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Images and perceptions of immigrant agricultural workers have by and large been generated by 
the experience of fruit, vegetable and nut pickers in California.  However, immigrant workers 
have expanded into nontraditional areas including the northeast.  They are employed in poultry 
processing, dairy production and, as will be explored below, in the mushroom industry.  Using 
data from the 2001-2002 NAWS, crop workers in the east1 are compared to crop workers in the 
rest of the United States2.  In addition, workers and conditions in the mushroom industry of 
southeastern Pennsylvania are examined. 
 
Basic demographics and income 
Crop workers in the east are slightly younger (32 versus 33 years old), more likely to be female 
(31% vs. 19%) and more likely to have been born in the U.S., including Puerto Rico, (32% vs. 
21%) than workers in the rest of the country.  They are also more likely to be single (42% 
compared to 37%), though this difference is only statistically significant at the 5% level.  Of 
those crop workers in the east who are married or cohabitating, only 56 percent were 
accompanied by their spouse at the time of the interview, compared to nearly two-thirds of those 
who are married or cohabitating in the rest of the country.   
 
Consistent with their lower age and marital status, crop workers in the east are less likely to have 
children under 18 in their household (29% vs. 31%, significant at the 5% level), and when they 
do, they have fewer children (1.9 per household vs. 2.1).    Their children are also less likely to 
be engaged in farm work, as only 2.4% of children under 18 in the east work in agriculture, 
compared to 5.2% of those in the rest of the country (5% significance).   
 
Crop workers in the east have a slightly higher level of education than those in the rest of the 
country, with an average of 8.1 years vs. 7.1 years of education.  The differences are greatest at 
the lower and upper ranges of education, as 19 percent of workers in the east have a fifth-grade 
education or less compared to 27 percent of workers in other parts of the country.  In addition, 
8.8 percent of workers in the east have at least some post-secondary education, compared to 3.8 
percent of workers in other parts of the U.S. 
 
While there is a higher percentage of U.S. citizens among crop workers in the east than in the 
rest of the country (33% compared to 24%), the rates of those working without documentation is 
only slightly lower (51% vs. 53%).  See Table 1 below.  It should be noted that all of the citizens 
were born in the United States – there are no naturalized citizens in the sample of crop workers 
in the east.   
 
Table 1. Current status 
 East Rest of U.S. 
U.S. Citizen 32.7% 24.0% 
Green card holder 15.5% 22.5% 
Other work authorization 1.0% 0.5% 
Unauthorized 50.8% 53.1% 
 
                                                 
1 State included in the ‘east’ are NC, VA, KY, TN, WV, CT, ME, MA, NH, NY, RI, VT, DE, MD, NJ and PA. 
2 Unless noted otherwise, all differences are statistically significant at the 1 percent level. 
 



While agricultural work generally receives low wages, it is likely that this lack of documentation 
further reduces workers’ earnings. Previous research has found that those working in the United 
States without legal authorization earn significantly less than other workers (Donata, et al., 1992; 
Donato and Massey, 1993; Ise and Perloff, 1995).  U.S. earned incomes are slightly higher in the 
east, as the average household income was roughly $18,200 compared to $16,860 in the rest of 
the country.  Family poverty rates, at 28%, were not statistically different than for agricultural 
workers in other parts of the United States.   
 
Ethnicity and race 
While more than two-thirds (68%) of farm workers in the east identify themselves as Mexican-
American, Mexican or Chicano, this is lower than the 83% of crop workers in the rest of the 
country who do so.  There are also larger shares of Puerto Ricans (1.9% compared to 0.2%) and 
non-Hispanics (28% vs. 14%) in the eastern crop workforce (see Table 2 below).  The most 
significant racial difference is that there are three times as many African Americans crop workers 
in the east as in the rest of the country (10% vs. 3.3%).   
 
Table 2. Ethnic background of crop workers 
 East Rest of U.S. 
Mexican American 3.4% 7.6% 
Mexican 64.7% 73.6% 
Chicano 0.1% 1.3% 
Puerto Rican 1.9% 0.2% 
Other Hispanic 1.6% 3.1% 
Not Hispanic 28.4% 14.1% 
 
Considering only those born in the U.S., there is a significantly higher percentage of non-
Hispanics working in the east, 86% vs. 65% in the rest of the country.  Of these native born 
workers, 57% are non-Hispanic whites and 29% are non-Hispanic African Americans, compared 
to 50% non-Hispanic whites and 14% non-Hispanic African Americans in the rest of the country.  
Of the remaining U.S. born workers in the east, 8.4% identified themselves as Mexican, 
Mexican-American or Chicano, and 5.9% as Puerto Rican (all born on the island). 
 
