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At least 50 percent of US crop workers have been unauthorized for the past 
decade, according to DOL’s National Agricultural Workers Survey 
(www.doleta.gov/agworker/naws.cfm).  The AgJOBS immigration reform 
proposal, re-introduced May 14, 2009 as S 1038 and HR 2414, would provide a 
path to legal status for some unauthorized farm workers and revise the H-2A 
temporary worker program to make it easier for farm employers to employ legal 
guest workers.   
 
Immigration is transforming rural and agricultural areas throughout the United 
States. Newcomers from abroad fill many of the seasonal jobs on especially fruit, 
vegetable and horticultural (FVH) crop farms and year-round jobs in many 
livestock operations and in food processing and meatpacking firms. Most 
Hispanic immigrants remain in their first US farm-related jobs for less than a 
decade before moving up the US job ladder, usually finding nonfarm jobs in 
construction or services. When the US economy booms and unemployment falls, 
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as in 2006-07, the revolving door that brings newcomers into farm and farm-
related jobs turns faster, prompting worries of farm labor shortages. During the 
2008-09 recession, some ex-farm workers moved down the job ladder, returning 
to the farm work force after losing construction jobs. 
 
On May 27-28, 2010, researchers met with Congressional and industry, union, 
and community leaders in Washington DC to discuss:1 

1. Immigration trends affecting rural and agricultural areas, immigration 
reform proposals, and the perspectives of employers, unions and 
advocates on immigration reform 

2. The impacts of immigrant farm workers on agriculture in particular states 
and commodities 

3. The impacts of immigrants in communities in rural and agricultural areas 
This report summarizes the discussion. It was distributed to participants for 
comments and corrections, but not formally approved by them. In some cases, 
presentations were supplemented with materials from Rural Migration News 
(http://migration.ucdavis.edu/rmn)  
 
We are grateful to the Farm and Giannini Foundations, the North Central 
Regional Center for Rural Development and the Julian Samora Research 
Institute, the Southern Rural Development Center, and the UC EU Center of 
Excellence for their support. 

Arizona, REPAIR, AgJOBS  
Arizona enacted a law in April 2010 making it a crime for unauthorized 
foreigners to be in the state, prompting Senate Democrats to announce a 
framework for a comprehensive immigration reform bill before demonstrations 
in cities across the US in support of legalization May 1, 2010.  Despite the 
Democrats' framework being more enforcement oriented than the 
comprehensive immigration reform bill approved by the Senate in 2006, 
Republicans predicted it would be difficult to enact immigration reform in 2010.  
President Obama seemed to agree, saying: "I want to begin work this year" on 
immigration reform. 

Arizona’s SB 1070 
Arizona, where almost half of the million foreign-born residents are believed to 
be unauthorized, enacted the Support Our Law Enforcement and Safe 
Neighborhoods Act (SB 1070) on April 23, 2010, making it a misdemeanor to be 

                                                 
1Until 2004, seminars examining the “changing face” of rural America were held in areas 
attracting immigrants to fill farm jobs. These changing face seminars brought 
researchers together with farm employers, community leaders, and migrant advocates 
and included field trips that followed the migration of workers from fields to settlement. 
The visits began with the employers whose jobs attracted migrants, turned next to the 
mayors, police chiefs and teachers who act as bridges between established residents and 
newcomers, and concluded with migrants and migrant advocates. On two occasions, 
March 1998 and April 2002, seminars in Washington DC allowed researchers to report 
the findings of these field visits to policy makers. Since 2006, the changing face seminars 
have been held in Washington DC. 
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illegally in the state.  Immigrants must carry proof of their legal status, and show 
IDs to police officers who have a  "reasonable suspicion" they may be illegally in 
the US; violators can be fined $2,500 or jailed up to six months.  Arizona became 
the major "funnel" to the United States for unauthorized migrants from Mexico 
over the past decade, reflecting the shift of unauthorized entry attempts from 
California and Texas to the Arizona desert. 
 
The “intent of this act [SB 1070] is to make attrition through enforcement the 
public policy of all state and local government agencies in Arizona.” President 
Obama criticized SB 1070, saying: "if we continue to fail to act at a federal level, 
we will continue to see misguided efforts opening up around the country."  Ex-
Arizona governor and current DHS Secretary Janet Napolitano vetoed similar 
bills during two terms as Arizona's governor. 
 
SB 1070, as amended, requires police officers who lawfully stop, detain or arrest 
a person whom they have "reasonable suspicion" to believe is unauthorized to 
determine that person's immigration status "when practicable."  Arizonians can 
sue police to force them to comply with the law, and cities are prohibited from 
developing sanctuary policies, as when they prohibit police from asking about 
the immigration status of the persons they encounter.  Employers who impede 
traffic while attempting to hire day laborers can be cited for misdemeanors, as 
can unauthorized migrants who solicit work in public places.   
 
State Senator Russell Pearce (R-Mesa), author of SB 1070 and the Legal Arizona 
Workers Act, expects SB 1070 to reduce the number of unauthorized foreigners 
in Arizona.  He said "When you make life difficult [for the unauthorized], most 
will leave on their own."  US Senator John McCain (R-AZ) agreed: "I think [SB 
1070] is a good tool" for Arizona because the federal government has not reduced 
illegal migration.  
 
Critics predicted widespread racial profiling and mistaken arrests and sued to 
block the implementation of SB 1070. The ACLU Immigrants' Rights Project 
asserted that immigration enforcement is an area of "exclusive federal authority." 
The legal issue is likely to turn on whether Arizona police are engaged in lawful 
"concurrent enforcement" of immigration laws with federal authorities or in 
unlawful racial profiling.  Since the 1940s, federal law has required immigrants 
to carry papers showing they are legally in the US. A 2002 Department of Justice 
memo reversed a 1996 DOJ memo to conclude that state police officers have 
"inherent power" to arrest unauthorized foreigners for violating federal law. 
 
Legislators in Oklahoma, Pennsylvania and other states introduced copycat bills.  
Candidates in other states were often asked if they would support a version of 
the Arizona law in their state.  Many Republicans pledged to support laws 
similar SB 1070 to "send a message" to the federal government to strengthen 
immigration enforcement.  California GOP gubernatorial candidates Meg 
Whitman and Steve Poizner both pledged to reduce illegal immigration, but only 
Poizner endorsed SB 1070, saying: "We are out of cash and we need to take some 
steps to stop the flow of people who are here illegally." 
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The National Council of State Legislatures reported that about 1,400 bills a year 
dealing with immigration have been introduced recently; most seek to crack 
down on unauthorized foreigners.  California voters approved Proposition 187 in 
1994 to deny benefits to unauthorized foreigners by a margin of 59-41 percent.  A 
federal judge declared most of Prop 187 unlawful in 1997, and the state of 
California eventually dropped its appeal of that decision. 
 
A Pew poll in May 2010 found 59 percent support for the Arizona law; only 25 
percent of respondents supported President Obama's handling of immigration.  
Over 70 percent support requiring people to present documents showing they 
are legally in the US to police if asked, and two-thirds support allowing police to 
detain anyone encountered who cannot produce such documents.  
 
A May 2010 WSJ/NBC poll reported that two-thirds of US adults supported SB 
1070, even though almost two-thirds agreed that it was likely to lead to 
discrimination against legal Hispanic immigrants. A New York Times/CBS 
News poll released May 3, 2010 found that 78 percent of respondents wanted the 
US government to do more to prevent illegal migration; a majority supported the 
Arizona law allowing police to question people they encounter about their 
immigration status.  Most respondents want major changes in the immigration 
selection system, but many do not favor legalization— 75 percent agreed that 
illegal migrants were a drain on the economy because they did not all pay taxes 
but used public services like hospitals and schools. 

Senate Democrats REPAIR 
Senate Democrats released a 26-page proposal, the Real Enforcement with 
Practical Answers for Immigration Reform, on April 29, 2010.  REPAIR 
emphasized enforcement to discourage illegal migration in an effort to win 
Republican support. However, it did not receive any Republican support, and 
will not be to put it into legislative language until there are Republican 
supporters. 
 
Under the Democrats' plan, border enforcement "benchmarks" must be met 
before legalization can begin; a Commission will evaluate border security and 
make recommendations to Congress within 12 months.  The Democrats' plan 
calls for more Border Patrol agents and an entry-exit system to ensure that 
foreign visitors depart as required. 
 
All US employers would be required to check new hires within six years via the 
Biometric Enrollment, Locally-Stored Information, and Electronic Verification of 
Employment (BELIEVE).  BELIEVE, to be funded by fees, would will be phased 
in beginning with industries employing large numbers of unauthorized 
foreigners.  It would require US employers to use scanners to check the validity 
of new biometric Social Security cards with fingerprints presented by workers.  
Civil money penalties for knowingly hiring unauthorized workers would triple. 
 
The Democrats' proposal offers a relatively simple path to legal status for an 
estimated 11 million illegal migrants.  Unauthorized foreigners in the US by the 
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date of enactment would register and pay fees to obtain a new Lawful 
Prospective Immigrant status that would allow them to live and work legally in 
the US.  After eight years, they could become immigrants by passing English and 
civics tests and paying more fees.  The proposal promises to clear the backlog in 
family-based immigration within eight years, in part by lifting caps on 
immediate relatives of legal immigrants (immediate relatives of US citizens can 
immigrate without delay, but there are queues for immediate relatives of US 
immigrants). 
 
