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pnce o Farmworkers speak out.

“We thought it was normal in
the United States that in order
to keep your job, you had to
have sex."”

—JOWA CAMPESINAS
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Muzzled about birth control, Margaret Sanger protests.
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That's what some women farmworkers call the fields and orchards in which
they face persistent sexual assaults. As if backbreaking work, low wages and
pesticide poisoning weren't enough...

BY REBECCA CLARREN

MOTFI

Farmworker Olivia. Tamayo clasps her hands in a tight ball, as if
to suffocate painful memories. Her lean, strong fingers are
lined with the wrinkled wear of more than 30 years of picking

and weeding vegetables in the hot sun. As she talks quietly in




a table in a community hall in the cramped farming town of Huron,

Calif., her story spills forth. + In 1975, Tamayo arrived in California’s

Central Valley from Mexico, newly married, newly pregnant, with a

more opportunity than the place she left behind. She was
15. By the time she was 36, she had five children, a stable
marriage and steady work at Harris Farms, the Fresno
County-based agricultural behemoth that annually raises
250,000 head of cattle and produces thousands of acres of
tomatoes, cotton and almonds. Her job provided benefits,
on-site housing and year-round employment as a crew
leader. It paid only $5 an hour, bur that was 25 precious
cents more per hour than regular workers earned. Even so,
her dream of a better life had turned to despair.

From between 1993 and 1999, according to her law-
suit against Harris Farms, Tamayo’s direct supervisor and
the man who had elevarted her to crew leader—a Mexican
immigrant named Rene Rodriguez—threatened Tamayo
on an almost daily basis. Once he offered to drive her to
a work site, and instead raped her under a stand of
almond trees. Another time, while she was going to work
on an isolated dirt road, Rodriguez blocked her way with
his truck, then raped her. A third time, he came to her
home while her children were sleeping. Knowing that her
husband would be at work all night, he raped her again.
He threatened to kill Tamayo and her husband if she ever
told anyone.

“He was like the devil,” Tamayo says, reiterating the tes-
timony she gave. “I was really scared. He had a gun and a
knife that he would show me. He said, ‘If I wanted to, I
could kill you at any moment.” He said that ever since he
met me he liked me and that he wanted to take this oppor-
tunity. He always said, “You are mine and you will never
leave.” I was afraid for not only my life but for my children
and my husband, what would happen if I told. He said, ‘No
one will believe you if you tell anyone anyways,” says
Tamayo, tears welling in her dark eyes.

“I endured it all without knowing I could ask for help,”
Tamayo continues. “I didn’t even know there were laws or
anything that would protect me. He took advantage be-
cause he knew I wasn't going to say anything. It was a
trauma that followed me everywhere.”

Finally, frustration and anger goaded her to action: She

-third-grade education and and hope that life in America would provide

wouldn’t believe her. Instead, they assigned Tamayo to
work in a field across from Rodriguez’s house. Alone.

“They knew he was an abuser, but they covered for
him,” says Tamayo, her voice quaking. “I didn’t want any-
thing more than to be protected. Honestly, I really
thought the company was going to help me. When they
didn’t, I fele betrayed.”

Tamayo’s story is not an anomaly. Every year, an esti-
mated 500,000 women toil in U.S. fields, picking crops
or packing fruits and vegetables. Many are subjected to
sexual harassment or assault, usually from male supervi-
sors who control whether they get or keep their jobs.
While no reports show the extent of this exploitation—
which ranges from rude comments and propositions, to
groping and rape—those in close touch with farmwork-
ers say the problem is ubiquitous and may affect thou-
sands of women.

Workers in Salinas, Calif., refer to one company’s field
as the field de calzon, or “field of panties,” because so
many supervisors rape women there. For the same rea-
sons, female farmworkers in Florida call the fields “The
Green Motel.” In Iowa, a group of women who recently
settled a lawsuit against an egg-packing plant told their
lawyer, “We thought it was normal in the United States
that in order to keep your job, you had to have sex.”

