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Economic Crisis

Bankers Get Billions; Tomato Pickers 
Fight for Pennies
Charlie Brover and Nathan Stevens

The Crisis Before the Crisis
Lately, there has been a lot of anger at Wall Street 
banks and investment companies. The way they 
did business in the past 20 years helped cause a 
banking crisis, which has in turn hurt homeowners 
and workers. Yet before Wall Street crashed, 
the actions of some of these firms were already 
causing crises in the daily lives of many people.

 What is the connection between wealthy 
New York financial firms like Goldman Sachs and 
thousands of tomato pickers in Florida? Read on to 
find out.

The Back-Breaking Work Behind a Fast- 
Food Burger

According to an article 
in the New York Times, 
by Eric Schlosser 
(November 29, 2007), 
fast food chains are the 
largest purchasers of 
Florida’s tomatoes. These 

chains try to reduce the wages of Florida farm 
workers who pick tomatoes. Picking tomatoes is 
difficult, back-breaking work. “For 10 to 12 hours 
a day, they pick tomatoes by hand, earning a piece 

rate of about 45 cents for every 32-pound bucket. 
During a typical day each migrant picks, carries, 
and loads two tons of tomatoes. For their efforts, 
this holiday season, many of them are about to 
receive a…pay cut.”  

1. Think about the work these farm workers do. 
Has anyone in your group ever done farm 
work? Has anyone done gardening?  Discuss: 
Is this work difficult? Is it necessary?

2. How much is a pound of tomatoes in your 
local store? What do you think would be a 
fair wage for this farm work? Express this as 
an hourly wage? Do you think these workers 
should receive sick leave, health, and retire-
ment benefits?

3. The growers pay the farm workers by piece-
rate. Rather than an hourly wage, a worker 
is paid by the amount of tomatoes he or she 
picks. For each filled 32 pound bucket they 
are paid 45 cents. Workers try to pick, carry, 
and load 2 tons [a ton = 2,000 pounds] of 
tomatoes each day, but many workers do not 
reach that goal in a 10 to 12 hour day. How 
much time do you think it takes to fill a 32-
pound bucket? Do you think piece rate is fair?

4. Estimate the actual pay a Florida tomato farm 
worker receives. Can you express this pay as 
an hourly wage? Compare this estimate of 
actual pay to your group’s idea of a fair wage 
for this work.    

Pennies for Tomatoes 
After a long fight, the Coalition of Immokalee 
Workers (CIW) made some big gains. In 2005 
Taco Bell agreed to a raise of one extra penny per 

Read about how one teacher used this 
lesson in his welfare-to-work class in 
Harlem. Visit <www.nelrc.org/changeagent/
extras>, and check out “You Gotta BE the 
Problem: An ABE Math Class does the 
Pennies for Tomatoes Problem.”

Note to the Teacher
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pound. (This was the farmworkers’ first raise since 
the 1970s.)  In 2008, Burger King also agreed to pay 
an extra penny per pound.

1. How much money is one penny per pound at 
the end of the day for a typical farm worker? 
Per hour? Per week?

2. There are approximately 10,000 tomato farm 
workers in Florida. What would the total 
penny-per-pound raise cost for a year?

3. The financial firm, Goldman Sachs is a major 
owner of Burger King. In 2006, the year-end 
bonuses (payment beyond their regular pay) of 
the top 12 executives of Goldman Sachs exceed-
ed $200,000,000. Compare the bonuses of these 
12 people to the yearly pay of all the 10,000 to-
mato farm workers in Florida. 

4. In 2008, Goldman 
Sachs received a $10 
billion loan from the 
government to help 
it survive the crisis. 
Who else gets loans 
from the government 
during times of crisis? 

Explore the Conflict
1. Design a poster that 

might help people 
better understand this 
conflict between the 
tomato farm workers and Burger King.

2. Further research: Do an Internet search for 
the CIW and the United Farmworkers Union 
(UFW). Do you think consumer boycotts have 
proved to be an effective strategy for farm 
workers? Do you have some better ideas? 

3. Plan a role play dramatizing the conflict 
between the Florida tomato farmworkers 
and Burger King. The setting could be a TV 
news show, a debate, a panel talk show, 
a confrontation out in the tomato fields, 
a farmworkers union meeting, a press 
conference, or some other setting. Use 
your understanding of the mathematics to 
strengthen your arguments. Maybe a graph, 
chart, or cartoon might help make your case.
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Uvaldo Ruiz, a member of the Coalition of Immokalee 
Workers, delivers a giant petition bearing 85,000 
signatures to the Burger King headquarters in Miami. 
UMNS photo courtesy of Interfaith Action of Southwest 
Florida.
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