
The Commission on Agricultural 
Workers (CAW) was created in Sec-
tion 304 of the Immigration Reform 
and Control Act (IRCA) of 1986 to 
answer nine farm labor questions, 
including how IRCA’s Special Agricul-
tural Worker (SAW) legalization pro-
gram and IRCA’s employer sanctions 
affected US farm workers and farm 
employers. CAW also dealt with farm 
labor questions not linked directly 
to IRCA, such as whether agriculture 
relies on a temporary workforce and 
whether farm employers have trou-
ble finding US workers because they 
do not use modern labor-manage-
ment techniques. 

The CAW’s conclusions and rec-
ommendations were dominated 
by the unexpected effects of IRCA. 
Instead of reducing unauthorized 
migration, IRCA contributed to more 
unauthorized Mexico-US migration 
and fueled a false documents indus-
try that helped some unauthorized 
foreigners to legalize their status 
and others to satisfy I-9 employment 
verification requirements despite 
being unauthorized. Individual SAWs 
benefited because their legal status 
increased their mobility in the US 
labor market, enabling many to find 
nonfarm jobs and achieve higher 
incomes. 

However, the treadmill farm labor 
market that involves newcomers 
with few US job options accepting 
seasonal farm jobs until they find 
better US jobs did not change after 
IRCA. Instead of immigration reform 
ushering in a new farm labor era 
that transformed seasonal farm work 
from a job into a career, the early 
1990s were marked by falling real 
wages and more workers brought to 
farms by labor contractors. As with 
the 1950 Truman Commission on 
Migratory Labor, the CAW concluded 
that there was no need for additional 
foreign guest workers.

SCRIP to IRCA

IRCA was an outgrowth of the 
Select Commission on Immigration 
and Refugee Policy (SCIRP), whose 
major recommendation in 1981 was 
to couple amnesty for unauthorized 
foreigners with sanctions on employ-
ers who hired unauthorized workers. 
SCIRP made only one farm-labor rec-
ommendation (6E): “that government, 
employers, and unions should coop-
erate to end the dependence of any 
industry on a constant supply of H-2 
workers” (SCIRP Staff Report, 1981, 
pii). Employers asked “where will we 
get enough US workers to do the 
jobs that have to be done,” (p 668), 
while farmworker advocates argued 
that temporary foreign workers 
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should be “a short run supplement...
during periods of unusual domestic 
labor shortages...” (p 667). 

In the early 1980s, the H-2A program
brought mostly Jamaican guest 
workers to Florida to hand cut sugar 
cane and to harvest apples in the 
northeastern states. Western and 
especially California growers argued 
that the H-2 program required a 
level of planning for labor needs that 
was not possible due to the many 
perishable commodities they pro-
duced. Western growers wanted a 
free-agent program that would allow 
them to hire guest workers without 
first trying to recruit US workers 
and would not require employers to 
house guest workers. 

As the House debated IRCA in 1984, 
the Farm Labor Alliance (FLA), a 
coalition of 25 western farm orga-
nizations, persuaded Rep Tony 
Coehlo (D-CA) to introduce a free-
agent guest worker program as 
an alternative to the H-2 program. 
Senator Alan Simpson (R-WY) and 
Rep Romano Mazzoli (D-KY), the 
main architects of IRCA, strongly 
opposed a free-agent guest worker 
program because IRCA aimed to 
reassert US government control 
over immigration, and they feared a 
loss of control over free-agent guest 
workers who would not be tied to 
any employer. However, in what the 
New York Times called one of the 
top 10 political stories of 1984, the 
free-agent Panetta-Morrison guest 
worker program was approved 
by the House in June 1984, and in 
1985 the Senate agreed to a simi-
lar free-agent program offered by 
Senator Pete Wilson (R-CA) after it 
was capped at 350,000 admissions 
a year.

Most of the leading supporters of 
IRCA strongly opposed free-agent 
guest workers for agriculture; they 
believed that changes to the H-2 
program renamed H-2A program 
were sufficient to assure 



an adequate supply of farm workers. 
During the summer of 1986, Rep 
Charles Schumer (D-NY) negotiated 
the SAW-RAW compromise between 
Rep Howard Berman (D-CA), who 
represented worker interests, and 
Rep Leon Panetta (D-CA), who repre-
sented growers. 

