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. . 3 PHOTOS BY HURS YALLBONA/HERALD STAFF. : -
HIRING: A recruiter teils homeless men at aJacksonville soup Kitehen about good pay in North Carofina. Below, farmhands sort potatoes.

First-of three paris

BY RONNIE GREERE
_,@.mgm@_maa.ga

JACESONVILLE — The recruiters come rolling
- through in roomy vans, scarching for a fresh crop of
' farmworkers from the homeless shelters, haggard
parks and soup kitchens dotting North Florida’s urban

hubs,

They target the addicied, the vilnerable, the des-
perate with promises of good pay, cash upfront, cold
beer. Some talk of crack cocaine and ready sex,

Step inside that van, say those who have, and jour-
ney straight to hell. .

Florida is America's second-richest agriculiural
state. But for the farmhands who labor along the low-
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est rung of the food chain, the riches are a mirage. , ) . C ; af m
: A » Poor black Americans are routinely recruited from ; unsarg .,
ooy world Is filled with sweatshop honrs, shem  } 000 Hlaek fmertczn heters, tho forid o oo  housing, 264 |
housing, p m«mﬂw pay ,Ma mwaﬁmm abuse, At _H fields and farms, and forced to work for scant pay. ' D Anowngr m
sxtreme, it includes modern-day slavery in a sta B Many are lursd by recruiters who promise cashaplenty | backs his crew ﬁ
where oranges adorn license plates and tourists puil and, sometimes, parties rife with enticements. ' boss, voices L,
i for a free cup of juice when they cross the border. P Oncs trapped in squalid housing camps, they encounter *  contempt for |
. The brutality in Narth Florida has an unusual, bit- - alife of long work hours, overwhelming debt, evenabuse, ¢ workers, 26A i

fer twist, a Herald examination has found, é.m most
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Laborers
find that
promises
are empty

» FARMIHARDS, FR2k 4

farmworkers in Florida and
nattonwide are undocomented
Mexicans who have trekked
through the desert in search of
fortune, the laborers who toil
ynnoticed in hamlets ke East

- Palatka and Hastings are

mostly poor black Americans,
They are récruited by craw-

chief conptractors Wap serve as
middlemen between the farm--

ers who grow crops and the

laborers who pick, package-

and sort them. These bosses
can control nearly every
aspact of the workers® lives:

iheir housing, their food, their -

transportation and eves their
paycheck, .

In Interviews with The Hez-
ald, farmworkers fold hiarrow-
ing stories of life-in 4 hot
siretch. AMM ommwmmaamm farm
couniry that welcomes pass-
ersby with signs saying “Jesus

is Lord, Welcome to Hastings™

and *Florida's Potate Capital™
Many were recraited from

gathering spois for the home- -

less — soup kitchens, parks
and shelters in Jacksonville,
Oslardo, Tampa. They say

they were lnved with vows of .

S omises ok posiiog sad 1
promises of partying. in:
cash when they reached the
farmi,

What they didn’t know:
They would live in slum hous-
ing, work long hours for scant
pay, and, in several cases, have
to pay back $1 of interest for
most every ¥l lcaned to them
to buy food — inctuding the $15
ﬂusn tirst lured them into. ...va

.moon isolated, without
transportation, these men said

. they became slaves to the boss

and their debis, One said he
was beaten about the fice this
year when he couldu't repay
his “debt.” Two nigits later, he
slipped away st midnight and
walked for hours to escape.

GASES IRVESTIGATED

Focus Is on recruitment
by farm labor contractors

. Federal prosecutors are
now examining cases in which
North Florida farm labor con-
tractors recruited from home-
Yess shelters — only to exploit
Ea laborers who siepped into

those vans, Investigators con-
firmed the inquiry, but 19-5
not claborate,

:ﬂm“%mmvnn: nnEu_nnnn
gbout tuation,” gﬂmuam
Moiloy, managing assistant
.S, attorney in Fort Myers,
said last week
s One aoumnnwwn worker, Angelo

jennings, a Hastings crew
boss luted him from a w

lot across. from tlie “Cla

White Mission 5#&83%
a lot where bixds saip at-dirty
e Cams copepEine corts and
cans cover the
“Thix is when he catches

you at your lowest point” said .

