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For over fifty years I have worked with farm labor, mostly with Mexican Nationals.  First 
working along side Braceros in the early 50’s on my father’s farm; as a regulator with the 
State Farm Labor Service; as a manager of a large citrus farm; as a consultant on labor 
issues to farm operations; and even lately as a spiritual voice for farm workers as an 
ordained minister in my church. 
 
Over these five decades I have seen the ebb and flow of the farm labor panorama in the 
fields of California.  While farm labor has not been entirely manned by Mexicans 
historically, at present, California’s fields are almost exclusively worked by Mexicans; it 
can certainly be called the “browning” of the California fields.  Regardless of whether 
they are documented or undocumented; legal or illegal; boom or burden, they are, in a 
real sense, the same person. 
 
California farmers have longed admired, with envy, farmers from our plains-states who 
benefit by growing crops that receive official, subsidized government funds for their 
products.  California farmers specializing mostly in fruits and vegetables do not 
participate in these direct subsidies. 
 
Yet, our farmers have benefited for many years from government and the pubic largess 
by a seemingly ‘tacit agreement’ of turning a blind eye to laws, rules and regulations 
concerning immigration; thereby providing a large number of workers for our fields in a 
timely manner and at a bargain wage.  This cheap, plentiful and generally docile 
workforce has made California farmers competitive, productive and many wealthy, a 
subsidy to be sure.  At the same time U.S. consumers have also benefited by having a 
wide array of fruits and vegetables at historical low costs, another subsidy to be sure. 
 
The war on terror and the recent anti immigrant rhetoric has suddenly focused the 
spotlight on this underground arrangement and suddenly this system is a “surprise” to 
many.  “Shocked, shocked,” says Capitan Reynaud to Rick in the movie Casa Blanca, 
he, of course, was referring to gambling in the back room.  Undocumented workers 
should be no surprise to anyone who has been slightly awake.  Nevertheless, we all 
seemed “Shocked” that we have undocumented workers in our midst. Additionally, 
Mexicans and other Hispanic nationalities have began to migrate to non traditional states 
and industries and suddenly communities in the South and Midwest are confronted by 
people who speak a different language and with a different appearance and are willing to 
work harder and cheaper.  So this is no longer a Southwest phenomenon. 
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The debate is cyclical in nature and never ending; do the immigrants make a positive 
contribution to our society or are they a net loss?  I have read countless papers and heard 
numerous opinions arguing both sides of the argument. There are many contradictory 
pronouncements. These discussions, of course, consist of many studies, polls, pundits, 
polemics and histrionics.  The only way is to make sense of these is to consider the 
situation as human beings making an effort to improve their lot and other human beings 
being threatened by these same efforts. 
 
When people are reduced to a statistic, a trend, or a sound-bite their humanity is lost and 
people can be dealt with (or ignored) easily; they can be manipulated, forgotten with ease 
and disregarded, with little moral sense of dealing with a human person. 
 
I worked for a good company that tried its very best to be a good employer; in fact it was 
a policy to always be a leader in positive employment practices.  Yet, every worker was 
assigned a work number; this number followed the person during their employment.  
Hours, paychecks, and other data were dictated by that work number.  The fact is that 
people lost their identity, and the employee was no longer Manuel Lopez, he was number 
151.  A certain amount of humanity was lost to cost accounting.  Humanity trumped by 
computers.  Farm labor contractors and other temporary providers have eliminated even 
the work number, and workers become, at best, part of a weekly invoice. 
 
The present system of providing many of the farm workers in our fields at its best is 
illegal, degrading, and immoral and at its worst it is fatal as people are literarily willing to 
die in an effort to reach our fields.  Even drug traffickers have discovered that by 
combining their illicit trade with these working people enhances their efforts for success. 
 
A decade ago the public, in general, was unaware of the system that put food on our 
tables. But in recent years, news articles, studies, and even government sponsored forums 
have acknowledged the situation and even have tried to quantify the problem.  Now it is 
common knowledge that we have a great number of undocumented in our country and in 
our fields.  Anyone, especially farmers, who say that they are unaware of undocumented 
people working on their farms, are disingenuous at best.   
 
Farm labor contractors have over the last two decades provided another legal barrier and 
moral filter for owners by providing an excuse for ignorance.  FLC are well aware of the 
status of their workers.  One told me that even his foremen and crew leaders were 
undocumented.  This charade is obvious to all except for those who do not want to see! 
 
There are things that can be done to improve the deplorable conditions that put food on 
our tables.  Assuming we want, as policy, to continue to grow labor intensive crops in 
this country, let me suggest a few possibilities for consideration: 
 
1. First, let us not look for a “perfect solution”.  The problem of migration is instinctive in 
nature and complexity and there has never been a perfect solution that I am aware of.  
Nevertheless, at the very least we should expect some improvement to safeguard our food 
supply and at the same time keeping the dignity of the worker uppermost in mind.  Since 
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mankind appeared on earth, people have migrated in an effort to improve their 
circumstances.  Political borders or any kind of artificial barrier has never stopped or will 
ever stop hungry people.  Freedom from hunger knows no bounds. 
 
