Good evening and thank you for inviting me to be part of this very important conversation. My name is Ramón Zepeda and I'm, here representing Student Action with Farmworkers (SAF), a local non-profit organization in Durham. SAF's mission is to bring students and farmworkers together to learn about each other's lives, share resources and skills, improve conditions for farmworkers, and build diverse coalitions working for social change. I also represent my state, NC. I moved here with family when I was 16, finished HS, went to college at UNC-Pembroke, and got involved with labor organizing, social justice, and the world of non-profits.

I have learned a lot tonight from this great panel. Thank you for raising awareness and bringing your experience to the room. Most importantly, thank for inviting us to engage in this conversation. I would like to commit to working together because I believe that we can all learn from each other and we need each other. If we could have this type of conversations in all of our diner tables, or even in our work places and community spaces we could really be liberated. Our struggles can seem distant but we are more connected than ever. We are the product of the same system.

I am here to bring a message and contribute to this conversation of linking liberation struggles, on behalf of my organization, the activists and farmworkers that I have met along the way. There are approximately 2-3 milillion farmworkers in the U.S. today ( about 150,000 in NC during the peak season). They are the people that till the soil, plant, water, fertilize, harvest, pick, process, package and deliver our fruits and vegetables. There are also many workers that work in other crops like tobacco, and many that work in animal farms and factories. Although many farmworkers are U.S. born, many of them are migrant workers that travel from town to town, state to state, and country to country following the crops and jobs.

The reason why SAF focuses on farmworkers is because farmworkers continue to face oppression in many ways. Although farmworkers feed this country, they lack protections from some of the basic rights, such as the right to collectively bargain, over time pay, minimum wage, and child labor. In addition, many of the people that work in the fields today are undocumented which adds another layer to the culture of fear, retaliation, and discrimination against working people. In many ways the farmworker community represents some of the most members of our society. It is a cycle that keeps repeating itself because many of the laws have not changed but the groups of people doing the work have. For example, when this country was built it was built with free labor, slaves built this country. Over the centuries many groups of people have worked in the fields and each group has faced oppression. At first most farmworkers were indentured salves, Native Americans, and Africans who were brought here against their will. As workers organized to change the agricultural system, so did the groups of farmworkers.  Later there were eastern Europeans, Asians, Mexicans, Central Americans, Haitians, and many more. Who knows what tomorrow will bring but unless we work address the roots of the problem and change the laws and challenge the current agricultural system to make sure that farmworkers receive basic protections that every worker receives. 

I want to invite the panelists, and people in this audience to continue having this conversation. I also want to encourage NCCU students to come and learn about the different opportunities to connect with Student Action with Farmworkers. We are actively recruiting college students for our internship programs, and we work with various groups in the Southeast that provide direct services and organize farmworker communities. There are worker led campaigns too that I would encourage every body to support, such as the tobacco worker organizing campaign by FLOC pressuring RJ Reynolds to sign a contract with NC farmworkers, and the Fair Food Program by CIW targeting corporations like Publix & Wendy's that buy tomatoes picked by farmworkers in FL.

I'd be happy to meet with anybody after this meeting as well. 

Thank you.

