
[ Op-Ed Column ]

Publix Should Agree to Fair Food Deal

The coalition first reached out to Publix in 2007. Despite multiple requests, 
Publix has yet to even meet with the coalition and refuses to join the Fair 
Food Program.
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This summer, several hundred members of United Methodist Women from across the state met 
at Florida Southern College for a weekend educational gathering titled Mission U.

As a newly ordained pastor of a Florida City congregation, I was invited to teach a course on 
poverty. Back at Florida Southern, my alma mater, teaching scores of fellow United Methodist 
women on this issue, I couldn’t help but think of my senior year there, when in 2004 students 
and administrators worked together as part of nationwide, interfaith efforts to address poverty 
and abuse in Florida’s tomato fields.

As a student, I learned about injustices faced by our state’s tomato pickers through a report from  
the United Methodist General Conference, which supported the Coalition of Immokalee 
Workers.

We visited Immokalee and learned of the “Boot the Bell” campaign to remove Taco Bell 
restaurants from colleges.

We later met with Dr. Tom Rueshling, then college president, about removing Taco Bell from 
our campus, but were unable to because of the high cost of breaking the contract.

However, Florida Southern did not renew the contract the next spring. Rueshling then wrote to 
company officials to inform them that the college’s decision stemmed from Taco Bell’s refusal to 
sign the Fair Food Agreement.

Since then, the Campaign for Fair Food has made amazing strides: 10 major retailers (including 
McDonald’s, Subway, Whole Foods, Trader Joe’s and Chipotle) followed Taco Bell’s example for 
raising human rights standards and pay for farmworkers in Florida’s tomato industry, where 
several cases of slavery had arisen in the previous 15 years.

Now these companies are working together with farmworkers and the majority of Florida 
tomato growers to put an end to decades of farmworker abuse and to jointly operate the most 
advanced social responsibility program in the U.S. produce industry today.

Recently, the Roosevelt Institute announced the Coalition of Immokalee Workers’ selection for 
its prestigious 2013 Four Freedoms Medal, putting the farmworkers in the distinguished 
company of laureates Nelson Mandela, the Dalai Lama and a handful of U.S. presidents.

The accolade celebrates the coalition’s highly successful Fair Food Program, whereby the 
aforementioned tomato retailers only buy from farms complying with a new industry code of 



conduct and also pay an extra penny a pound to dramatically increase workers’ pay. Otherwise, 
harvesters make less than 2 cents per pound.

The Coalition of Immokalee Workers wants Publix to join the Fair Food Program.

The coalition first reached out to Publix in 2007. Despite multiple requests, Publix has yet to 
even meet with the coalition and refuses to join the Fair Food Program.

When I heard of Publix’s position, I was shocked.

I know what a good company Publix is. Publix is responsible for so many of the renovations at 
Florida Southern. Its executives have been large supporters of my denominational body’s work 
statewide. So what reason does Publix give to justify its refusal to participate?

According to the company website, Publix calls the Fair Food Program “a labor dispute.”

President Jimmy Carter, in a letter to the Coalition of Immokalee Workers in July, described the 
Fair Food Program differently: “You have formed innovative partnerships to find common 
ground between diverse interests, including some of the poorest workers in the United States 
and their employers, supply chain companies, retailers, consumers and law enforcement. My 
hope is this will become a model for social responsibility within the agricultural industry.”

As one of Florida’s largest tomato purchasers, Publix is in a unique position to effect social 
change.

The Fair Food Program is not a labor dispute. Nor, as a solution to decades of abuse and 
poverty, should it be ignored by those who have profited handsomely, for decades, from the 
oppressive dynamics long dominating Florida’s tomato industry.

At Mission U, scores of women organized a candlelight vigil outside the Southgate Publix to pray  
for a change of heart for company leaders.

Most of the vigil attendees shop at Publix and volunteer at their church’s food pantries, which 
Publix supports. They know the good Publix already does and want to encourage them to do 
even greater good.

At the conclusion of our poverty class, women expressed that, although they are grateful for 
Publix’s support in their food pantries, their dream would be that Publix would also choose the 
significantly greater good by working toward systemic change that could reduce dependence on 
food pantries.

Farmworkers don’t need to be poor. Publix’s practices either help or hurt their cause.

At our candlelight vigil, we gave the store manager a letter addressed to Carol Jenkins Barnett. It  
was signed by more than 120 United Methodist women, nearly all regular Publix shoppers.

Barnett has a well-earned reputation for generosity.

As the largest shareholder of Publix stock and daughter of company founder George Jenkins, we 
prayerfully hope she might steer the company to the greater good.

[ The. Rev. Audrey B. Warren is pastor at the Branches United Methodist Church in Florida City, 
which is the southernmost municipality in Miami-Dade County. ]