The Schumer compromise created 
the Special Agricultural Worker and 
Replenishment Agricultural Worker 
programs: SAW to legalize and sta-
bilize the illegal farm workforce by 

making workers legal and empower-
ing them to demand higher wages, 
and RAW to legalize or admit free 
agent guest workers if SAWs quit 
doing farm work and there were 
farm labor shortages. The SAW-RAW 
compromise was accepted by Con-
gressional leaders, who warned IRCA 
supporters to accept SAW-RAW with-
out change in order to enact IRCA. 

The SAW-RAW compromise was 
opposed by the INS, but President 
Reagan nonetheless signed IRCA 

into law November 6, 1986, after 
midterm elections that saw Demo-
crats hold their majority in the House 
and retake control of the Senate. 
CAW was asked to explore what type 
of foreign worker program (if any) 
should be developed for agriculture 
and to generate the reliable data and 
analyses that Congress acknowl-
edged were missing from the pre- 
IRCA debate over agricultural guest 
workers. CAW Questions 

CAW Questions

IRCA asked the CAW to answer nine 
questions, including the impacts of 
the SAW program on the wages and 
working conditions of US farm work-
ers, whether workers legalized as 
SAWs exited the farm workforce, the 
impacts of employer sanctions on the 
farm labor supply, whether US agri-
culture needs supplementary foreign 
workers, the extent of unemploy-
ment among US farm workers, and 
whether better labor-management 
techniques would yield more US farm 
workers. 

IRCA legalization and employer sanc-
tions did not have their expected 
effects of tightening the supply of 
farm labor. There were no farm labor 
shortages in the early 1990s. Instead, 
even farm employers acknowledged 
a general oversupply of farm work-
ers, and statistical data reported 
declining farm wages and worsening 
working conditions. IRCA boomer-
anged, adding more unauthorized 
farm workers rather than reducing 
their number. 

The oversupply of farm labor dom-
inated the CAW’s findings. Real 
wages fell, labor-intensive agriculture 
expanded, and the labor contractors 
who had played a role in providing 
workers with false documents to 
apply for legalization under SAW now 
offered false documents to newly 
arrived unauthorized workers to sat-
isfy IRCA’s employment verification 
requirements. The CAW criticized the 

Almost 1.3 million unauthorized foreigners applied for SAW legalization; over 
1.1 million were approved. 82% of applicants were Mexican, and 52% applied 
in California

SAW Application

SAW Applications by Group

Group I (90 days of farm work in each of three years) 67,308

Group II (90 days of farm work in each of three years) 1,210,206

Total 1,277,514

SAW Applicants Outside the United States

At Consulates (all but 2 in Mexico) 10,906

Presented themselves at the U.S.-Mexico Border 139,959

Of the presenting themselves, admitted to complete their applications 102,945 

SAW Applicants by State of Residence (percent)

California 52

Texas 11

Florida 8

Arizona 4

New York 4

Illinois 3

Washington State 2

Oregon 2

Georgia 1

New Jersey 1

Other 12

SAW Applicants by Country of Citizenship (percent)

Mexico 82

Haiti 3

El Salvador 2

Guatemala 1

India 1

Pakistan 1

Philippines 1

Dominican Republic 1

Colombia 1

Peru 1

Other 6

 



ers who were not SAWs deteriorated. 
Real wages dropped for all farm 
workers, but especially for workers 
employed by labor contractors. 

The CAW emphasized that too many 
unauthorized foreigners applied for 
and were approved for SAW legaliza-
tion. One estimate was that 400,000 
unauthorized foreigners would 
qualify because they did at least 90 
days of work in Seasonal Agricultural 
Services in between May 1, 1985 
and May 1, 1986. However, because 
the SAW program made it “easy” to 
obtain an immigrant visa, planners 
thought that up to 800,000 might 

apply, so 800,000 applications were 
printed. However, there were almost 
1.3 million SAW applications, and 85 
percent were approved. 

Farm employers and worker advo-
cates agreed that many farm workers 
were paid in cash, so that the work-
ers seeking to legalize may not have 
records of their work as unauthorized 
workers. The New York Times con-
cluded that the SAW program led to 
“one of the most extensive immigra-
tion frauds ever perpetrated against 
the US government,” because of the 
allocation of the burden of proof. 