The Democrats' proposal calls for changes in the immigrant selection system.  
Foreigners who earn Masters and PhDs from US universities in science and 
engineering and have US job offers could obtain immigrant visas immediately.  
New anti-fraud provisions would apply to employers seeking H-1B and L-1 visas 
for foreign workers who have at least bachelor's degrees, including a 
requirement that all employers (not just H-1B dependent employers as under 
current law) try to recruit US workers before hiring H-1Bs and not lay off US 
workers to make room for H-1B foreigners. 
 
For low-skilled workers, the Democrats' proposal includes the Agricultural Jobs, 
Opportunity, Benefits and Security Act (AgJOBS) bill, which would legalize up 
to 1.35 million unauthorized farm workers (plus their family members) and 
make employer-friendly changes in the H-2A program.  The H-2B program, 
which admits up to 66,000 foreigners a year to fill seasonal nonfarm jobs, would 
add protections for US workers while exempting returning H-2B workers from 
the 66,000 cap if the US unemployment rate is below eight percent.   
 
A new three-year H-2C provisional visa would admit guest workers to fill year-
round jobs; H-2C visa holders could change employers after one year of US 
work.  Three-year H-2C visas could be renewed once, allowing six years of US 
work, and H-2C visa holders could become immigrants by satisfying integration 
requirements.  The number of H-2C visas is to be adjusted according to 
unemployment and other indicators, but employers could obtain a H-2C visa for 
a foreign worker even if the cap has been reached if they agreed to pay higher-
than-usual wages and additional fees. 
 
A new Commission on Employment-Based Immigration would study "America's 
employment-based immigration system to recommend policies that promote 
economic growth and competitiveness while minimizing job displacement, wage 
depression and unauthorized employment."  The CEBI would issue an annual 
report with recommendations and could declare immigration emergencies when 
it concludes there are too many or too few foreign workers. 
 
President Obama released a statement in support of the Senate Democrats' 
proposal, calling it "an important step" to fix "our broken immigration system."  
Failure to enact immigration reform, Obama said, would "leave the door open to 
a patchwork of actions at the state and local level that are inconsistent and, as we 
have seen recently, often misguided." 
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AgJOBS  
Senator Dianne Feinstein (D-CA) re-introduced the Agricultural Job Opportunity 
Benefits and Security Act (AgJOBS), as S 1038 on May 14, 2009; a companion bill, 
HR 2414, was introduced in the House. Under the Senate Democrats’ framework 
proposal of April 2010, AgJOBS would be part of comprehensive immigration 
reform.  
 
Feinstein argued that AgJOBS was vital to US national interests because of a 
“farm emergency…caused by the absence of farm labor.” She asserted that 
farmers “have tried and tried and tried” to hire US workers, but they find few 
“who are willing to take the job in a hot field, doing backbreaking labor, in 
temperatures that often exceed 100 degrees.”  Due to the lack of farm labor, 
farmers have “watched their produce rot in fields, and have been forced to 
fallow close to half a million acres of land.” Reviewing predictions of asparagus 
production ending in California’s Imperial Valley, she concluded that the lack of 
farm workers is leading to “nothing less than the slow vanishing of American 
agriculture.” 
 
Feinstein recited stories of US farms and nurseries trying to recruit US workers at 
apparently high wages and failing to attract many, noting that Yuma-area lettuce 
producers complained of too few workers to harvest lettuce in spring 2008 
despite paying $10 to $19 an hour. One reason is unpaid time for crossing the 
Mexico-US border (many Yuma-area farm workers live in Mexico and enter the 
US daily) and driving to the fields for workdays that can be only four to six 
hours—if calculated on the 4am to 4pm time a worker may invest to cross the 
border and ride to the fields, a $15 an hour wage for six hours of work is 
effectively $7.50 an hour.  
 
AgJOBS has two major components: legalization of unauthorized farm workers 
and H-2A reform.  

Legalization 
AgJOBS would allow up to 1.35 million unauthorized farm workers who did at 
least 150 days or 863 hours of farm work in the 24-month period ending December 
31, 2008 to apply for Blue Cards. H-2A workers who did sufficient qualifying work 
could qualify for Blue Card visas, but not H-2A workers admitted after the 
enactment of AgJOBS. Under the House version of AgJOBS, unauthorized workers 
earning at least $7,500 from farm work during the two-year qualifying period 
would also qualify for Blue Cards. 
 
Unauthorized farm workers would apply for Blue Cards via government-approved 
qualified designated entities or licensed attorneys, including legal aid programs 
funded by the federal government; the sign-up period would begin seven months 
after AgJOBS is enacted and last for 18 months.  Workers would present evidence 
of their qualifying farm work, such as employer-issued payroll records, time cards 
and other work-related documents, or obtain affidavits from contractors or fellow 
workers that, “by a preponderance of the evidence.” demonstrate they did 
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sufficient qualifying farm work. Applicants would pay an application fee and a 
$100 fine to obtain Blue Card visas with personal biometric data.   
 
Blue Card holders could work and travel freely within the US and enter and leave 
the US.  The unauthorized family members of Blue Card holders who are in the US 
could obtain a “derivative” probationary legal status that would allow them to 
obtain work permits. Unlike Blue Card holders, family members would not have to 
do farm work; like Blue Card holders, they could travel in and out of the US with 
their derivative legal status. 
 
Blue Card holders could earn an immigrant status for themselves and their families 
by doing additional farm work in at least one of three ways: (1) performing at least 
150 days (a day is at least 5.75 hours) of farm work a year during each of the first 
three years after the enactment of AgJOBS; (2) doing at least 100 days of farm work 
a year during the first five years; or (3) working at least 150 days in any three years, 
plus 100 days in a fourth year (for workers who do not do 150 days in the first three 
years). Employers of Blue Card holders must provide Blue Card employees with 
written records of their farm work and submit a copy to DHS (employers may be 
fined up to $1,000 for not providing employment records to DHS). 
 
Blue Card holders are eligible for job-related benefits such as unemployment 
insurance and the earned income tax credit, but not means-tested benefits such as 
Food Stamps for five years after receiving Blue-Card status. 
 
To become immigrants within seven years of receiving Blue Cards, currently 
unauthorized foreigners would have to document their farm work, show that they 
filed income tax returns, and pay an application fee and a $500 fine; their family 
members would become immigrants at the same time. Blue Card holders could 
receive up to 12 months credit for farm work not done due to pregnancy and injury 
to themselves or a minor child, severe weather conditions that reduced farm jobs, 
or being fired without “just cause” by a farm employer and unable to find another 
farm job after a “reasonable job search.” Administrative mechanisms would be 
established so that injured and unjustly fired Blue-Card workers could receive 
appropriate work credit. 

H-2A Changes 
The H-2A program allows farm employers to request certification from the US 
Department of Labor to have foreign workers admitted “temporarily to the 
United States to perform agricultural labor…of a temporary or seasonal nature.” 
DOL certified almost 100,000 farm jobs to be filled with foreign workers in FY09, 
the most ever. 
 
There were about three million jobs on US farms according to the 2007 Census of 
Agriculture (COA)—farmers reported hiring 2.6 million workers directly (the 
same worker employed on two farms is counted twice) and direct-hire farm 
labor expenditures were 83 percent of the $26 billion total. Farmers reported that 
a third or one million of these jobs lasted at least 150 days on their farms. Since 
most H-2A workers are employed at least 150 days for the employer to whom 
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they are tied, they filled almost 10 percent of the at-least-150-day-jobs on US 
farms in 2009. 
 
AgJOBS would make it easier for US farm employers to employ H-2A guest 
workers.  Most of the changes to the H-2A program would begin one year after the 
enactment of AgJOBS, but the AEWR would immediately return to its 2008 level 
and be frozen for three years.  
 
AgJOBS would change the H-2A program in three major ways.  First, attestation 
would replace certification, effectively shifting control of the border gate from the 
US Department of Labor to employers, who would make assertions (assurances) to 
DOL that they have vacant jobs, are paying at least the minimum or prevailing 
wage, and will comply with other H-2A requirements.  Employer job offers, to be 
filed at least 28 days before workers are needed (down from the current 45 days), 
would be posted on the internet and no longer circulated via the interstate 
clearance system. Not more than 14 days before the employer-specified starting 
date, the employer must advertise for US workers.  
 
DOL would review employer assurances for "completeness and obvious 
inaccuracies" and approve them within seven days of receipt.  Foreign H-2A 
workers would arrive and go to work, and DOL enforcement of employer 
assurances would respond to complaints of violations of H-2A regulations, such as 
the three-fourths guarantee, meaning that the employer must offer work for at least 
¾ of the work period specified by the employer. Employers must hire local workers 
(including Blue Card holders) who respond to recruitment ads until 50 percent of 
the work period is completed. Finally, employers must reimburse 100 percent of the 
transportation costs of workers who complete the job.   
 
Second, rather than the current requirement that employers provide free housing to 
H-2A and out-of-area US workers, AgJOBS would allow farm employers to pay a 
housing allowance of $1 to $2 an hour, depending on local costs to rent two-
bedroom units that are assumed to house four workers. State governors would 
have to certify that there is sufficient rental housing for the guest workers in the 
area of employment before employers could pay a housing allowance rather than 
provide free housing. 
 