More than quarter (29%) of crop workers in the east report that English is their first language 
compared to 16% in the rest of the country.  However, many still have limited language skills as 
60% reported speaking English ‘not at all’ or ‘only a little.’   
 
Table 3. Ability to speak English 
 East Rest of U.S. 
Not at all 28.6% 47.2% 
Little 31.7% 24.9% 
Somewhat 7.9% 5.8% 
Well 31.8% 22.2% 
 
 



Agricultural employment 
Nearly all crop workers in the east are hired by the producer directly rather than through 
contractors (99%, compared to 75% in other parts of the U.S.).  Compared to crop workers in the 
rest of the country, those in the east are more likely to be working in horticulture and less likely 
to be working in fruits and nuts (see Table 4 below). 
 
Table 4. Crop at time of interview 
Crop East Rest of U.S. 
Horticulture 39.5% 13.8% 
Vegetables 29.2% 31.0% 
Field crops 16.9% 12.8% 
Fruits and nuts 8.2% 38.6% 
Misc. and multiple 6.2% 3.8% 
 
The predominance of horticultural production in the east affects both the types of tasks workers 
perform and the ability of workers to have year-round employment.  Nearly half (49%) of 
workers in the east are involved in activities that fall in the ‘other’ category.  Most of these were 
in horticultural production, and the activities might be considered ‘technical’ or ‘semi-skilled.’   
 
In addition, agricultural employment in the east is more likely to be year-round rather than 
seasonal compared to the rest of the country (38% vs. 23%), and because of this, most workers in 
the east (85%) worked for one agricultural employer in the previous year compared to 69 percent 
in the rest of the country.  However, they had worked with this employer for a slightly shorter 
time, 3.9 years vs. 4.5 years.   
 
Compared to crop workers in the rest of the U.S., workers in the east had somewhat fewer weeks 
in farmwork in the previous year (30 vs. 32), and significantly more non-farm work weeks (8.0 
vs. 3.8).  Hourly wages received in the east are similar to those in the rest of the country, 
averaging $7.37 before taxes and $6.39 after taxes. 
 
Table 5. Previous year’s work history 
 East Rest of U.S. 
Farmwork weeks 30.0 31.9 
Non-farm work weeks 8.0 3.8 
Weeks abroad 7.0 8.6 
Non-work weeks 7.1 7.6 
 
Because this is not a traditional region for immigrant workers, there are fewer newcomers (those 
in the U.S. less than one year) in the east (9.7% compared to 18%), and agricultural workers 
there are more likely to be settled (61% vs. 56%). 
 



Table 6. Migrant type, including new comers 
 East Rest of U.S. 
Follow the crop 6.6% 7.8% 
Newcomer 9.7% 18.3% 
Settled 61.2% 56.4% 
Shuttle 22.6% 17.3% 
 
Similar to crop workers in other regions, the average year for immigrant workers to enter the 
country was 1993.  On average, all crop workers in the east started in agricultural work in 1993.   
 
Public assistance and benefits 
Use of public assistance is generally low and comparable to other regions.  Crop workers in the 
east are less likely to receive unemployment insurance benefits (15% vs. 22%), Medicaid (12% 
vs. 16%) or Social Security (0.9% vs. 2.4%).  They are also slightly less likely to receive food 
stamps (7.0% vs. 8.7%, significant at 5%).   Possibly reflecting higher housing costs, they were 
slightly more likely to live in low-income housing (1.7% vs. 0.4%), and they are less likely to 
own or be purchasing a house in the U.S. (15% vs. 17%, significant at 10%).   Nearly one-fourth 
of crop workers in the east (23%) live in housing provided at no cost by their employers 
compared to only 9 percent in the rest of the country.   
 
While agricultural workers generally have lower rates of health insurance coverage (McNamara 
and Ranney, 2002), those in the east fare somewhat better, as 29% are insured compared to 22% 
in the rest of the country.  Although the difference was not statistically significant, the cost of the 
insurance was more likely to be borne by the employer in the east (49% vs. 45%).  As in the rest 
of the country, nearly half of the children (48%) had insurance, and this was primarily through 
public sources.   
 
Case study: Mushroom workers in Chester County, Pennsylvania 
Kennett Square, in southern Chester County Pennsylvania, is the self-proclaimed mushroom 
capital of the world.  Pennsylvania produces nearly 60 percent of all mushrooms in the United 
States, followed by California with 14 percent (NASS, 2005).  Of the 505 million pounds of 
mushrooms produced in Pennsylvania, 380 million pounds, or 75 percent, is produced in 
southern Chester County (AMI, 2006).   
 
