant.

"On our side, we have to deal with science and facts, while the opposition is making claims based on perceptions," Baudry said.

He's slated to meet today with Winnipeg Chamber of Commerce president Dave Angus to broker a meeting with OlyOpp Group leaders, who say they're only opposed to the location of the plant -- not the hog industry.

OlyWest has its heart set on the St. Boniface Industrial Park location, which provides the consortium easy access to a sizable labour pool as well as the water, power and transportation infrastructure required to make the plant work.

"If they're not prepared to discuss anything other than moving the location, then there might not be a lot to talk about," Baudry said.

On another front, the Manitoba Eco-Network and the Winnipeg Humane Society have organized a Thursday open house at the Viscount Gort Hotel to discuss an increase in hog-farming that could result from the OlyWest plant. The speakers include Rick Dove from Robert F. Kennedy Jr.'s Waterkeeper Alliance and Slaughterhouse Blues author Michael Broadway.  Baudry, however, said there will be no increase in hog farming because Manitoba already produces more pigs than local plants can slaughter and the rest are sent to the U.S.

"That's part of the reason we're building the plant," he said.
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Pork profits from corn decision

Thu Apr 20 2006
By Larry Kusch
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Canadian pork producers happy to have American corn again. 

 

A Canadian decision Tuesday to lift a duty against U.S. corn may have saved Manitoba hog producers up to $100 million in annual feed costs, the Manitoba Pork Council said yesterday.

Council president Karl Kynoch, who farms at Baldur, said for many producers, eliminating the duty will make the difference between profit and loss this year.

"It's going to have a huge impact" on the Manitoba industry, he said in an interview yesterday. "It is definitely good news for our industry."

The Canadian International Trade Tribunal ruled Tuesday that American corn imports haven't hurt and aren't threatening to hurt the Canadian corn industry.

But while hog producers applauded the decision, Manitoba corn growers said it was a blow.

"We're very shocked and disappointed, I guess would be the words to use," said Theresa Bergsma, secretary manager of the Manitoba Corn Growers Association.  Bergsma said the tribunal contradicted an earlier decision by the Canadian Border Services Agency, which determined that the injury to Canadian corn growers by subsidized U.S. imports amounted to $1.47 US a bushel.

She said when the temporary duty was imposed in December, Manitoba's 600 corn growers saw prices jump by 40-50 cents a bushel.

The Canadian Pork Council estimates that the duty could have added up to $20 a head to the cost of raising a hog to market weight.

Manitoba hog producers raise about 5.5 million hogs a year to slaughter weight. Another 3.3 million or so are sold as weanling pigs to the United States.

The hog industry is worth an estimated $1 billion to the Manitoba economy. That figure includes hog processing and other spinoffs.

Kynoch said the corn duty, initially set at $1.75 a bushel, was effectively keeping U.S. corn out of Canada.

"We were looking at a huge increase in our feed costs," he said. "That's gone now."

Parts of Manitoba were also short of feed because crops had been flooded out the past couple of years, forcing many farmers to import feed from Saskatchewan.   Bergsma said a number of Manitoba growers have decided not to plant corn this year as a result of the ruling.

"I've had a number of calls this morning," she said.

One farmer had received his seed, but he's sending it back, she said. "And that's pretty sad, when we get to that state."

The temporary duty had been applied in response to a complaint by Manitoba corn growers, along with their counterparts in Ontario and Quebec, who claimed that American corn was being subsidized and dumped into the Canadian market.

Bergsma said her association will read the reasons for the tribunal's decision before launching an appeal, although she added that an appeal is likely.
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Opposition expressed to proposed hog plant

Thursday April 20, 2006

Family farm advocates, animal welfare experts and environmentalists gathered in Winnipeg today to express their opposition to the proposed $200-million OlyWest hog plant in a St. Boniface industrial park.

Hog industry experts from Robert F. Kennedy Jr.’s Waterkeeper Alliance and the universities of Northern Michigan and Minnesota joined representatives from the Winnipeg Humane Society, the Manitoba Eco-Network and the National Farmers Union to talk about the potential impacts of an expansion of hog processing capacity in Manitoba.

Smaller and more humane production and slaughtering facilities are what Fred Trait of the National Farmers Union and Marlene Halverson of the Minnesota Institute for Sustainable Agriculture recommend. They believe that industrialization of the pork industry has caused hardship to the North American family farm, not to mention cruelty to the animals themselves.