Over 600,000 unauthorized foreigners registered for the RAW program in 3 
months in 1989

*62 percent of SAS workers are foreign born: 92 percent of those were born in Mexico.
Sources: INS 1991 (first column) and USDOL 1991 (second column)

Demographic Comparison of SAW Applicants with the 1990 SAS Work Force

SAW Applicants All SAS Wokers

Percent

Age

up to 24 23 30

25-34 46 35

35-44 19 19

45-64 11 15

65+ 1 1

Gender

Male 82 71

Female 18 29

Place of birth

Mexico 82 57*

Crop type

Fruit & tree nut 36 32

Vegetable & melon 31 43

Horticulture 3 15

 

SAW program for being industry- and 
worker-specific and for legalizing 
only workers and not their families. 

Perhaps the most important CAW 
conclusion was: “there is currently no 
need to supplement the farm work 
force with additional foreign workers 
beyond those authorized through 
the existing H-2A program.” This 
represented a defeat for the western 
growers who wanted a free-agent 
guest worker program. Nonetheless, 
over 600,000 unauthorized foreign-
ers in the US and foreigners abroad 
registered for the RAW program in 
three months of 1989, hoping for 
work authorization documents in the 
event of farm labor shortages that 
would have allowed them to do suf-
ficient farm work to earn immigrant 
visas. 

The CAW decried the dis-organiza-
tion of the farm labor market, and 
urged more data, reformed institu-
tions, and changed attitudes to better 
match seasonal workers with jobs. 
The CAW also recommended more 
enforcement: “All laws related to farm 
labor should be uniformly enforced 
by the agencies concerned so that 
employers not in compliance do not 
gain an unfair competitive advantage 
over those employers in full com-
pliance with the various laws and 
regulations.” (pxxx).

IRCA’s Effects

IRCA’s agricultural provisions were a 
case of good intentions gone awry. 
The SAW-RAW compromise was 
intended to benefit unauthorized 
farm workers with legal status, and 
to ensure sufficient legal workers 
to harvest US crops. SAWs bene-
fited, largely because legal status 
increased their mobility in the labor 
market, allowing them to move 
throughout the US and making it 
easier for them to find nonfarm jobs. 

However, wages and working condi-
tions for the two-thirds of farm work-

82% of SAW applicants were men, and 83% were from Mexico; two-thirds 
worked in fruits and vegetables

RAW Registration by Priority Group September 1, 1989 - November 30, 1989

Group Number

Group 1: Residents of the U.S. who claimed they were immediate relative 
of IRCA legalization applicants or beneficiaries

84,810

Group 2: Other U.S. residents 447,769

Group 3: Residents of other nations claiming Group 1-type relatives 8,404

Group 4: Other residents of other nations 70,395

Total 611,378

 



Under the general legalization 
program, applicants had to prove 
continuous residence since 1982 to 
the satisfaction of INS adjudicators. 
Under SAW, by contrast, once appli-
cants applied, INS adjudicators had 
to disprove assertions that the appli-
cant picked tomatoes for 92 days in 
Stockton, even if the application was 
supported by a one-sentence letter 
from a labor contractor. Farmers 
had to report the SAW workers they 
employed between 1989 and 1991, 
and they reported 357,300, suggest-
ing the 400,000 estimate was cred-
ible. On farms reporting SAWs, they 
were two-thirds of employees.

2020

In 2020, three decades after the 
last major federal government inter-
vention that aimed to transform the 
farm labor market, there is continuity 
and change. The share of workers 
on US crop farms who were born 
in Mexico has been two-thirds for 
three decades, far higher than before 
IRCA was enacted. The share of 
farm workers who are unauthorized 
has been half or more throughout 
US agriculture, double the 25 per-
cent share of unauthorized workers 
in selected California crops before 

IRCA was enacted. Nonfarm labor  
contractors, custom harvesters, and 
farm management services have 
become more important in the farm 
labor market, and now bring more 
workers to farms than are hired 
directly by farmers in California. 

The farm labor market in 2020 is 
at another crossroads. The unau-
thorized farm workers who are the 
core of the current crop workforce 
are aging and settled in one place, 
explaining why follow-the-crop 
migrants are less than five percent 
of US farm workers. The children of 
seasonal farm workers who are edu-
cated in the US do not follow their 
parents into the fields. 

