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This presentation

Goal is to have a vibrant conversation, not to get through all the slides
• Please ask questions, feel free to interrupt

Have divided the presentation into three acts:

Act 1: Farmworkers as knowledge workers
Act 2: Overview of food system: the current eco-system
Act 3: Agtech taking rural communities, growers, and farmworkers off the cliff

We’ll have break out sessions in small groups between each act

Questions?



A bit about me

Spent entire career working in Ag.
Much of career focused in US

Have worked across Latin America in coffee, bananas 
and other produce
Have worked in Europe, Asia and Africa to a lesser 
degree in fresh produce

30 year veteran of US Labor Movement, former union officer 
Co-founder of two successful, international, multi-
stakeholder non-governmental organizations and board 
member of Fair Trade USA



Doing the work we don’t want to do.
Diverse Frameworker Backgrounds.
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ACT 1: Farmworkers as Knowledge Workers

• No one knows more about what 
really happens in the fields around 
the world than the essential 
women and men who work in them 

• The micro-structure of the 
farmworker culture withholds this 
knowledge

• The meso-culture of the farm 
oppresses this knowledge

• The macro-structure of our 
societies suppresses this knowledge



https://www.researchgate.net/profile/Alex-Gorod/publication/326231721/figure/fig1/AS:645556699426819@1530924119613/Command-and-control-management-
approach.png



Job to be done

• For a farmworker, the “job” is to maximize the return on a day’s labor

• To remain employed, don’t make eye contact with supervisors, say 
“yes sir”/ “yes mam” and comply with what you’re told to do

• Few if any supervisors at any level of a farm have had any HR training. 
Best case is that they’ve obtained their position through being a 
“good” picker/pruner

• Their “job” is to make their supervisors never hear about any 
problems with the crews they supervise.







Farmworkers and Innovation

Mobile Tech Lab
 Sewing machines, Silhouette Cameo

 3 D printers, drones…

Our goal is to awaken farmworker 
curiosity
We always center farmworkers as 
experts of their own experience
Avoid talking about training or upskilling

 Only reinforces negative self-
image and public perception of workers 
being uneducated/ignorant















Our journey



Transform the culture of agriculture

• Workers see themselves as more than physical labor

• Growers learn how to engage 100% of the essential women and men 
they employ

• Dignified, humane workplaces that attract rather than repel workers

• Vibrant rural communities

• Diverse, resilient food system that provides world with healthy, tasty 
food



Small Group Discussions

1) Thoughts, questions, reactions to the presentation

2) Under what conditions could this approach be applied to 
other industries where workers are perceived as “low-
skilled” or “unskilled”?



The global race for dominance through automation

ACT 2









Been here before

• Tomato harvester

• Optimized at scale
• Following deployment, resulting in 88% 

of tomato farms going out of business
• Loss of over 30,000 jobs
• Concentration of land and production in 

the hands of a few

- Rural communities across US and Canada 
depopulated

-  Rural communities across sending 
countries are ghost towns with their 
residents working abroad









Digital Sweatshops
While AI is often thought of as human-free machine learning, 
the technology actually relies on the labor-intensive efforts of a 
workforce spread across much of the Global South and often 
subject to exploitation.”
https://www.cjr.org/tow_center/qa-uncovering-the-labor-
exploitation-that-powers-ai.php



Do no harm?

https://www.seattletimes.com/business/amazons-dupont-washington-warehouse-has-highest-injury-rates-of-any-fulfillment-

center-in-the-u-s-report-shows/

The data backs up the accounts of Amazon warehouse 

workers and former safety professionals who say the 

company has used the robots to ratchet up production 

quotas to the point that humans can’t keep up without 

hurting themselves. For each of the past four years, 

injury rates have been significantly higher at Amazon’s 

robotic warehouses than at its traditional s ites.



There will be blood





Automation



Optimization



Designing the ecosystem







Option A Outcomes

• Further concentration of our food system in hands 
of the few

• Economic collapse of rural communities
• Depopulation of rural communities

• Growers further beholden to equity capital 



Small Group Discussion

1) Thoughts, reactions?
2) What other steps can we take to ensure the 

deployment of technology doesn’t excerabate 
economic and racial inequities, but instead fosters 
enhanced workplace dignity, safety and the 
ec0nomic resilience of communities?



Upcoming events



www.stsroundtable.comSocio-Technical Systems Roundtable

THANK YOU 
FOR COMING! 

JOIN THE STS ROUNDTABLE Erik Nicholson


	Slide 1: Making Work worth doing
	Slide 2
	Slide 3
	Slide 4: This presentation
	Slide 5: A bit about me
	Slide 6: Doing the work we don’t want to do. Diverse Frameworker Backgrounds.
	Slide 7
	Slide 8: ACT 1: Farmworkers as Knowledge Workers
	Slide 9
	Slide 10
	Slide 11
	Slide 12
	Slide 13
	Slide 14
	Slide 15
	Slide 16
	Slide 17
	Slide 18
	Slide 19
	Slide 20
	Slide 21
	Slide 22
	Slide 23:   The global race for dominance through automation
	Slide 24
	Slide 25
	Slide 26
	Slide 27
	Slide 28
	Slide 29
	Slide 30
	Slide 31
	Slide 32
	Slide 33
	Slide 34
	Slide 35
	Slide 36
	Slide 37
	Slide 38
	Slide 39
	Slide 40
	Slide 41
	Slide 42
	Slide 43: Thank you  for coming! 