2.  The present methods of work/harvest should be studied to make the work as efficient 
as possible.  New plant varieties, mechanization and other innovations need to be brought 
into the fields.  Investments in research and development must be increased to the State 
Extension Services, Universities and other researchers to improve the work and at least to 
eliminate the burden such as heavy lifting to make the work easier and permit the 
possibilities of less strong men and women to attempt the work. 
 
The cotton picker and tomato harvester are prime examples of two labor intensive crops 
there were successfully mechanized by necessity and dogged research and development.  
 
3.  Farmers need to improve their labor utilization.  It’s been my experience that unless 
farmers have 120 to 150 percent of labor needs they feel they are in a labor shortage.  For 
example, it’s not unusual for farmers to claim labor shortages while their crews are 
working 20 to 30 hours per week.  Changes in market conditions or processing capacity 
are resolved by stopping work in the fields.  There is little interchange of labor; one crew 
can be working 40 to 50 hours and the crew next door is only working three days a week.   
Since there is no penalty for having excess labor, labor tends to be wasted.   This 
underutilization of labor is now mostly experienced by FLC and the worker so the 
ultimate employer may not know of the situation and may not care, since it is of no 
economic consequence to him. 
 
4.  Provide a reliable, efficient and speedy process whereby employers can verify the 
legal employment status of potential workers. 
 
5.  Provide a disincentive to employers through fines for employment of unauthorized 
workers, and perhaps even incarceration of owners, CEO’s and managers for their actions 
and eliminating the protection of second party employers such as FLC and/or providers 
of temporary workers as a legal shield.  Perhaps a good start would be to implement the 
present laws.  We have seen some increases in enforcement in recent months so we know 
it is possible.  What would happen if sanctions were focused on the employer instead of 
the worker? 
 
6.  Provide a mechanism for farmers to have access to a temporary/seasonal guest worker 
program that is timely and efficient and perhaps limited to those peak periods of time 
usually needed for harvest.   Farmers can only risk considerable time and capital if they 
are assured of a ready labor supply to harvest their produce. 
 
Suitable employer provided housing must be available which meets such standards that 
will not diminish the level of housing and living conditions in the community.  Housing 
will be a serious problem.  During the Bracero Program era and for a decade afterward 
Ventura County, for example, had several grower-owned, supported and subsidized labor 
camps with capacities of perhaps three to four thousands beds for single men.  At present 
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there are one or two grower owned camps, a couple of privately owned camps with a 
capacity of maybe three or four hundred men.  A guest worker program will surely create 
a panic in the grower community as they scramble for adequate housing.   Yet, curiously 
enough, that has not been a consideration among the majority of growers to date. 
 
Public Law 78 or the Bracero Program had its share of critics and problems but in my 
opinion it also had many good features that could serve as positive guidelines.  The 
problems, of which there were some, could be addressed as well.  Of course, there are 
other guest worker programs, such as the Canadian system, which should be examined 
for its positive features. 
 
One of the main faults of Public Law 78 was that the workers were well motivated and 
with repeated tours of duty became very valuable and productive workers and employers 
became much attached to them.  Consequently the seasonal work was prolonged to non-
authorized work and workers soon were performing more skilled duties thereby replacing 
domestic workers. 
 
The seasonality of this program usually insured that the guest worker kept his home and 
family in his native country and returned to participate in planting and or harvest at home.  
The link to their home country was never severed.  
 
Public Law 78 had a basic medical screening process; a well administered health 
screening process would insure that food would be handled in a manner to insure the 
safety of the food on our plates.  The present system provides no such assurance. 
 
7.  And finally we need to decide as public policy which kinds of crops we wish to grow 
in this country harvested by ‘foreign hands’ and which crops we wish to import harvested 
by ‘foreign hands.’ 
 
In summary, over the decades I have read, heard, discussed and participated in many, 
many studies and conferences such as this one in an effort to realize a solution to a very 
complex problem.  However, I am no longer persuaded by the economics and politics of 
these issues but am concerned that any solution must maintain the dignity and integrity of 
the people uppermost in mind and by this I mean not only the integrity of the workers, the 
employers and the consumers as well. 
 
Any system that demeans the worker and or tempts the employer to take short cuts or to 
take advantage of the workers is bound to fail and in all honestly should fail.  It also 
encourages some sectors of our community to demonize and to blame the ills of our 
society on the undocumented worker. 
 
Furthermore, the present “tacit public policy” of permitting an underground labor 
economy demeans us as a nation.    Surely we can do better! 


