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FARMWORKERS’ PLIGHT: Displaying what he says is the bloodied shirt of a farm laborer beaten in 1998, farmworker rights advocate
Lucas Benitez declares: ‘When we say the tomatoes that leave Immokalee have sweat, have blood, we're not exaggerating,’ Story, 20A

A CROP OF ABUSE |

BRUTAL LABOR BOSSES _ucz_m_._mo. BUT NOT GROWERS WHO HIRE THEM
BY RONNIE GREENE m .ﬂcwbﬂm HIGHLIGHTS
rereeNeson ' Florldals rich with farm flelds,
IMMOKALEE -~ Fourtéen long miles from v butfor the workers who toltIn
Main Street, 1365 Sanctuary Rd. stands squat, . them, the riches are a mirage. And
ummm&, and rusty, its MEE door m_ﬁ.mhw. screen ! thatisnetthe worst ef it
and window smas ' ¥ Twelve Florida farm conlracters,
m_m_.cm On the surface, it appears i smuggdlers and henchmen have
s to be just another shack in - 1 ; : :
i . pi 1 BonetoprisonTor oiimes against
. this tough town 110 miles ' farmaorkers including ¢f P
¢ from Miami But it was here ! at ? _SMMENM méq..w o
that the dark side of Florida’s L b e
agricuitural industry took 1 workerst 7 beaisi,
toot o ! ﬁﬂmﬂﬁ%ﬁm& sexualy
k The man who controlled . , ]
3 1365 Sanctuary is one of 12 HOUSE OF SERVITUDE: Amobie t b Morethan 200 lorida famorew
gerews  Tlorida farm coantraciors, home near Immokalee housed twa dozen | o onmacinrs apa barved from daing
SECOND OF  Smugglers and henchmen to  Undocumented immigrant farmworkers — + puanecchonauss they cheated
THREEPARTS  land in prison in recent years. who were kept in involuntary servitude ' workers, relagated them to
for crimes against farmwork- and docked pay. Their crew chief, Abel -+ oo housing or comimitied
ers, including slavery. The convictious helped  Cuslio Jr., was sentenced to prison. ' gther offenses.
lift the veil on the often hidden, often vmﬁnb : ’ : e thie criminal
world of Florida farm work. » Florida leads the nation in the number b Growers mq_b&m_:m e 2
of farm labor contrastors who skirted . contractorshave nctbeen
P PLEASE SEE FARMWORKERS, 183 migrant farmworker laws, 208 ' prosecified.
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‘I realized I had been so

» FARMWORRERS, TR0M 12

While the cases roveal the
industry’s worst abuses, they
provide just a glimpse of them,
Since 1996, there have been
just. five such cases, the mosi
recent last yoar, but the prose-
cutions have never gone
beyond the crew chiefs to
include the tgmwers who hired
them, records show.

" By contrast, smore than 200
Florida farm labos bosses and

" their assistants are berred from

the industry, a richer sign of
the rough cudiuxe,

And a Herald investigation
in North Florida has exposed
other abuses in a pocket of the
state that historicaliy has seen
little invesiigative attentionm.
Lahovers there were recruited
from homeless shelters and
vagabond parks to work in the
hot farsm couniry, but they
encouniered Jow pay, long
hours, storn housing — & world
some Jiken to modern-day
slavery,

- DIFFERERT VENUES

Y

WORKER RIGHTS: Raul . Barrers, seated at laft, visits a migrant labor camp in immokalee te counsel workers on thair rights, He is & parsiegatior the Migrant
Farmworkers Justice Project. At right, Jose Solano displays a record of his work hours, He and efhars say they are not paid foriours spent walting to pick tomatoes.
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DIFFERENT VENUES

¥ort Pleree and Fort Myers
ameng sltes of prosecutions

The criminal prosecutions
to date have largely been
focused south, in courthonses
from Fort Pierce on the east
coast to Fort Myers on the
Gulf, Investigators confirm,
however, that they are now
scrutinizing North Flovida as
well.

“Obviously, we're strongly
opposed fo that kind of activ-
ity,” said Walter Kates, direc-
ror of the Division of Labor
Relations for the Florida Fruit
and Vegetable Association, z
nonprofit tvade group.

“But how can you hold any-
body accountable outside of
the work environment, where
you have no control?” Rates
asked. “Y think it's awiully hard

to bold any employer, whether -

it’s a farmer or swner of a
vewspapet, responsible for
activity that happens outside
of a working hour.”

