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CATA Leaders Stand Up 
BY: MEGHAN HURLEY 

E 
fr®n Diego, a member 

of CATA, has been 

president of the 

Kaolin Workersô 

Union in Kennett Square, 

Pennsylvania since 2005.  

 

M·nica Rivera, another active 

member of CATA and a mother 

of three, was a leader in 

organizing a work stoppage of 

over 30 workers, fighting for 

better conditions in the chicken 

processing plant where she 

worked. 

 

The membership of CATA is 

made up of migrant 

farmworkers and other low-

wage workers, most of whom 

face unjust treatment and abuse 

in their jobs and in the 

communities where they live. 

CATA empowers workers by 

providing them with the tools to 

have a stronger voice in the fight 

for justice. While CATA provides 

these tools, it is the members who do the work. 

 

Efr®n was first interested in working with the union 

because he would see supervisors treating the workers 

poorly. As a mushroom picker, he experienced first hand 

what he described as a very ñroughò treatment from the 

supervisors and the company. He was identified as a strong 

leader and was encouraged by others in the Union to accept 

the position of President. 

 

ñThe people chose me and I canôt let them down. I want to 

keep fighting for everyone,ò he said. "It's important 

because we as workers have the right to negotiate with the 

company the benefits that are within our rights and that we 

have the right to ask for. It gives us a voice to be able to 

speak up about things that are happening, unjust things that 

are happening, it gives us the right to say something." 

 

M·nica stated the working 

conditions at the plant where 

she used to work as ñhorrible.ò 

They were denied overtime pay 

and bathroom breaks, forced to 

work long hours, and given 

inadequate tools, such as dull 

knives and scissors, that lead to 

long-term hand and shoulder 

problems. She decided that 

something needed to be done 

and was one of the leaders to 

organize a work stoppage. In 

2010, M·nica and her co-

workers held the stoppage and 

filed an official labor complaint 

against the company, which 

they won.  

 

Neither M·nica or Efr®n see 

themselves as brave or see what 

they do as anything 

extraordinary. Their focus is on 

the people around them and their 

motivation is making sure those 

people know how they should be 

treated in their place of work. 

 

ñThe thing that motivates me the most is, what I have 

learned about that contract, I want every worker to know 

that too. It's the greatest motivation, to make everyone an 

expert in the contract. That everyone knows what the 

contract means and that they are not afraid to talk to their 

supervisors," Efr®n said. 

 

Efr®n Diego, President of the Kaolin Mushroom 

Workers Union, dedicates his time to making sure 

workers understand the rights they have in the 

mushroom plants where they work. 
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A Letter from Nelsonôs Deské 
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It seems that the narrative of engagement within the political context today is 

one based on the assumption that to stand up for workers rights is not in 

vogue. What is most important is to stop the far right agenda and put our 

energies into ensuring the reelection of the Obama administration. We, 

as a migrant workers organization, are called to participate at the table and 

speak on the challenges that migrant workers face because they need to be 

addressed by the policy makers. If we are not at the table, we canôt be a voice 

or negotiate for better working and living conditions for the community that 

we represent.  

 

The problem with this mind set is that in these past four years the situation for 

farmworkers has only worsened in the areas of wages, health and safety, and 

housing. With the increased enforcement provisions through the E-Verify 

Program and the Secure Communities program at the federal level, anti-

immigrant legislation increasingly promoted in various states, and the role of 

the Judiciary in criminalizing the undocumented community provides a 

scenario that leaves out many reasons to think that to stop the right wing 

agenda is the priority for the migrant community. At a moment when in 

reality it is been strangled by those who say to have their best interest at 

heart. 

 

We have long recognized that the issue of immigration is a workersô rights 

issue, but that it is only part of what contributed to undermining the advances 

that workers in the United States had achieved. We donôt look at policy 

makers as those who will take into consideration the best interest of workers 

when history tells us that they have been consistent in undermining workersô 

rights. We have to take it upon ourselves to generate the strength needed to 

change the conditions. We know this will not be easy and donôt it expect it to 

happen in this yearôs elections or in 2016.  

 

The results of the 2010 census are slowly trickling in and it is telling us that 

minorities are becoming the majority. Policy makers are afraid of what this 

could mean in terms of the power balance in this country. It is on us, the 

people of color, the migrants, the undocumented, to overcome fear and 

step up to reaffirm that the values based on the dignity of the human 

being are the core principles to guide us in our future action. 
 

Yes, we canôt afford to wait but we have to be smart about creating our own 

capacity to influence the process of decision-making. In CATA we begin 

with our members and the importance for them to realize that is on them to be 

the principal actors. We depend on our friends and allies to understand the 

importance of being in solidarity and be supportive of our work.  

 

So it is in this spirit that we are presenting this Siembra, as an effort to show 

the direction that we are moving and the impact that we intend to have. We 

invite you all to be part of this effort that is both a challenge and an 

adventure. 
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For M·nica, the changes that happened after the stoppage 

did not last very long. 

 

ñAt first, things changed. The supervisors were afraid of 

the people who were a part of the strike because they [the 

workers] had courage, so they let them have bathroom 

breaks, they respected them more because the supervisors 

wanted to avoid another scandal,ò she said. ñBut now, itôs 

gone back to the same, the sexual harassment, terrible 

working tools.ò 

 

Because she was identified as a leader, M·nica was one of 

the few workers not given their jobs back after the stoppage 

was over. She is now working in a flower shop, but that 

hasnôt kept her from continuing to help organize her former 

coworkers. 

 

"If we want a definitive change, we know the steps we have 

to follow, we have to organize ourselves, with leaders, to 

form a union,ò she said. ñWe arenôt making excessive 

demands, we just want what is just, not to take advantage 

of the boss, just to be able to work with a just treatment." 

