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

opinion

An unfair picture of sheepherders

By Sharon Salisbury O'Toole
The Denver Post
Posted: 04/04/2010 01:00:00 AM MDT


My husband and I spent three years herding sheep. We rose at sunrise, settled the sheep on their grazing grounds, did camp chores, read, made sure the sheep had water, moved them if need be, settled them for the evening. It was a good life. Imagine our shock when we learned that a Colorado Legal Services (CLS) representative and several reporters had visited our isolated sheep camps in the heart of Wyoming's Red Desert. They found our Peruvian employees with a pickup truck, plenty of wood, food and water, solar panels, DVD players, rifles. Our employees believed the reporters were working on a National Geographic-type article.
We further learned that when one of our sheepherders, Richar, contracted tick fever last summer and was flown to a regional hospital, he was interrogated by CLS representatives, posing as volunteer translators. I asked Richar if they had discussed his health. "They asked me about my job, my boss, the ranch," he said. In mid-January, CLS unveiled a media blitz regarding their informal "study" regarding Colorado sheepherders. An AP story led with the interview with our employees, Pepe Cruz, Jose Quijada Ricaldi and Simeon Malqui. Pepe said he had put his siblings through college and is buying a bus company in Peru. 

The story recounted that sheepherders work in conditions of near slavery. Reporters said sheepherders are routinely denied mail, vacations, contact with others, and have their documents confiscated. CLS's Jennifer Lee has spoken at conferences, and bombarded social media. These advocates appear to believe that the ends, however unethical or illegal, justify the means.

What is the truth? CLS's representatives tromped around Colorado's backcountry looking for herders. They freely say the resulting "study" is not a representative sample. We have no idea why they traveled 150 miles into Wyoming, media in tow, and sought out our employees. We do not know how many times they have quizzed hospital patients. They report, accurately, that sheepherders often lack plumbing and electricity. They report that sheepherders make as little as $600 per month, live in squalor, get no vacation time and are intimidated by their employers. That is not true.

Sheepherders come to the U.S. on H2A contracts as legal guest workers to do the specific job of herding sheep. They undergo a rigorous interview process in their home countries to be sure they are qualified. Their wages ($750 per month, not including benefits, in Colorado and Wyoming) are set by the Department of Labor. Housing is inspected by the Department of Employment. It does allow mobile camps, as long as they are safe and comfortable. Herders are entitled to two weeks' vacation per year, or equivalent salary (which most of them choose), and are covered by workers' compensation. They receive room, board and essential work items.

We belong to the Western Range Association, a grower cooperative, and our employees have health insurance ($100 deductible), are free to transfer among members, and can register complaints with the association. Growers with repeated complaints are kicked out of grower associations. Herders are here legally and have protection under our laws. 
If, as CLS alleges, herders are victims of abuses like kidnapping, they should bring illegal actions to the attention of law enforcement. Employers who break the law and mistreat their herders should be prosecuted.

CLS has not detailed exactly what they want, but it seems to include higher wages and amenities such as toilets and electricity. Higher wages, mandated after a similar campaign by California Legal Services, devastated the sheep industry in that state. Actual labor costs, including benefits, are around $2,000 per month. Lamb and wool are wonderful products, holistically grown and carefully tended, but they are commodities. Higher costs have led to the loss of family ranching operations, and ultimately the loss of jobs for the sheepherders, who then go home, unemployed. If there are issues, advocates like CLS should put them on the table, where they can be addressed and resolved. Demonization of growers and harassment of sheepherders should not be part of an honest discussion.

Sharon Salisbury O'Toole is a rancher from Savery, Wyo. 

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

*         Rather than attacking groups and people that protect Colorado workers' rights, I would like to see ranch owners joining hands with groups like Colorado Legal Services.  By coming together ranch owners can help expose the bad apples in their industry and maintain improved working conditions on their ranches which will improve their standing in the industry.  I am thankful that we have a group like Colorado Legal Services that examines and exposes our broken guestworker program.  It is only through understanding what is going on that we can make changes to improve it.

*         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 and our economy 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 abuses.  Through the work of the Colorado Legal Services, we know that abuses abound.  We also know through the work of CLS that there are ranchers that do go above and beyond the minimal sub-standard requirements of treatment of their workers and that their farms are profitable.

*         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 rangeworkers 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 & 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!
