
SHIFTING ‘A STATE OF FEAR’
Supporters often tell us that it’s hard to understand how advocacy makes a difference in the lives 
of poor people. While the work takes time, it does have an impact. One groundbreaking report from 
Oxfam and a partner is changing the lives of farmworkers. 

The rolling roads of rural North Carolina 
drip with Southern charm: lush and  
green, dotted with horse farms and large 
plantation houses. 

Turn down one of the unmarked dirt roads 
off to the side, however, and you find  
an entirely different world. Tucked away  
in dusty fields lined with rows of tobacco 
plants, you’ll discover “labor camps” that 
house thousands of migrant farmworkers 
every season. Workers crowd into ram-
shackle buildings, sharing rudimentary 
kitchens and bathrooms, sleeping on thin 
mattresses in rooms without screens  
or air conditioning.

While the accommodations are grim,  
the conditions in the fields are worse.

Tobacco thrives in unrelenting heat, 
humidity, and sun. People do not. Dangers 
include nicotine poisoning, heatstroke, 
pesticide-related illnesses, dehydration, 
and exhaustion. And for all the arduous 
hours, these workers—largely undocu-
mented immigrants from Mexico—are paid 
wages well below the poverty line.

Oxfam America has long recognized these 
outrageous violations of human rights, 
and for more than a decade has partnered 
with the Farm Labor Organizing Committee 
(FLOC) to find solutions. FLOC’s strategy 
focuses on the entire tobacco supply 
chain: from workers to growers to compa-
nies to distributors and retail outlets.  
It applies pressure at all points in the hopes 
of pushing change, and for years worked 

to get the attention of Reynolds American 
Inc., one of the largest tobacco corpora-
tions in the world with annual profits  
of over $2 billion.

Still, it became apparent that more was 
needed. The breakthrough came in  
2011 when Oxfam and FLOC published  
a pioneering report: A State of Fear.  
It provided proof and impetus for Reynolds 
to acknowledge problems, tour fields, and 
come to the table for discussions. Although 
changes were not visible at first, now, four 
years later, anecdotal evidence points to 
workers who feel more empowered and 
conditions that are beginning to improve.

 

ABOVE: Albino Cruz Bueno, a farmworker in the tobacco fields of North Carolina, says that Oxfam and the Farm Labor 
Organizing Committee (FLOC) have made a difference in the lives of farmworkers. He notes: “You can’t just wait and expect 
things to happen. You have to speak up. I tell the other workers, they will help us with a solution, but you have to bring it up.” 
Mary Babic / Oxfam America 
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CALLING THE TOBACCO  
COMPANIES TO TASK

For the report, FLOC talked to hundreds  
of farmworkers and reached out to 
companies, growers, and growers' associa-
tions.  A State of Fear clearly and carefully 
exposed the terrible conditions, low pay, 
and intimidation in the tobacco fields  
in North Carolina. 

When Oxfam pushed the report out,  
it attracted substantial media attention, 
and at the shareholder meeting in 2012, 
Reynolds’ then-CEO announced he would 
immediately direct his head of corporate 
social responsibility to call Oxfam and 
discuss the findings. Following that, 
Reynolds finally agreed to meet with FLOC. 

The Oxfam name also gave the report 
authority, which was enhanced by the 
prominence of Oxfam in Great Britain. 
British American Tobacco (BAT), which 
owns 42 percent of Reynolds, became 
aware of the report—and conditions in the 
field—when Oxfam Great Britain sent  
a letter to BAT and to the British Parliament. 
In 2014, two members of Parliament visited 
the fields in North Carolina and issued 
their own report about the conditions  
and abuses they saw: A Smokescreen  
for Slavery: Human Rights Abuses in UK 
Supply Chains.

EMPOWERING WORKERS

While many of the problems that 
Reynolds has acknowledged still plague 
tobacco workers, Justin Flores, FLOC’s 
vice president, reports positive changes 
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Do one more thing today 
Hard work is the bedrock on which our country is built. Anyone willing to work  
a full-time job should earn a decent living. Unfortunately, the minimum wage 
today is a poverty wage: $7.25 an hour, $15,000 a year—well below the poverty 
line for a family of two. 

Tell Congress to raise the minimum wage: oxfamamerica.org/workingpoormap

since the report came out. Reynolds’ 
recognition of FLOC has strengthened the 
organization, he says, and given broad 
credence to its initiatives. 

Albino Cruz Bueno has been working  
in tobacco for several years. He says FLOC 
“defends us workers, who have problems. … 
There are times the supervisors don't give 
us water, or they give us a little break, but 
in the sun. The union [FLOC] has done a lot 
for us. … We’re seeing changes that, yes, 
it’s getting better. Last year, a house had 
a leaking roof, and they’ve [Reynolds] 
fixed everything. And all the beds are new. 
They had gotten wet and it was impossible 
to rest on them. But it has changed a lot.”

In the summer of 2014, FLOC recruited 
organizers from all over the country  

to come to North Carolina for the RRR 
campaign: Respect, Recognition, Raise. 
The organization signed up hundreds of 
new members and gathered more support 
for pressure on the entire supply chain.

Still, challenges remain. But Flores is taking 
it a step at a time, using each victory—
big or small—to reach for the next. “Oxfam 
support touches everything: every 
grievance filed, every worker reinstated, 
every time housing is fixed, these are 
exciting positive things that help workers, 
and empower them,” he says.

FLOC continues to hold high-level, direct 
discussions with several tobacco compa-
nies, including Reynolds. The organization 
will be rallying supporters for the next 
shareholder meeting in the spring. 

Albino Cruz Bueno, right, with Justin Flores, left. Flores has spent several years organizing with FLOC in the hot and 
humid tobacco fields of North Carolina. He notes: “I think what has caught Reynolds' attention isn’t just what we’re 
doing here in North Carolina, but what we’ve been able to do all over the world.” Mary Babic / Oxfam America 


