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To the Editor, LO Review

This Mother’s Day, many children will purchase their mothers cut flowers, unaware that the production of most flowers purchased in local grocery stores and through chain florists is marked by environmental degradation, labor abuses, and the exposure of almost 200,000 people in the developing world to a variety of toxic chemicals. Ecuador and Columbia, which together employ close to 150,000 workers, account for almost half of all flowers sold in the U.S. The predominantly female workforce is paid low wages, with no benefits and short contract cycles. Child labor, dismissal for pregnancy, and long hours of unpaid overtime are common. Flower production requires large quantities of irrigation water, contributing to a drop in water tables. Use of land for floriculture instead of growing crops for local food consumption contributes to malnutrition and increased food costs. Most profit flows to multinational corporations, headquartered outside the producing country. Only a small amount is reinvested locally.

Flowers are the most pesticide-intensive crop, grown and picked in warm, enclosed greenhouses with high ambient levels of pesticides. One-fifth of the pesticides used in floriculture in developing countries are banned or untested in the United States; many are known carcinogens. Flowers carry up to 50 times the amount of pesticides allowed on foods.

Over 50% of workers report at least one symptom of pesticide exposure, including excessive salivation and tearing, blurred vision, nausea, vomiting, abdominal cramps, urinary and fecal incontinence, cough, wheezing, and sweating. More severe intoxications result in heart failure, paralysis, convulsions, and death. Floriculture workers also experience allergic reactions; dermatitis; heat-stroke; asthma and bronchitis; repetitive stress injury and arthritis; liver damage; infertility; congenital malformations; miscarriages; bladder infections (due to urinary retention from limited bathroom breaks); skin infections from de-thorning roses; permanent neurological damage; mental health problems; and multiple cancers. Some pesticides outlawed in the U.S. but still used abroad are persistent organic pollutants, which have hormonal, reproductive and carcinogenic effects on pregnant women and growing children.
Defects in safe handling practices are common, and workers often not informed of the dangers of pesticide exposure nor provided with proper protective gear. Reuse of pesticide-saturated greenhouse plastic for covering houses is not uncommon. Workers carry pesticides home on their clothes, which they may wash in the same sink used for bathing children and food preparation.

Pressure on supermarkets and florists might lead to more rapid adoption of environmentally- and socially-sound production practices among their suppliers, such as the Veriflora certification system, which requires organic production with phaseout of pesticides, fair labor practices, water conservation, safe waste management, mitigation of past environmental damage, fair wages, overtime pay, and the rights of workers to organize.
Those wishing to purchase flowers this Mother’s Day should consider locally- or internationally-produced, organically-grown, labor-friendly bouquets (ask your grocer or go to http://www.proflowers.com/ or http://www.organicbouquet.com/). Buying locally-grown flowers eliminates the significant energy consumption and resultant global warming consequent to air transport. Otherwise, consider alternative gifts from local merchants, or even a donation in your mother’s name to a charity working to improve conditions in the floriculture industry, such as The Pesticide Action Network of North America (http://www.panna.org/), the International Labor Rights Organization’s Fairness in Flowers Campaign (http://www.laborrights.org/), or the U.S. Labor Education in the Americas Project (http://www.usleap.org/Flowers/flowertemp.htm).
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