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A flight of stairs leads to the no-frills offices on the second floor of Flaum Appetizing 

Corp., a kosher food distribution and manufacturing company located in the industrial 

section of the othwerwise hip neighborhood of Williambsurg in Brooklyn.  Instead of 

trendy cafes and bars, loading docks and garages line the few blocks on Sholes Street 

where the food processing plant is located. The walk-up to Flaum is flanked by nostalgic 

pictures of New York City, the skyline, and the Statue of Liberty. Yiddish phone 

conversations echo down the hall from the reception office, where two male office 

employees, wearing yarmulkes, are working behind the window. 

  

“Zuchen se’s, look for it!” one of the two male office employees instructed the person on 

the other end of the line, shuffling through a file folder. Four women, in well-groomed 

Orthodox attire, long sleeves and dresses, sit in a row of desks behind the two gentlemen 

in the front reception area. To the right of Flaum’s reception office is a small work-out 

room, with a trampoline, a Stairmaster, and other indoor fitness equipment.  

 

“I wish our employees would use this more often,” said Moshe Grunhut, owner of Flaum, 

gesturing toward the workout machines. 

 

Grunhut, 54, served as the proud escort at his company’s 20,000 square-foot production 

facility. 

Wearing peyos, or side locks, tied behind his ears and tucked under the rim of his 

yarmulke, Grunhut retrieved two white overcoats from his office down at the other end of 



the hall opposite the reception area before entering the kitchen and food prep area. After 

putting on the required protective clothing and cap, Grunhut entered a code to open the 

door marked “Employees Entrance Only.”   

 

The journey began in the frigid preparation, packaging, warehousing and refrigeration 

areas.  Giant mixers to the right of the locked door contained gallons of freshly made 

hummus. The second partition next to it contained the somewhat warmer kitchen area, 

followed by the dish room and the cooling and refrigeration area, complete with an even 

colder walk-in freezer. Another left around the corner led to the storage area, just outside 

of the largest area, the warehouse, where vats of pickles, beet salad, and hummus were 

stacked on ceiling-high shelves.  

 

The basics of kosher law govern the facility, where no meat products or utensils were 

seen together with the dairy products, the cheeses stored in a separate area of the 

warehouse.  

   

But as strictly as Flaum follows biblical law, federal officials say Flaum is hardly kosher 

when it comes to adhering to labor law. 

 

Grunhut and Flaum have been at the center of a complex and high profile controversy 

about employment law involving major union organizers and advocates in two federal 

cases. In the first most widely publicized case, former kitchen workers, represented by 

the Industrial Workers of the World (IWW), allege that the company violated the 



National Labor Relations Act for discouraging its employees from organizing a union and 

firing them after doing so. The IWW , a labor union, and Brandworkers International, a 

labor law non-profit, is representing 17 workers after they were fired during a union 

organizing drive. After the labor board ordered Flaum on Aug. 6, 2009 to pay at least  

$230,000 in damages to the workers, Flaum filed a countersuit alleging that the 

employees in questions were all illegal aliens and could therefore not organize a union, 

let alone be entitled to back pay or reinstatement.  

 

The NLRB case has sparked public controversy on many fronts. Reinforced by the labor 

board’s decision to strike down the company’s illegal aliens defense, the company’s 

discriminatory statements about its former workers, as well as its continuing failure to 

comply with the court order, generated bad publicity for Grunhut, within his own 

Brooklyn Orthodox and allied Hasidic communities.  

 

Grunuhut was not only accused by labor rights organizations of committing egregious 

labor rights abuses, but also by Jewish groups of betraying Jewish values by mistreating 

the employees. Flaum’s original owners wrote an op-ed in the Jewish Weekly, 

denouncing Grunhut’s company practices.  This broad-based community pressure 

eventually led to a national boycott, which took beloved kosher Flaum foods out of more 

than 50 stores in the New York area.  

 



Grunhut, an immigrant and self-proclaimed family man who has ten children, feels he has 

been wrongly accused and that the boycotts are a result of “public pressure, nothing 

more. But they do what they have to do. God bless them all. God bless them all.” 

