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Wal-Mart: Cost and Effect


Chances are that at the very least, you have seen a Wal-Mart, Wal-Mart Supercenter, SAM'S Club, or Wal-Mart Neighborhood Market. You may have even been inside one of these stores. After all, there are 3,627 of them in the United States alone as of September 30th 2004-- that is 1,383 Wal-Mart stores, 1,625 Supercenters, 543 SAM'S Clubs, and 76 Neighborhood Markets (Wal-Mart).  Wal-Mart stores are known for providing "Always low prices. Always." but these prices come at painfully high costs to Wal-Mart employees here and abroad, Wal-Mart suppliers, and the communities Wal-Mart occupies.


To begin with, Wal-Mart is the world's largest private employer, with over 1.3 million associates (Wal-Mart). According to Wal-Mart's web-site, in the "Why Work For Wal-Mart" section, the company offers "competitive wages." This is not the case, being as a Supercenter cashier with two years experience in Las Vegas is paid $9.64 an hour, while a union cashier of the same experience makes an hourly wage of $15.98 (Los Angeles Times). Wal-Mart does offer medical benefits such as health care and dental coverage; however, "Wal-Mart makes new hourly workers wait six months to sign up for its benefits plan and doesn't cover retirees at all" (Wysocki and Zimmerman). Unlike many other companies, Wal-Mart does not pay for flu shots, eye exams, child vaccinations, chiropractic services, or several other treatments (Wysocki and Zimmerman). Wal-Mart says they employ more than 164,000 seniors, and every flu season we all hear how seniors should be sure to get flu shots; yet Wal-Mart, one of the leading employers of senior citizens in the United States, will not pay for those flu shots.


Having spoken of unions earlier, it is important to mention that Wal-Mart's company policy prohibits any talk of unionizing in work areas (Goldman and Cleeland). In a personal interview with former Wal-Mart employee Lisa Smith
, when asked if workers had ever been penalized for anything regarding unions, she replied "As for unionizing, forget it! If you're even caught talking about that possibility, you're fired on the spot!" Backing up that claim is Larry Allen, an employee who promoted unionizing, was fired in August 2003 from Wal-Mart-- the National Labor Relations Board attorneys say this was due to his union activities and has filed a complaint against Wal-Mart (Goldman and Cleeland). Further proving Wal-Mart's position against their employee's unionizing it was stated in a Los Angeles Times article that upon their first day of employment, employees were advised to avoid unions and report any activity to supervisors. Why is Wal-Mart so afraid of their employees unionizing? The answer is simple- unions mean they will have to truly pay competitive wages and offer much better healthcare, which would cut into the company's profit.


Perhaps here is not where workers are suffering the most though. In addition, those employed internationally within Wal-Mart suppliers and their factories are being forced to pay for the "always low prices" as well. Wal-Mart of course has rules they supposedly impose on these foreign contractors, such as safe working conditions, reasonable hours, and no child labor; however, Wal-Mart refuses to allow independent inspections of their supplier's factories-- for competitive reasons, of course (Iritani and Cleeland). Isabel Reyes, a 37 year-old mother, works in Honduras for Cosmos, a clothing factory and whose main customer is Wal-Mart. She sews sleeves on 1,200 garments a day, two shirts a minute, one sleeve every 15 seconds, for ten hours a day at a wage of $35 a week (Cleeland, Iritani, and Marshall). Is that reasonable? We would never expect someone to work here at that wage, for that long. Reyes must take anti-inflammatory pills every few hours, and she cannot hold her infant daughter without them (Cleeland, Iritani, and Marshall). Is that "safe working conditions?" The answer is no. Kent Wong, director of the UCLA Labor Center says, "Wal-Mart has really been at the forefront of driving down wages and working conditions" (qtd. Los Angeles Times). Wal-Mart is, like many companies, is taking advantage of poor workers in foreign countries, and just because "everybody else is doing it" doesn't make it right.


Next, local suppliers are bearing the burden of Wal-Mart as well; some have been forced to offshore while others have had profit-killing concessions squeezed out of them by Wal-Mart. Carl Krauss, owner of Lakewood Engineering & Manufactoring Co. which makes fans, has had to cut costs for Wal-Mart. First Krauss cut down on how many employees he had, then battled his own suppliers for lower prices on parts. Still he wasn't able to please to corporate giant, and in 2000 he had to offshore. Now 40% of his products are made in China (Goldman and Cleeland). Another supplier is Vlasic-- they didn't have to offshore, but Vlasic fell into Wal-Mart's lure of huge sales numbers. They offered a gallon pickle jar, and Wal-Mart priced it at $2.97. The jar was a smash hit, but was generating pennies for profit at Vlasic. Huge market growth numbers, strong sales numbers, but the profit from pickles went down 25% (Fishman). Eventually, everything between Wal-Mart and Vlasic revolved around a mere gallon jar of pickles. The company pleaded for relief, wanting to increase the price almost a dollar, but Wal-Mart threatened to find somebody else. Vlasic knew their competitors would offer to do it in exchange for other business with Wal-Mart. It reached the point where the CEOs of Vlasic made decisions about the gallon pickle jar (Fishmen). Finally though Wal-Mart gave them a break and Vlasic switched to a half-gallon jar for $2.79, but in January 2001 Vlasic filed for bankruptcy. While there are other factors involved in the bankruptcy, Wal-Mart certainly did not help matters. As we can see here, Wal-Mart does not care about their suppliers, just so long as they get the price they want. Wal-Mart's tactics force companies to leave the United States or to go out of business entirely.

Finally, there are the impacts Wal-Mart has on communities. One of the most well advertised things about Wal-Mart its donations to communities and creating jobs. Wal-Mart donated 150 million dollars to communities and local organizations, and according to Cone, Ink. "In 1999 and 2000, Americans named Wal-Mart as the company they think of first in supporting local causes and issues" (qtd. Wal-Mart). It is necessary now to point out the obvious: Wal-Mart, like any other company, receives a tax write off for their donations. While these donations are still good, one cannot ignore the possibility of under lying motives. More importantly though is that Wal-Mart destroys local businesses and replaces those lost jobs with lower paying ones. In Las Vegas, a Raley's grocery store is no more since Wal-Mart came, and the shops remaining are suffering the costs (Goldman and Cleeland). Bonnie Neisius, owner of a UPS Store there says she's "probably down 45%. [She] just [doesn't] get the foot traffic anymore" (Goldman and Cleeland). Diana Murphy, owner of a flower shop is suffering the effects as well, saying Wal-Mart has had a direct effect on her, since they also sell flowers and deliver (Goldman and Cleeland). The health care benefits mentioned earlier are burdening communities too. A 1990 informal survey of people using Las Vegas emergency rooms for routine care asked patients who were employed but not insured where they worked: The answer that came up the most was Wal-Mart (qtd. Los Angeles Times). Mona Williams, a spokeswoman for Wal-Mart says that 48% of employees are covered and that 26% of those not covered have coverage from another source. Among large companies, according to the Employee Benefit Research Institute in Washington, the figure is 66% (Goldman and Cleeland). That means Wal-Mart lags behind its fellow companies by 18%. That is 18% the community has to cover in return for those "always low prices." 

In the end, Wal-Mart is making its money off the trampling of workers, suppliers, and of our communities. That is simply right and not worth their lower prices. Wal-Mart ultimately burdens everything it touches, even consumers. Rather than raise itself above the rest, Wal-Mart forcefully lowers everyone around it instead. Remember: someone, somewhere, has to pay the price when you shop at Wal-Mart.
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