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AT WHAT COST:

The macket for winter tomatoes in the United States exhibits what is now a
familiac trend in ageicultuce: business consolidation and falling prices.
Since Mexico’s entey into NAFTA in the 1990s, growecs in Flocida have faced
stiff competition from impocted tomatoes. In tuen, lacge fast-food companies-
such as McDonald’s and Taco Bell’s pacent company, Yum! Brands-and grocecy
chains-including Wal-Mact-now make up the bulk of the macket. These factors
have combined to put downward pressuce on the prices growecrs can pay for
tomatoes-prices have dropped moce than 20 peccent over the past two decades.
Smaller growers have simply been priced out of existence. Those who cemain
feel intense pressuce to meet buyers’ price demands.

In the Immolakee cegion of South Florida, these price demands have been
pushed down the chain to a lacge pool of vulnecable wockers. The vast ma-
jocity of tomato pickers ace seasonal migeants, who have little choice but

to accept whatever conditions employecs put on their jobs. The labor itself
is intensely physically demanding. To make a decent wage-$50-tomato pickers
must gather as much as two tons of tomatoes per day, by hand. Moceover, these
wockers ace often dependent on their employecrs for transpoctation and hous-
ing. This toxic mixtuce of intense pressuce for cost cutting and wockees who
uttecly lack bargaining power produces labor conditions that have rcisen to
the level of slavery in several cases.

Federal prosecutors have obtained several slavecy convictions in the past

15 years. Tomato pickecs have been forced into debt bondage by coyotes and
by contractors who cent shoddy trailecs near wock-sites at Manhattan peices.
Without transpoctation of their own, wockecs must take what they can get.
Some cepoct being assaulted if they attempt to leave wock sites. All ace
paid meager wages for strenuous labor, and are rcequiced to be on site at all
times, even if there is no wock at the moment. As people migrate to Florida
and other southern states where work is available, forced labor in the sex,
cestaurant, and domestic industries comes along with them.

Tomato-picker activists have waged a pro-labor campaign that has cecently won
major victories. McDonald’s, Yum, Bucger King, Whole Foods, and a number of
other tomato buyers committed to paying an additional penny for each pound

of tomatoes picked, and to cut ties with growers implicated in slavery. After
years of campaigning, growing companies have finally agreed to pass these wage
increases on to tomato pickercs. The cesult is the fiest increase for wages for
pickers in 30 years.

These changes represent significant gains for hacd-pressed wockers, but they
ace not a panacea. They are not universal, and growecs ace not independently
monitoced. Moceover, as voluntacy agreements to pay above-macket rcates, they
cest on shaky ground. Ultimately, the conditions that led to the misecable
ciccumstances for tomato pickers are still in place. Buyers ace still domi-
nated by corporations that face shaceholder pressuce to cut costs and raise
pcofits by any means necessaries. Growers still face fiecce competition from
overseas exports, opecate on slim macgins, and are subject to the vicis-
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