 

 With dozens of clients from around the world, and based in Brooklyn, Flaum is one of a 

hand full of kosher food processing and distribution companies in New York which 

distributes cheese, hummus and other kosher products throughout the country.  Flaum 

processes beet salad, other salad items, and most notably, Sonny and Joe’s hummus, a 

nationally acclaimed brand. Grunhut bought Flaum Appetizing Corp. from the previous 

owners Sonny and Joe Flaum in 1987, who had owned the family business since their 

grandparents started it in 1918 by selling barrel-cured pickles, fresh salads, and spreads 

from pushcarts in the streets of Williamsburg. When he bought Flaum in 1987, Grunhut 

quickly used its in-house brand to grow the company to become the distributor of  the 

popular  hummus in the city. The company became a major distributor of Mediterranean 

salads and hummus, growing from $850,000 in 1993 to  $2.2 million in net sales by 2011.    

 

Flaum is typical in the food manufacturing industry, in that its employees were and still 

are made up of about 80 percent immigrants. Roughly a third are Latino, the same asthe 

national industry average since the late 1990’s, according to the Department of Labor 

statistics.  

 

“I respect and appreciate my workers,” Grunhut said as he went to help an employee 

unload boxes filled with herring from a palette onto the shelf in the warehouse. “I greet 



them every morning and thank them for their contribution to the company. Because the 

company is only as good as its workers.  You have to treat them right. And we do.”   

 

But many of his employees did not feel the same. 

 

In July, 2007, the team of 17 kitchen prep workers, at that time entirely Latino with poor 

English skills, became disgruntled after a series of abusive incidents and intimidating 

managerial tactics.  One employee, Maria Corona, said she worked 60-70 hour weeks at 

$5.50 an hour (and later $6.50), and was never paid overtime, a violation of the Fair 

Labor Standards Act, or “wage and hour” laws. 

 

Jose Juan Romero, a Mexican immigrant who started working in the kitchen in 2005, 

complained of overall bad working conditions, including not being able to take water 

breaks while grilling eggplant to make baba ganoush on the patio.   

 

“The horseradish makes your eyes water, so I had a fan behind me to suck out the odor. 

In the winter it was very cold. But I had to work there,” said Romero, speaking in 

Spanish.  

 

Moreover, the kitchen staff endured frequent verbal harassment from supervisors. 

Romero tried to suck it up when supervisors would get impatient and yell at him, but not 

every one of his colleagues was as thick-skinned. Sometimes, Romero would overhear 

supervisors repeatedly insulting other employees in the kitchen. One exchange occurred 



between a supervisor, Aviram Chen, and two female employees, where Romero 

overheard Chen screaming at the women in Spanish: “Tarantulas! Apurrense cucarachas! 

Hurry up cockroaches!”  

 

Romero is one of an estimated 12 million unauthorized immigrants living and working 

illegally in the U.S. Over two-thirds are unskilled, low-wage laborers from Mexico. A 

2006 report by the Pew Hispanic Center estimates that undocumented workers make up 

five percent of the national work force, and represent an even greater number in the food 

manufacturing industry, where as much as 30 percent fo the workforce is comprised of 

illegal immigrants.  

 

Despite e-verification mechanisms put in place by the Department of Homeland Security 

to make it easier for employers to verify employees’ documents online, there is serious 

concern that some employers prefer to work with illegals because it is easier to get away 

with not paying them legal wages. 

 

Romero was leaving work one day when he saw a bearded, blond-haired stranger in work 

boots and a flannel shirt standing at the corner. “He called out to me in Spanish, ven 

companiero ven! Hey, come here. “At first I thought he was lost or something,” Romero 

said. “So I asked him, ‘Can I help you?’ And he asked, ‘Do you work for this company?’ 

and I said yes.  Then he asked, ‘How are the working conditions?’”  

 



The man was Billy Randel, then-organizer for the New York City branch of the Industrial 

Workers of the World. He had received a phone call from another employee who worked 

in Flaum’s kitchen and food prep area in August 2007  “that conditions in the shop were 

horrible.”  

 

A fluent Spanish-speaker, Randel went to the shop several times to talk to the workers as 

they crossed the park on their way home from their shifts. He could tell that Romero and 

the other employees were initially apprehensive. 

 

“The workers were very nervous. They were scared,” Randel said. “We had to give the 

workers confidence, to know that they are not alone.” 

 

Romero initially replied that the working conditions were good, because he was afraid of 

opening up right a way to a stranger 

 

“I thought, I don’t know, maybe he wants to rob us or something. I mean, I didn’t know 

him,” Romero said. One thing Romero noticed is that the man did not dress 

professionally. Instead of the customary suit that Romero associates with union 

representatives in Mexico, this organizer was dressed in a grubby shirt and jeans with 

work gloves, work boots, and scarf on his head. “So I didn’t believe him at first,” Romero 

said.  