Third, the Adverse Effect Wage Rate, the minimum wage that must be paid to legal 
guest workers and any US workers employed alongside them, would be frozen at 
2008 levels and studied (www.foreignlaborcert.doleta.gov/adverse.cfm). If 
Congress failed to enact a new AEWR within three years, the AEWR would be 
adjusted on the basis of the three-year change in the Consumer Price Index and 
eventually rise with the CPI by up to four percent a year. 
 
The H-2A program currently allows only employers offering seasonal farm jobs to 
participate, although H-2A sheep and goat herders have been allowed to work in 
the US continuously for up to three years as an exception to this seasonal-job rule 
for decades. Under AgJOBS, dairy workers would be added to the sheep and goat 
exception, so that dairies could employ H-2A workers for up to three years. Dairy 
farms accounted for 15 percent of direct-hire labor expenses in the 2007 Census of 
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Agriculture, about the same as fruit and nut farms, and reported hiring 176,000 
workers, two-thirds for more than 150 days on their farms.  
 
Employer job orders become contracts that H-2A and US workers can sue to 
enforce.  Currently, H-2A workers can sue to enforce these contracts in state courts; 
under AgJOBS, they could sue employers in federal courts. If workers file suit to 
enforce their contracts, growers can request mediation from the Federal Mediation 
and Conciliation Service, and the parties must attempt to resolve their dispute for at 
least 90 days before the suit can proceed. 
 
Under AgJOBS, H-2A workers would be offered protections comparable to those 
contained in the Migrant and Seasonal Agricultural Worker Protection Act of 1983 
(www.dol.gov/esa/whd/regs/statutes/0001.mspa.htm), including assurances that 
the vehicles used to transport them were safe. Even though many of those who 
recruit H-2A workers are or should be licensed as FLCs, AgJOBS, unlike MSPA, 
does not require the disclosure of wages and working conditions to workers at the 
time and place of recruitment.  
 
Many requirements of the H-2A program would continue under AgJOBS, including 
(1) having employers reimburse H-2A (and US workers from beyond commuting 
distance) for their transportation and subsistence costs if they complete their work 
contracts, (2) requiring employers to continue to hire US workers until half of the 
work contract period is completed, and (3) guaranteeing work to H-2A and US 
workers for at least ¾ of the contract period. 

Eligibility Estimates 
How many unauthorized workers would qualify for legalization under AgJOBS? 
If two-thirds of the estimated 1.4 million crop workers are unauthorized, and a 
third of the estimated 429,000 livestock workers are unauthorized, there were a 
total 1.1 million unauthorized farm workers in 2007.  
 
Farm workers qualify for legalization if they did at least 863 hours or 150 days of 
farm work in the 24 months ending December 31, 2008. Based on NAWS data, 
about  80 percent of unauthorized crop workers would qualify; if all of the 
unauthorized livestock workers qualify, up to 880,000 unauthorized workers 
could be legalized.  
 
There are no national estimates of the number of persons employed for wages on 
US farms. Instead, a USDA survey of farm employers reports employment and 
average hourly earnings, and a DOL survey of farm workers reports worker 
characteristics (including legal status) and earnings. USDA’s NASS 
(http://usda.mannlib.cornell.edu/MannUsda/viewDocumentInfo.do?document
ID=1063) estimates employment on US farms four times a year.  It reported an 
annual average 884,500 workers were hired directly by farmers in 2002, when the 
average hourly earnings of field and livestock workers were $8.17 (an additional 
250,000 workers were brought to farms by contractors and custom operators). In 
2007, NASS estimated an annual average 739,800 workers were hired directly by 
farmers, down 16 percent, and average hourly earnings of field and livestock 
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workers of $9.49, up 16 percent (an additional 325,000 workers were brought to 
farms by contractors and custom operators). 
 
DOL’s NAWS (www.doleta.gov/agworker/naws.cfm) interviews several 
thousand workers employed on crop farms each year. The NAWS finds that 
three-fourths of crop workers were born in Mexico and most are unauthorized. 
The NAWS survey of workers finds lower hourly earnings than the NASS survey 
of employers, in part because supervisors are excluded from the NAWS but 
included in the NASS. 
 
One way to estimate the number of farm workers who may be eligible for 
legalization under AgJOBS is to divide the crop and livestock labor expenditures 
of farmers in each state by the average hourly earnings of farm workers in that 
state. Dividing almost $18 billion in crop labor expenditures by average field 
worker earnings, which ranged from $8.30 to $10 an hour across NASS regions in 
2007, yields 1.9 billion hours worked on crop farms. Dividing these 1.9 billion 
hours by the 1,384 average hours worked by crop workers (40.7 hours a week, 
according to the NASS survey of employers, and 34 weeks of farm work a year, 
according the NAWS survey of crop workers), yields 1.4 million crop workers.   
 
If the $8.5 billion in livestock labor expenditures are divided by employer-
reported average hourly earnings, and assuming that 70 percent of the combined 
field and livestock wage in each state is attributed to crop workers and 30 
percent to livestock workers, there were 873 million hours worked on livestock 
farms in 2007. Livestock workers were employed more hours than crop workers, 
an average 2,035 a year based on the NASS report of 40.7 hours a week times 50 
weeks. The result is an estimated hired livestock work force of 429,000. 
 
No one knows how many farm workers are unauthorized. If two-thirds of the 
estimated 1.4 million crop workers and one-third of the estimated 429,000 
livestock workers were unauthorized, there were 1.1 million unauthorized farm 
workers in 2007. If 70 percent of crop workers and 40 percent of livestock 
workers were unauthorized, about 63 percent of US hired workers, some 1.2 
million, were unauthorized. 
 
Unauthorized farm workers would be eligible for legalization under AgJOBS if 
they worked at least 863 hours or 150 days in the 24 months ending December 31, 
2008. NAWS data suggest that 80 percent of the crop workers interviewed were 
employed more than 74 days. Using the 2/3 crop and 1/3 livestock unauthorized 
shares, and assuming that 80 percent of the 923,000 unauthorized crop workers 
qualified and all of the 142,000 unauthorized livestock workers qualified, yields 
880,000 eligible unauthorized farm workers. For some unauthorized workers, it 
may be easier to find a W-2 statement that shows farm earnings during the 
previous year(s) rather than evidence of farm days worked.  Based on NAWS 
estimates of worker earnings, a W-2 statement showing combined 2007 and 2008 
earnings of $7,000 or more should include almost all eligible farm workers. 
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Migration Patterns 
The 39.3 million foreign-born residents in 2009 were 13 percent of the 305 million 
US residents, according to the monthly Current Population Survey.  There has 
been enormous growth in the immigrant population.  In 1970, the 10 million 
immigrants were less than five percent of US residents; in 2010, the almost 40 
million immigrants are over 13 percent of US residents.   
 
The largest single source of immigrants is Mexico. In 1970, when Mexico’s 
population was about 50 million, there were less 750,000 Mexican-born US 
residents.  By 2010, when Mexico has 110 million residents, there were 12 million 
Mexican-born US residents--more than 10 percent of those born in Mexico have 
moved to the US. 
 
The major change between 2007 and 2009 is the reduced number of unauthorized 
foreigners.  Passel estimated 11.1 million unauthorized foreigners in 2005, a peak 
12.2 million in 2007, and 11.1 million in 2009. Mexicans accounted for two thirds 
of the one million increase in unauthorized but only a third of the drop--there 
were about 6.3 million Mexican-born unauthorized in 2005, 7 million in 2007, and 
6.7 million in 2009. 
 
Mexico is the source of 30 percent of legal immigrants and 60 percent of 
unauthorized foreigners.  The number of Mexican-born people moving to the US 
doubled from 300,000 a year in the mid-1990s to 600,000 in 2000 before falling to 
400,000 a year between 2004 and 2007, and to less than 200,000 in 2009.  Mexicans 
continue to enter and leave the US, but inflows of Mexicans have dropped more 
than returns—declining inflows rather than returns explain the stability in the 
number of Mexican-born US residents. 
 
Of the 39.3 million foreign-born in 2009, 12.7 million or 32 percent were born in 
Mexico, 10.7 million or 27 percent were born in Asia, and 8.9 million or 23 
percent were born in the Caribbean, Central and South America.  Over a third of 
the Mexican-born US residents arrived between 2000 and 2005, an average 
625,000 a year. Foreign-born US residents comprise three major groups:  

• about 14.5 million are naturalized US citizens 
• almost 14 million are legal immigrants and temporary visitors such as 

students 
• 11 million are unauthorized, including 6.7 million, 60 percent, Mexicans 

(80 percent of the unauthorized are Latin American) 
 
Almost half of the unauthorized foreigners in the US are in families with 
children, more than double the share of US households with children (47 percent 
versus 20 percent). Most unauthorized foreigners are adults (there are 1.5 million 
unauthorized children), and most of the adult men and women who are 
unauthorized in the US have children.  Indeed, in unauthorized families, there 
are almost three US-born and US-citizen children (4 million total) for every 
unauthorized child (1.5 million), meaning that it is far more likely that children 
in families with unauthorized parents were born in the US than abroad. The 
number of US-born children in unauthorized families has been increasing by 
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260,000 a year, while the number of unauthorized children in these families has 
been stable.   
 
Unauthorized foreigners are spreading throughout the US. In 1990, California 
had 42 percent of the estimated 3.5 million unauthorized foreigners in the US, 
and the top six states had 80 percent. By 2008, California’s share had fallen to 22 
percent of 12 million unauthorized foreigners, and the same six states had only 
58 percent of the total. In many “new growth” states for immigrants in the 
Midwest and southeast, where most recent immigrants are unauthorized.  
 