Panellists highlighted examples of severe toxic degradation in North Carolina rivers at least partly blamed on a dramatic increase in hog slaughtering operations in the northeast part of that state.

According to U.S. university professor and author Michael Broadway, communities that host slaughterhouses pay a big social cost, particularly in higher crime rates.

Pig plant opposition gaining support

OlyWest proposal galvanizes people 

Fri Apr 21 2006
By Martin Cash

GRASSROOTS opposition to the proposed OlyWest hog processing plant appears to be growing.

Activist Jim Stevenson and 15 other canvassers knocked on doors in a Transcona neighbourhood this week and received close to 100 per cent support for a petition opposing the OlyWest plant.

And a forum featuring industry experts and academics from the U.S. and Canada warned yesterday about the hidden impacts of the hog industry in Manitoba.

"This is the first time we have ever organized something like this," said Vicki Burns, the executive director of the Winnipeg Humane Society, which held the forum in association with the Manitoba Eco-Network and the National Farmers Union.

"The OlyWest proposal has caused such a diversity of concern. It has galvanized people into action."

A consortium of three of the biggest pork processors and producers in Canada plan to build a 300,000-square-foot plant that would be capable of processing 2.5 million hogs per year and would need to employ about 1,100 workers.   The proposed project in the St. Boniface Industrial Park still needs regulatory approval, but the city and province have agreed to provide about $30 million in assistance.

Stevenson, who is credited by many as the person who jump-started the organized opposition to the proposed $200-million hog processing plant, said there are likely thousands of local residents who are now supporting the fight against the plant.

In addition to Stevenson's Concerned Citizens Alliance and Burns' group of environmentalists and animal welfare and family farm advocates, business people from the St. Boniface industrial Park have taken the unprecedented step of hiring public affairs consultant Ed Martens to make sure their opposition to the plant is properly heard.

The group is already planning campaigns to support or oppose the election of officials depending on their position on OlyWest.

Last night, more than 225 people packed into a small banquet room at the Viscount Gort Hotel for a public forum dubbed Hog production in Manitoba: What does it mean to you?

The event was sponsored by the Winnipeg Humane Society, Manitoba Eco-Network and the National Farmers Union.

Fred Tait, Manitoba co-ordinator of the farmers union, told the crowd that intensive livestock operations don't just pose enviromental and animal welfare problems.   "It's not really about farming anymore. It's about corporations that produce what used to be a farm product," said Tait, who farms near Rossendale. "Over the last three or more years, this industry has expanded to such a degree that we've ended up with a feed grain deficit in this province and we are importing U.S. corn now in amounts of more than one million bushels a year.

"And we are importing that corn at a price that is so low, my neighbours and fellow farmers cannot compete."

 Guy Baudry, spokesman for OlyWest, said they are committed to developing the project in a responsible manner. "We will not build this plant without the appropriate regulatory approval," he said. "But we are not going to contemplate an alternative (regardless of the opposition) until we have finished our due diligence and submitted our application to Manitoba Conservation."

One of the more vocal activists from the St. Boniface Industrial Park is Ed Shinewald of Melet Plastics. He is passionate about the negative effects he thinks the plant will have on his business and the entire commercial district.

 martin.cash@freepress.mb.ca
Columnists
Oly-Oops over proposed hog plant?

Sat Apr 22 2006
LAURA RANCE - RURAL REVIVAL

ONE can only imagine the conversations between the proponents of the new OlyWest hog processing plant in Winnipeg and Olymel head offices in Ste. Hyacinthe, Que., these days.

Olymel: "Mes amis, you said your people in Manitoba like these hogs. Why then do they raise up so much stink?"

OlyWest: "Ah, but we do like hogs in Manitoba. It's just that some of our city folks don't understand the smell of money."

Just days before the OlyOpp coalition of businesses opposing the plant's location declared war on city council, OlyWest spokesman Guy Baudry was telling pork producers things were looking pretty good on the public relations front.

The $160-million plant, a joint venture between the Quebec-based processor Olymel, Hytek Ltd. of La Broquerie and Big Sky Farms of Saskatchewan, is expected to slaughter 2.25 million hogs a year on two shifts.

Baudry said while public concerns persist over the plant's location in the St. Boniface Industrial Park east of Dugald Road, resistance seems to wane once people actually visit the site. He noted the nearest residence is 1.5 kilometres away from the plant's proposed location.   OlyWest sent 39,000 flyers to residences in the area and another 28,000 to businesses. "All told, we got 10 calls, three of which I couldn't allow my kids to listen to, a similar number where they expressed concerns, and the balance of calls were support calls," Baudry said.

