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While the country is busy debating the best ways to reduce the national debt,

increase employment opportunities and properly address international conflicts,

another issue looms with little recognition: poverty.

The issue of poverty encompasses far more than wages. Multiple issues and

sociological factors compound the difficulty in finding solutions to this problem.

Sometimes, however, solutions can be quite simple.

On Aug. 30, Bishop Frank J. Dewane met several delegates from the Coalition of

Immokalee Workers at Epiphany Cathedral. These delegates were bicycling from

Immokalee to Lakeland — a roughly 200-mile trip. Their mission was to encourage

Publix Super Markets Inc. to participate in the Fair Food Program for the farm

workers in Immokalee, which, in part, ensures that farm workers have a pay increase

of one penny per pound of tomatoes picked. Other aspects of the program support

improved working conditions. News reports say the delegates were met at the gate of

the Publix corporate headquarters and told that they could not meet with the

company's CEO but that their message would be delivered.

These workers generally earn barely enough money to feed their families. Requiring

the growers to offer an additional one penny per pound is not a lot to ask, especially

considering that the increase would translate to a considerable improvement in the

daily wage of each tomato picker and improved working conditions. In an agreement

made with Taco Bell, for instance, the increase meant farm workers will receive

nearly double their previous pay.

Companies that have complied with the program include McDonald's Corp., Burger

King Corp., Whole Foods Market and Yum! Brands, which include KFC Corp., Taco

Bell and Pizza Hut. While this pay increase is commendable, many of these workers

still live at the poverty level.

The Diocese of Venice is first concerned with the need to respect human dignity,

which is jeopardized whenever poverty is prevalent.

In a continuing effort to respect the human dignity of each farm worker, Catholic

Charities of the Diocese of Venice hosts the Guadalupe Social Services office.

This office provides a school-on-wheels program, immigration services, direct

assistance to those in need, and a food pantry.

Additionally, Bishop Dewane has personally reached out to restaurant and grocery

store corporations, expressing his concern regarding the growers from which these

corporations purchase their tomatoes.

Simply put, farm workers who work in unsafe conditions, with little pay, and with

sometimes little access to water and proper medical care, deserve better.

Interestingly, Publix has traditionally supported programs such as the promotion of

"Fair Trade Certified" coffees and the "Food for All" campaign. With this fact in
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mind, it is all the more perplexing why Publix would not work to ensure that the

farm workers of Immokalee have sufficient pay and appropriate working conditions.

With human trafficking, unsafe working conditions and insufficient wages being

common occurrences in many of the rural farming communities in Southwest

Florida, we have a moral obligation to see that the issue of poverty is addressed

promptly and holistically.

Billy Atwell is director of communications for Diocese of Venice.
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