Unauthorized foreign-born adults in the US, when arrayed by their level of 
education, have an hourglass or barbell shape.  About 32 percent of US-born 
adults 25-64 had a college degree or more in 2008 and eight percent did not 
complete high school. Among the unauthorized in the US less than a decade, 20 
percent completed college and 43 percent did not complete high school. 
 
Unauthorized men are more likely then US-born men to be in the labor force, 94 
percent of the unauthorized 18-64 year olds in 2008 versus 83 percent of the US-
born men. The reverse is true for women—73 percent of the US-born 18-64 year 
women are in the labor force, versus 58 percent of the unauthorized women 18-
64.  Unauthorized workers were 5.4 percent of US workers in 2008, but were 30 
percent of workers employed in services, 21 percent of those employed in 
construction, and 15 percent of those employed in production and repair 
occupations.  
 
CPS data suggest that 25 percent of those employed in farming occupations are 
unauthorized; DOL NAWS data for the smaller group of crop workers suggest 50 
percent are unauthorized. CPS data suggest that 15 to 20 percent of workers in 
cleaning and construction occupations, and10 to 15 percent of those employed in 
food preparation and production occupations, are unauthorized. 
 
Households headed by unauthorized foreigners have low per capita incomes 
because they have large families and lower earnings. The median income of 
households headed by US-born persons was $50,100 in 2007, and $36,000 for 
households headed by unauthorized foreigners. Households with US-born heads 
had an average 2.4 persons and a per capita income of $23,000; those with 
unauthorized heads averaged 3.5 persons for a per capita income of $12,000. 
About 45 percent of children in households headed by an unauthorized 
foreigner, and 60 percent of adults in such households, did not have health 
insurance in 2008. 

Immigration Reform Outlook  
Krikorian predicted there would be no comprehensive immigration reform in 
2010, and that enacting reforms that include legalization would remain difficult 
for the next few years. Krikorian emphasized that President Bush, who 
supported comprehensive immigration reform, bolstered Congressional 
Republicans willing to work with Democrats to legalize unauthorized foreigners. 
Senator Lindsay Graham (R-SC), who was working with Senate Democrats on 
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comprehensive immigration reform, reportedly withdrew from efforts to craft a 
bipartisan immigration reform bill the request of Senator John McCain (R-AZ). 
 
There was agreement that Arizona’s SB 1070 in April 2010 rekindled the 
immigration reform debate. Krikorian believes that over-reaction to the Arizona 
law (calling its proponents Nazis) helped to achieve the purpose of the law, viz, 
to encourage unauthorized foreigners to leave the state. If the Arizona law is 
upheld by the courts, Krikorian believes other states will enact similar laws. 
Krikorian was most optimistic that the DREAM Act could be enacted, especially 
if it were coupled with more enforcement against unauthorized migration. 
DREAM would allow unauthorized children brought to the US before they were 
16 who completed college or served in the US Armed forces to become 
immigrants. 
 
Sharry expressed disappointment that President Obama has continued some 
Bush Administration policies, including maintaining the 287(g) program that 
trains state and local police to enforce immigration laws and setting an ICE target 
to deport 400,000 foreigners in 2010—ICE targets foreign criminals, but arrests 
other unauthorized foreigners encountered, so that 70 percent of those removed 
in FY09 were not convicted of US felonies. Sharry was also critical of ICE audits 
of US employers whose workers are represented by unions. 
 
Sharry believes that the spread of Arizona copycat laws will mobilize Hispanics 
to naturalize and vote for politicians who support legalization.  His analysis 
suggests that Republicans need to win 40 percent of the Hispanic vote to win the 
presidency, but will not be able to obtain 40 percent of the Hispanic vote if they 
try to appease anti-migrant Republicans—McCain won 31 percent of the 
Hispanic vote in 2008. Sharry believes that Obama could take symbolic steps, 
such as stopping the removal of unauthorized youth who may qualify for 
legalization under DREAM, and his polling suggests that a majority of 
Americans support the Arizona law, but a majority also support legalization. 
 
Sharry compared the current debate over legalization to that over regulating 
corporations a century ago, when there was agreement on the need for more 
regulation, but several decades were required to enact and enforce anti-trust 
laws. Krikorian predicted less migration over time, arguing that the US does not 
need more low-skilled migrants in a globalizing world. 
 
Those in favor of comprehensive immigration reform have resisted incremental 
reforms, such as the DREAM Act and AgJOBS, fearing that overall support for 
legalization would erode if “deserving groups” were legalized.  Both Krikorian 
and Sharry suggested that the stalemate in Congress is changing this all-or-
nothing approach, and that there may be renewed efforts to enact DREAM and 
AgJOBS in 2010 as stand-alone measures. 

Industry and Worker Perspectives 
O’Brien emphasized agriculture’s dependence on foreign-born farm workers. If 
the status quo persists, future farm workers will continue to grow up somewhere 
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outside the US. Some of the 50 state farm bureaus have endorsed AgJOBS, but 
not the umbrella American Farm Bureau Federation. The AFBF has been a critic 
of the current H-2A program, which it says "raise wages and benefits for foreign 
farm workers above market-clearing levels without leading to an increase in 
Americans seeking farm jobs."  
 
In FY09, farm employers filed 8,150 labor certification applications requesting H-
2A workers to fill 103,955 farm jobs. DOL certified 94 percent, approving 
requests for H-2A workers to fill 86,014 farm jobs. O’Brien cited DHS H-2A 
admission figures, which show 87,316 admissions of H-2A workers in FY07, 
173,103 in FY08, and 149,162 in FY09. The sharp increase in admissions is due to 
the use of the H-2A program in the Yuma, AZ area—some H-2A workers live in 
Mexico and commute daily to US farm jobs, and DHS records each entry.  
 
More farmers are using H-2A “facilitators” to recruit and employ foreign 
workers under “master applications” that allow the H-2A workers to be moved 
from farm to farm. The AFBF believes that the H-2A program can expand to 
satisfy the needs of many farmers for seasonal workers. With more agents 
helping farmers to bring H-2A workers into the US, the cost of H-2A housing can 
be spread over more employers, according to O’Brien, and H-2A workers can 
obtain sufficient work to satisfy work guarantees. O’Brien complained of the 
reversal of DOL’s 2009 H-2A regulations in 2010, and called for better data to 
determine the AEWR, more master H-2A applications, and sharper distinctions 
between major and minor violations of labor and H-2A regulations. 
 
Regelbrugge emphasized agriculture’s dependence on foreign workers and the 
high share of farm workers who are unauthorized to make the case for AgJOBS.  
The spread of foreign-born and often unauthorized workers to dairies and other 
non-crop farms has increased agricultural interest in legalization, since many 
aging farmers recognize that it may be Hispanics who take over their farms.  
However, a combination of the recession and fewer workplace raids, and the end 
of the social security no-match enforcement program, reduced the intensity of 
farm employer lobbying for AgJOBS. Regelbrugge believes that the legalization 
and H-2A reforms embodied in AgJOBS are vital to US agriculture. 
 
Williams says that there are three farm labor options: raising wages to encourage 
mechanization and imports; a large guest worker program, or legalization of 
unauthorized farm workers and a smaller guest worker program. He believes 
that the first option is unlikely, opposes the second option, and urged realism on 
the third, cautioning those who oppose the H-2A program because workers are 
tied to one US employer that the alternatives could be worse. 
 
Goldstein emphasized the importance of AgJOBS, noting that many 
unauthorized farm workers may not be eligible to become H-2A workers even if 
that program were liberalized because they have been illegally in the US, which 
could prevent them from receiving H-2A visas.  He criticized the outgoing Bush 
Administration  January 17, 2009 regulations that converted the H-2A program 
from a certification to an attestation program, changed the formula for 
determining the Adverse Effect Wage Rate (AEWR), and modified the 50 percent 
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rule, which requires US farm employers to continue to hire US workers until half 
of the usual 10-month period of employment of H-2A workers has been 
completed. DOL on March 15, 2010 reinstated the 1987-2009 H-2A regulations. 
 
Goldstein noted that worker advocates are not satisfied with many of the 
provisions of AgJOBS, but accepted them to achieve a workable compromise that 
legalized farm workers.  He emphasized that under AgJOBS, if there is a 
collective bargaining agreement at a particular farm, unions and employers 
could negotiate wages, benefits and many of the other job-related items that are 
otherwise spelled out in the law for guest workers, providing flexibility on farms 
with unions. 

Research Perspectives: Mechanization, Trade, Communities 
The changing face of rural and agricultural America is visible in the fields and 
communities attracting newcomers from abroad.  However, several national 
trends are apparent.  The hired farm work force on crop farms consists primarily 
of Mexican-born men, most of whom are unauthorized-- most earn about half of 
average US hourly earnings, $19 an hour in 2010.  Seasonal work and low wages 
combine to produce high turnover; the NAWS reports that up to a fifth of the 
crop workers interviewed are in their first year of US farm work, although the 
share of newcomers has declined in recent years toward 10-12 percent. 
 
Immigration reform may increase farm wages.  The impact of rising wages is 
more likely to reduce the demand for farm workers rather than to increase the 
supply.  Because most farm commodities are packed or processed, coordination 
between growers and handlers is often required to speed labor-saving changes.  
Government played such a coordinating role in the mechanization of the 
processing tomato harvest in the 1960s, and could speed mechanization again in 
the 21st century by promoting labor-saving change. 
 