What he didn't say -- perhaps didn't know -- was that a revolt was brewing among the local businesses. They fear the hog plant as a neighbour for the very same smelly reasons country folks aren't real pleased about hog barns going up in their vicinity.

The difference in the country is that people usually find out about a new hog barn before the decision is announced to the news media. In fact, they get a letter in the mail inviting them to a public hearing before council decides whether to approve the project. They have an opportunity to find out all the details and air any concerns they might have.

That's not to say the situation is always resolved to everyone's satisfaction -- but no one can say it has been dropped on a neighbourhood with no notice.

People living and working near the proposed hog plant in Winnipeg can make that claim. Although rumours were leaked to the media in advance of the announcement in November, they were coyly denied by those in the know. For whatever reason, the whole affair was cloaked in secrecy until it was pretty much a done deal.

You can surprise someone with flowers and get away with it -- but a hog plant?

Sure, there's still a Clean Environment Commission hearing and environmental licensing process, but the government incentive money is already on the table and political approvals virtually granted.

The City of Winnipeg has committed 60 acres of land with an option to purchase an additional 40 acres in the St. Boniface Industrial Park. It is offering $2.4 million over nine years towards site infrastructure development, plus a local improvement loan.   The province has committed $3 million for training and recruitment, $4.5 million towards site infrastructure development and a repayable, interest-bearing loan of $20 million under the Manitoba Industrial Opportunities Program.

The 24 businesses belonging to the OlyOpp group include Canada's largest generic drug manufacturer, Vita Health Products, which is reportedly considering moving its operations and 390 jobs out of Winnipeg if the hog plant goes ahead at that location. It also includes Color Ad Packaging, one of the world's largest manufacturers of movie theatre popcorn boxes.

These companies fear their businesses will suffer from both real impacts, such as air and water contamination, as well as perceived effects. Pooh-pooh it if you like, but some people might be a bit squeamish about popping pills or eating popcorn out of a cardboard box produced next to a slaughterhouse.

OlyWest missed its chance to address these concerns before the battle lines were drawn.

It now faces opposition on two fronts -- those who oppose all further hog industry development because of environmental and animal welfare issues, and those who fear having it in their backyard.

The first group raises legitimate questions about the industry that deserve a fair airing during the environmental process. But with civic elections looming later this year, it is the NIMBY (not-in-my-backyard) crowd that has both the money and political clout to dominate the opposition agenda.

There's little doubt that the proposed pork processing plant will insert jobs and people into the Winnipeg economy. It will process more hogs in Manitoba instead of shipping them to the U.S. And chances are, it won't live up to the expectation that it will disrupt life in Winnipeg East.

But between Olymel, OlyWest and now OlyOpp -- you have to wonder whether there's been an Oly-Oops in how the groundwork for this project was laid.

Laura Rance is associate editor of the Farmers' Independent Weekly (www.fiwonline.com). She can be reached at 792-4382 or by e-mail: lrance@fiwonline.com.

Who'll go hog-wild for jobs?

Finding workers for processing plant may not be easy 

Mon Apr 24 2006
By Bartley Kives
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Robert Ziegler: ‘people overreacting’ 

 

ABOUT eight million hogs come to market in Manitoba every year, which means a massive new plant in Winnipeg should have no problem finding enough critters to kill.

But the $200-million OlyWest facility proposed for the St. Boniface Industrial Park may have to look a little harder for human beings to process those pigs, thanks to a labour shortage caused by low unemployment here at home and an outflow of workers to the red-hot oil sands of Alberta.

OlyWest, a consortium of hog growers and processors from Quebec, Saskatchewan and Manitoba, will start looking to fill 1,100 positions for a new Winnipeg plant when (or, as opponents hope, if) the province issues an environmental licence for the processing and rendering facility.

The company hopes to find all of those workers in Winnipeg, despite unemployment sitting at five per cent of the total labour force in March, according to the most recent Statistics Canada survey.

According to economists, that means almost everyone in Winnipeg who wants a job already has one.

 Another telling statistic: Less than 800 of the roughly 22,000 Winnipeggers on welfare in March were able to work, said a spokeswoman for the Manitoba Employment and Income Assistance program.

OlyWest, however, remains hopeful that the Winnipeg labour force will produce the workers the consortium needs.