 

CATA, as a membership organization, can only be as 

strong as its members make it. They put themselves out 

there, many times putting their jobs at risk, because they 

want to do whatever it takes to make change, to fight for 

the rights they know they deserve. M·nica and Efr®n have 

emerged as leaders within the membership of C.A.T.A, but 

more importantly, as leaders in their communities. They are 

respected and looked up to by the people they work with 

and, at great risk to themselves, stand up for what they 

know is right.  

Leaders Stand Up é Continued from page 1 

Meet the President of the Board of Directors 
BY: HUMBERTO AVILA  

 

Hello, my name is Humberto Avila and I am the president of the Board of Directors of 

CATA I was born in a small town in the state of Guanajuato in Mexico. Seeing the lack 

of work where I lived, I was convinced and seduced by the stories of my friends about 

the better life and better salary that I could have here, so I decided to come to the United 

States.  

 

The salaries were certainly better but the working conditions were not. They were 

extremely dangerous, sometimes life-threatening and the work was very strenuous. I 

worked first in Illinois for one year, where I met people who were my friends and people 

who were friends of the boss, whose job was to take advantage of the workers. 

 

After a year of working in Illinois, I moved north where some friends introduced me to 

CATA I started going to meeting and was very interested in the goals of the organization. 

Itôs been twelve years now that I have been working with CATA I started out as a 

member, going to council meetings where I lived, then I became Vice-President of the 

Board and now I am President.  

 

I have had the opportunity to meet with our members who come from all over, including 

the Caribbean, Mexico, and Guatemala. Because of what I have lived, I have seen the 

need for us to know what our rights are as workers and human beings, and that is what 

CATA teaches us. They educate us so that we understand what this means. For me it is a 

great advantage to be able to work with CATA, a philanthropic organization that helps 

others without distinction.  To move forward, all we need is to be able to work together, 

CATA, itôs supporters, itôs members, and itôs potential members. 
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CATAôs members are divided up into three councils, known as 

Concilios. Each state that CATA works in has its own Concilio 

that meets roughly once a month to talk about issues they are 

facing at work, whatôs going on in their communities, and to 

plan activities. This year, CATA also held a retreat for staff 

and members where they identified several goals of the 

organization including to increase membership and increase 

CATAôs fundraising capabilities. A series of check-in meeting 

with representatives from each of the Concilios are scheduled 

throughout the year leading up to the Annual Assembly in the 

fall. 

This year, CATA has participated in many events with groups interested 

in supporting the organization. CATA shared a table with Harvest Local 

Food, a local foods delivery service, at the Philadelphia Farm and Food 

Fest where we distributed information about the organization and the 

Agricultural Justice Project to people with interest in issues of local, 

sustainable agriculture. Harvest Local Foods also sponsored a screening 

of three of CATAôs documentaries about workersô rights and 

sustainable agriculture, and afterwards three CATA members answered 

questions about what it is like to work in the agriculture industry and 

the challenges they face. CATA members were also invited to speak 

with students and others at Villanova University on immigration issues. 

CATAôS MEMBERS 

COLLABORATING WITH THE COMMUNITY 
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The Food Justice Program 
BY: NELSON CARRASQUILLO 

For CATA, Food Justice work is becoming the frame and 

focus of our efforts to address the injustices within the food 

system. The food system has evolved towards foods that 

are highly processed and reliant on the use of chemicals 

and consumers are now beginning to realize the negative 

impacts on their health. This awareness of the impact of 

how food processing creates the opportunity to transmit 

diseases focuses the consumerôs on food safety. The human 

dimension, the workers, are left out when considering the 

food system.  

 

The same can be said about policy makers. For example, 

the USDA argues that the workers issues are not their area 

of responsibility so consideration of the impact their 

policies can have on workers is not their main concern. 

Usually, when it comes to policy making, the interests of 

businesses and farmers are their primary concern.  

 

From our point of view the food system has to be seen in a 

holistic manner in which each area is interconnected and 

reliant on the other; not in terms of its parts, but the 

relationship between them. When working conditions are 

safe and sanitary, the quality of food is better. When 

workers are paid and treated adequately, they can feed their 

families adequately. 

With this in mind, our work has been focused on where we 

can make the maximum impact on the food system.  In the 

last year we have framed our work into a complete program 

called the Food Justice Program, composed of:  

 

�x�� Food Justice Project with bases in New Jersey and 
Pennsylvania to engage families and workers to 

promote healthy eating habits among our children. 

�x�� Engagement of food workers around beginning to 
improve working conditions knowing that this will 

enable them to better care for their families. 

�x�� Expanding the Agricultural Justice Project to certify 
and recognize those farms and businesses doing the 

right thing. 

�x�� Participating in the Domestic Fair Trade Association 
which addresses the issue of Fair Trade in the USA and 

Canada, using a high bar approach to fair trade in a 

context where workersô rights are a fundamental 

component. 

 

We would like to express our thanks to our funders, the 

Jessie Smith Noyes Foundation, the Kresge Foundation, the 

Claneil Foundation and the Presbyterian Hunger Program 

for enabling our work. 

An important part of 

CATAôs programming is the 

trainings that the organizers 

facilitate with groups of 

farmworkers. They conduct 

between 4-5 camp visits a 

week, offering training in 

how to protect oneself from 

pesticides, HIV education 

and prevention, heat safety,  

workerôs rights, and 

immigration. These trainings 

are important, both to 

educate workers about their 

legal rights and to provide a 

space for workers to discuss 

common problems at work 

and how they can work 

together to resolve them. 

Here, a worker participates in a pesticide 

training, learning about the dangers of 

exposure to the pesticides used in farmwork. 

CATAôS WORK: TRAININGS 


