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Section 6: Human rights



Read the text and answer the questions

The flower industry is growing at a remarkable rate. More and more Europeans are buying flowers and rely on hotter countries to supply their blooms. The largest growers of flowers such as roses and tulips are countries like Kenya, Zimbabwe, Israel, Colombia and Ecuador. Many workers are employed to grow and look after the beautiful flowers that will one day sit in a vase in a house in Holland, France or the UK. 

Supermarkets in the UK tend to buy their flowers from Kenya. These include Marks & Spencer, Asda, Safeway, Tesco and Sainsbury’s. Kenya produces more flowers than any other African country alone. The two largest companies there are called Sulmac and Homegrown and each of these employs around 5000 people. 

Kenya is a developing country. Many of the workers are unhappy with their working conditions. They go to work very early in the morning on overcrowded buses before spending all day working in extremely hot greenhouses tending flowers. They get paid around £1.50 a day in Kenyan shillings. 

Theresa works on a flower farm. She agreed to tell us about her experiences. 

I wanted to go to college to become a teacher but there are not many opportunities for girls to study in my country but anyway I had to earn money. I began to work here two years ago. I work six days a week. It is very hard work. The days are long and I don’t get any breaks. 

When we work in the greenhouse it gets very hot and sometimes people faint. Because they do not want the flowers to become diseased or have pests the men come in and spray them with chemicals. It is not right; our hair and clothes get soaked with the liquid they spray and we do not get any protective clothing to help protect us. We should get gloves or facemasks to wear. 

At first I became quite ill. I got skin rashes that would not go away and I have suffered from gynaecological complaints. Other women in here have had the same problems. I think the chemicals have caused it, but no one listens to us. My friend complained and got fired.


Mary, another worker at the farm, says:

My husband worked here as a sprayer and he became blind in one eye. Now he can’t work and I don’t get paid enough. It is difficult to feed my children.

Environmental groups and human rights groups are concerned about the Kenyan flower industry. A group calling themselves the Kenyan Flower Council was recently formed to try and improve the conditions of the workers. The companies that join up have to agree to look after their workers. 

They must give them protective clothing to wear and agree not to use chemicals that are banned in other parts of the world. They must also pay the workers more money and help with their medical costs. They should also allow the workers to have a trade union. 

Although the big companies like Sulmac have joined, some smaller companies have not. This means they do not need to make sure their workers have better working conditions. 

The major UK supermarkets know what is happening and try to monitor the situation by sending people to inspect the flower farms but it still is not enough. Workers are still not being treated fairly. 

You can complain to your local supermarket. Do not stop buying flowers as this is the only employment for many Kenyan workers.

Writing practice

Write a letter of complaint to your local supermarket. Tell them that you are worried about how workers are treated in the Kenyan flower farms. This is not fair trade. Ask them to make sure that any company they buy from is a member of the Kenyan Flower Council.

You will find the address of the supermarket in a copy of the Yellow Pages.


Reading comprehension questions

1.
Where do UK supermarkets buy most of their flowers?

2.
How much do the workers get paid?

3.
Why is the method of spraying the flowers dangerous?

4.
What particular illnesses did Theresa suffer from? 

5.
What happened to Mary’s husband?

6.
How could the exposure to chemicals be reduced for the workers? 

7.
Which organisation is trying to change the working conditions in Kenya? 

8.
What do UK supermarkets do at the farms? 

9.
Does the article advise you to stop buying Kenyan flowers?

10.
What should we say to the supermarkets who sell these flowers?
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The high court judge said the school’s uniform policy was aimed at the proper running of a multi-cultural, multi-faith secular school. 


The court ruled that her human rights had not been infringed.
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