
PROSPECTIVE PRO~ T - ITH ~.ITGRJ>NT --'ORKERS 

Ever y year over t no nillion l!'i gr ant Ylorkers follow three streams, up the l"iest 
Coast , up the East Coast, and up the niddle western portion of the country, 
pickinG the nation's crops. Farn laborers---both those who reMain in one 
a r ea and those v:ho travel as nickers--are the last large grouo of truly 
exploited American '.'lorkers. Federal lec;islation does no cover their wages, 
unions are practically non-existent, and farn laborers are usually excluded 
fron enploynent benefi ts such as unemployment conpensation, medical insur­
ance , r etirement pensions, and a r;uaranteed number of working days. 

Hi gr ant r:orker s suffer even more than most farm v10rkers because of the cir­
CUJilstances under which they uork. Host of them move like nomads from farm 
t o farm, and many cover several states during a season. They live in state~ 
or f ar mer-owned camps, i n cars, trucks , buses, tents, and on the gr ound. 
Thei r childr en j oin in picking as early as ~ossible because wages are so l ow 
that it is imperative that eve_ry hand be used in order to accumulate enough 
income to keep from starving; babies often go to the fields with their 
par ents or sta_y in a car or truck during the hot picking hours---they are 
uncar ed for because no one can be spared f rom the field. 

Last sur:uner a mi gr ant workers' project was begun on the Eastern Shore of 
Har yl and. Two SNCC workers begah visiting camps in three counties) talking 
with workers , almost all of whom; ·in the East Coast stream, are southern 
Ne~roes . Although federal legislation has recently required that minimum 
health standards be maintained in the camps, violations abo~nd• Decrepit , 
makeshift structures without windows; indoor toilets, or running water are 
t he ' homes ' of the migrant families. Camps and migrants are almost entirely 
isolated f r om the communities in which they· exist, and in this sense t hey 
compose a 1 subculture 1 --~a groun of people outside of the normal worki ng of 
American society. They hever remain long enough in one place to make ac­
quaintances ; participate in the political · pr ocess, or benefit from public 
welf ar e pror,r ams ; migr ant children attend school irregularly, and they r arely 
r eturn t o the same schooi they last left . !ngrants and miGrant children 
have little chance of breaking out of the constrictions of their subculture 
because of inevitable limitations in their education) because their tra i n­
in~ consi sts solely of ~ickin~, and because of ~rcjudices · among s tat ionary 
communities, wher e migrants are considered unreliable drifters. 

1\t t he root of this complex of problems is wages . · ~"/a~es vary from state to 
state , far to far m, but they ar e uniformly l ow, and they are usually piece 
wac;es . :lhen SI,!CC v1orkers went i nt o Haryland Is Sastern Shore camps, pickers 
were earninn- ~n . to · ~2, a day. They had not worked for several weeks because 
they had arrived before the crops wer e ripe; when a field of crops was ready, 
f armer s flooded the field with workers so that his f ield got picked quickly , 
but none of the workers earned more than a few dollars·.-

EssenGial t o understanding the migr ant problem i s the cont r act system under 
which they work. Repr esentatives of the State of Maryland Office of Empl oy­
ment contact · 1 contractors 1 ·in Florida , arrcn ging with them t o' have crews of 
r i ckers brour;ht up f or local farmers. The contractor, or crew leader, then 
r ecruits pickers and pr ovides tranSl/or ta tion for bringing them into Mar yl and. 
The wor ker never deals directly with the f ar mer, always throur,h the contracto r. 
The f ar mer may pay the contractor 30¢ a bushel for tomatoes, the contr actor 
then passes on to the picker a port i on of that pr ice---maybe 25¢, maybe 20¢ or 
less . The c ontractor is r esponsible f or almost every aspect of the worker s ' 
lives while t hey are part of his crew. A dishonest contractor may earn f r om 
$10 , 000 to ~tho,ooo in a three month season by pocketinf; his workers' s ocial 
secur ity Ylithhol din f,s, takinE a commissi on i'r om the l oca l g r oc e r y whe r e he 
t akes wor kers who have no cars, selling l iquor at a high profit in t he camps , 
and ~;iving loans to destitut e workers at high inter est r ates . A 1norker can 
not pick unless he i s nart of a crew, which means agr eeing to the cont r actor' s 
demands and acce?tinr, his ter ms. The cont r act or i s the sryokesman and the most 
nov1erful '"le r son in a camp. He control s t he lives of t he workers who deoend on 
him for ever ythinc; from the evenint; mea l to a trip back to Florida. · 

SNC C workers found that migr a nts easily recognized t he need t o or ganize for 
better wages , but often the cont r ac to r was op~osed t o minimum wage demands 
s ince he pr ofits by the piece-wage syst em. The f ar mer, of course, i s 
adamantly opposed to r aising wages. ;,lthough labor costs make up a very small 
percentaGe of the cost of ~reducing crops , t he f a r mer has a difficult time 
pass ing these costs on to the l a r ge corporati ons (part of the ' agribusiness' 
system) v1hich pr oces s a nd mar ket his crops. 

