Mushroom company is honored despite labor unrest 

By Benjamin Y. Lowe 
Inquirer Staff Writer 


A Kennett Square mushroom company with a history of worker unrest has received an employer excellence award from a national farm workers association. 


Kaolin Mushroom Farms Inc. received the inaugural National Farmworker Jobs Program Agricultural Employer Excellence Award for going the "extra step" in helping a local nonprofit group aid its employees. 

"It acknowledges a lot that we have done over the years in benefiting our employees," said Michael Pia, Kaolin's co-owner. "It is nice to be recognized." 

Kaolin employees voted to form a union in 1993 but the company did not recognize it until five years later. Both sides first agreed on a two-year contract in 2002 that expired last January. 

Kaolin went to the state Labor Relations Board in June to decertify the union, but employees voted to keep it, and both sides agreed to a new five-year contract in September. 

An official at the Association of Farm Worker Opportunity Programs, the Washington, D.C., organization that gave the award said it was not aware of labor issues when it made its decision. 

"We based it on the knowledge we had at the time which didn't include anything about the dispute with the union," said David Strauss, the association's executive director. 
 
He said the organization probably would have made the same decision had it known about the dispute. The award is scheduled to be presented to Kaolin at a noon ceremony in Kennett Township tomorrow. 
 
Officials at the Kaolin Workers' Union, the only mushroom workers' union in the state, said they were surprised that the company would receive the award after it tried to decertify the union. 

"Whatever the workers have achieved, it's because they have struggled for it, not because the company has given it," said Nelson Carrasquillo, executive director of Comité de Apoyo a Los Trabajadores Agrícolas, or the Farmworkers Support Committee, a Glassboro nonprofit group that organized Kaolin workers. "It baffles me why they were given that kind of recognition. The company is projecting an image that is contrary to its own internal practice." 

Kaolin was nominated for the award by the Kennett Square office of Rural Opportunities Inc., a nonprofit group that conducts job training programs for agricultural employees in at least six states. 

"There are many things you look at when you evaluate employers," said Nita D'Agostino, director of state operations for Rural Opportunities. "A union isn't the main issue." 

She commended Kaolin for providing immigration attorneys to employees at no cost and running a summer camp for their children. Rural Opportunities receives the bulk of its funding from the U.S. Department of Labor. Kaolin employs about 775 people at three locations in and around Kennett Square. 
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