I make no apologies for presenting this extract verbatim from the Jan/Feb 2002 edition of New Internationalist (No 342): - “Another world IS possible”
The End of the Styrofoam Strawberry:

“We live in a contradictory moment in human history. On the one hand we find the world’s farmers and farmworkers under more pressure than ever, from free trade and privatisation policies of all kinds. On the other we increasingly have real and significant examples that a different vision of rural spaces – based on principles of social justice and ecological sustainability – can actually work, and can work better than “agribusiness-as-usual”.

Take the coastal producing region of northern California. This is the birthplace of the tasteless, bloated, poisonous strawberry. On such conventional strawberry farms, the soil is bare of all vegetation and is completely sterilised by annual fumigation with methyl bromide. The raised beds, where strawberry plants sprout through holes in plastic sheeting are baked hard enough to break your toe if you kick them. The strawberry that you get here tastes like a piece of styrofoam pumped up with sugar-water and pesticides. What is more, over-production has driven prices down, causing farmers to cut farmworkers wages to an inhuman minimum. Even so, most of the strawberry farmers are losing money.

Enter Jim Cochran, owner of Swanton Berry Farm. More than a decade ago Jim decided to go organic. He was ridiculed and ostracised by his neighbours who told him that without methyl bromides it simply would not be possible to harvest berries. But he proved that it was more than possible to rebuild the soil with organic matter and to control pests without chemicals, establishing himself with a healthy market niche for strawberries that actually taste of something that is good for you.

Then a few years back the United Farm Workers Union (UFW) announced a drive to organise the region’s miserably paid farmworkers. Most of the growers closed ranks, even going so far as to bring in hired-gun union-busting consultants and managed to fight off the union. Except for Jim, who welcomed the UFW into his operation, despite being completely ostracised for a second time. Today he is the only grower with a union contract, he pays wages a few dollars per hour above the average wage, and is the only one to offer health-care – for the whole family – paid vacations and workers’ compensation. These are virtually unheard of benefits for migrant farmworkers. And guess what? Swanton Berry Farm is the only operation among its neighbours that is actually making a profit. The union is thrilled, using the farm as proof that social justice and organic farming make for good business for all”.

(The significant point of course is that organic production makes good sense – environmentally, financially AND socially. But no doubt Jim is also a VERY good grower and a worthwhile person. DG)