The mushroom industry has been consolidating since the 1980s (Smith, 1992; Garcia, 1997; 
NASS, 2005).  While the Agricultural Census indicates there were 133 mushroom farms in 
Chester County in 1987, this number had fallen to 83 in 2002, and currently there are about 70 
farms.  However, the area in production and total production have continued to increase.  The 
mushroom farms in the county employ roughly 5,600 workers, mostly in growing and 
harvesting, but also including more than 1,100 in packing and nearly 400 in processing (AMI, 
2006).  Nearly all of these workers are Mexican immigrants, predominantly from the state of 
Guanajuato, but also from Michoacán, Toluca (Mexico State) and Jalisco (Gayton, 2006; Garcia, 
1997).  While mushroom production has been largely mechanized in Canada and the 
Netherlands, it remains labor-intensive in the United States. While this may in part reflect 
consistency with previous findings that the ready availability of cheap, immigrant farm laborers 



delays the adoption of labor-saving technology (Huffman, 2002), it is largely because fresh 
mushrooms are highly perishable and easily damaged during harvest. 
 
Mushroom production is year-round, so it provides regular employment.  However, the hours can 
be erratic.  Harvesters start work at 4.00 a.m. and continue until the day’s harvest is complete 
(Alonzo, 2006).  Workers indicated that could be anywhere between 10.00 a.m. and 5.00 p.m.  
They work five to six days a week and average 55 to 65 hours a week.  Harvesters are paid by 
the box, and receive an average of about $9.50 per hour for the farms that do not offer housing 
and about $8.00 for those that do.  Because they are paid by the piece, there is wide variation in 
what workers receive.  Workers indicated that most made an average of $400 a week, while 
‘hard workers’ could earn $500 to $600 and ‘slow workers’ only $200.  Similar to the NAWS 
findings, U.S. Census data for 2000 indicate poverty rates for Mexican households in southern 
Chester County townships ranging from 18 percent to 30 percent. 
 
While specific statistics are lacking, Mexican workers in the mushroom industry of southeastern 
Pennsylvania share many characteristics of other immigrant agricultural workers.  A large share 
lack work authorization, and most workers in the mushroom industry have low levels of 
education.  They generally have a 6th grade education or less, and few speak English.  Affordable 
housing is limited, so many families share trailers, while others rent run-down apartments or 
houses.  While the largest farms no longer providing housing, most of the smaller farms do, and 
many young, unaccompanied men stay in these labor camps.  These unaccompanied men often 
work in Pennsylvania for nine to ten months and spend two to three months in Mexico each year.   
Most of the harvesters (90% or more) are men, while women often work in packaging (Alonzo, 
2006; Marnell, 2006).  Finally, access to health care is limited as few workers have health 
insurance. 
 
Post-IRCA changes 
Since the passage of IRCA in 1986, mushroom farms have increased wages, started to offer 
benefits and the larger farms have hired labor-relations specialists and provide in-house training 
and services.  For example, Kaolin Farms, one of the largest producers, provides a basic level of 
health insurance for its workers, 401Ks and life and disability insurance.  They also sponsor a 
summer program at the local YMCA for children of mushroom workers and provide other 
programs on-site, including computer training, Rural Opportunities classes, health screening and 
vaccinations (Marnell, 2006).  They offer family health insurance, but most workers do not 
purchase it because of the cost.  As many of the children are U.S. citizens, the company also 
assists workers with filling out CHIPs forms.3  Smaller farms also offer health insurance and 
401Ks but because of the cost, few workers use them.   
 
Because mushroom production is year-round, most of these workers are settled, and many (70-
75% on some farms) have brought their families with them from Mexico (Marnell, 2006).  It is 
not known how many family members have joined the more than 5,500 mushroom workers, but 
it is generally thought that these numbers have increased tremendously since the passage of 
IRCA and especially since the early 1990s.  Data from several sources support this perception.  
Enrollment numbers in the Chester County Migrant Education Program are shown in Table 8 
                                                 
3 This labor force on this farm unionized in 1993, but Kaolin said they offered these benefits and programs on their 
own initiative. 



below.  While the table below shows data for all of Chester County, the vast majority are in the 
southern part of the county.  While there has been a decrease in numbers the last two years, there 
is a clear and dramatic upward trend over the past 11 years. Because students are only eligible 
for Migrant Education for three years, these numbers are even more impressive – an increase 
shows that new immigrants are coming in increasing numbers as they more than replace those 
who have moved out of the program. U.S. Census data also show a doubling of the Mexican 
population in southern Chester Country between 1990 and 2000, though this may in part reflect 
an undercount in 1990.  Further confirmation of the increase in Hispanic population comes from 
the Catholic Archdiocese of Philadelphia.  They estimate the number of Hispanic Catholics in 
southern Chester County has increased from 2,000 in 1992 to more than 10,000 now, including 
many young couples and children (O’Reilly, 2006).  Nearly all of these are Mexican or Mexican 
Americans. 
 