Abel Cuelio Ir., operator of
the Impokalee shack, was one
of the criminals, employed by
one of the state’s growers.

Antonio Martinez was one
of the slaves. He knew tha, he

' PHOTOS BY NURI VALLBONA / HERALD STAFF

sald, when he saw Cuello pay
the “coyote,” or smuggler, who
transported him from an Ari-
zona border town o Florida,

“At that point,” Martinez
said 1n an hxterview, “I realized
I had been sold”

Two dozen people were
crammed iato the Cueilo
mobile home at 1365 Sanituary
R4 in 1999, court papers show,
There were inattresses on the
floor znd just, four or five
dishes to share, The water,
supplied from a well, was foul.
'The floor had holes and spalkes
in plain view. Roaches crawled
everywhere. -

Workers found no relief in
the fields, with crew boss
Cuelie docking their pay for
their fravel from Arizona io
Florida,

The trek wus tortuous, with
18 Mexicar Immigrants
ordered to it on a van floor so
théy wouldn't be detected due-
ing the nearly four-day jour-
ney. They shared two bags of
chips as sustenance, For this,
each was billed $700, to be
worked off.

“During the trip, the men in

_the group were made fo uri-

nate in plastic jugs, and the
wonman . . . did not urinate uotil
two days into the trip, when
the van had to stop to repaira
flat tire, because she was
mnable {0 use the jug,” senior
patrol agent Jose M. Lopez of
the .8, immigration agency
wrote in a criminal complaing.

“When the jugs were full of
urine, the smuggler would
ampty them by pouring them
out the window while the van
was moving.” _

After arriving in Immoka-
lee, they labored under Cuello
gt Manley Farms North Inc., a
major Bonita Springs tomato
supplier that paid Cuello $24
for every 1,000 pounds of
towiatoes harvested. Smug-
gling fees were docked from
workers' checks written on the
Manley zceount, court papers
show,

Company Prosident J. Kant
Manley Jr. did not respond to
four requests for an inferview,
nor did he reply to written
Fuestions,

Picker- Martinez said his

four months inside 1365 Sanc-

toary were filled with littie
food, lomg work howrs and
scant pay. He said a co-worker
awzkened one night with a
scorpion sting on his neck

“I thought I was going to die
there, hecause [ didn’t eat
well,” Martinez said, “And I
knew if I escaped, he would
beat me, But when [ escaped, 1
felt liberated.”

After escaping in 1999, he
bumped inte Cuello, who
chased him in a Chevy Subur-
ban, yelling obgcenities and
demanding his coyote fee back

A PLEA OF GiBLTY

Santence of 33 months given
tolabor boss: he’s out now

Cuelio, born in Brownsville,
Texas, pleaded guilty to oxe
count of involuntary servitude
and went to prizson in 1999 for

.33 months, his contraetor’s

Heense revoked at the time.
Two co-defendants, both rela-
tives, alse were convicted.
Cuelle, 39, is out now.
According to corporate
records, he has created

another harvesting company,
BE&B Harvesting & Trucking
Inc., based in Naples.

Yt even that is curious, In
his 2002 corporate papers,
Guello listed two addresses on
Redbird Lane in Naples, Nei-
ther could be found. A mail
carrier on duty one day said
they don't exist.

The Herald sought an inter-
view with Cuslle through Ids
father, who lives near the
immokalee trailer. Guello
dide’t reply.

His return is a gase study
showing how, even with 2
handful of slavery prosecu-
tions brought against corrupt
crew bosaeas, fittle has changed.

Advocates for the farm-’

workers were pleased each
time that bosses like Cuello
were prosecuted. They were
chagrined that the coses ended
there.

Growers eomploying the
criminal bosses were aot
charged in a single case, It's
not that the growers them-
selves were suspected of

* enslaving workers. But watch-

dogs say the industry fosters

an ptmosphere that allows ren-
egade bosses to role with crim-
inality.

Last year, for instance,
when prosecutors in Fort
Pierce put away farm labor
contractors Ramiro, fuan and
Jose Remos, the sentencing
hearing broadened beyond
thelr crimes into the role of the
industyy. :

Brothers Ramiro and Juan
Ramos ware convicted of
keeping Mexican workers in
involuntary servitude at a
“fiithy and overcrowded” Lake
Placid bousing camp, making
them work off 55,000 iz smug-
gling fees by picking fruit for
major growsrs. o

They and congin Jose were
eonvicted of assanlting a bus-
service ownet, Jose Martinez-
fervantes Sr., whom they sus- .
pecied of whisking workers
awray.

