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CAMPAIGN FOR MIGRANT WORKER JUSTICE  

ñRJ Reynolds Tobacco Company certainly supports safe and fair conditions for 

any worker in any industry.ò 
 

- David Howard- RJ Reynolds Spokesman.  

  Quoted in the News & Observer, Raleigh NC, Oct. 27, 20071 



 

 

 

Each year tens of thousands of farmworkers enter North 
Carolina in the spring to begin preparing the fields and 
planting tobacco. Most of the workers are migrant work-
ers from Mexico traveling year after year away from 
their families to drive the tobacco economy of North 
Carolina, in collaboration with many growers around the 
state. 
 

The news over the last few years has been full of stories of the tobacco economy taking a major hit 
with decreases in domestic smoking and the tobacco settlement. Tobacco companies plead a sad case 
of economic hardship due to paying billions of dollars to settle the court cases regarding the health 
issues associated with smoking. They claim the industry is hurting even further because smoking is  
decreasing here in the US. This story of an industry under attack is what the cigarette companies like 
Reynolds Tobacco want you to believe. 
 

What is wrong with this picture? 
While domestic growers feel the squeeze from the changing domestic industry, and workers continue 
to work in poverty conditions without basic labor and health protections, cigarette companies profits 
are increasing.1 
 
 

/ƻƳǇŀƴȅ ǇǊƻŦƛǘǎ ¦tΣ DǊƻǿŜǊǎΩ ƛƴŎƻƳŜǎ 5h²b 
Tobacco Company profits are up due to international sales. However, prices growers receive for the 
their crop are down when adjusted for inflation. US growers previously received seven cents of every 
dollar spent on cigarettes in the United States; now growers receive two cents or less. Since 1980 the 
prices charged for cigarettes have gone up 270%, three times the  
general rate of inflation. Prices paid for tobacco, however, have  
increased only 14-19%, far less than the inflation rate. In the mean-
time, the inflation adjusted costs of farming have gone up almost 
200%.  The profit margin for small tobacco farmers gets ever  
thinner.1 
 
While the billion-dollar tobacco companies are getting richer due to 
international sales, growers and workers end up fighting over a 
smaller and smaller piece of the pie. The squeeze is on those at the 
bottom of the supply chain. 

THE REAL  ECONOMICS  OF THE  

TOBACCO INUDUSTRY 
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The tobacco buyout: Growers against the ropes 
For decades a quota system existed to stabilize prices for growers and avoid the uncertainty of 
price fluctuations. Paying only the administrative costs, the government provided quotas to 
growers to control the amount of tobacco each grower could plant. Growers then sold their  
ǘƻōŀŎŎƻ ǘƻ ƎǊƻǿŜǊǎΩ ŎƻƻǇŜǊŀǘƛǾŜǎΣ ǿƘƛŎƘ ǿƻǳƭŘ ǎŜƭƭ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ŎƛƎŀǊŜǘǘŜ ŎƻƳǇŀƴƛŜǎΦ ¢Ƙƛǎ ǎǘŀōƛƭƛȊŜŘ 
prices and created a level of protection between the billion-dollar companies and the small 
farmers.1 
 
In 1998 the federal government began enacting the tobacco buyout to eliminate this quota sys-
tem. The government paid growers for their quotas and released tobacco back to an  
unregulated market--an oligopoly controlled by a few multibillion dollar companies, including 
Reynolds Tobacco. Growers now contract directly with one of only a few cigarette companies 
who are free to dictate prices. Growers are against the ropes with little capacity to improve 
conditions of workers.1 
 

²ƘŀǘΩǎ bŜŜŘŜŘΚ 
Neither workers nor growers can see a substantial 
change in their conditions if they are fighting over a 
shrinking piece of the economic pie with. Reynolds  
Tobacco must get involved. Reynolds must sit down with 
workers and growers, and share some of their record 
profits to improve the conditions of those laboring to 
supply the tobacco they make billions selling. 

