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China is very supportive of expansion into other countries,
said Phil Howard, an associate professor in the Department of
Community Sustainability at Michigan State University, who
studies the international business of food. “And the
governments finance many of these purchases.”

The purchase of Smithfield by WH Group for $7.1 billion in
2013, anticipated the five-year plan adopted in 2016, said
Usha Haley, a professor of international business at Wichita
State University, who studies Chinese business.

“In that plan, China highlighted its commitment to increase
lower-value agricultural imports, including pigs and hog feed,”
she said.

In addition, it provided China with another source of pork.

 “With the Chinese, there is this degree of opportunism that led to this sale,” said Haley, who
was an outspoken critic of the deal. In 2013, she advised a Senate committee vetting the
transaction that “[WH Group] Chairman Wan Long … has been a member of China's National
People's Congress, a national-level legislature that meets once a year to formalize measures
proposed by leaders of the Chinese Communist Party.”

Today, Haley continues her crusade.

“There is this feeling of a broad strategy, which is that they are looking for world dominance,”
she said. “They overpaid for Smithfield to get their foot in the agriculture sector and to gain
access to the branding and technology.”

Under Chinese ownership of Smithfield, she said, “WH Group will have influence on all major
decisions. Everybody will march to Chinese orders.”

More Sophisticated Opposition

When WH Group purchased Smithfield six years ago, it also acquired neighbors' complaints
over foul odors and pollution. Plaintiff legal victories, however, were rare.

But just as Chinese ownership reflected the changing
landscape in agriculture, new court challenges reflected
environmental groups' growing legal and tactical
sophistication

https://www.uscc.gov/sites/default/files/Testimony_Slane2013.pdf
https://www.agriculture.senate.gov/imo/media/doc/Testimony_Haley.pdf
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Since the early 2000s the New York-based Waterkeeper
Alliance had been firing PR bullets at Smithfield through op-
eds, advertising campaigns and social media. Alliance leader
Robert F. Kennedy Jr. declared that "large-scale hog
producers are a greater threat to the United States and U.S.
democracy than Osama bin Laden and his terrorist network.”
Like-minded groups joined his battle, including the Sierra
Club, the National Farmers Union and the Animal Welfare
Institute.

Then in 2014 came the "out-of-state lawyers," as the NC Farm
Families website ruefully recounts, including one from Austin,
Texas. "As soon as the trial started," it says, "the plaintiffs’
lawyer, Michael Kaeske, began hammering Smithfield Foods,
telling jurors Smithfield was a big corporation with a lot of
money and if it had just spent $500 million it could have cured
the problems with odor on hog farms across North Carolina.
Why hadn’t Smithfield done that? The answer was simple:
Greed."

Jurors in the five lawsuits that have been heard so far awarded plaintiffs $550 million, reduced
to roughly $100 million by the state’s limits on punitive damages. Local farmers call the verdicts
unfair, arguing they met or exceeded every state environmental requirement.

"No juror ever heard the rest of the story," the website continues. "Because no lawyer could
ask a plaintiff: You lived beside Billy Kinlaw’s hog farm for 18 years and never complained once
about odor – until those lawyers from Missouri and Georgia knocked on your door and said you
could make money if you joined their lawsuit. Was that a coincidence?"

Shortly after the first of the lawsuits was filed, Joey Carter,
whose farm was named as one of the malodorous offenders,
got a visit that seemed to undercut the Chinese claim of
detachment from the matter. 

It was an entourage led by a Chinese executive from the WH
Group along with several Smithfield executives.

Carter didn’t catch the name. “He wasn’t the highest guy at
WH,” he recalled, “but he was up the ladder. He spoke real
good English."
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