* “Youw're the son of & fewes
Bren who has been taking all
my peopie, ” Martinez-Cer-
vantes quoted cne of them in
an interview,

B PLEASE STE FARMIWORKERS, 14
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They pistol-whipped him,
leaving him uncoascious. For
two weeks, ke could barely
feave bed. “Pain,” be said,
“Bverywhere.”

.The Ramoses got long
prison sentences, from 10 to 12
years,

But even thelr attorneyy say
the case will do little to stamp
out abuses.

“They are such a small part
of & larger industry,” Nelson
Rodriguez-Varela, a Coral
Gables attorney who repre-
sentad foan Ramos, said at sen-
tencing. “It’s slmost like catch-
ing the drug peddler in the
street . .. and these Gefendants,
you kuow, to he made ezam-~
ples of, really doese't even
make a dent.” :

In an interview in Miami,
Bodrignez-Varela asked:

“Should the Ramoses be in

prison? No. ¥ou nesd the

Ramoses to keep the price of

oranges down.”

At trial, he and other
defense attorneys guestioned
growers who hired their cli-
ents. . _

“These are not our employ-
ees,” Richard Hethsrion,

director of human resourses -

for Lykes Bros. in Tanpa, ssi.&.

of the laborers,

“Why don't you hire the
workers directly?” Rodriguez-
Varela asked.

“It is too expensive,” the
Lykes official replied. "We find
It is a Jot more efficient tfouse a
contractor te provide the

habor.”

“Hfficient means cheaper,
vight#?”

“QK,” Hetherton replied. “1
would go with that,”

COMPANIES’ REACTIONS

A Lykes Bros. officer says |
firm unaware of activities

n an interview, Lykes Bros.
Vice President Elizabeth
Waters said the company is a
responsible employer and had
not been aware of “the kinds of
activities for which they were
prosecuted.” :

Consolidated Citrus, among
the nation's largest growers,
was still doing business with
Ramiro Ramos at the time of
the trial, a company official
testified. Prosecutors said
Ramos was known by some as
El Diablo (The Devil).

“And we feel very stroogly

that people like My, Ramos. ..
do a much better job of manag-
ing this than we.would,” testi-
fied Joaquin Menrdiburo, Con-
solidated’s manager of safety,
ishor and environmental com-
plisnce, “, . . We prefer to stay
away from any term that
wonld classify us as co-em-
]Iﬂﬂy’er-" ,

Consoclidated officials did
not respond to a request for an
interview.,

At one point in court,
Ramiro Ramos® attorney, Joa-
quin. Perez, asked: “Do you not
think for one monment, you
Enow, that the growers don’t
know what's going ond”

Such debate prompted U5,

District Judge K. Michael -

Mooze to say at sentencing:

“It seems that there are oth-
ers at another level in this sys-
tem of fruit-picking, at a higher
level, that to some extant are
complicit in one way or
another in how these activities
oceur.

... They rely on migrant
workers, and they create a
legal fiction or corporation
that insulates them between
them and the workers them-
selves so that they can be
relieved of wny Hability {oz the
hiripg of illegal immigrants,
And yet they stand 1o benefit
the most.” '

The judge added: I think
there is a broader interest out

there that the goverament

should look at as well.”

His comments raise this
question: To what degree are
farmers at fauli? Several court
cases over the years have
found that growers czn be con-
siderad joint emplovers of the
farmworkers “and jointly
responsible for the contrac-
tor’s employees,”

Advocates for the farm-

workers believe that many

abuses of those workers go
undetected because so many
laborers work illegaily. Some
horrors are discovered by
chance,

Jose Tecum was accused of
enslaving a young Guatemalan
vational, Maria Choz, and forg-
ing papers so she could pick
Florida vegetables in 1999,

Authorities discovered the




| THE SERIES

11 Sunday:
rarmworkers inNorth
Eiorida tell harrowing

- gtories of living ke
modern-day slaves.

| the state, farmworkers.
i | have beenbeatan..

| cgheated and-abused.
Einly a dozen people
have gone to prison
sinoe 1986,

Tuesday: Powerful
growers and farmers
have donated mitions of
dollars to the politicians
who control migrant
worker labor 1aws.

e —

K nmm..w when the Collier County
Deparment
. respondedtoa domestic call at

' Gheriff’s

Tecum's fmmokalee house.