 



However, Romero’s increasingly candid responses to Randel’s questions about his wage 

and how many hours he worked had less to do with initial trust than with faint hope that 

maybe this man could help them.   

 

Finally,  Randel asked Romero if he liked working there and Romero admitted that he did 

not, but that he needed the work.  To that Randel responded, “You have rights even if you 

don’t have papers, and if you want, we can help you improve conditions at your 

workplace.We can help you organize.” Randel advised Romero to talk to his coworkers 

and that if they agreed, Randel could accompany them to speak to the owner. If the boss 

didn’t want to change things, the workers could strike, which, Randel reaffirmed, was 

also their right.   

 

“I’ll think about it,” Romero told Randel. He wasn’t sure if he should trust Randel. Like 

many others working illegally, he wasn’t sure what his rights were.  

 

The Center for Immigration Studies, a conservative think-thank and research organization 

which touts itself as “low-immigration and pro-immigrant,” refutes the notion that 

unauthorized immigrants are undocumented. Rather, the institute cited that 75 percent of 

working-age illegal aliens use fraudulent documents, primarily Social Security cards, 

sometimes obtained using identity theft, to obtain employment. Romero was one of them. 

 

He bought his fake work documents after having arrived illegally from Puebla, Mexico to 

the United States five years ago by flying to Nogales, a town in northern Mexico, where 



he walked to a location about twenty minutes from the border. There he met a coyote, or 

human smuggler, who guided him through the desert on a half-hour trek. Unlike other 

people entering the U.S. from the European Union or Canada, Mexican nationals require 

a visa to enter the U.S. legally, which is not guaranteed and is often prohibitively 

expensive. 

 

Once he crossed the border, Romero was taken by car via Arizona. When he arrived to 

New York, his uncle, Placido Romero, referred him to Flaum for a job in 2005, where 

Jose Romero prepared hummus, baba ganoush, and beet salad for two years, earning 

$7.50 an hour, $0.25 above New York state minimum wage. The problem, however, was 

that Romero often worked more than 40 hours a week, but was not paid overtime.  

 

 

      *** 

  

 

The day after he met with Randel, Romero spoke with his coworkers about his encounter. 

His other coworkers also said they had been approached by a grungy-looking Spanish-

speaking white guy in boots and work gloves near the shop. “So we started to talk until 

one day we decided,” Romero said.  

 



One early evening in mid-August, the majority of the kitchen staff waited until everyone 

was done for the day and left the shop together to meet Randel a block away from the 

plant. 

 

“He asked if we had thought about it, and we said yes, we’re ready for you to help us. 

And he said, ok, let’s talk somewhere else,” Romero said.  “And so he took us to the park 

by Flaum.” 

 

The IWW is a historically left-wing union in the anarcho-sindicalist tradition. It was the 

first union to begin organizing the most marginalized workers as early as 1905, including 

African-Americans, Chinese, and Native Americans into their ranks. Its stated goals are 

workplace democracy and global solidarity. Rather than developing separate trade 

unions, the IWW seeks to unite workers across industries into “One Big Union.” The 

organization is a registered 501 c (5) non-profit, and is member run and financed. In 

addition to sliding-scale membership dues and assessments which make up the bulk of its 

reported $137,000 revenue, the organization also sustains itself from donations and the 

sale of IWW merchandise and paraphenalia, such as T-shirts, coffee mugs, and song 

books.   

 

By August 2007, the 17 employees were meeting regularly in the park. As weeks passed, 

the workers would occasionally notice a van parked across from the park or one of the 

supervisors standing across the street watching. “Sometimes we noticed Aviram standing 

across the street, watching us,” Romero said, referring to one of his bosses at Flaum. 