"We chose Winnipeg over Saskatoon because of the population. You have 700,000 people in the area, compared to 250,000 in Saskatoon," said spokesman Guy Baudry, the vice-president of La Broquerie hog producer HyTek, which is partners in OlyWest with Saskatchewan's Big Sky Farms and Quebec food processor Olymel. "Winnipeg is also further from Alberta, which makes it more attractive. In Saskatoon, the lure of the oil sands is (greater)."

While he doesn't expect to have trouble filling all 1,100 jobs, he admitted the task will be more of a challenge than his consortium first envisioned, thanks to the increasing flow of labourers toward Alberta.

Baudry would not divulge what OlyWest workers would be paid, except to say that wages at the proposed Winnipeg plant will be competitive.

But the union expected to represent most of the workers at the plant has pegged the starting wages at around $10 or $11 an hour, with experienced food-processors making more like $15 per hour.

"I don't remember the last time any company brought 1,100 jobs to Winnipeg," said Robert Ziegler, president of the United Food and Commercial Workers Union Local 832.

Unlike Maple Leaf Foods, which has had trouble finding enough workers to staff its own hog-processing shop in Brandon, OlyWest should have no problem in larger Winnipeg, where there are many experienced factory workers, Ziegler said.   "It's tougher in a place like Brandon. The issue for Maple Leaf is the rural location," he said.

In order to keep its plant running, Maple Leaf has been forced to import labour from Mexico, El Salvador, Ukraine, Ethiopia and starting this summer, China, the Brandon Sun has reported.

OlyWest won't consider similar tactics unless it faces a labour shortage in Winnipeg, Baudry said.

Critics of the Winnipeg hog plant say a labour shortage is inevitable, claiming hog-processing wages don't match up to the toughness of the work.

"The fact is, these are low-wage, difficult jobs," said Transcona Coun. Russ Wyatt, a vocal OlyWest opponent. "The turnover is going to be huge. I doubt many people living in my ward will be interested."

Union president Ziegler, however, said hog-processing jobs are not as tough as they used to be, given technological improvements and ergonomically-friendly staffing practices that allow workers to rotate from job to job within new plants.

"I think people are overreacting," he said in reference to the hog plant's critics. "Olymel has a great reputation. Most of their plants are unionized and offer full-time jobs with great benefits.

"I think people will calm down once the plant is built."

 bartley.kives@freepress.mb.ca
Brandon, Morris want hog plant

Tue Apr 25 2006
IF Winnipeg doesn't want the 1,100 jobs that come with the OlyWest hog processing plant, at least two other Manitoba communities are ready to roll out the red carpet.

Brandon and Morris are eyeing the proposed hog processing and rendering plant that has garnered swift opposition from Winnipeg residents and businesses.

"We're not scared of a hog plant if they abide by the rules set out by the Clean Environment Commission," said Herm Martens, reeve of the RM of Morris. "Besides, how many hogs do you raise in Winnipeg?"

Martens said there is a site already chosen for a potential plant, west of Morris, with easy access to major highways, water, and soil for sewage lagoons. There is also a water treatment plant in Morris that could handle the capacity needed by a hog processing plant, he says.

Martens approached the OlyWest officials last fall to let them know Morris was ready and waiting if they want to locate the plant there.

The idea of luring OlyWest to Brandon "is being investigated," said Brandon's economic development officer Sandy Trudel.  Earlier this year, OlyWest -- a consortium of three of the biggest pork processors and producers in Canada -- announced plans to build a 300,000-square foot plant capable of processing 2.5 million hogs per year, employing upwards of 1,100 workers.

 The Clean Environment Commission hearings into the proposed plant won't begin until well into 2007, commission chair Terry Sargeant said yesterday. He said he does not expect public hearings about the facility to begin until the spring of next year at the earliest -- and possibly as late as the fall of 2007.

OlyWest hoped the commission hearings that will determine the plant's fate would start in September, one month after the hog consortium intends to apply to the province for an environmental licence.

But it will take at least six months after the application is filed for the CEC hearings to begin, said Sargeant, noting delays of one year or more are not uncommon.

"This can take a long time. I'm not saying it will, but it depends on how much more information we need," Sargeant said yesterday in an interview.

Brandon Mayor Dave Burgess said the idea of locating the plant in Brandon -- if Winnipeg doesn't want it -- was floated during a recent trip to Winnipeg when he met with government leaders to discuss Brandon's plans for a large-scale waste water treatment facility.

  -- Brandon Sun,

Free Press staff

Councillor takes aim at pork plant

Wed Apr 26 2006
By Bartley Kives

IN a move that smells of election-year politics, city council is headed for another OlyWest vote.