.. Choz “gried and visibly
: shook,” according to conrt
| papers. “Ms. Choz told the
| advocate that she feit Like a.
i - glave and that she had to pez-
' form any services that Tecum

- yeguired”

tn his native Guatemala,

 }t yet —~ is to make trafficking

- in bxmans anprofitable,” said

" Tecum had owned the largest

house in their mountain cOm~
munity, while GhoZz lived in
squalog. Prosecutors say
Tecum threatened to kill Choz
or her father unless the family
gave the young woman to bim.
He then smuggled her 10 the
United States. ;

«This case is ghout people
with power and the power-
less,” prosecutor $usan French
sgid at trial in federal court in
Fort Myers. “This is a case

| ahout modern-day slavery in

the United States.”

In Plorida, court papers say
Tecum demanded sex from
Choz and arranged for het tG
work at David C. Brows
Farms, providing ber with a
fzke 1D, “Every paycheck she

_esyned, he took it. And she

received maybe one of IWO or
shree dollars,” a prosecutor
gaid in court. ]

The Herald made five
requests (o interview David C.
Brown, Who owns an £,000-
square-foot Fort Myers man-
siom agsessed at $860,260 and
operates the farm company.
He did not respond.

Choz's pain was cleax when
prosecators asked her to iden~
tify Tecum for jurors: +1 don’t
want to look at bis face,” risl
transcripts show that she said.

In 2000, Tecum was found
guilty of six charges, including
involuntary sexvitude, %idnap~
ping and smuggling. He went
to prison. for nine years.

“The biggest jssne I think
prosecutors can eventually
make — and we haven't made

Douglas Molloy, managing
assistant 115, atforney in Fort

. Myers.

He believes that investiga-
sors should convict the low-
Jevel and widlevel offenders

 figst, then get them to testify
" abowt others higher vp.

“Pollow the MODEY, said
Molioy, Who helped put
Tecum and Cuello away.

4 CASE OF SERVITUDE

Uneducated immigrants

_ racrulted on Arizona norder

Tp apother case, North Floz-

' jda contractor Miguel Flores

was sentenced to 15 years in
prison in 1997 for keeping

' workers in involuntary servi-
- pyde and for other crimes.

Authorities 5ay Flores
recruited poor, uneducated
immigrants from Avizona bor-
der towns, billing them for
their treacherons trek here. He
then supplied shonsands of

- those laborers to farmers from

south Florida to rural South
Carolina.

The ndictment focused on
a geciuded South Carolina
camp he controiled, It was sur-
rounded by woods and
magrshes, and the only exit was
an unlit, unpaved road.

Workers awaited a2 bratal
fate if they fled, court papess

say: “They would be hunted

dovwn.”

The fifth case, brought
against Fort Pierce harvester
pdichael Allen Lee, shows how
bosses ¢80 financially exploit
farmworkers, billing for every-
thing from drugs to food to
vent, Lee got & four-year sep-
tence.

Fe had been subcontracted
by farmers in Central Florida
and South Florida to agsemble
crews to harvest fruit.

The feds say that Lee, him- .

self a descendant of slaves,
yecruited homeless or drug-ad-
dicted men.

1 ee provided workers with
crack cocaine, Tesulting ina
debt that was assessed against
their wages,” prosecutors gaid
in court papers. “In additon {0
the crack cocaine, the workers’
debt was enhanced through
short-term loans for rent, food;
cigarettes and beer, resulting
in a ‘company store’ debt the

_weorkers could not conceivably

pay.”

in 2000, Lee and twoe other
men, One nicknamed Goon,
were indicted for beating
bloody & farmworker who had
left Lee’s employ without pay-
ing a debt. Court records say
Lee ordered the mad ro clean
up his own blood.
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FIELDS OF DESPAIR ° &

RANSPORTATION: A hus Is ready In Immokalee for anather group of &o%a. Pickers say they arrive at dawn but usually wait for hours untll tormao plants are dry before they are atiowed to pick.

Jose Martinez-CervantesSr.,a .
bug-service owner, was pistol-whipped
into unconsciousness by farm labor
contractors who suspected him of taking
workers from them. For two wecks, he |

could barely leave bed. ‘Pain,’ he said.

L BIN: Antonio Martinez, once held in servitude at a mobiie home near immokalee sed by Abel m
suelio Jr., gathers oranges at a Florida work site whose location he did not want disclosed. ‘Everywhere.’ “