 

The surveillance began after the employees and IWW volunteers demonstrated and on a 

couple of occasions when the workers would go to meet Randel and other IWW 

organizers in the park outside the plant. During one of these park gatherings, Randel told 

the workers that next Monday, they should plan to “march on the shop.” He promised 

that he would bring along other IWW volunteers to talk with the boss.  Romero and the 

others had come to trust Randle and they agreed. On August 13, all 17 employees met in 

the park at about 6 pm. Once everyone had gathered, they marched down the street, 

joined by 30 supporters, including the Transport Workers Union, Make the Road by 

Walking, International Socialists, and the Million Workers March. The newly organized 

employees staged a noisy “march on the plant,” organized by the IWW. They beat drums, 

played flutes, and blew whistles. They sang songs and chanted in Spanish El pueblo 

unido jamas sera vencido! (The people united will never be defeated!) Romero recalled, 

in addition to many of the unionists singing traditional American workers’ songs in 

English, like “Which Side Are You On?” 

 

Romero said one of the managers, whom everyone called “Mr. Weiss,” was unloading 

carts in the driveway as the crowd approached. “He [Mr. Weiss] was very suprised by 

what he saw,” Romero said.     

 

When the protesters arrived at the gates before the 9 o’clock shift began, Billy Randel 

spoke with the plant supervisor, Aviram Chen, demanding that the Company recognize 

the union and pay its employees overtime in accordance with the Fair Labor Standards 



Act wage law. “They brought out [Weiss] and Aviran. We told them we wanted 

overtime, no retaliation, and recognition of the union,” Randel recalled. 

 

 Over the next month, a few more such protests took place. 

 

Grunhut did not see the need to speak to the employees directly. He saw ulterior motives 

behind the IWW’s involvement, referring to the union as an outside agitator, interfering 

in affairs that could have been worked out amicably and professionally.  

 

“The IWW … is a communist union. It is not a real union,” Grunhut said. “That’s not an 

organization that is looking for the benefit of the employees, they have their own agenda.  

They’re kind of saving the world.” 

 

Grunhut casts himself as a family man who was unfairly targeted by a labor group, and 

perhaps partly because he himself is an immigrant. Grunhut came to the United States 

from London in 1979. He has lived around the world: in England, Israel, Austria, and 

now Brooklyn. He speaks four languages, English, Yiddish, German, and Spanish. 

Grunhut says he he values his workers’ contributions to the company, especially 

immigrants. “We have Russians, we have Polish, we have African Americans, we have 

Jewish, Israelis, two from Albania. From all over,” Grunhut said of his employees. “Like 

one big family,” Grunhut reassures.  

 



After the march on the shop, the IWW provided the 17 employees a lawyer to represent 

them in the two lawsuits they filed against Flaum.   

 

The first was filed on August 14 by ten workers, citing violations of the Fair Labor 

Standards Act for unpaid overtime. While still pending, the FLSA case nevertheless 

represents an important initial step in what was to become a long legal battle around the 

right to organize, even for undocumented workers.  

 

On August 15, the day after the suit was filed, each employee’s name sounded through 

the loudspeakers in the kitchen. They were called in one-by-one to Grunhut’s office to 

sign a “Settlement Agreement and General Release Waiver” in exchange for a $375 

check, an award for effectively forfeiting their back pay claims, as well as promising to 

disassociate themselves from the union.    

 

“The manager said it was a bonus,” Romero explained. “He said, we just have to sign this 

paper here and we would get it. We didn’t argue, since he was giving us money. So we 

thought, good it’s a bonus, since they never gave us anything for Christmas or vacation 

before. So we all took the check and signed the paper, but later, we realized that we 

signed a paper renouncing our rights.” Moreover, that promise in writing was only in 

English and was not fully translated by the interpreter present at the meeting.  The 

translator simply reassured them to “Go ahead and sign it,” according to Romero.  

 



“Ultimately, of course, those ‘release forms’ did not hold up in court,” the employees’ 

former FLSA lawyer, David Tykulsker, of Tykulsker & Associates, a labor law firm 

based in New York, said. Instead, the incident further strengthened the workers’ NLRB 

suit while weakening the company’s central defense, using a previous rulingto allege that 

their former employees who were illegal workers had misled the company with false 

paperwork without the employer’s knowledge and were therefore not entitled to any 

benefits under the labor act. 

 

“Whenever we asked for documents in English, [Chen] said he couldn’t give it to us 

because he doesn’t speak Spanish and that no one else here speaks Spanish either, 

because ‘this is America. We speak English here.’ He said that to us a lot,” Romero 

recounted. 

 

When the former Flaum workers told Crain’s New York and other media outlets about 

the supervisor insulting them in Spanish, Chen claimed he didn’t know Spanish, and 

therefore didn’t know what he was really saying to the workers. 

