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Overview (1/2) 

 What would happen to the U.S. economy—and to U.S. agriculture—if  
the supply of foreign-born farm labor were to change significantly? 

 To answer this question, we use a simulation model of the U.S. 
economy to examine two hypothetical scenarios: 

 (1) Expanded use of the H-2A Temporary Agricultural Program 

 (2) Heightened enforcement of immigration restrictions 
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Overview (2/2) 

 Why is this important? 

 (1) Hired labor (including contract labor) accounts for about 35 
percent of variable production expenses in vegetable production, 
36 percent in nurseries, and 48 percent in fruit production 

 (2) Roughly half of the farmworkers in crop agriculture are 
unauthorized to work legally in the United States, and 
unauthorized workers are also present in livestock production 
and food processing 

 A policy trend towards more effective enforcement of immigration 
restrictions could lead to a reduction in labor supply and higher labor 
costs for farm and nonfarm employers. 

 In contrast, expanded use of the H-2A program or a new guestworker 
program could have the opposite effects. 
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Modeling Approach 

 Our modeling results focus on long run effects—15 years after the 
policy change. In long run analysis, the economy maintains “full 
employment” (about 5% unemployment). 

  We use a baseline forecast to describe how the economy is expected 
to evolve over the next 15 years under current policies. 

 Then we compare this baseline to our two simulations: 

 (1) Expanded use of H-2A program adds 156,000 farmworkers 
by Year 15—roughly tripling the size of the program.  

 (2) Heightened immigration enforcement reduces the projected 
size of the unauthorized workforce (both farm and nonfarm) in 
Year 15 from 14.3 million to 8.5 million (-40%). 

 Note:  The sizes of the assumed labor supply changes are chosen to 
allow us to illustrate the economic issues involved. We don’t know 
what policies may be adopted, or how large an effect on the size of 
the labor force they may have. 
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Results: Agricultural Output & Exports 
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Expanded use
of H-2A program 

Increased Enforcement 

Assumed impact on labor supply
+ 156,000 

farmworkers
- 5.8 million farm and 

nonfarm workers

Fruit, tree nuts, vegetables, 
nurseries

Output +  1.1  to  2.0% –2.0  to  –5.4%
Exports +  1.7  to  3.2% –2.5  to  –9.3%

Other agricultural sectors
Output +  0.1  to  1.5% –1.6  to  –4.9%
Exports +  0.2  to  2.6% –0.3  to  –7.4%



Results: Agricultural Employment & Wages 
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Expanded use 
of H-2A program  Increased Enforcement  

Assumed impact on labor supply 
+ 156,000  

farmworkers 
- 5.8 million farm and  

nonfarm workers 

Employment in agriculture 

Authorized workers –   5 . 7 % +2.4  to  4.0% 
Unauthorized workers  
(plus additional H-2A workers, 
if applicable) 

+ 32.4% – 34 . 1   to  – 38 . 8 % 

Earnings per job in agriculture 
  

Authorized workers –   3 . 4 % +  3.3  to  7.5% 

Unauthorized workers  
(plus additional H-2A workers, 
if applicable) 

–   10 . 0 % +  13.6  to  39.8% 



What Happens to Authorized Workers in the Nonfarm Economy? 
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Expanded use 
of H-2A program  Increased Enforcement  

Assumed impact on labor supply 
+ 156,000  

farmworkers 
- 5.8 million farm and  

nonfarm workers 

Nonfarm employment 
(authorized only) 

Lower paying occupations +2.2  to  3.2% 
Higher paying occupations* – 0 . 5   to  – 0 . 7 % 

Nonfarm earnings per job 
(authorized only) 

Lower paying occupations +1.7  to  4.5% 
Higher paying occupations* – 0 . 2   to  – 0 . 6 % 

GNP, less payments 
to unauthorized workers – 0 . 9   to  – 1 . 1 % 

*Annual income of $20,000 or more 

Neglible  
effects 

 on 
 nonfarm 
 economy 



Conclusions 

Expanded H-2A: 

 An approximate tripling of the H-2A workforce lowers wages for similar 
farmworkers by 10% over the long run, with a smaller effect on the wages 
of farmworkers who are permanent residents and U.S. citizens. 

 Output and exports of the more labor-intensive crops rise by 1% to 
3%.  Less labor-intensive crops expand by smaller proportions.  

Enhanced Enforcement: 

 A 40% reduction in the size of the unauthorized workforce (farm and 
nonfarm) reduces agricultural output and exports by 2% to 9%, depending 
on the crop and on modeling assumptions. 

 Wages for authorized farm workers and other authorized workers in lower-
paying occupations rise by 3% to 8%, depending on modeling assumptions; 
wages for authorized workers in higher-paying occupations fall slightly. 

 Total income for U.S. citizens and other permanent residents falls by 1%. 
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