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Gallery Walk Handout

Instructions: Read the quotes and statistics posted for each food chain worker. Consider the risks and challenges of 
each job and list them in the second column below. When you are finished, think of one more food chain worker not 
mentioned in the activity and list any risks and challenges for that job as well. Be prepared to share your answers.

Job Risks and Challenges 

Crop worker

Truck driver

Meat processing 
worker

Fast food worker
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Gallery Walk Sign 1

CROP 
WORKER

“She and the other three dozen 
Mexican immigrants in the 
field were bent at an almost 
90-degree angle, using two 
hands to pack strawberries 

into plastic containers 
that they pushed 

along on ungainly 
one-wheeled carts.”1

Photo Credit: Alex Proimos, 2012. Creative Commons CC BY 2.0.
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Gallery Walk Sign 2

TRUCK  
DRIVER

“I get paid 40 cents a mile. I have days I turn in over 600 

miles and days I turn in less than 200. … A really good 

day on the job for me is lots of miles … and being able to 

get to the truck stop early to find a spot and have a nice 

clean hot shower followed by a good meal. What makes it 

a really, really good day is if I am going to make it home 

that night after perhaps 12 to 19 days on the road.” 

– Commercial truck driver2

Photo Credit: Alex Proimos, 2012. Creative Commons CC BY 2.0.
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Gallery Walk Sign 3

“The line is so 
fast there is no 
time to sharpen 
the knife. The 
knife gets dull 
and you have 
to cut harder. 
That’s when it 
really starts to 
hurt, and that’s 
when you cut 
yourself.” 
– Pork packing 

plant line worker3

MEAT 
PROCESSING 

WORKER

“They love you if 
you’re healthy 
… If you get 
hurt, watch out. 
They will look 
for a way to get 
rid of you before 
they report it. 
They will find 
a reason to fire 
you, or put you 
on a worse job 
like in the cold 
room, or change 
your shift so 
you quit. So a 
lot of people 
don’t report 
their injuries. 
They just work 
with the pain.”
– Beef packing 

plant worker3

Photo Credit: Joe Valbuena, USDA.
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Gallery Walk Sign 4

FAST FOOD 
WORKER

“I’ve worked 14 
years [ for a pizza 
chain] and I can’t 
support a family. 
I have a 2-year-old 
daughter and a 
3-month-old son.” 
– Fast food worker, 

earning $11.50  
an hour.4

“I have had only a 10-cent raise in [10] 
years. … Although I live alone, what I 
make is not enough; the cost of living 
keeps rising. … If it wasn’t for food 
stamps and Medicare I wouldn’t be 
able to take care of myself.” 
– Fast food maintenance worker, 81, earning $7.25 

an hour in New York City.5

Photo Credit: Annette Bernhardt, 2013. Creative Commons CC BY-SA 2.0.
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Food Justice in Action Handout
Instructions: Read your group’s assigned case study and prepare a brief presentation that will:

 ◼ Describe the risks and challenges faced by these workers
 ◼ Describe the intervention to promote fair wages and/or safer working conditions
 ◼ Assess whether you think the intervention is an effective approach
 ◼ Propose an additional intervention

Crop workers
According to the National Agricultural Workers Survey, the average income of a crop worker in 2009 was less than 
$12,500 for individuals and less than $17,500 for a family of four. That same year, the federal poverty line was $10,830 
for an individual or $22,050 for a family of four.6 For crop workers who harvest fruits or vegetables, pay is often based 
on how much they pick, which is called a “piece rate.” The incentive to pick more can discourage workers from taking 
breaks to rest, eat, or drink water and from taking days off for health or personal reasons. In 1996, a federal minimum 
wage was established to ensure farm workers are paid a certain amount regardless of how much they pick. However, 
loopholes remain, and farms and companies can bypass this law if the farms are small enough or if the workers are 
hired as contractors instead of as employees.7 

In addition to the problems with piece rates, U.S. farm workers face particularly high risks of toxic exposure to 
pesticides, particularly when pesticides drift (are blown by wind) away from where they are sprayed.8 Workers in crop 
production also suffer 80 percent more injuries compared to the national average for private industries.9 Only one in 10 
seasonal farm workers claims the ability to read or speak English fluently, potentially increasing their risks of pesticide 
exposure and injury (e.g., if they are unable to read warning labels). As nearly half of U.S. crop workers are immigrants 
who are not authorized to work in the U.S., these workers may not seek healthcare or better working conditions due to 
fear of employer retaliation or deportation. 