 

The second and most highly publicized lawsuit was filed a week later on August 27 

against Flaum by the IWW on behalf of 17 workers, first in front of the National Labor 

Relations Board’s New York Branch Office, then in Washington, for violating Section 

8(a) of the National Labor Relations Act, which stipulates that an employer cannot use 

coercion, surveillance, or any other means to interfere with the employees’ right to 

organize at the workplace. 



 

When the workers first filed the complaints with the FLSA, Flaum’s management 

initially tried to keep their grievances out of court, attempting to persuade the workers on 

a number of occasions to work things out informally without bringing in people from 

outside. Some of the employees testified to the labor board that Grunhut pulled people 

aside in the pickle room, where he stipulated an amicable resolution with one condition: 

“I don’t want to know anything about a union.”   

 

Meanwhile, the company began offering the workers a water cooler, refrigerator, office 

privileges,  paid days off for Thanksgiving, Christmas, New Year’s, and birthdays. But 

soon, the friendly overtures turned sour. Grunhut began pulling other workers aside, 

asking them about the union, accusing them on a number of occasions of being disloyal 

to the company, all the while pressuring them to file grievances with the company 

internally. Corona’s co-worker, Irma Juarez, was moved out of the salad area into the 

kitchen, apparently to separate the two, according to Corona.  

 

“Now as a whole, I’d love to settle with the union,” Grunhut said. “I offered them money, 

but whatever you offer them, they don’t want to settle.”  

 

Meanwhile, Grunhut persisted in using his former employees’ alleged illegal immigration 

status as grounds for not having to comply with the court ruling to issue back pay. And 

his ongoing refusal to comply with the NLRB ruling has indeed generated unlikely feuds 

within the Orthodox community, as well as  ignited a growing campaign spanning across 



a variety of community groups, including a progressive Orthodox group, Uri L’Tzedek, 

voicing opposition to  Flaum’s unfair labor practices, reinforced by the work of labor 

advocacy group Brandworkers International in their Focus on the Food Chain campaign. 

 

Grunhut says he is a religious family man, keeping close ties with not only his Orthodox 

community, but with Brooklyn’s Hasidic community as well.  

 

“I am a board member of an organization for people who want to come back to Judaism,” 

he said. He added that he plans to start a girls’ school soon and described his involvement 

in a Jewish summer camp. 

 

But the Jewish community turned against Flaum and Grunhut, led by an organization 

founded in 2008 by three rabbinical students called Uri L’Tzedek, a non-profit 

organization which promotes social justice and workers rights in response to labor abuses 

of immigrant workers at another kosher food processing plant, Agri Processor Co. located 

in Postville, Iowa. To date, the group has been involved in certifying 95 restaurants 

across the country as kosher and compliant with fair labor practices.  

 

One of Uri L’Tzedek’s founders, Ari Hart, 29, is Orthodox but quite at odds with Flaum’s 

owner. A progressive Orthodox Jew from Chicago, Illinois, Hart has been studying at the 

Hebrew Institute’s Yeshivat Chovevei Torah Rabbinical School in Riverdale, New York 

for five years, and is scheduled to be ordained as a rabbi on June 10, 2012. Sitting on a 

wooden bench next to an eight-foot stuffed centipede door stopper marked with a Hebrew 



letter on each of its 22 segments, he spoke about the Flaum campaign in the three-year-

old nursery at the Jewish community center. 

 

Like Grunhut, Hart keeps a strictly kosher kitchen at home. While Grunhut holds to all 

the dietary requirements of kosher in his shop, always keeping the meats from dairy 

products, Hart interprets Jewish law more broadly to include the conditions by which the 

food is made, dictated by a moral principle called yosher.  

 

“It’s not enough to just keep kosher, you have to keep yosher, you have to do both,” Hart 

said. 

 

Grunhut said he was not familiar with the concept of yosher. 

 

 “I don’t know what that means,” Grunhut said. “I do follow the code of law.” Grunhut 

suggests that organizations like Uri L’Tzedek, whose name means “Awaken to Justice” 

in Hebrew, may be interpreting the bible too loosely.  He firmly believes that Hart’s 

organization is anti-orthodox. 

 

“To me it looks like they’re trying to create their own laws. They’re writing new laws 

and they want everybody to abide to it, but it has nothing to do with the Torah or bible,” 

he said. 

  



To the contrary, Hart not only frequently cited passages in the Torah, but also from the 

Talmud that workers’ rights must be respected. 