Sexual assault and harassment at work is not unique to
agriculture, but female farmworkers are “10 times more
vulnerable than others,” says William Tamayo (no relation
to Olivia), regional attcorney for the U.S. Equal Employ-
ment Opportunity Commission, San Francisco District,
the agency charged with protecting employees from sexual
harassment and discrimination. The vast majority of victims
are non-English-speaking immigrants, more than half un-
documented and a slim slice unionized. Many fear that if
they report their bosses for sexual harassment, they will be
deported or, at the very least, lose their jobs. For women
with relatively few oprions for employment, there’s litde
choice but to remain silent.

One would think women farmworkers would have far
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earn less than $12,500 annually, and nearly a quarter earn
less than $7,500, according to the federal government’s
National Agricultural Workers Survey. This poverty, mar-
ried to frequent mobility, impedes the ability of female
farmworkers to find health care for themselves and their
children. Without the option of sick leave, many women
risk losing their jobs if they miss a day of work, and so
many postpone getting medical help. Ultimately, if they
do seek health care, they may be turned away: Existing mi-
grant clinics have the capacity to serve fewer than 20 per-
cent of the nation’s farmworkers.

And members of this workforce are often in dire need
of medical attention. Pesticides, sprayed to protect fruits
and vegetables from insects, injure as many as 300,000
farmworkers annually. While relatively little research has
been done on the long-term
effects of these chemicals, the sci-
ence that does exist indicartes that
farmworkers and their children
are vulnerable to developmental
delays, birth defects, infertility
and a slew of cancers.

Yet despite all the burdens they
bear, the campesinas still say that
sexual assault and harassment is
often their heaviest.

“Their stories are tremendous-
ly awful,” says Ménica Ramirez,
director of Esperanza, a Florida-
based legal organization that
works with female farmworkers
who have been sexually harassed
on the job. “Whether in a nurs-
ery in Ohio, a packing shed in
California or the fields in Florida,
this problem exists. All these
women want to do is make a living
and provide for their family.
They shouldn't have to trade their
dignity for the opportunity to have
a better life.”

SOME 100 MILES EAST OF LOS ANGELES, FAR FROM
Palm Springs’ golf courses and escalating real estate,
mountains give way to citrus groves dotting the Coachella
Valley. In the summer, 120-degree temperatures bake the
ground, and the air under the thousands of lemon, orange
and grapefruit trees is still and thick.

Many think of farmwork as a communal endeavor
where entire families labor side by side. Not so. Inside the
citrus groves, people work alone amid dark, obscuring
foliage. Add to this isolation the fact that many farm-
workers aren’t paid hourly, but by the pounds of fruit they
pick, so each day is a furious race of snipping, say, lemons,
and scurrying up and down a thin ladder. No one has
time to watch out for others. While the workers race

against time, the foreman walks around to supervise.
These mayordomos are almost always men and can easily
take advantage of the circumstances.

“The mayordomos would come to talk to you; theyd
touch your butt or your breasts,” says Mily Trevifio-Sauceda,
a former farmworker who moved from Mexico with her
parents and nine siblings to a Coachella Valley labor camp
in the 1970s. “It was very humiliating, very hard. But they
knew [ wasn’t about to yell.”

Many women say they don't report such harassment for
fear their husbands or male relatives might retaliate vio-
lently against the attacker and end up hurt or in jail.
Moreover, within traditional Latino culture, there is a
tendency to hold women responsible for any expression of
sexuality, explains Trevifio-Sauceda, who now directs

Even when surrounded by others, campesinas can be victimized by their supervisors.

Lideres Campesinas, a support organization for female
farmworkers. She says that if a man propositions a woman
or touches her inappropriately, she might be blamed; ask-
ing for help, therefore, is unthinkable.

“My dad would tell me, “Women are like white paper—
if someone writes on it, it can't be erased,” says Trevifio-
Sauceda, laughing in dismay as she remembers her
Catholic upbringing. “We were taught not to talk about
sex. There were no mirrors in the bathroom at our house
in Mexico so that you couldn’t see yourself naked. I was
taught that even when you take a shower or bath, you
don't take off your undergarments.”

This secrecy around sex breeds a dynamic in which
women, full of shame, rarely talk to each other about
their shared experiences in the fields—Ilet alone tell cheir
husbands or legal authorities. Without such conversa-