Jennings, & regevering drug.
addiet working, to reform, his

ways. “if yon have any. mcom
. umﬂmo.mﬁmonﬁp.ﬁimb;a 5

wants you where be can use.
you.

éﬁaawqﬁﬁmvﬁs :
they'll.go out-and buy some
food and-a six-pack, and put it
on ice”

Then, almost as an after-
ggﬁﬁéﬁﬁnng

tive officer, ju"Coby Pittman,
said: “They 2o from shelter to

tine, and the promises.so hol-
low, that Pittman once posted
a gign: *Do not get in the van™
" uwwwr Mua d..wwwﬂ%:_ roll

ere, Tampa,
through Orlando, on nwwnnﬂwn
1o farm country.

A BIG FARM STATE

Abuse Is an unsaen element
in Florida’s No, 2industry

Agriculture is a huge busi-
nsess in Florida. The state pro-
duces three-fourths of the cits
s harvested across the
United States each year, and It
leads the world in production
of grapefruit. In 2000, the top
10 vegetable growers in the
Sontheastern United States
were based in Florida Actoss
the country, only California
boasts a richer agricultural
cIop.

of Florida's No. 2 industry,
abuse abouads, and it is not
limited te one rough boss or
omm patch of hard-luck laboz-

..un.a incredibly wide-

Eosnﬂm. mﬁmszm.m in aa‘mﬁa. warkers have been
beaten, cheated and abused. Only a dozen people have
gone io prison gince 1896 for the crimes.

Tuesday: Powerful growers and farmers have donated
wiliions to the politicians who conirol migrant worker

labor laws.

Yet behind the sunny image [ |

™ saidd prosecuior Mol- foreign workers, EE
53 ra bas previously sent
bossesN\gway for enslaving

farmworksgs, “There is some-

going to do farm work are
undocumenied aliens or crack
addiets,” said Gregory §.
Schell, a Lake Worth lawyer

run-ing with the law. Phereisa
reason for that wopker profile,

one who bag been making with the Migrant Farmworker advocates say: £rew bosses
money off the\qpisery — and  Justice Project of Florida Legal  hire the vulperable because
off the hopes apdMyeams —of  Services, “That's u tremendous  they can ¢xploit thew. The
other people” indictment of the agricultural  Laborers,fungry for a fresh
" At the bottom runpof the  industey.” start, geé quick to take the job.
system are the 200,000 sea- His criticism is not of the Fldrida is 'home to rore

crgWw-chief contractors than
ahy state in the nation, with

sonal farmworkers who hqr-
vest crops from outside iBe

workers who harvest Florida's
bountiful erops, but of the

state’s urbag habs to its dusty .uaﬁc.w enriched by Een mora than cue in three — 3,027
corridors. lshor, of 8,832 — based in the state.

“You've made a job so bad st pickers in Ecn_% Flgrida also leads the nation in
that the only people who are  natiq _ﬂ-an are undocumen the mumber of crew-chief con-

: tractors and mummwbﬂﬂﬂnm Qur-

- » reatly stripped of licenses to

work becasse of labor vicla-

¥ tions, with 43 percent of the
total, The Herald has found.
They have relegated workers
to shabby housing, cheated
: them of pay or otherwise

" sidrted federal migrant worker

N s
. For 2 glimpse inside this

B world, foliow Lisa Butler, a

B Florida Rural Legal Services
attorney representing workers
xho fled their contractors’
- employ in far North Florida,
Bhgler does her dsgwork at
night dgd in potentiaily dan-
gerous ehyirons, visiting hous-
| ing camps ds pass out fliers let-
ting workers kqow their rights.
More than oncépghe has been
confronted by créw chiefs or
-their workers.

‘Ifelt like belng a siave, Just workingto

“There is a pattern up here

support his gme * of sevare violations,” Butler
: : ISIAN BROWN, 43, seid as she wheeled throvgh
n?saioawm:mzﬂw_&ﬁgnsgigggﬁ him  Hastings and Spuds and East

native farmbands hay rma‘

Palatka, on by
cramped hou
funetion of §
lets crew le:
pay.”