Migrants are more than workers.  As they settle in the communities in which 
they work, they change the “face” of their communities while generating new 
challenges and opportunities.  Children from poor families who do not speak 
English are often a challenge for local schools, as are workers and families who 
lack health insurance.  On the other hand, newcomers can stabilize the 
population and maintain the viability of meat or other plants in small towns that 
face the choice of accepting more diversity with immigration or depopulation as 
jobs disappear. 
 
Huffman emphasized that labor-saving mechanization in agriculture is more 
often a process than an event. The mechanization of the processing tomato 
harvest in California highlights the fact that even a “quick” mechanization 
required biologists to develop uniformly ripening tomatoes, a machine to cut the 
plant with ripe tomatoes and shake them from the vines, and processors to 
modify their handling of the tomatoes received from farmers to deal with more 
debris.  Federal and state governments, via R&D funding and establishing 
grading stations for harvested tomatoes, accelerated mechanization.  Yields have 
increased, machines have improved, and today a $420,000 Johnson machine can 
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harvest 62 tons an hour with two or four hand sorters, or over 70,000 tons a 
season. 
 
Mechanization displaced Bracero hand harvesters and resulted in fewer and 
larger tomato farmers; average acreage on CA farms growing processing 
tomatoes rose from less than 100 in the mid-1950s to 600 today. The cost of 
mechanically harvesting tomatoes today is $8 a ton; hand harvesting would cost 
over 10 times more.  Smaller farms in the Midwest harvest processing tomatoes 
with smaller and cheaper Pik Rite machines; Pik Rite has also developed also 
machines to harvest cucumbers, carrots and peppers that are processed. 
 
Harvesting tree fruit with machines is more challenging, but harvesting costs for 
fresh peaches, plums and oranges are much less than packing and selling costs, 
e.g. harvesting peaches cost $135 a ton, while packing and selling them cost $420 
a ton in 2009.  Harvesting oranges costs $70 a ton but packing and selling them 
cost $260 a ton. 
 
Tree fruit that is processed, as with Florida’s Valencia oranges, cost about $280 a 
ton to produce, including $120 a ton or 40 percent of total costs to pick and haul 
oranges to processing plants.  There are machines available to harvest oranges 
mechanically, but their use has been limited by the difficulty of removing ripe 
oranges from the tree without damage to next year’s crop—abscission chemicals 
may be able to loosen only the ripe fruit, expediting the spread of mechanical 
harvesting.  However, mechanical harvesting systems work best on newly 
planted high-density dwarf trees, and there are few new plantings because trade 
liberalization could allow the entry of lower-cost Brazilian orange juice. 
 
Fresh cherry and apple production is concentrated in WA.  For both 
commodities, an abscission loosening chemical is applied a few days before 
harvesting to improve the efficiency of shake-and-catch machines. Mechanical 
harvesting of apples and cherries works best if the crop ripens at one time.  The 
BEI Black Ice Harvester uses jets of air to harvest blueberries and raspberries 
without damaging the plant, and a padded catching frame minimizes damage to 
the fruit. 
 
Fresh-market tomatoes are harvested in CA for about $85 a ton, 20 percent of 
production costs, while harvesting and field packing iceberg lettuce is 60 percent 
of production costs.  Strawberry production costs of about $1,165 an acre include 
picking an hauling costs of almost $600 a ton. 
 
Calvin noted that fresh fruits and vegetables are heavy and perishable, which has 
limited long distance trade.  However, varieties that can withstand long-distance 
shipping, combined with an efficient handling and transportation system, 
allowed California to become the dominant supplier of fresh fruits and 
vegetables for East Coast consumers 3,000 miles away as well as more distant 
foreign consumers.  These same varieties and technologies are allowing countries 
with lower wages to increase their exports of fruits and vegetables to the US. 
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Between 1990 and 2009, fruit (excluding bananas) and vegetable imports roughly 
doubled.  Mexico supplies almost 40 percent of fruit imports and 65 percent of 
vegetable imports; Canada supplies three and 20 percent, respectively.  Imports 
accounted for 30 percent of US fresh fruit consumption and 20 percent of fresh 
vegetable consumption between 2005 and 2007. 
 
US fruit and vegetable production increased alongside rising imports. US fresh 
fruit production from 20 to 21 million tons between 1990-92 and 2005-07, and US 
fresh vegetable production from 35 to 48 million tons between 1990-92 and 2005-
07.  About 25 percent of US-produced fresh fruits, and 10 percent of US-
produced fresh vegetables, were exported between 2005 and 2007. 
 
A number of factors, including labor costs, affect fruit and vegetable production 
and trade.  For example, climate or weather explains why the US produces 
almost no bananas and other tropical fruit. A combination of weather, 
transportation, and labor costs explain why Mexico supplies fresh tomatoes to 
the western states during the winter months, and technology (greenhouses) 
explain why Canada supplies fresh tomatoes to the US year-round. Chilean fruit 
imports are explained largely by weather, while imports of lettuce (less than five 
percent of US consumption) reflect grower-shipper efforts to manage business 
risk by avoiding penalties that they would have to pay if they fail to supply 
contracted quantities of lettuce in the event of weather, pest or other disruptions 
to AZ-CA supplies. 
 
Labor costs and tariffs are relatively more important for commodities that are 
labor intensive and high value, including green onions (produced for US 
consumers largely around Mexicali) and asparagus (Peru and Mexico)—imports 
have largely eliminated US production of these items.   
 
Since 1989, the US Department of Labor’s National Agricultural Workers Survey 
(NAWS) has been interviewing farm workers.   The NAWS was originally 
designed to determine the supply or availability of farm workers, since IRCA 
required monitoring the farm labor market to determine if there were farm labor 
shortages.  There were no farm labor shortages during the 1989-93 period for 
which the NAWS was mandated, but the NAWS continued to interview workers 
employed on US crop farms and today generates socioeconomic data on workers 
employed on US crop farms.  
 
Gabbard reported that about half of the crop workers interviewed over the past 
decade have been unauthorized. The share of migrants—defined as those who 
moved at least 75 miles to work in agriculture, including from Mexico to the 
US—has been falling, and was a third in 2005-07.  However, less than six percent 
of the crop workers interviewed were follow-the-crop migrants, meaning that 
they moved at least 75 miles from a US-base to work for wages on a crop farm. 
 
Almost three-fourths of farm workers were born in Mexico. About half of the 
Mexican-born farm workers were from west-central Mexico, led by Michoacán 
and Guanajuato, and a fifth were from southern Mexico, led by Oaxaca (a third 
were from the rest of Mexico). The NAWS is interviewing a growing number of 
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indigenous farm workers from southern Mexican states such as Oaxaca, and 
finding it hard to get such workers to identify themselves as indigenous. 
 
Most foreign-born workers arrived at least a decade before being interviewed, 
but this 10-year average is obscured by the fact that 40 percent of those 
interviewed first arrived in the US within a year of being interviewed while 45 
percent arrived at least a decade earlier. Migrant streams from southern Mexico 
are the newest, and e.g. workers from Oaxaca have been in the US on average six 
years, versus 12 years for other Mexican workers. 
 
The workers interviewed had a median six to seven years of education; 20 
percent had at least a high-school diploma.  US-born farm workers had more 
education, an average 11 years.  About 75 percent of those interviewed spoke 
primarily Spanish. 
 
About 90 percent of the workers interviewed had one (78 percent) or two (15 
percent) farm employers during the preceding year.  On average, those 
interviewed did US farm work for 38 weeks during the previous year. They also 
averaged three weeks of US nonfarm work and were in US but not working eight 
weeks, accounting for a total 49 weeks.  Workers averaged 189 days of farm 
work.  Excluding newcomer farm workers, those who arrived within the past 
year, raises the average number of farm work days to 230, which is full 
employment (48 weeks x 5 days = 240 days). 
 
Most workers were interviewed on fruit, 29 percent, vegetable, 25 percent, and 
horticultural specialty operations such as nurseries, 25 percent. Most workers, 86 
percent, were employed directly by the operators of the farms on which they 
worked.  Foreign-born newcomers employed in fruits were most likely to be 
employed by labor contractors. 
 
Workers were employed an average 44 hours a week; 22 percent worked 50 or 
more hours a week.  Working 44 hours a week for an average 38 weeks means 
that those interviewed did 1,672 hours of farm work the previous year.  At the 
average wage of $8 an hour, workers averaged $13,400 a year from farm work.   
Only 10 percent were paid piece rates, and they earned an average $8.76 an hour, 
compared with $7.53 for the 83 percent of workers paid by the hour. The high 
wages of piece rate workers and salaried employees pulled the average for all 
workers up to $8 an hour. 
 
The NAWS obtains data on individual and family income during the previous 
year.  Over half of those interviewed in recent years reported that their total 
income was between $7,500 and $17,500 the previous year, with the largest single 
group, about 20 percent, reporting a total income of $12,500 to $15,000. 
 
The NAWS presents a mixed picture of US crop workers.  Most are foreign-born, 
unauthorized, and male, and have little education. By doing 38 weeks of farm 
work a year (almost 1,700 hours), they earn over $13,000 a year.  Average farm 
worker earnings of $8 an hour were 50 percent more than the federal minimum 
wage between 2004 and 2006 (then $5.15 an hour), which may explain why 70 
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percent of those interviewed expected to be doing farm work for another five 
years. 
 