 

“The Talmud equates denying workers their wages with murder,” says Hart.  

 

 

     *** 

 

 

On May 22, 2008, while both cases were proceeding through the legal system, Maria 

Corona ran down the stairs from Grunhut’s office and left the building distraught. The 

other kitchen employees followed her out of the shop. She told them while leaving the 

building that she had just been fired. 

 

“So we decided together, we told her no if they fire you, we will go with you,” Romero 

said. They promised her they would talk to Chen. 

 

“So we talked to Aviram and we told him that if he wants to fire Maria, we will stop 

work. And he said, OK, if you don’t want to work, then go. There’s no more work for 

you. And he said this to us in Spanish. He said the phrase, vayase a casa. Si no trabajo.  

Enough for us to understand,” Romero recounted.  “We told him we will come back to 

work if you don’t fire Maria. But he said, there’s no work for her and that if we continued 

on like this, we could go too.” 



  

The next day, the workers, along with a few supporters, rallied in front of the shop. 

Again, the workers were met with a smirking Chen, who at one point, turned his back on 

them and refused to talk. 

 

Four days later, all 17 were fired. 

 

“I was opposed to the strike,” Randel said. “I counseled against it because we weren’t 

ready for a strike like that. Other member shops had been wiped out. Flaum was the last 

one.”  

 

The shop ceased operation for three days until the company began bringing in 

replacement workers, another violation of the National Labor Rights Act.  

 

On May 28, the workers tried to come back unconditionally. Although Flaum offered to 

rehire Corona, Flaum wouldn’t let the others return.  

 

“We tried to come back many times,” Romero insisted. “But we wanted to all come back 

together, or none of us.”   

  

On June 20, 2008, Flaum said the employees could come back if they didn’t join the 

union, another open violation of the labor act.  According to Grunhut, the real motive 

behind the workers not coming back had less to do with wanting to unionize and more to 



do with fear of deportation. He insisted that the employees would have had to “bring back 

their work documents to verify their legality” to be reinstated.  

 

The case for labor law violations grew more tentacles, becoming a sharp thorn in Flaum’s 

side. By August 5, 2008, some workers signed forms allowing labor attorney David 

Tykulsker,  to represent them in a Fair Labor Standards Act lawsuit against the company.  

 

The next day, Romero was at home in the living room when he received a call from an 

IWW member that “we won.” The caller was referring to the NLRB case. Romero was 

told to come to a general meeting that night at the IWW office in Long Island City, where 

Randal would explain in more detail about the NLRB ruling guaranteeing the workers 

back pay and reinstatement. About ten of the former Flaum employees showed up to the 

office. Emboldened by the ruling, some of the 17 employees, who were originally told in 

May 2008 not to come back, decided to try to return to work. 

 

But the case was already compromised, unknowingly, by Romero. The next month, in 

September, 2008, , he was one of the four workers who admitted to the labor board to 

having forged work documents. When Flaum’s defense attorney presented a social 

security card and resident alien card with Jose Juan Romero printed at the bottom, 

Romero stated he did not know who wrote his name at the bottom, an admission that the 

documents were fake. 

 



When the judge asked Romero if the signature on those work papers was his, he replied 

that it was not. The interpreter whispering in Romero’s ear could not muffle the 

increasingly aggressive tone of the defense attorney’s voice: “So whose writing is it 

then?’” 

 

“I don’t know,” Romero replied. “I paid for the papers, but I don’t know who wrote my 

name there.”  

 

Romero already had fake papers, but he claims that the others who didn’t were 

encouraged by Flaum employees to get them.  

 

According to Romero and to court records, Aviram Chen routinely advised Flaum’s 

employees without papers to obtain false ones so that Flaum take taxes out of their 

workers’ paychecks. When he started working at Flaum, Romero said he was initially 

paid under the table in cash. After a few weeks, like his colleague on the patio, Romero 

was also approached by the supervisor, who told him that the company had to start taking 

taxes out of Romero’s wages and issuing pay stubs. To keep his job, Romero showed 

false documents, which he had already purchased on the black market.  

 

When Romero was on the patio cooking the eggplant to make baba ganoush, he 

overheard Chen say to an immigrant co-worker that if he wanted to get paid, he needed to 

submit work papers. The coworker responded that he didn’t have work papers. 