The Coalition of Immokalee Workers (CIW) is campaigning for an increase in minimum farm worker wages and 
has developed a Fair Food Code of Conduct. By signing on to the code, companies that grow and buy produce are 
supporting better working conditions. Participating growers must, for example, take measures to protect workers 
from excessive heat, pesticides, and other hazards, and workers who feel in danger for their health or safety must be 
allowed to stop working (without pay) without fear of retaliation. As of 2015, 14 major buyers had signed Fair Food 
Agreements with the CIW, including Compass Group (the world’s largest food service provider), Chipotle, McDonald’s, 
Trader Joe’s, Walmart, and Whole Foods.10 

Truck drivers
The trucking industry is heavily regulated, and rules about how many hours truckers can be on the road per week have 
resulted in companies hiring more drivers to ship the same amount of cargo, often at lower wages. Some companies 
encourage drivers to quietly violate federal rules on the amount of hours they drive each week. Violating these rules 
earns drivers and shipping companies more money, but as one driver states in a 2014 Business Insider article, “When 
you’re non-compliant as a driver you run the risk of fatigue and the risk of hurting other people […] And as a driver it’s 
my license on the line.” According to the article, the driver “said he was asked by multiple trucking companies to falsify 
his logs, but he refused to.”11 Making matters harder for drivers, bills have been proposed that would remove limits on 
how many hours they can work and how large their trailers can be. Organizations such as the Teamsters (a union that 
represents truck drivers) and the Advocates for Highway and Auto Safety have pressured lawmakers to oppose such 
bills, which they say can endanger both truckers and other drivers on the road. 
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Meat processing workers
Although slaughterhouses and meat-processing facilities are highly mechanized, certain steps of the process must 
be done by hand. Some workers kill and bleed the animals while others make a series of cuts to separate fat, muscle, 
and bone. Plant workers may be required to use sharp tools and heavy machinery, at high speeds, under crowded 
conditions, for long hours, and on slippery floors—sometimes without adequate training.3 As a result, workers in the 
meat-processing industry face a very high rate of injury—over 40 percent higher than the average for the private-
sector American workforce.12 To keep costs down and the volume of production high, the conveyor belts that transport 
animals and carcasses through facilities move at very high speeds—up to 140 birds per minute at poultry processing 
plants, for example.13 Workers frequently experience chronic pain in their hands, wrists, arms, shoulders, and back 
from performing quick, repetitive motions. Workers who use sharp equipment, like knives, are also at risk of serious 
injuries due to dull and fast-moving blades.14 Slaughterhouse workers who incur cuts, burns, or scrapes may be at 
greater risk of infections, particularly from antibiotic-resistant strains of bacteria.15 

Many workers are pressured to not report their injuries. Corporations often reward facility supervisors with bonuses 
if they report low numbers of workers’ compensation claims. One worker in Nebraska explained, “Once the company 
got fined for safety violations and the manager told us: ‘Be careful or we’ll have to pay more fines’—not be careful 
because you might get hurt.”3 Organizations like the Food Empowerment Project advocate for stricter regulation of 
slaughterhouse line speeds, limits on the amount of overtime workers can be required to do, and increased reporting 
of worker injuries. 

Fast food workers
Fast food employees are among the lowest-paid workers in the U.S.,16 while as of 2012, the CEOs of that industry 
earned over 1,200 times as much as the average worker.17 That’s more than four times the amount of CEO-to-worker 
inequality in the U.S. economy as a whole.18

In November 2012, fast food workers around the U.S. began a wave of one-day strikes to demand a $15 an hour 
minimum wage and the right to form a union. While their struggle was partly aimed at their employers, they also 
needed to combat a public perception that fast food employees are mostly teenagers who are just picking up a little 
pocket money. The reality is that only about 30 percent of the fast food workforce is made up of teenagers. Among 
adult fast food workers, a large proportion are parents (30 percent), and a much higher proportion (70 percent) have 
completed high school, if not more.19

To try to win public support for the fast food strikes, the Service Employees International Union (SEIU)—which 
organized the fast food strikes along with Fast Food Forward—hired a public relations firm, BerlinRosen, to help attract 
media coverage of the workers and their movement.20 Numerous media outlets have covered the campaign. Despite 
this success, some people have criticized this PR-focused strategy—and the top-down nature of the organizing 
effort—as detracting from efforts to organize workers into a union. One worker lamented: “I don’t like the fact that 
these people, the workers, are being used like pawns. … tell them what to say, what makes the best story for the 
media.” SEIU organizers expressed concern that this kind of criticism of the campaign would only provide a public 
relations boost to political factions who already oppose it.21