However, the NAWS interviews 15 to 20 percent new workers each year, which 
suggests 100 percent turnover every five to six years.  The US crop labor force, 
like work forces in other high-turnover industries such as fast food and 
meatpacking, includes a core of more year-round and stable workers with long 
tenure and a revolving door of new entrants who try farm work before moving 
on to nonfarm jobs. Employers must weigh the trade offs involved in reducing 
turnover. New hires involve recruitment and training costs, while experienced 
workers expect higher wages and benefits.  Many employers in high-turnover 
industries follow a two-tiered strategy, providing health insurance and other 
benefits to core workers while tolerating high turnover among workers who 
handle seasonal surges. 
 
Flora explained that legalization and naturalization are processes, meaning that 
there may be several changes in status before a foreigner becomes an immigrant 
or naturalized US citizen. Migration means change in often conservative 
communities, as migrants come and go, and Sioux County Iowa managed the 
changes associated with migration better than many others. Sioux County had an 
estimated 32,000 residents in 2009; 93 percent were non-Hispanic whites.  Private 
nonfarm employment rose 15 percent between 2000 and 2007 to 17,300, much 
faster than the three percent increase in Iowa. 
 
Sioux County leaders, at the behest of the Western Iowa Dairy Alliance, 
developed pragmatic responses to integrating often unauthorized foreigners. 
After police stopped some Hispanics and turned them over to ICE, prompting 
others not to go to work, community leaders recognized the reliance of local farm 
and nonfarm employers on immigrants.  With the help of migrant advocates, 
local law enforcement stopped harassing police stops of Hispanic drivers. Flora 
emphasized that it has been easier for local residents to oppose workplace raids 
that removed “needed” workers than house raids seeking criminals. 

Immigration and Commodities 

California Raisins 
Raisin grapes are a commodity whose harvest is being mechanized due to 
increasing competition from imports, rising wages, and uncertainty about the 
future availability of hand harvesters.  Harvesting raisin grapes was long 
considered the single most labor-intensive activity in North America, requiring 
40,000 to 50,000 workers for the six-week harvest. 
 
Martin and Mason reported that grape varieties that mature earlier, allowing 
canes to be cut and grapes to dry into raisins while on the vine, the dried-on-the-
vine or DOV method of production, have expedited mechanization. Partially or 
completed dried raisins can be harvested mechanically with wine grape 
harvesters that have rotating fingers to knock the raisins from the vines and 
convey them to a continuous paper tray in the fields or into bins that go into 
storage.  Half of raisin grapes are harvested with some type of mechanization—
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35 percent with machines that lay partially tried raisins on a continuous paper 
tray and 15 percent with machines that convey raisins into bins.  
 
California in 2008 had 225,000 acres of raisin-type grapes, including 221,000 
bearing acres (98 percent); 92 percent were Thompson seedless. Newly planted 
grapes require about four years to reach commercial yields, but it takes six to 
seven years after planting to achieve yields of 8-12 tons of green grapes or 2-3 
tons of raisins per acre. 
 
There are about 4,500 raisin growers with an average 50 acres each; many raisin 
growers are retired and use raisins for a second or retirement income.   Raisin 
production has been rising, from an average 200,000 tons a year in the 1970s to 
300,000 tons a year in the 1980s and 1990s and 400,000 tons a year between 2000 
and 2003. Raisin production peaked at 484,000 tons in 2000. 
 
A Federal Market Order has regulated the flow of raisins to the US market since 
1949.  A Raisin Advisory Committee that includes producers and handlers 
determines how much of the crop will be marketed immediately as “free 
tonnage” and how much will be placed in the “reserve pool” and sold at 
concessionary prices to foreign buyers or the school lunch program. The price 
received by growers is the weighted average of the free and reserve prices, so 
that a grower price of $1,310 a ton, as was negotiated by the Raisin Bargaining 
Association for 2008-10, means about $800 a ton to growers on all their raisins if 
60 percent is free tonnage. 
 
Raisin farmers have gross revenues of about $350 million a year from 425,000 
tons of raisins, an average of about $800 a ton.  However, raisin prices have 
fluctuated over the past three decades between $200 and $1,250 a ton.  In the late 
1990s and between 2000 and 2002, there was a surplus of raisins due to high 
production and foreign competition, and only 56 percent of raisins were allotted 
to free tonnage.2  Between 1999 and 2000, prices dropped from $1,220 a ton to 
$569 a ton, and fell further to $377 a ton in 2002, largely as a consequence of 
reduced purchases of Thompson seedless grapes by wineries. 
 
Raisins are vulnerable to rain damage during the 2-3 weeks they are drying in 
the conventional paper tray system. Grapes are literally sugar balls, with twice as 
much sugar as sugar cane or sugar beets.  Every August, farmers measure the 
rising sugar level of their grapes and, when they contain 22 or 23 percent sugar, 
most turn to contractors for harvesters.  Farmers are required to have their 
raisins drying on the ground by a certain date, typically September 20, to collect 
payments under their crop insurance policies in the event of rain.  The longer 
farmers wait to begin the harvest, the more workers are needed.  If the harvest 
begins 20 days before the “rain date,”  twice as many workers are needed than if 
the harvest begins 40 days before the rain date. 
 
Harvesters are paid piece rate wages of almost cent a pound or 25 cents for each 
20-pound tray; contractors receive an additional 10 cents a tray to cover their 
                                                 
2 Fewer raisins were crushed for wine since the 1990s than in earlier years. 
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costs and profits.3  Growers harvesting 10 tons of green grapes or 1,000-20 pound 
trays an acre pay $250 in wages to workers plus $100 in overhead payments to 
contractors.  If growers receive a net $800 a ton for 2.5 tons of raisins per acre, 
labor costs of $350 an acre are 20 percent of the $2,000 gross revenue per acre. 
 
Mechanization eliminates 90 percent of the harvesting jobs as well as worries 
about rain-damaged raisins.  Under DOV, the demand for labor shifts from 
August-September to the winter months for careful pruning that facilitates the 
hand or mechanical cutting of the canes that begins the drying process, when 
there is widespread unemployment among farm workers.  Mechanization is 
spreading. However, to use machines, traditional vineyards must be retrofitted 
with stronger stakes and trellising at a cost of up to $2,000 an acre. 
 
The major factors encouraging mechanization are increased global competition, 
combined with higher wages and labor uncertainty.  To remain competitive, 
California producers must reduce their production costs, which is most easily 
achieved by reducing labor costs and increasing yields in DOV systems.  Major 
obstacles to mechanization include the structure of the industry, large numbers 
of relatively small producers, and the availability of harvest workers. New 
plantings are designed to be harvested mechanically, but there are few new 
plantings of a commodity that can be produced cheaper abroad and stored.  

Washington  
Washington has required almost all farm employers to pay UI taxes on their 
workers’ wages since 1990, and conducts a monthly survey of 1,800 farm 
employers to obtain employment and wage data for specific activities. One of the 
questions on the monthly survey deals with labor shortages, which peaked in 
summer 2007 when six percent of farm employers reported shortages. 
 
The number of crop farm employers decreased between 2006 and 2009 from 
5,100 to 4,700, but the number of unique farm workers rose from 55,200 to 61,600. 
Most crop employers and unique workers are employed in tree and nut farming, 
2,200 employers and 43,000 workers in 2009.  Most farm workers were employed 
for relatively short periods on the responding farm—median hours of workers in 
crop production were 145 in 2009, and the mean was 266 hours.  Median and 
mean hours were higher in tree and nut farming, 250 and 300. 
 
Median average hourly earnings in crop production were about $12 in 2009; the 
mean was slightly higher. Workers in tree and nut farming had lower median 
and mean average hourly earnings, $11.65 and $11.75. Between 2006 and 2009, 
earnings data do not suggest labor shortages. 
 
Washington is the major producer of cherries and apples, both of which are hand 
harvested. Cherries are an expanding and highly profitable crop for growers, but 
poor weather in 2008 reduced the size of the crop, from about 160,000 tons in 
                                                 
3 A 1991 survey reported that the average piece rate was $0.16 a tray, about the same rate 
that had been paid for the previous decade.  In 1994, EDD found that the prevailing 
wage was $0.17 a tray, and rose to $0.19 a tray by 1997. 
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2007 to 100,000 tons in 2008. The average annual employment of seasonal 
workers in cherries fell in recent years, from 5,900 in 2006 to 5,000 in 2007 to 3,400 
in 2008. Unlike 2006, when a late cherry harvest led to a 20 percent jump in the 
piece rate for picking cherries as apple growers competed with cherry growers 
for workers to thin their apple crop, there was no jump in cherry piece rates in 
2008. 
 
Stromsdorfer concluded that growers raised wages in 2007 to head off a shortage 
of farm workers. They succeeded in stabilizing the farm labor supply despite 
fewer new entrants, likely due to stepped up border enforcement.  There may 
also have been fewer exits from the farm work force in 2007 because of the 
slowdown in construction. 
 
Employment in apples rose as production jumped from 2.6 million tons in 2007 
to 3.1 million tons in 2008. The average annual employment of seasonal workers 
in apples was almost 19,000 in 2008, up from 15,000 in 2007. In the major cherry 
and apple counties, unemployment rose significantly between 2007 and 2008, the 
rate rose more than 0.5 percent in most major farming counties, and seasonal 
employment did not rise as much in 2008 as in 2007. 
 
Most labor market indicators point to more workers available to do the state’s 
farm work in 2008 than in 2007. Stromsdorfer noted that there is no official 
definition of labor shortage, and that the degree to which labor demand exceeds 
supply is often judged by what happens to real wages, which are expected to rise 
if the demand for labor exceeds the supply.   
 