Coun. Jenny Gerbasi intends to trigger a May council vote that will force councillors to restate their support or opposition to the proposed OlyWest hog-processing facility.

At today's council meeting, Gerbasi will file a notice of motion calling on civic politicians to rescind the $3.4 million OlyWest economic incentive plan they approved 9-6 in November 2005.

That motion automatically makes it on to the May council agenda and is expected to fail, as Mayor Sam Katz and all eight councillors who voted in favour of the plan last fall will likely stick to their guns.

But this new OlyWest vote will allow Gerbasi and other opposition councillors to continue to make life uncomfortable for the mayor and his cabinet by drawing attention to a divisive issue during an election year.

Opponents to the hog plant, who fear environmental, odour and traffic headaches, have been increasingly vocal in recent weeks and have pledged to provide financial assistance to anti-OlyWest candidates during the October civic election.   "One of the councillors who voted in favour of the incentive package could change their minds. Even if they don't, this puts people on the record," Gerbasi said yesterday.

"In November, the public wasn't even aware of it. Now they are. There's always the possibility that councillors could decide to start listening to their constituents."

Originally, OlyWest expected the CEC hearings to coincide with this fall's civic election campaign.

Now, the hearings are more likely to coincide with the next provincial election and cause logistical headaches for the NDP government, which has pledged $27.5 million for the proposed OlyWest plant.

A spring 2007 election is likely because Premier Gary Doer has promised not to force election-weary Manitobans into another contest in 2006.
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Hog consortium seeks opinions

Wed Apr 26 2006
Hog consortium OlyWest is asking for public input for an environmental assessment of its proposed St. Boniface hog-processing and rendering plant.

OlyWest has hired environmental consulting agency Earth Tech to solicit opinions at an open house planned for Winnipeg in May as well as via the website www.olywestea.org. The date and location of the public meeting have yet to be announced.

Earth Tech has also assembled a seven-member panel to ask questions about the hog facility and raise concerns.

OlyWest is required to engage in public consultation before it applies to the province for an environmental licence in August. That application will trigger hearings by the Clean Environment Commission in 2007.

Hog-plant opponents, including residents group the Concerned Citizens Coalition, have pledged to show up at any OlyWest open house en masse to express their opposition.

The OlyWest consortium had originally promised to hold public meetings three months ago.

Hog furor leads to council killing sewer upgrade

Thu Apr 27 2006
By Bartley Kives

THANKS to the increasingly testy OlyWest debate, the size of a sewer pipe really does matter at city hall.

In a rare move at council, public works chair Bill Clement stood up yesterday and killed a piece of a Transcona sewer upgrade approved by his own committee -- for the sole reason that 15 extra centimetres of sewer-pipe circumference could be seen as support for a controversial hog plant that has yet to be approved by the province.

 Clement and the rest of council struck $280,000 from a $4-million cost increase to the obscure Dugald Sewer Rehabilitation Project, which will serve south Transcona and the St. Boniface Industrial Park.

Unbeknownst to every member of the public works committee, that $280,000 would have paid for a 90-centimetre pipe to carry extra liquid sewage from the proposed OlyWest hog-processing and rendering facility.

Given the appearance of spending money on infrastructure before the plant gets approved by the province, councillors ended up going with a 75-centimetre pipe after devoting an extraordinary amount of time to a discussion about rusted-out sewers.

"Because we don't want to be seen to be moving ahead with something that's not our intent, we're taking it out," Clement said at a meeting that saw OlyWest opponents plead with councillors to kill the plant and saw Coun. Jenny Gerbasi set up a May 26 council vote to rescind the city's economic incentive plan for the facility.   But the most dramatic moment of the morning arrived when Coun. Russ Wyatt stood up at question period and asked Mayor Sam Katz if he was aware St. Boniface Coun. Franco Magnifico had switched sides on the OlyWest issue.

Wyatt's claim, based on a private conversation, led to an angry scolding by speaker Jae Eadie.

"Office gossip is not the subject of question period," Eadie said, forcing Wyatt to sit down.

Magnifico, meanwhile, denied Wyatt's allegation, referring to him as "the councillor of Fantasy Island."

The St. Boniface councillor said he had actually vowed to rescind his support for OlyWest if Manitoba Premier Gary Doer and his NDP government -- which has also pledged economic support -- does not step up and start defending the hog plant from critics.

"They hide in the shadows and let the city take the heat," Magnifico said.
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