The pictuy
images of &
days. -
1 felt like:
working to su
farmworker |
native of So
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‘ spread,” said prosecutor Mol-
‘loy, who has previously sent
‘bosses away for enslaving
farmworkers. “There is some-
.ope who has been making
money off the misery — and
_off the hopes and dreams — of
. other people.”
© At the bottom rung of the
gystem are the 200,000 sea-
sonal farmworkers who bar-
vest crops from cutside the
gtate’s wrban hubs to its dusty
corridors. .
“¥ouw've made a job so bad
 that the only people who are

- support his family.’

| q felt like being a slave, jJust working to

going to do farm work are
undocumented zliens or crack
addicts,” said Gregory S.
Schell, 2 Lake Worth Jawyer
with the Migrant Farmworker
Justice Project of Florida Legal
Services, *That's a tremendous
indictment of the agricultural
industry.”

His eriticisme is not of the
workers who harvest Florida's
bountiful crops, but of the
industry eoriched by their
sweat Jabor. :

Most pickers in Florida and
nationwide are umdocurmented

I i

ISIAH BROWN, 4

: 43,
2 farmworker, speaking about the bess who controtled bt

foreign workers, and many

native farmhands have had

run-ing with the law. Thereisa
reason for that worker profile,
advocates say: Crew bosses
hire the velnershle because
they can ezploit them, The
Isborers, hungry for a fresh
start, are quick to take the job.

Florida is home to more
crew-chief contractors than
any state in the nation, with
more thap one in three - 3,027
of 8,832 — based in the séate.
Floride also leads the nation in
the mmnber of crew-chief con-
tractors and assistants cur-
rently stripped of licenses 1o
work becanse of labor viola-
tions, with 43 percent of the
total, The Herald has found.
They have relegated workers
to shabby housing, cheated
them of pay or otherwise
skirted federal migrant worker
laws.

¥or a glimpse inside this
world, follow Lisa Batler, a
Florida Rural Legal Services
attorney representing workers
who fled their contractors’
employ in far North Florida.

Butler does her legwork at
night and in potentially dan-
gerous environs, visiting hous-
ing camps to pass ont fliers let-
ting workers know their rights.
More than onee, she has been
sonfronted by crew chiefs or
their workers.

«“Fhere is a pattern up here
of severe violations,” Butler
sai¢ as she wheeled through

Hastings and Spuds apd East

Palatks, on ker way to the next
cramped housing camp. “It’s a
funcdon of how this industry
lets erew leaders control the
g‘c-

“The picture she sees evokes
images of America’s darkest
days. : ’
“] felt Hike being a slave, just
working to support his family,”
faymworker Isiah Brown, 43,2
pative of South Carolina, said
of the hoss who controlled
him.

That boss, Ronald M, Jones,
is a six-foot-four, 250-pound
homegrown son who spins
through town in a muscular
Cadiliac Escalade and flashes
cash he gets from Florida farm-
ers to employ laborers at the
lowest, dirtiest rung of the
chain. He did not respond to
multiple interview requests.

START OF A JOURNEY

Promise of work and pay
Is irresistible — and slusive

Brown's journey to Jones'

began on & Sunday in Orlando,
when another farm recruiter
gpproached him as he lounged
in a park. There's work up
porth, the man said. Honest
dgy, honest pay, -

Brown hopped in, traveling

160 miles to Hastings and

neighboring East Palatka,
where he ultimately livedina
squalid, illegal helthole for

% PLEASE SEE FARMHARDS, 254




AT LABDR GAMP:
Meglect compounds
the problems of
farm laborers.
Richard Wiliams,
ahove, a picker for
nine years, had to
have a finger
amputated because
of an Infection that

- hebelieves began
. wihile he was picking
cabbage in North
Carofina.

HAKING
CONTACT: Afarm
labor recruiter,
second from left,
talks witha group of
men outside a
Jacksonville g2
station bafore
moving on 16 a soup
kitchento make a
pith there.
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