Why is Wichita State University serving sweatshop tomatoes?

Think back to the last meal you purchased on campus. Was it purchased in the RSC? Or from the dining hall in Fairmount Towers with your handy prepaid Shocker card? Did that meal happen to contain tomatoes? Perhaps just a few diced tomatoes on a salad? Did you even notice them?

Wichita State University has a lucrative contract with Sodexo – one of the world's largest “food service provider” corporations – to deliver and serve the food on our campus. During the school year, upwards of 90% of the fresh tomatoes produced in the entire United States come from Florida. Sodexo purchases a tremendous amount of tomatoes, and serves them to students at schools across the country, including ours. The farmworkers who plant and harvest those tomatoes are paid an average of 45 to 50 cents for every 32-pound bucket of tomatoes that they pick, a rate that has remained unchanged for thirty years.

In addition to sub-poverty wages, tomato pickers in Florida receive no overtime pay despite 10-14-hour workdays, receive no health benefits, and are denied the right to organize unions. In the most extreme cases, workers are forced to work against their will through the threat or use of physical violence for little or no pay. In the past eleven years, seven federally-prosecuted cases of modern-day slavery have been uncovered in the fields of Florida, involving a total of well over one thousand workers. (At least two of the forced labor cases involved U.S.-born workers.) The everyday “sweatshop” conditions in which these workers toil provide the fertile soil in which an extreme abuse like slavery takes root.

In recent years, thanks to a national “Campaign for Fair Food” led by the Coalition of Immokalee Workers (CIW; a Florida farmworker organization) and with the participation of consumer allies (especially students on campuses around the country with the Student/Farmworker Alliance), some of the world's largest tomato purchasers (including McDonald's, Subway, and, most recently, food service provider and Sodexo competitor Compass) have agreed to work with the CIW, committing to pay at least a penny more per pound for the tomatoes they purchase to directly improve worker's wages and to implement a code of conduct in their supply chains to guarantee workers fair and humane treatment, including zero tolerance for modern-day slavery.

Why then has Sodexo not joined this fight against modern-day slavery, especially now that Compass has agreed to work with the CIW to improve conditions for farmworkers?

There are more slaves in the world today than were seized from Africa in four centuries of the trans-Atlantic slave trade. The modern commerce in humans rivals illegal drug trafficking in its global reach - and in the destruction of lives. So why is Sodexo, which claims to support communities and “social responsibility,” unwilling to work with the CIW?

Better yet, why are we as a school that claims to place equality amongst cultures and people above all else complacent in the face of such heinous acts against humanity?

Paying the extra penny-per-pound and working with the CIW would cost Sodexo relatively little and would not cause an increase in the price of food on campus. But it would go a long way to preventing slavery in Florida's fields.

As students we have a voice. Knowledge is power and there is power in numbers. It's our responsibility and our right, in the face of such injustices, to demand better from Sodexo and from our University.

Think back again to that last meal you had on campus. Sodexo can't guarantee that those tomatoes were not harvested by workers who were being extremely exploited, or worse. Compass has shown that it's possible for a large food service provider to do the right thing. What's Sodexo waiting for?