Table 8. Numbers of students in Migrant Education, Chester County 

Year 1995 1996 1997 1998 1999 2000 2001 2002 2003 2004 2005 2006 
No. of Students 976 1300 1348 1503 1719 1852 1845 2684 2493 2494 1631 1938 
 
 
Community resources 
The Kennett community and surrounding towns have by and large accepted the Mexican 
immigrants.  Kennett Square borough is more than 28 percent Hispanic, and 80 percent of these 
are Mexican (U.S. Census, 2000).  There are a number of community organizations that have 
been developed to support the Mexican population, including the Comunidad Hispana which 
provides low-cost medical care and educational programs and the Misión de Santa Maria, a 
Catholic outreach center which provides a variety of social services.  The Alliance for Better 
Housing was started in the mid 1990s by a coalition of mushroom growers, churches and 
community activists.  There is an after-school center for youth, ‘The Garage,’ that provides 
tutoring, mentoring and recreation, and a health center, ‘Spanish Health Ministries,’ that helps 
pregnant women obtain access to health care.  In addition to Migrant Education, other public 
services include Even Start and Migrant Head Start.   
 
General social services 
Several organizations provide multiple services for the Hispanic community.  Primary among 
these is the Comunidad Hispana, established in 1973 by clergy, farmworker advocates and other 
Kennett Square citizens.  It provides social services, including translation, emergency assistance 
and transportation; education, including ESL, GED, computer training and citizenship courses, 
and health care, through Project Salud.  This nursing center was established in 1985 and provides 
primary care to families regardless of ability to pay.  The Misión Santa Maria in Avondale was 
established by the Philadelphia Catholic Archdiocese in 1992 and provides emergency 
assistance, translation and other social services (Gaytan, 2006).   
 
Housing 
Southern Chester County is a prosperous, growing region, and median housing prices in the 
county are nearly two-thirds above the national average (US Census, 2004).  Low-income 
workers face a shortage of affordable housing so in 1994 a coalition of mushroom growers, 
churches and community activists formed the Alliance for Better Housing (Rivera, 2006).  They 
have renovated existing homes and have built three townhouse developments for moderate and 



low-income families.  In the first development, the average income of the families who 
purchased the townhouses was one-third of the area’s median income.  Most were Mexican and 
about one-half worked on farms, predominantly mushroom farms.  The Alliance also provides 
homeownership counseling and loan packaging, including USDA Rural Development 502 loans, 
with interest rates of 1-5.75% (Rivera, 2006).  To date they have helped some 200 families buy 
homes. 
 
Health 
While Project Salud, mentioned above, provides general primary care, the Spanish Health 
Ministry specializes in providing access to care for pregnant women and infants.  The program 
was started nearly 30 years ago by Dona Sensenig, a registered nurse/midwife.  In addition to 
medical translation and transportation, they also provide basic care for pregnant women and help 
them with insurance forms and other medical paperwork 
 
Education 
While employment in the mushroom industry is year-round, workers and their families qualify 
for migrant programs such as Migrant Education because, based on traditional employment 
patterns, their employment is still considered to be ‘temporary’ (Turse, 2006).  As noted above, 
there are currently more than 1,900 students in Migrant Education in Chester County, and 530 of 
these are in the Kennett School District.  Nearly a third of the students in the district are Hispanic 
– of these roughly 22 percent are migrant and 10 percent are other Hispanics (Perna, 2006).  The 
Migrant Education Program at Kennett High School is focused as much on cultural assimilation 
as on education.  The director of the program, Loretta Perna, has developed a personal 
relationship with the students and their parents and encourages them to continue their education.  
Most of the parents have limited education and some do not appreciate the value of an education 
and pressure their children to drop-out and work.  She has developed after-school programs for 
boys and girls separately during which they discuss careers, fill out university admissions and 
scholarship applications and meet with mentors.  In the past three years, 66 Migrant Education 
students have graduated from Kennett High School and most of these have attended college4 
(Perna, 2006).  The children are of mixed status – those who are not U.S. citizens or legal 
residents find it difficult to finance higher education and are at greater risk of dropping-out.  
There are two scholarships in the district specifically for Hispanics – one for any current or 
former MEP student and one through a Latina girls club, Hermanitas.   
 