Lesson 4: The Hands That Feed Us  l  www.foodspan.org  [8]

Lesson 4: The Hands That Feed Us

© 2022 Johns Hopkins University

References
1. Becerra H. A day in the strawberry fields seems like forever. Los Angeles Times. May 2013. https://www.latimes.com/local/great-reads/la-me-strawberry-

pick-20130503-dto-htmlstory.html

2. Paulden J. I am a commercial truck driver in the US. What do you want to know? The Guardian. July 2013. https://www.theguardian.com/
commentisfree/2013/jul/11/truck-driver-salary-life-on-road 

3. Human Rights Watch. Blood, Sweat and Fear: Workers’ Rights in U.S. Meat and Poultry Plants. 2005.

4. Sheridan PM. ‘My boss doesn’t rule my destiny’. CNN Money. May 2014. http://money.cnn.com/2014/05/16/news/companies/fast-food-protesters/

5. Ruiz A. McDonald’s maintenance worker Jose Carillo, 81, won’t let his age keep him from waging the fight for fair wages for fast-food workers. New York 
Daily News. August 2014. https://www.nydailynews.com/new-york/mcdonald-worker-81-fights-fair-fast-food-worker-wages-article-1.1912808

6. National Farm Worker Ministry. Low Wages. 2016. http://nfwm.org/education-center/farm-worker-issues/low-wages/

7. United States Department of Labor. Fair Labor Standards Act Advisor. http://webapps.dol.gov/elaws/whd/flsa/screen75.asp

8. Calvert GM, Karnik ÃJ, Mehler L, et al. Acute Pesticide Poisoning Among Agricultural Workers in the United States , 1998 – 2005. Am J Ind Med. 2008;51:883-
898.

9. Bureau of Labor Statistics. Injuries, Illnesses, and Fatalities. 2013.

10. Fair Food Standards Council. Fair Food Code of Conduct. 2015. http://www.fairfoodstandards.org/resources/fair-food-code-of-conduct/

11. Badkar M, Wile R. Here’s The Real Reason Why The Trucking Industry Is Running Out Of Drivers. Business Insider. August 2014. https://www.businessinsider.
com/american-truck-drivers-are-getting-squeezed-out-of-their-profession-2014-8

12. Bureau of Labor Statistics. Injuries, Illnesses, and Fatalities. 2013. http://www.bls.gov/iif/

13. Zuraw L. Reactions Vary to USDA’s Poultry Inspection Rule. Food Safety News. August 2014. https://www.foodsafetynews.com/2014/08/groups-react-to-
final-poultry-inspection-rule/

14. United States Government Accountability Office. Safety in the Meat and Poultry Industry, While Improving, Could Be Further Strengthened. January 
2005. www.gao.gov/new.items/d0596.pdf

15. Mulders MN, Haenen  a PJ, Geenen PL, et al. Prevalence of livestock-associated MRSA in broiler flocks and risk factors for slaughterhouse personnel in The 
Netherlands. Epidemiol Infect. 2010;138(5):743-755. 

16. Kurtzleben D. The 10 Lowest-Paid Jobs in America. U.S. News & World Report. March 2013. https://www.usnews.com/news/articles/2013/03/29/the-10-
lowest-paid-jobs-in-america

17. Ruetschlin C. Fast Food Failure: How CEO-to-Worker Pay Disparity Undermines the Industry and the Overall Economy. Demos. April 2014. https://www.
demos.org/research/fast-food-failure-how-ceo-worker-pay-disparity-undermines-industry-and-overall-economy

18. Horrigan L. Fast-food workers strike a blow against inequality. Livable Future Blog. May 2014. https://clf.jhsph.edu/node/1029/

19. Schmitt J, Jones J. Slow Progress for Fast-Food Workers. Center for Economic and Policy Research. 2013.

20. Larson J. Nationwide Fast Food Protests Kick Off as Demonstrators are Handcuffed in Detroit. Vice News. September 2014. https://www.vice.com/en/article/
bjaav4/nationwide-fast-food-protests-kick-off-as-demonstrators-are-handcuffed-in-detroit

21. Gupta A. Fight For 15 Confidential. In These Times. November 2013. http://inthesetimes.com/article/15826/fight_for_15_confidential

https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2013/jul/11/truck-driver-salary-life-on-road
https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2013/jul/11/truck-driver-salary-life-on-road

	_GoBack
	_GoBack

