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COMMENTARY By DR. DHANPAUL NARINE

Dr. Dhanpaul Narine

The Ethics of the Tomato: 

The views expressed in this column 
are solely those of the writer and do not 
necessarily represent the views of the 

THE WEST INDIAN.

The Garden of Eden would envy the 
American supermarket.  Apples 

tempt the palate in endless varieties, 
asparagus sits on toast and broccoli 
is more than the director of an action 
movie. Bountiful reigns in Ameri-
ca and the supermarket has come to 
signify the crest of conspicuous con-
sumption. Supermarkets make a total 
of $5billion a year.

There is food from 
all corners of the planet. 
If they don’t have a par-
ticular item it can be im-
ported for the right price. 
Stocked on the shelves 
are this morning’s en-
trée that include the 
beautiful red tomatoes, 
glossier than the plastic 
variety. But if those to-
matoes could speak one 
would hear a tale of eth-
ics, farmworker justice 
and manipulation of the 
system by big business. 
There is also genetic en-
gineering to produce the 
‘tasty tomatoes’ that can 
be detrimental to one’s 
health.

The journey of a to-
mato from the farm to 
the dining table, or from 
plant to plate is replete 
with tales of hardships 
and worker’s struggles 
for justice. It brings into 
focus demands for a de-
cent wage, better living 
conditions and really the 
ethics of eating.  Most 
tomatoes are grown in 
Florida and immigrants 
harvest them in the win-
ter months. The tomatoes 
are picked while they are 
still green; harvesting is 
done by hand, and most-
ly by an invisible popu-
lation.

The farm workers are 
among the poorest in 
America. According to 
one report,  “The tomato 
workers work for ten to 
twelve hours a day pick-
ing tomatoes by hand 
earning a piece-rate of 
about 45 cents for every 
32 pound bucket. Fur-
thermore, in a typical 
day each migrant picks, 
carries and unloads two 
tons of tomatoes.”

The job is backbreak-
ing and with little bar-
gaining power for better 
conditions the workers 
are left at the mercy of 

Wall Street, amounting 
to hundreds of millions 
of dollars. If Burger 
King had agreed to the 
wage increase to the to-
mato workers it would 
have cost the company a 
mere $250,000 a year.

A few years ago visits 
were made to different 
places in America to as-
sess the extent to which 
farm workers were treat-
ed humanely. One such 
place was in Marion 
County, Florida. It was 
found that conditions 

there were inhumane. 
A report concluded that 
‘farm workers were held 
against their will and 
forced to labor as inden-
tured servants-contin-
ually paying off debts 
to their employers-in a 
system legally defi ned as 
slavery.’

A prosecutor saw 
Florida as “ground zero 
for modern-day slav-
ery” and fi ve operators 
were prosecuted for vi-
olation of the anti-slav-
ery statutes since 1997. 
The Southern Poverty 
Law Center says that 
farmworkers are among 
the poorest in the Unit-
ed States earning about 
$11,000 a year.  

The Farmworker 
Housing Development 
Corporation (FHDC) has 
monitored the health of 
tomato pickers in Flor-
ida, and elsewhere. Ac-

cording to the FDHC, the 
rates of cancer, asthma 
and birth defects from 
exposure to chemicals 
are about 25 per cent 
above the national aver-
age. The fact that many 
of the farm workers are 
undocumented makes 
it diffi cult for them to 
openly seek represen-
tation. In addition, with 
low pay the workers can-
not afford medical help.

What is equally ap-
palling is that workers 
have to pay their employ-

ers $50 per week to 
live in rundown hous-
ing. It is almost impos-
sible to give accurate 
fi gures as to how many 
workers are affected. 
The employers hide 
the shacks from view 
and persons from the 
outside world are not 
allowed to visit. Those 
that have left the farms 
describe conditions in 
which 16 persons were 
required to live in a 
single trailer.

What is the re-
sponse of the corporate 
sector to the Fair Food 
campaign?  Shoppers 
at Trader Joe’s com-
plained that the fi rm 
had refused to sign 
the Fair Food Pledge. 
The Pledge states that 
workers that picked to-
matoes should be paid 

reasonably and must also 
have basic safety protec-
tions. A number of shop-
pers led a campaign to 
stop buying tomatoes at 
Trader Joe’s and began 
a letter-writing exercise 
but with minimal impact. 

