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Labor in CA Raisins  



3 Themes 

• Most labor-intensive harvest in N America; 

old 40-50k workers, 6 weeks; now 25-30k 

workers

• Low wages & prices: piece rate wages, 

contractors, storable commodity, dump 

surplus abroad, Turkey #1 exporter   
• Alternative: dry grapes into raisins on-the-

vine and harvest them mechanically



Raisins 

• Dried grapes that are 60% sugar by weight

• Turkey and the US each produce about 

40% of the world’s raisins, 300,000 tons/

year  each

• US exports a third of its raisins





0
50

100
150
200
250
300
350

   
19

96
/9

7    
19

97
/9

8    
19

98
/9

9    
19

99
/0

0    
 

20
00

/0
1    

20
01

/0
2    

20
02

/0
3    

20
03

/0
4

Production Exports Imports Consumption

Th
ou

sa
nd

 M
et

ric
 T

on
s 

The U.S. Raisin Market 

Source: Economic Research Service, USDA 
Note- Marketing year is August-July. 

Marketing Years 





Versatile Thompsons 

• Thompson seedless grapes: use for table, raisin, 

wine, or concentrate (sweetener)

• CA: 225,000 acres of raisin-type grapes; 2/3 in 

Fresno county

• Yields: 8 to 12 tons of green grapes/acre that dry 

into 2-3 tons of raisins worth $800 a ton (free 

tonnage price of $1,300; 60% free tonnage means 

$800 a ton to grower)



Industry Structure deters 
Mechanization 

• About 4,500 growers, average 50 acres

• 2.5 tons of raisins x $800 = $2,000 per acre, 

or gross revenue of $100,000/raisin farm

• Average age: 60+; often secondary or 

retirement income



Harvest Labor: Prody Stan 

up
• Major cost is harvesting; 10 tons of green grapes 

or 20,000 lbs/acre = 1,000 20-lb trays

• Piece rate is $0.25/tray, plus 40% FLC overhead 
or $0.10; workers must harvest 32 trays to earn 
$8/hour minimum wage

• 1991: piece rate was $0.16, minimum wage was 
$4.25; need to pick 26 trays/hour 

• Harvest cost = $350/acre, plus cost of turning, 
pick up etc; harvesting = $400 or 20% of  gross 
revenues of $2,000 per acre





Raisins: sugar vs rain
• Need 22-23% sugar to harvest  

• Call contractor when brix high enough 

• Dry one week, turn and roll, and then pick up

• Vulnerable to rain damage while drying in the sun

• Labor: need twice as many workers if harvest 
begins 3 weeks vs 6 weeks before rain date of 
September 20



DOV mechanization 

• Some varieties reach 22-23% sugar earlier in 
August

• Prune so that grape canes grow on south side of 
east-west running rows 

• Cut canes so that grapes dry into raisins while still 
“on the vine”

• Harvest partially dried grapes with a wine-grape 
harvester and lay on a continuous tray to finish 
drying (35% of 2008 crop)

• Other systems: dry completely into raisins on the 
vine; 15% in 2008





Why not mechanize?

• Rising wages and uncertainty re (legal) 
workers encourage mechanization

• But industry structure and global 
competition discourage mechanization

• Joke—plant new vineyards for DOV-of 
course! But why plant raisin grapes? Turkey 
produces 25% cheaper

• Result: uneven mechanization—employer 
groups dominated by older



Prospects for raisin 
mechanization 

• 1960s and 1970s: mechanization across the board 

in response to higher wages

• Since 1980s: slowdown in mechanization 

– Consumer preference for fresh, 

– Less research support, 

– Workers available and disappearance of health 

insurance, pension benefits 
• Today: nonfarm advances in computing, portable 

technologies etc



Implications 
• Rising wages prompt labor-saving changes

• Raisins are like FL processing oranges

– Growers should mechanize to compete in a globalizing 

world with rising trade 

– Mechanization is most likely on new plantings

– But not many new plantings because of low-cost foreign 

production 

•Thus, policies on trade and migration interact to 

shape the trajectory of the commodity