In 2007, it was hard to determine whether labor shortage complaints were due to 
fewer new-entrants or a rising demand for farm workers, as e.g. cherry 
production expands. However, in 2008, the demand for farm workers was stable, 
but the supply of workers increased, helping to explain falling real average 
hourly earnings in apples and cherries.  In 2007, the average hourly nominal 
earnings of workers employed in apples were $12.22, and fell to $12.19 in 2008; 
for cherries, the drop was from $16.89 to $16.48. In real or inflation-adjusted 
terms, apple earnings have not risen for the past decade, while cherry earnings 
have increased by 40 percent. 
 
In short, rising unemployment due to the US recession added to the supply of 
farm workers in 2008, a year in which cherry production fell and apple 
production rose. An increased labor supply with a relatively stable demand 
meant stable or falling earnings.  Over the past decade, real average hourly 
earnings have risen in cherries, but not in apples. 

Michigan and Oregon 
Bitsch reported that Michigan had farm sales of almost $6 billion in 2007, 
including about $1.4 billion in FVH commodities. Farm labor expenditures were 
about 10 percent of farm sales in 2007, and almost all of these expenditures were 
for directly hired workers.  Many of the workers hired in Michigan are seasonal--
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according to the COA, almost ¾ of the 86,000 jobs on farms in 2007 were for 
workers employed on that farm less than 150 days.  
 
Michigan fruit and vegetable farmers traditionally hire workers from south 
Texas to fill seasonal farm jobs. Relatively well-developed recruitment, housing, 
and assistance such as health care and education services attracts US Hispanic 
citizens from the Rio Grande Valley, one of the poorest areas of the US, to high-
wage Michigan for 4-5 months a year. Michigan's Department of Labor and 
Economic Growth sends staff to south Texas each winter to encourage workers to 
travel north to Michigan, advising them of the social services available to 
migrant farm workers and their families. Migrant families driving north 
sometimes stop at the Migrant Farm Labor Center in Hope, Arkansas, a federal-
state funded rest stop for workers headed from south Texas to Midwestern 
states. 
 
Horticultural specialties are an important component of Oregon agriculture, 
largely because of the production of nursery crops.  Oregon farmers reported 
28,000 jobs for workers hired 150 days or more on farms in 2007, and another 
78,000 jobs for workers hired less than 150 days; Michigan farmers had fewer 
long-term and seasonal workers, 24,000 and 62,000. Michigan farmers often 
house the seasonal workers they hire on their farms, while Oregon farmers hire 
workers who own or rent local housing and live in Oregon year-round. Some 
Michigan farmers have used subsidized federal and state loans to build farm 
worker housing, while in Oregon subsidized farm worker housing is often built 
away from farms by non-profit organizations. Farm worker advocates report that 
half of the farm worker housing in Michigan and more than half of the farm 
worker housing in Oregon is substandard. 
 
Buccola et al found that Oregon’s high state minimum wage, $8.40 in 2010, 
attracted Mexican migrants to the state’s nursery industry, which employed a 
peak 14,000 workers in 2007 and acounted for over half of the state’s farm labor 
expenditures. Nursery employment trended upward with the housing boom—it 
was 10,000 to 12,000 in 2004. There was relatively little seasonality in nursery 
employment—trough employment was about 12,000.  Average real hourly 
earnings of Oregon nursery workers have been $12 to $14 over the past decade 
while the real value of the minimum wage has been about $8 an hour.   
 
Unlike past studies, Buccola et al concluded that the supply of farm workers was 
relatively elastic—they estimated that hours worked would rise 2.4 percent with 
a 10 percent increase in wages. Workers expressed a preference for working at 
particular nurseries, suggesting network effects. Buccola et al also found that the 
rising minimum wage—Oregon’s minimum wage rises with the cost of living—
was compressing the wage distribution in Oregon’s nurseries as employers did 
not maintain $1 or $2 differentials between the lowest paid and higher paid 
workers. 
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Arizona 
From a farm labor perspective, Arizona is a vegetable, nursery, and dairy state. 
These three sectors accounted for just over half of the jobs reported by farmers in 
the 2002 COA and ¾ of the contract labor expenses.  The largest employment 
sector was vegetables and melons, accounting for a third of workers hired and 
labor expenditures, nurseries, 20 percent of workers and labor expenditures, and 
dairies, an eighth of workers hired and a sixth of labor expenditures.  Warner 
reported that more dairies and low cotton prices accelerated the shift from cotton 
to alfalfa.   
 
Many Yuma-area vegetable growers are shifting from aging green-card 
commuters, Mexicans with US immigrant visas who live in Mexico, to H-2A 
workers. One reason for the shift is that green-card commuters must often devote 
12 or more hours a day to a US farm job but receive pay for only half of those 
hours.  Typically, workers living in Mexico allow 2-3 hours to cross the border 
and report to a corralon from which company buses depart for the fields. 
 
Farm workers who picked lettuce and broccoli for Tanimura & Antle Inc in 
Yuma, Arizona in September 2008 won a federal court case in which they alleged 
that they should have been paid for the time they spent waiting for company 
buses to depart for the fields.  Most of the workers lived in Mexico and walked 
an hour to T&A's company bus parking lot before riding to fields up to 40 miles 
away. 
 
At the end of each work day, workers were given a reporting time for the next 
morning, and it was later when T&A expected ice, since the harvest could not 
begin until the ice melted. The workers sued T&A for this unpaid waiting time, 
and a federal judge agreed, noting that, being at least an hour from home, the 
waiting workers could not normally engage in activities mostly for their benefit. 
T&A's argument, that it did not owe compensation for ice-caused waiting time 
because ice was "an act of God," was rejected by the judge, who found that ice 
was predictable in the Yuma-area during the winter months. 
 
The Yuma Sun reported on H-2A workers in January 2010, estimating that 
Yuma-area farm employers requested 2,500 H-2A workers for the January-March 
2010 winter harvest.  The AEWR in Arizona in 2010 is $8.70 an hour.  
Newspapers suggest that the Yuma area employs a peak 50,000 farm workers, 
half of whom are daily commuters from Mexico, but the COA reports fewer than 
40,000 jobs on the state’s farms. 
 
Several major users of H-2A workers have gone bankrupt. Eurofresh, a 318-acre 
greenhouse producer of tomatoes and cucumbers in remote Willcox and 
Snowflake, Arizona, filed for bankruptcy in April 2009, citing $300 million in 
debts.  Eurofresh, which had sales of about $150 million in 2008, said that disease 
problems, tomato chlorotic dwarf viroid, reduced production in 2006, and that it 
had problems recruiting workers for its $9 an hour jobs.  In 2007, Eurofresh 
bussed refugees from Tucson to Wilcox. 
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Impacts on Communities 
Immigration brings mostly younger Hispanics into areas that often have aging 
white populations.  Farmers have switched to high-value commodities as land 
prices and demand for FVH commodities increased, creating a demand for labor 
that was satisfied in part by attracting immigrants from Mexico. Many 
newcomers have settled in rural and agricultural areas, introducing immigration 
in some areas for the first time in a century. 

Nebraska 
Nebraska had about 1.8 million residents in 2009, including eight percent 
Hispanics. There has been rapid growth in the Hispanic population to fill jobs in 
meatpacking, a major industry in the state. 
 
Gouveia argued that rural communities for the past quarter century hoped to 
create jobs for local youth who would otherwise leave by attracting firms with 
tax and other subsidies that paid low wages. This low-wage development 
strategy did not keep local youth at home, but did attract immigrants, who often 
stabilized local populations and economies. However, the rising immigrant 
population was also controversial, especially when local health services and 
education were strained in smaller communities. 
 
Gouveia lamented the ability of employers to manipulate especially 
unauthorized workers by e.g. suggesting there may be immigration enforcement 
actions. Meatpacking employers depend on such workers, but some are also 
quick to take advantage of them.   
 
Some meatpacking plants reduced their employment of Hispanics and replaced 
them with refugees, leading to conflicts between Hispanic and Somali workers at 
the 2,500-employee Swift meatpacking plant in Grand Island, Nebraska.  The 
Grand Island plant, one of six Swift plants raided by immigration agents in 
December 2006 that resulted in the removal of 1,200 workers, recruited Muslim 
refugees from Somalia living around Minneapolis to replace the Hispanics who 
were arrested.  Brazilian-based JBS bought Swift in 2007, and raised wages to 
recruit replacement workers; starting wages were $12.25 an hour in 2010. 
 
The Somalis demanded prayer breaks, which prompted Latinos to complain that 
Muslims received preferential treatment.  The Equal Employment Opportunity 
Commission in August 2009 charged that JBS-Swift engaged in a pattern and 
practice of discrimination at its Grand Island plant by firing Somalis who 
demanded accommodation for their religious beliefs.  JBS-Swift countered that it 
established prayer rooms in its plants, and that the striking workers violated the 
union contract.  Labor peace was restored in the plant, but Grand Island Mayor 
Margaret Hornady said that tensions remain high as the nonwhite share of 
students in local schools surpasses 50 percent. 
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North Carolina 
Griffith examined the changing nature of immigrants in North Carolina.  One 
study examined Latino entrepreneurs, another migration between Durham NC 
and Puebla Mexico, and a third women from Sinaloa employed under the H-2B 
program in Beaufort County. As the number of Mexican immigrants increases, 
settled Mexicans are able to establish viable businesses and to emerge as 
community leaders. 
 