Migrant Education also collaborates with an after-school program, the Garage.  The Garage 
provides tutoring, mentoring, access to computers, speakers, internships and recreation for 
roughly 150 middle school and high school students a week.  While students of all ethnic 
backgrounds come there, MEP provides transportation to the Garage for 20-30 students a week 
and volunteers at the Garage help students fill-out residency and citizenship applications 
(Olenek, 2006).   
 
Mushroom workers also qualify for other programs based on their income or educational level.  
Families with children under eight in which one parent qualifies for adult education (such as ESL 
or GED classes) are eligible for Even Start.  In southern Chester County, essentially all 
                                                 
4 Schools do not maintain date on migrant status and the MEP does not maintain data by school so one cannot 
determine a graduation rate.   



participants are Latino immigrants and many work in the mushroom industry (Rigler, 2006).  
Even Start focuses on family literacy and receives federal funding through the state department 
of education.  It has three components: early childhood education and parenting; adult education, 
and family programming.  Families are required to participate in all three components and meet 
specific requirements in hours of participation and ESL scores.  The early childhood education 
and parenting component focuses on school preparedness, educational play and health and well-
being.  Most of the adult education is done in collaboration with other programs, and they 
emphasize the importance of learning English to help children with their school work.  The 
family events are interactive activities based on literature, music or children’s theatre.  They 
serve more than 140 families and have more on a waiting list.  Like other programs, they have 
also seen an increase in families in the past ten to 15 years.  While they do not ask about status, 
they do require Social Security numbers, and for the ‘many’ who do not have them they simply 
enter a series of 9s.5 
 
Impact of proposed immigration legislation 
It is difficult to estimate how many of the current workers are unauthorized – estimates range 
from 50 to 70 percent.  Large producers, because they face greater scrutiny, require identification 
and complete I-9 forms for all employees, so their workforces are predominantly legal.  It is 
generally thought that a large share of small producers’ employees do not have legal 
authorization to work in the United States, and one large producer uses contract labor which 
generally leads to higher levels of unauthorized employment. 
 
Most of those who are authorized obtained permanent residency through IRCA or are the 
children of those who did so.  As they age, the future of the workforce is in doubt.  Because 
mushroom production is year-round, mushroom producers are ineligible to apply for guest 
workers through the H2-A program, so there are currently no legal mechanisms for them to bring 
more workers from Mexico. 
 
Producers commented the lack of authorized workers is a constant problem.  One producer has 
openings for 30 harvesters but has not been able to find employees to fill the positions.  The 
larger farms that hire only documented workers pay somewhat more than smaller farms, but in 
order to attract workers, they are competing not only within agriculture, but also with 
manufacturing and other jobs in urban areas.  Producers state that in order to remain competitive, 
they will need on-going access to workers with a background in agriculture who are willing to 
work with their hands, and that this means an immigrant workforce.   
 
Research needs 

• Because there are so many families with children, a key issue in this community is the 
successful integration and academic achievement of immigrant children and the second 
generation.  Recent research shows that children of Mexican immigrants have lower 
levels of educational attainment than children of other immigrants and that this accounts 
for a large share of earnings differential (Chiswick and DebBurman, 2004; Borjas and 
Katz, 2005).  MEP data for Chester County indicate about a 70 percent high school 

                                                 
5 Federal funding for this program was cut by 50% in 2005 and may be eliminated entirely.  The Commonwealth 
has been able to make up the difference to date, but the future of the program is uncertain. 
 



graduation rate, although this only tracks students enrolled in the MEP at the start of high 
school (Mangarella, 2006).   A thorough long-term assessment of educational programs is 
needed.  A settled, permanent population such as that in southern Chester County 
provides an opportunity to evaluate these programs in optimal conditions. 

 
• Areas with large, low-skilled immigrant populations require social services to facilitate 

social integration – language programs, health care, affordable housing, etc.  Again, the 
success of these programs should be evaluated to determine which should be expanded 
and replicated. 

 
• As in other parts of the country, children of mushroom workers are disinclined to work in 

agriculture (except for those who immigrated as teenagers and lack English skills).  The 
issue of a long-term labor supply should be addressed.  While there is a higher percentage 
of U.S. born workers in the east, this reflects the relative lack of immigrant labor in this 
region rather than the appeal of agricultural work to U.S. citizens.  
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