M E D I A   R E L E A S E

FEDERAL LAWSUIT FILED AGAINST NEW HAVEN BAKERY 

FOR “HUMAN TRAFFICKING”:

Attorneys and Immigration Officials Work Together 

to Protect Immigrant Workers


New Haven, June 19, 2008:  Last week, six workers, all natives of Ecuador, filed a lawsuit in federal district court, alleging that their employers at Rocco’s Bakery in the Fair Haven neighborhood of New Haven forced them to work without adequate pay and subjected them to verbal, physical, and sexual abuse in the workplace.  The workers say that owners Antonio DiBenedetto, his wife Anna, and their sons, Giovanni DiBenedetto and Ferdinando DiBenedetto, violated a federal law against human trafficking, as well as federal and state wage and hour laws.

The workers are members of an extended family and have lived in the U.S. for more than a decade.  They say that the DiBenedettos offered them work before they arrived in the U.S.  Most lived in apartments owned by the employer and performed hard physical labor six days a week, often for twelve hours or more a day, without being paid overtime or, in some cases, even minimum wage.  Two of the plaintiffs began working as children, one at age thirteen.  The DiBenedettos used threats of being fired, evicted, and deported to keep the workers isolated and afraid to complain.

The workers’ claims include violations of the Trafficking Victims Protection Act (“TVPA”), enacted in 2000 to combat coerced labor, a modern form of slavery in which persons are forced to work, often for no pay or for illegally low wages.  Human traffickers target vulnerable workers, like these, who are from a foreign country, have limited education, and speak little or no English.  Workers are especially vulnerable when, like several of the plaintiffs, they were trafficked as children.

Because the workers were victims of trafficking, the plaintiffs’ lawyers say that they are entitled to be protected, not deported, by federal immigration authorities.  When the DiBenedettos learned that the workers planned to bring a lawsuit, the workers’ attorneys contacted Immigration and Customs Enforcement (ICE), who arrived in the middle of the night on May 21st to remove the workers and turn them over to social workers from the International Institute in Bridgeport for relocation assistance.

The workers are represented by Jennifer Mellon, Shelley White, and Sheila Hayre of New Haven Legal Assistance Association and by Peter Goselin of the law firm of Livingston, Adler, Pulda, Meiklejohn & Kelly, P.C, in Hartford.

“Whatever we think about the issue of illegal immigration, we can all agree that no one should be forced to work in fear of physical harm or sexual assault or in fear that they will be punished if they complain about working conditions,” said Jennifer Mellon, one of the attorneys for the workers.

“Federal wage and hour laws apply to everyone, regardless of immigration status,” added Peter Goselin, another attorney for the plaintiffs.  “Employers cannot violate these laws by underpaying workers and exploiting their status for economic advantage.  This is a business that was literally built on the backs of the plaintiffs.”

This case is important because it shows how immigration officials and community advocates can work together to punish employers who exploit and abuse workers in violation of the laws of this country.  “The story we have been seeing in the newspaper in recent months is one in which workplace raids result in the deportation of immigrants, with little or no consequences for employers," said Attorney Sheila Hayre.  “This case is different because the government recognized the abuse these workers were suffering and stepped in to protect them.”
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