DJPC April Salon: Action Letter 1

Thank you to Gabriela Flora of AFSC for providing this information


Support the human rights of immigrants! Respond to this article in the Denver Post!

Peruvian sheepherders' lawsuit alleges abuses by Craig ranch

By Felisa Cardona 
The Denver Post
Posted: 04/07/2010 01:00:00 AM MDT
Two Peruvian sheepherders who left a Craig ranch with only the clothes on their backs filed a federal lawsuit Tuesday saying they were abused by ranchers with a 20-year record of federal labor complaints.

John Peroulis & Sons Sheep Inc., Louis Peroulis, Stanley Peroulis and Crisologo Damian — a recruiter of workers for the ranch — are named in the suit filed in U.S. District Court in Denver.

Roel Espejo, 25, and Juvencio Samaniego, 32, are experienced sheepherders who participated in the federal H-2A visa program, which allows foreign workers to come to the U.S. for temporary agricultural work. Espejo arrived in Colorado in March 2009, and Samaniego came in June with the promise of a $750 monthly salary, a camper to sleep in and food provided by their employer. While both men worked on the Peroulis ranch in Colorado, they did not know each other because they were there at different times that year.

The lawsuit, filed by attorney Jennifer Lee of Colorado Legal Services, says each man paid Damian thousands of dollars in recruitment and travel fees to come to the U.S., fees prohibited in the H-2A program. The men claim Stanley Peroulis confiscated their passports and visas so they couldn't leave the ranch. Much of the time, they were hungry because they didn't have enough food, the suit says. "The workers we meet are very much about working hard, and they take pride in how they work," said Lee, who litigates cases involving migrant farmworkers. "They don't expect amazing conditions, but they expect to be treated fairly."

Stanley and Louis Peroulis did not return a call seeking comment.

Both men are accused of verbally abusing the sheepherders and not allowing them to take more than 15 minutes to eat or to read books. The suit claims Stanley Peroulis knew about the recruitment fee that the workers paid to get to the U.S. The lawsuit accuses Louis Peroulis of kicking a sheep and hitting a horse with a plank of wood when he was in a rage over the performance of his workers. Samaniego says he was beaten.

In July, Samaniego left the ranch and walked for 10 hours until he came across help. In November, Espejo walked two hours on a highway in order to get away from the ranch, and police officers took him to a hotel for the night.

Lee filed the lawsuit after she was made aware of the workers' complaints by the Peruvian Consulate. The U.S. Department of Labor is investigating the complaints. In 2000, the Department of Labor filed a lawsuit against Peroulis & Sons alleging similar complaints of worker abuse. 

Peroulis & Sons settled the case without admitting wrongdoing but had to produce a handbook on proper working conditions made available to workers and prohibit acts of workplace violence. As early as 1990, the Department of Labor levied fines against the Peroulis ranch for mistreatment of immigrant workers, according to a 2000 Denver Post story. In September 2000, federal agents, including some from the FBI, raided the ranch but criminal charges were not filed.

Felisa Cardona: 303-954-1219 or fcardona@denverpost.com 

Include YOUR personal story plus you could say...:

*         I am embarrassed that in the state of Colorado we have people working under the deplorable conditions that many sheepherders experience.  It is to the benefit of all workers when each person working in our state is treated and paid fairly.  I am thankful that we have Colorado Legal Services to support workers in standing up against extreme abuses such as those experienced by Roel  Espejo and Juvencio Samaniego.  Through the work of the Colorado Legal Services, we know that unfortunately,  Espejo and Samaniego's situations are not unique.  We also know through the work of CLS that there are ranchers that do the right thing and go above and beyond the minimal sub-standard requirements of treatment of their workers and that their farms are profitable.

*         While the appalling cases of  Espejo and Samaniego reflect abuses of the system, I am disturbed that sheepherders, because of the way current law is written, make low wages and have few of the protections the state holds for other workers. The fact that many of the practices Colorado herders have to endure are legal

horrifies me. One part that is especially terrifying to me is that the majority of herders have no time off and cannot leave their place of employment.  I also can't believe that we allow people to be paid what works out to $2-3 an hour and don't provide them with access to toilets for showers for months at a time.  This is not acceptable and we need to hold ranchers responsible for just treatment of their workers.

*         As Congress begins to explore immigration reform, it is critical that we end our unjust and inhumane guestworker programs and instead establish full legal status and protection of rights for anyone whose labor is needed.  Protecting all workers' rights is to the benefit of our communities and our economy as a whole.

If you want more background on what Colorado Legal Services has exposed on the

Sheepherders in Colorado, please see their study Overworked and Underpaid" H-2A

Herders in Colorado<http://users.frii.com/clsfcdsl/CLSoverworkedandunderpaid.pdf>

Three points are sufficient (although more is okay), the length of your letter can

be anywhere from 8 sentences to a few paragraphs.

Please write a letter to the Denver Post and send it to openforum@denverpost.com by Monday, April 22, 2010.

Remember, editors like to publish personal accounts or community impact.  Often

times, the newspaper will call indicating they might print your letter.

1.      Maximum length: 200 words

2.      Submissions must include full name, home address, and day and evening

telephone numbers for verification purposes.

3.      Letters may be edited for length, grammar and accuracy.

Email: openforum@denverpost.com     (only straight text, no email attachments)

Phone:  (303) 820-1331

Fax:      (303) 820-1502

Or send letters to:

Open Forum

The Denver Post

1560 Broadway

Denver, CO 80202

Thank you for supporting the human rights of immigrants!

-Coloradans For Immigrant Rights

Organizing Citizens to Support Immigrant Rights!