A combination of stepped up federal and local enforcement of immigration laws 
and the slowdown in construction with recession has spread fear among the 
unauthorized foreigners. Construction employment fell sharply, forcing some ex-
farm workers back into agriculture, while enforcement in food- and meat-
processing firms prompted some unauthorized workers who had moved up the 
job ladder jobs back into the farm labor market. The number of H-2A workers is 
shrinking, weakening both NCGA and FLOC. 
 
There are short-term uncertainties around signs of a more settled Hispanic 
immigrant population, exemplified by more Hispanic-owned and oriented 
businesses and services.  Soccer teams are expanding, there is increased political 
participation, especially of US-born youth with immigrant parents, and there are 
more grassroots organizations and links between them. 

Texas 
Texas has more farms and more cattle than any other state, and is the only state 
in which a quarter of farm labor expenses are in beef cattle ranching. About 10 
percent of the US farms reporting expenses for hiring workers are in Texas. 
 
Saenz and Manges-Douglas reported that Texas is a majority-minority state, with 
a population of 25 million in 2009 that has been increasing faster than 
California’s population (37 million in 2009)—Texas had a net population growth 
of 478,000 in 2008-09, versus 381,000 in California. One reason for rapid 
population growth is the attractiveness of Texas to US residents from other 
states-- California has been losing US residents to other states, including Texas. 
California attracts more immigrants and has a larger net natural increase each 
year than Texas. 
 
About 14 percent of Texas workers are Hispanic immigrants. They are the 
highest share of workers in several construction-related occupations, including 
drywallers and laborers, but the largest numbers of Hispanic immigrants are 
employed as cooks and janitors. Employment in these “Hispanic immigrant 
occupations” rose much faster than employment in all occupations since 2000. 
 
Hispanic children were the majority of those entering first grade in 2008-09. 
Texas is reacting to rising Hispanic immigration in several ways. ICE raids on 
workplaces have been both applauded and condemned. Some local cities have 
enacted ordinances in support of (unauthorized) migrants, while others have 
enacted ordinances that aim to penalize employers who hire them and landlords 
who rent to them. Bills pending in the state legislature would penalize employers 
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who hire unauthorized workers and take other steps to make it more difficult for 
unauthorized foreigners to live in Texas. Public sentiment appears to be anti-
migrant, but most of the more draconian bills are unlikely to become law. 

New York 
Dudley noted that up to 65,000 farm workers may be employed sometime during 
the year in New York’s $3.6 billion a year farm industry, including nearly a third 
employed in the dairy industry and 2/3 in FVH commodities. Almost all of these 
farm workers are immigrants, usually born in Mexico, with about six years of 
Mexican education. About two-thirds of hire farm workers live year-round in 
New York. 
 
Enforcement by ICE agents and state and local police has created fear among 
immigrants.  Some do not travel to their countries’ consulates in New York City 
to obtain passports and other documents that could make their life in the US 
easier for fear of arrest and detention on route; the Mexican consulate has come 
to western New York. One result of this climate of fear is isolation, as more 
migrants avoid social activities that could draw attention to themselves and 
others. Attendance at Spanish language religious services and cultural 
celebrations decreased as a result of such fears. 
 
The Farmworkers Fair Labor Practices Act (A 1867; S 2247), which would require 
overtime pay after 10 hours of work in a day or 60 hours a week (55 hours in 
2013), was defeated in the state senate April 20, 2010, as occurred in previous 
years.  The FFLPA would have required a day off each week unless farm workers 
specifically waived their right to a day off.  The FFLPA was re-introduced in May 
2010 as S.7787, generating protests from farm employers. 
 
Senate Agriculture Committee chair Darrel Aubertine called the defeat of the 
FFLPA a "major victory" for family farms: "we stood up to downstate legislators 
and special interests who do not understand the economic realities of 
agriculture."  The New York Farm Bureau, which estimated that the FFLPA 
would have raised farm labor costs by $200 million, said: "We are already paying 
employees a good wage, or just like any other employee they would choose to 
leave and find alternative employment." 
 
Under current law, only workers on farms that employ more than 10 workers or 
have quarterly payrolls of over $20,000 must provide unemployment insurance 
benefits for their workers.  The FFLPA would broaden UI coverage to workers on 
smaller farms and require all farms to provide workers compensation insurance.  
The FFLPA also establishes a seven-member advisory committee on agricultural 
collective bargaining to develop a frame work for unionization and bargaining 

Pennsylvania  
Less than five percent of Pennsylvania’s 12.6 million residents are Hispanic, a 
third of the 15 percent for the US, but Hazelton, Pennsylvania was in the news 
for the Illegal Immigration Relief Act Ordinance of 2006. A third of Hazleton's 
31,000 residents are immigrants from Central America. A federal judge in July 
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2007 declared the Hazelton ordinance unconstitutional, concluding in a 206-page 
opinion that it was pre-empted by federal law and would violate the due process 
rights of those accused of violating it. Under the measure, employers of 
unauthorized workers could have lost their business permits and landlords 
renting to unauthorized foreigners could have been fined. 
 
Lyons reviewed the exclusions of farm workers from federal labor laws and the 
exceptions in immigration law that allow farm employers to hire foreign farm 
workers who are tied to the employer who requested them. She would like to 
develop indices that could summarize the extent of agricultural exceptionalism 
on farm labor issues. 

Agenda 
The papers and presentations on which this report is based are available at: 
http://migration.ucdavis.edu/cf/index.php Further information on how 
immigration is affecting agricultural America is available at: 
http://migration.ucdavis.edu/rmn/index.php 
 

Immigration Reform: 
Implications for Farmers, Farm Workers, and Communities 

Meeting and Lodging: UC-DC (www.ucdc.edu) 
1608 Rhode Island Avenue, NW, Washington, DC 20036 

Tel 202-974-6200 Fax: 202-974-6250 
Thursday-Friday May 27-28, 2010 

 
At least 50 percent of US farm workers are unauthorized. Pending immigration 
reform proposals would provide a path to legal status for some currently 
unauthorized farm workers and make it easier for farm employers to employ 
legal guest workers under a revised H-2A temporary worker program. 
 
The purpose of this conference is to learn about migration patterns and impacts 
in rural and agricultural areas, assess immigration reform proposals, hear from 
employer and worker advocates, and discuss ongoing research on these issues. 
Presentations are posted at: (http://migration.ucdavis.edu/cf/index.php). 
 
The conference is organized with the support of the Farm and Giannini 
Foundations and the North Central Regional Center for Rural Development and 
the Julian Samora Research Institute, the Southern Rural Development Center, 
and the UC EU Center of Excellence. For further information contact Philip 
Martin (plmartin@ucdavis.edu) 
 
Thursday, May 27, 2010 
7:30am Breakfast available in conference room  
 
8:30am Farm Workers and Immigration Reform, Cecilia Munoz, White House 

Director of Intergovernmental Affairs (anticipated) 
 
9am Immigration Patterns, 1986-2010, Jeff Passel, Pew Hispanic Center  
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10am Break 
 
10:15 The Outlook for Immigration Reform, Chair, Susan Martin, ISIM 

Mark Krikorian, Center for Immigration Studies 
 Frank Sharry, America's Voice 
 
12 Lunch 
 
1:00 Industry and Worker Perspectives on Immigration Reform 

Patrick O’Brien, American Farm Bureau Federation 
Craig Regelbrugge, American Nursery & Landscape Association 
Bruce Goldstein, Farmworker Justice  
Rob Williams, FLRA  

 
2:30 Break 
 
3:00 Research Perspectives on Immigration, Agriculture, and Communities, 

Chair, Neil Conklin, Farm Foundation 
 The Changing Demand for Farm Labor, Linda Calvin, USDA and Philip 

Martin, UC-Davis  
 The Status of Labor-saving Mechanization in Fruits and Vegetables, 

Wallace Huffman, Iowa State University 
NAWS: The Changing Farm Work Force? Susan Gabbard, JBS 
International and Anita Pena, Colorado State 
Immigrant Integration in Rural America, Cornelia Flora, Iowa State 
University 

 
4:30 Adjourn 
 
7:15 Dinner, Logan Tavern, 1423 P St. NW, www.logantavern.com 
 
Friday, May 28, 2010 
7:30am Breakfast available in conference room  
 
8:30 Farm Labor: Commodities and Areas, Chair, Ruben Martinez, Michigan 

State University 
California and Raisins, Bert Mason, CSUF and Philip Martin, UCD  
Florida and Citrus/Tomatoes, Fritz Roka, U-FL  
Washington, Ernie Stromsdorfer, Washington ESD 
Michigan and Oregon, Vera Bitsch, Michigan State University 
Oregon, Steve Buccola, Oregon State University 
Arizona, Joann Warner 

  
10:45 Break 
 
11  Farm Labor: Commodities and Areas Discussion 
 
11:45 Lunch 
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12:30 Immigrants and Communities, Chair, Cornelia Flora, Iowa State 

University 
Nebraska and the Midwest, Lourdes Gouveia, Uni of Nebraska-Omaha 
Carolinas, David Griffith, E Carolina University 
Texas, Rogelio Saenz and Karen Manges Douglas, Texas A&M University  
New York, Mary Jo Dudley, Cornell University 
Ag Exceptionalism, Beth Lyon, Villanova 
 

3pm  Adjourn 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