 



“So Aviram told him he should go to Roosevelt Avenue (in Queens), where he could buy 

work papers for forty dollars. Then he could keep working here, Aviram told him,” 

Romero recounted. 

 

On Nov 25, 2009, several of the workers, including Romero, tried yet again to return to 

work, accompanied by members of IWW’s New York branch. The former employees 

were again rebuffed by management, at which point they picketed outside the shop. The 

managers told them to stop blocking the door and leave. Chen told us “we were getting in 

the way of the delivery trucks,” Romero said. They remained in a legal limbo for much of 

the next two years. 

 

On December 30, 2010, the National Labor Relations Board reached a decision that the 

IWW and the former Flaum employees consider another major victory. The labor board 

ruled that Flaum may not go on a “fishing expedition” to retroactively ferret out 

employees’ immigration status to use in its defense against the  NLRB because the 

company only investigated the authenticity of their employees’ work papers after they 

had already sued the company, not at the time of hire. 

 

Maria Corona called Randel after the ruling, saying “We got good news from 

Washington. Maybe we’ll settle soon!” 

 

“She was buoyant,” Randel recalled. 

 



 

Grunhut’s allegations about his former employees’ immigration status were in fact 

verified by four of the former employees, who admitted in court to having falsified work 

documents. 

 

In 2010, Grunhut appealed the NLRB’s ruling that the company owed at least eleven of 

these former employees back pay of $230,000. The debate in court unfolded around 

whether Flaum had knowingly hired unauthorized workers, and if so, why the employer 

only investigated the authenticity of its employees’ documents once the lawsuits were 

initiated.  

 

“We thought we hired legal aliens, but we’re not allowed to investigate it,” he said, 

insisting that the company had copies of green card and I-9 forms, but had his hands tied 

by the NLRB from proving that his employees are illegal aliens. “We thought the papers 

were legitimate.”  

 

Grunhut added that he was still waiting to receive all the employees’ paper work so he 

could scan them through the e-verify system, a voluntary online form employers can fill 

out for the Department of Homeland Security’s Citizen and Immigration Service to check 

authenticity of work papers. But so far, he had not received any documents from the 

workers and was not even sure if “the NLRB will recognize them.” 

 



Tykulsker doubted Grunhut’s reasoning. “He [Grunhut] is lying through his teeth. He 

knows he has committed a series of felonies by hiring undocumented workers,” he said. 

 

 Grunhut also mentioned that the five employees who originally filed the suit absconded. 

“They didn’t come back because they know that they just bought their documents on the 

street corner,” he added, insisting that the workers were happy before the IWW showed 

up to cause trouble. “Now they’re out of a job. They have no future because now it’s 

going to be exposed that they’re illegal. So they ruined their lives,” he said. 

 

On August 26, 2010, the NLRB court ordered Flaum to pay an adjusted amount of 

$230,000 to 15 of the employees. The back pay for each employee was calculated in the 

judgment based on how long they were employed at Flaum.  

 

Jose Romero, who only worked at the company for two years, was due to receive 

$7,711.62 from the settlement, while his uncle, Placido Romero, who started back in the 

1990’s as a delivery driver earning just $4 an hour,  was now owed $22,209.70 in back 

wages.   

 

Since he was only working at Flaum for two years, Romero knows he won’t be getting as 

much back pay as the others. In any case, he wants to donate the money to several causes. 

“I’d like to give some of it to the IWW, and maybe to the Brandworkers too,” he said.  

“And what I have left, well, I guess I’ll send it to my family.” 

 



 

Romero is now working as a cook in two restaurants since leaving Flaum in 2008. He 

lives with his older brother in Bushwick, a neighborhood in central Brooklyn, sharing a 

two to three square foot room in his aunt and uncle’s house, contributing $250 toward the 

rent. The two brothers have access to the kitchen but do not share meals with their aunt 

and uncle.   

 

“I come home late from work a lot and I don’t want to bother them,” he said. The 

brothers often opt to spend the money and eat fast food instead. Otherwise, Romero 

squeezes in time during a 60-hour work week to try out new recipes he has learned at his 

jobs, using ingredients that were previously unfamiliar to him in Mexico, like kosher salt, 

chick peas, and lima beans. “Sometimes my aunt looks at me and my brother cooking and 

asks us, what is that?” Romero chuckles. But the picant horseradish he cooked with at 

Flaum, he can do without. “It’s too hot,” he said.  