1-"lhat is the best approach to the mi p,r ant problem? It ' s difficult t o &ay. 
Last sununer SNCC ·workers attempted to organize a strike i nvolving 15 camps in 
Har yland. I f pickers had refused to nick a f a rmer's crop of tomatoes unless 
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hr; pai c;i'$1. 2) an hour, t hey pr obabl y vwuld have got t en t heir demands since 
tomatoe·s r.ms t be picked as soon a s they rie>en and t he f a r mer would not have 
had time t o recrui.t scab l abor, But gett i ng into c amps (farmer s char ged SNCC 
wor ker s wi th trespassing ) , overcoming t he influence of t he crew l eader, a nd 
per suading wor ker s who wer e 1 , 000 miles. away f r om home t o , risk the ir meager 
v~age_s pr oved t oo difficult . a t ask t o b e a ccomplished in t he t wo months t ha t 
migr ant s spent in Haryl and bef or e moving on to another s e t of crops . The 
f ede r a l government and othe r agencies have at tempt~d to r each mi~rants throu~h 
health l egisl ati on and pover ty ~rograms such as t he proj ect Heads t a r t ; the 
Na\ ional Council of ChUrches has a mir,r ant ministry which sends minister s 
into car.1ps ( somet i me s .t ·o a·ar!"J out t he dead) . But none of these pr ogr ams 
attem""'ts to ·s'ol ve. the basic pr obl em of 11ages and 1'/0rking condit ions . 

. ,\ . 
fli ght nmv one .SNCC ~erson i s i n F:l orida t a l king t o migr a nts and t he oeopl e Ylho 
uork v1i th ·them, pucyo?ing t o -s et up an eXPanded project with migr ant w.or }<er s 
in t heir home · a:r~as . /l.:.unton. of migr ant wor ker s , s i mil a r to the Ni ssissi ppi 
Fr e·edom Labor ,Union, is one possi bility ; a progr am to p;et j ob s in their loca l 
corrmuni t ies f or nri,p;r ants c ould complement a uni on demanding mi ni mum wages-­
in most cases i f . f armers pai d decent v1ages t o have the ir crop s picked, l ocal 
people who· a r e pr esent l y unempl oyed woul d do t he ::>icking, making migr ant 
0orkers unnecessar y . 

The prqposed migr ant wor ker s pr ject r el a t e s dir ectly t o t he str ike of f a r m 
workers i n Del a no , California , who a r e asking f or !.>1.40 an hour plus 2.5¢ a 
box for the F;r ape s t hey p ick. Bef or e t he s t rike b egan, the gr ower s wer e 
paying ~n.lS and ~:;1 . 10 pl us 10¢ a b ox. The Bay Ar ea Friends of SNCC Counci l 
rep or Gt:!d ·f r orrr i t s last meeting : 

off i c er s from the Kern a nd Tular e Counties Sher i ff ' s offi ces have 
be€m asking fo r identif i cation f r om and t aking pictures of st riker s 
t wo a nd t hree times a day. The ef fe ct is to c r eat e an a ir of fear 
of arr e st . i~s harrassment i ncreases a nd the strike gr ows lpnger, 
tensions a r c on the incr ease , DAs in Ker n and Tula r e have been t a king 
compl a ints on ma j or items but t hey r efuse to l ist en t o compl aints f r om 
f ar ms wor ke r s when t he complaint is one of bein ()' nushed by a r ancher, 
t;hreatened , etc . Try to get suooort for t hese demands from l ocal 
or ganizations , by pet i tion tables i n y our ar ea , etc . Picket s are 
needed, especially dur inr, the v1eek. I f you go , br i nr; a s l eeping 
~~ : ~g , a little bit of money . H:;.v-:; YOm o· 1-: D. IL COPT'.CT HE'?.T: AT 
HOPE in case t her e are a rrests . · ·ires , lctt,er, ancl. '1et it i ons should 

.)Je addr essed to Governor Dr own, Governor 1 s Eans i on, Sacr amento , 
Califor nia . They s hould s ay : rr ~·ie urge you t o pr otes t the intimida­
t ion a nd harr assment of strikin~ fa rm worker s i n Delano by the Tulare 
and Kern County Sher i ff' s offices . · ,·e urge you t o go to the scene of 
the str i ke a nd -off e r your off ice to mediat e t he c onfl ict . '"Je u r ge 
you to demand t ha t loca l Di st rict At t or neys in Kern and Tular e 
Counties take com1_)l a int s f r om strikers . 

FOR tto:n HJJi'Oill1ii.TI0N : Far m ~-forkers Associati on, 102 ,\lbany, Delano, 
Cal ifornia, phone 8661. Or SNCC, 1316 Hasoni c St . , S. F., Mt, 6- 4.577 . 