There is the argument 
that the economics of to-
mato-picking may very 
well hamper immediate 
reforms. For example, 
the fast food and fast 
service business and 
the supermarket chains 
demand cheap pric-
es for tomatoes. When 
this happens it is not 
diffi cult to guess who 
gets squeezed. A work-
er earns about 45 cents 
per 32 pound bucket of 
tomatoes and many of 
them are undocumented.

What then can be 
done to improve the 
condition of the tomato 
farmers? They are not 

a political constituency 
and politicians are not 
willing to take up their 
case. However, medical 
services can be provided 
as is being done by Dr. 
Bruce Gould, and oth-
ers, at the Migrant Farm 
Worker Clinic in Con-
necticut. The voluntary 
services sector needs to 
be expanded with med-
ical clinics since local 
hospitals want to see in-
surance coverage before 
treating patients.

There is need for the 
Fair Labor Standards Act 
to be followed and it is 
the responsibility of the 
federal government to 
ensure that these work-
ers are protected. But the 
public too must put pres-
sure on companies that 
use the services of farm 
laborers and must de-
mand that they be given 
a fair deal. A US judge, 
K. Michael Moore, said 
at the sentencing of a de-
fendant found guilty of 
running a slavery opera-
tion that “contractors and 
crew leaders create a le-
gal fi ction or corporation 
so they can be relieved 
of any liability of hiring 
illegal immigrants.”

A major victory 
would be for the fruit 
pickers to be included as 
a part of US immigration 
policy and for them to 
have their status regular-
ized. There is clearly a 
lot of work to be done to 
regularize the position of 
the farm workers. 

The next time you see 
a tomato at the super-
market spare a thought 
for the lowly worker that 
lives in endemic pover-
ty and from which there 
is little escape. Then 
put pen to paper and let 
your elected representa-
tives know that you want 
change. 

their employers. The 
US Department of Agri-
culture reported in 2008 
that the lives of farm-

workers were hazard-
ous. It stated, “Workers 
suffered from pesticide 
exposure, sun exposure, 
inadequate sanitary fa-
cilities and crowded and/
or substandard housing.” 
Imagine that this is hap-
pening in America!    

It was Cesar Chavez 
that was infused by 
the ideals of Mahatma 
Gandhi and went on fasts 
and non-violent protests 
to win union rights for 
the grape-pickers of Cal-
ifornia. Chavez called 
for a series of boycotts of 
grapes and some of them 
lasted for years.

But the ideals of 
Chavez and others ap-
pear to be lost. There is 
no effective union or-
ganizer to make waves 
even though some in the 
media are using their sta-
tus to bring the worker’s 
plight to light. The ac-

tress Eva Longoria has 
produced a documen-
tary ‘Food Chains’ to 
highlight the abuse that 
workers suffer.

We are told that “in 
2005 Florida tomato 
workers gained their fi rst 
pay raise since the 70’s 
when Taco Bell ended 
a consumer boycott by 
agreeing to pay the ex-
tra penny per pound that 
will go directly to the 
pickers.”

This was not as 
straightforward as it 

seems. The Taco Bell 
decision led McDon-
ald’s to follow suit and 
just when it looked as if 
the workers would make 
headway Burger King 
stepped in and refused to 
pay the extra penny. This 
led the workers to cancel 
the deals with both Taco 
Bell and McDonalds and 
they were back to the 
beginning. Burger King 
stated that its refusal to 
give the increase was 
in keeping with labor 
practices and that if the 
workers needed better 
paying jobs they should 
apply to the restaurants.

It is interesting to note 
that Goldman Sachs is 
one of the fi rms that con-
trol the stocks of Burg-
er King. It is no secret 
that its Chief Executive, 
Lloyd C. Blankfein, has 
earned the largest annual 
bonus in the history of 

Food Justice in America

Immigrants in the back-breaking job of harvesting tomatoes in
California. Each bucket weighs about 32 pounds.