 

There have been more than 400,000 deportations in 2011 of undocumented immigrants 

like Romero, a number that has been steadily increasing year to year since 2001. And 

because of Romero’s admission to having fake documents in the past, he is a risk for 

deportation. But he stays in touch with the IWW and says they did right by him on the 

case. “My experience has been that the IWW is an organization that lives up to what it 

promises. It’s an organization that helps and doesn’t just try to cash in on your check, like 

I’ve heard of other unions doing. The IWW has really low dues, very cheap and it really 

helps you,” Romero said. 



 

“Some of my coworkers didn’t have money to feed their families. So many of them 

wanted to go back in defeat,” Romero said.  “I was lucky, I had my brother who was 

working and could help me. But I had colleagues who didn’t have anybody, but had kids 

and families to support, so it was hard for them.”  

 

As promised, the IWW helped some of the workers after they were fired. “They paid my 

rent twice,” Romero said. 

 

Judge Raymond P. Green finally ruled that the signature and Romero’s false documents 

were irrelevant to the case because the employer had “fished for” evidence of the 

employees’ purported illegality only after the workers filed the lawsuits against the 

company. The Department of Homeland Security requires that all new employees, non-

citizens and citizens alike, fill out an I-9 form verifying their eligibility to work within 

three days after they are hired. 

 

Although Romero mentioned that there are real obstacles to being an unauthorized 

immigrant in the United States, such as not being able to get a drivers’ license or get 

medical insurance, the greatest challenge Romero faces is the daily sacrifice he makes. 

Back when he worked at Flaum, Romero felt the pinch in his already meager earnings 

when the company began taking between $50 to $60 for taxes out of his weekly pay 

check.  

 



Apart from subsidizing his own household expenses, Romero, now 23, sends what is left 

of his monthly earnings to help his parents and three sisters in Mexico pay for their 

expenses, which includes tuition for one sister’s nursing school. 

 

“If you don’t save money, you can live well this country. But I have my family and they 

depend on me.  So I have to stick it out here,” said Romero.   

 

Romero proceeded to tell the story of a friend, also from his home town of Puebla, who 

was killed by unknown assailants and had to be repatriated to Mexico at great cost to his 

family. He looked away and paused for a minute before continuing his story.   

 

“Since I don’t have papers, I don’t see the need to stay here,” he explained. “I’m just here 

for necessity, because in my country I can’t achieve what I can here.”  

 

 

     *** 

 

 

In some ways, nobody has won yet. At present, both parties have decided to settle the 

dispute outside of court, where Flaum has offered its former employees a $500,000 

settlement, which is still pending the NLRB’s approval. But until any resolution can be 

reached, Flaum also continues to suffer due to the negative publicity the company has 

received. Sonny and Joe’s hummus lost its place on the shelves in about 50 stores across 



the New York City area alongside its rivals, Tribe and Tavtaam. Most recently, 

Gracefully, a boutique grocery, stopped carrying the product. In January, 2010, Gristedes, 

a chain of 31 stores, dropped Flaum products from its inventory. On December 1, Park 

Slope Co-op took Flaum’s Sonny and Joe’s Hummus off its shelves. In 2011, kosher and 

non-kosher supermarkets and bodegas alike began dropping Flaum’s products as a result 

of the campaign, including New York’s signature kosher mega-store, Zabar’s, gourmet 

store Morton Williams, along 15 with other chains, co-ops and delis throughout Brooklyn 

and Manhattan. 

 

The biggest blow hit Flaum in November 2011, when it lost one of its biggest suppliers, 

Tnuva USA, an Isreali cheese company that Flaum distributes, which accounts for 20 

percent of their sales. 

 

“But thank God that the business is running,” Grunhut said. “We have lost accounts, we 

have lost vendors, but we always make it up with other vendors and other customers. So 

yes, it’s a struggle, and I would love to get on with it, settle this case, and move on. And 

if anybody can convince them, it’s the right thing to do, the American way, to sit down 

and talk, negotiate like professionals, or go to arbitration, and get this settled, that would 

be a benefit for everybody.” 

 

Despite the economic setbacks and tarnished reputation caused by the boycott, Grunhut 

still shops at Zabar’s, usually on Sundays. “I do not take revenge,” he said. “Zabar’s 



losing out on not having the best of products. It’s because they are hearing one side of the 

story. They’re not interested in the truth.” 

 