CHART- DISTRIBUTION OF DOLLARS SPENT ON TOBACCO PRODUCTS 
DATA FROM 1998 
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North Carolina ranks sixth in the nation in the  
number of migrant farmworkers.1 
 

In the United States, there are two to three million 
farmworkers nationwide.2 
 

Most farmworkers are exempt from minimum wage 
laws, and all are exempt from overtime provisions, 
despite long work days during peak harvest.3 
 
Despite pervasive poverty, less than one percent of 
farmworkers collect general assistance welfare  
nationwide.4 
 

Only ten percent of farmworkers report having 
health insurance through an employer health plan. 4 
 

In North Carolina, very few farmworkers are  
ŎƻǾŜǊŜŘ ōȅ ǿƻǊƪŜǊǎΩ ŎƻƳǇŜƴǎŀǘƛƻƴΦ hƴƭȅ ŦŀǊƳŜǊǎ 
employing ten or more year-round workers or any 
Iн! ǿƻǊƪŜǊ ŀǊŜ ǊŜǉǳƛǊŜŘ ǘƻ ŎŀǊǊȅ ǿƻǊƪŜǊǎΩ  
compensation insurance.5 
 

Barriers to receiving health care include lack of 
transportation, limited hours of clinic operation, 
cost of health care, limited interpreter services, and 
frequent relocation in order to seek farm work.6 

THE IGNORED WORKFORCE: 
TOBACCO WORKERS IN NORTH CAROLINA 

In North Carolina hundreds of thousands of farm-
workers work in conditions more dangerous than 
almost any other work.  
 
Farmworkers have little or no access to basic 
health services. Even fewer farmworkers have 
health insurance or even workers compensation 
insurance. Therefore many of the workplace inju-
ries or illness are made much more serious due to 
difficulties in finding treatment.7 
 
In addition to serious injuries and illnesses that 
affect farmworkers, there are many daily ailments 

that they face, espe-
cially those who labor 
in the tobacco fields. 
Common afflictions 
include nausea, vomit-
ing, headache, dizzi-
ness, abdominal pain,  
abdominal cramps, 
a n d  d i f f i c u l t y  
breathing. Due to the 
heat and chemicals 
workers can often  
become severely  
dehydrated.8 

FARMWORKER STATISTICS HEALTH OBSTACLES 
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DANGER 
POISON 

 

Each year tens of thousands of farmworkers suffer from overexposure to toxic chemicals 
while harvesting tobacco. The most common illness is green tobacco sickness, or GTS. 
This is caused by a dermal absorption of nicotine, found naturally in tobacco plants, that 
is contacted while workers are cutting and carrying tobacco. 1 
 
Studies show that almost one fourth of all tobacco farmworkers suffer from Green  
Tobacco Sickness each year. While there has not been sufficient study on long term  
effects, the short term effects can put one at a greater risk for more serious heath  
problems such as heat stroke, which can be fatal. 2 

FOR THOUSANDS OF TOBACCO WORKERS 
THIS IS THEIR REALITY. 

WHAT IF ALMOST EVERYTHING THAT YOU 
USED AT WORK WAS COVERED IN  

TOXIC CHEMICALS? 
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This home, valued at 

$2,645,653, was owned 

by a Reynolds Executive2 

Characteristics of housing owned by  

Reynolds Executives2 

SPACE: 8,198 square feet  
 
BATHROOM FACILITEIS: 6½ bathrooms located inside the primary structure 
 
SLEEPING QUARTERS: 6 bedrooms 
 
VENTILATION: Central air conditioning 
 
TOTAL ROOMS: 14 
 
MISCELLANEOUS: Tennis court, valued at $28,822 
 Two smaller residential dwellings, valued at $167,099 
 

ACCORDING TO MIGRANT HOUSING STANDARDS 

81 WORKERS COULD LIVE IN THIS HOUSE
1  

MANY REYNOLDS FORTUNES HAVE BEEN 
BUILT ON THE BACKS OF EXPLOITED WORKERS  

This home is located in 
the Reynolda Historic 
District, known as  the 
άƻƭŘ ƳƻƴŜȅέ ƴŜƛƎƘōƻǊπ
hood in Winston-Salem 
which emerged when 
the  R. J. Reynolds  
family settled there. 3  
 

The Reynolda  District, 
was founded through 
the tremendous wealth 
of the Reynolds  
Family.   