Three major factors are creating a 
race in the fields between machines, 
migrant H-2A workers, and imports. 
Real farm wages are rising in major 
farming states due to rising state 
minimum wages and the slowdown 
in unauthorized Mexico-US migration 
after the 2008-09 recession. 

The H-2A program is expanding 
rapidly, especially in states such as 
California and Washington with high 
minimum wages and laws and court 
decisions that require overtime pay 

for farm workers and paid sick leave. 
Meanwhile the Covid-19 pandemic 
has reduced grower prices for many 
commodities, putting farmers in a 
cost-price squeeze. 

Rising labor costs are encouraging 
producers of some commodities to 
further mechanize, as in raisin and 
wine grapes. Producers of commod-
ities that are harder to harvest by 
machine, such as iceberg lettuce and 
fresh tomatoes, are relying more on 
H-2A guest workers. Commodities 
in which marketers play key roles 
in developing new plant varieties 
and selling fruit such as berries are 
expanding partnerships with pro-
ducers abroad, taking advantage of 
labor costs in rural Mexico that are a 
tenth of US farm wages. 

Producers of all commodities are 
seeking lower-cost ways to produce 
and market fresh fruits and vegeta-
bles. The exact response, and the 
speed of change, varies by commod-
ity. Commodities that are undergoing 
shifts for market reason, such as new 
apple varieties Cosmic Crisp, are 
planted so that tree limbs form fruit-
ing walls that increase the productiv-
ity of hand harvesters and facilitate 
machine harvesting. Commodities 
that are shrinking for market rea-
sons, such as raisin grapes, are often 
replacing hand-harvested vineyards 
with machine-harvested almonds. 

2050 

What are the likely parameters of the 
2050 farm labor market, when the 
US is projected to have 400 million 
people and the world 10 billion? The 
demand for food and fresh produce 
is likely to be higher with larger and 
more affluent populations in the US 
and abroad. 

The US is expected to remain the 
world’s major exporter of agricultural 
commodities, and the current pattern 
of exporting corn, grains, and meat 
and importing fresh fruits and veg-

FLC, Non-FLC, and All Farmworker Real Wages, 1989-1991

1989 1990 1991 All Years % change

FLC Employees

Hourly Rate $3.45 $3.40 $3.31 $3.38 - 4

Piece Rate 5.73 4.90 4.04 4.89 - 29

Overall 4.34 3.99 3.73 4.02 - 14

NonFLC Employees 

Hourly Rate 3.86 3.73 3.64 3.74 - 5

Piece Rate 5.77 5.40 5.66 5.61 - 2

Overall 4.17 4.25 4.03 4.15 - 3

All Farmworkers

Hourly Rate 3.83 3.66 3.59 3.69 - 6

Piece Rate 5.79 5.26 5.22 5.42 - 10

Overall 4.19 4.19 3.98 4.12 - 5

Source: USDOL Report Prepared for the Commission on Agricultural Workers (Appendix I). 

Real farm wages dropped between 1989 and 1991, especially for FLC 
employees

 



etables is projected to persist. Pro-
duction of fresh fruits and vegetables 
in protected culture structures that 
range from green to shade houses 
is likely to increase, raising yields, 
reducing pest and disease pres-
sures, and making farm work more 
year round and similar to factory 
work. 

The farm workforce may also 
change. Machines and mechanical 
aids have reduced the lifting and 
lugging that made harvesting fruits 
and vegetables a job dominated 
by 20- to 40-year old men. Women 
are now a third of US crop workers, 
and a higher share of workers are 
employed in protected culture farm-
ing where trolleys and other aids 
make farm work easier. The future 
may involve more older workers in 
their 50s and 60s able to do farm 
work behind conveyor belts in fields 
or sorting mechanically harvest pro-
duce in packing houses. 

A major question is whether the 
farm labor market in 2050 will offer 
jobs or careers. The framers of IRCA 
believed that, by legalizing unau-
thorized workers and cutting off the 
supply of unauthorized newcomers, 
farm employers would have to raise 
wages and improve working condi-
tions to retain experienced workers. 
Instead, wages fell, legalized farm 
workers exited, and unauthorized 
newcomers replaced them in a labor 
market with ever-more intermediar-
ies. 

Protected culture farm work in 2050 
may be like warehouse work today, 
with the workers hired directly and 
supplied by intermediaries and 
closely monitored and subject to 
automation. Work in open fields is 
likely to feature more machines and 
mechanical aids. In some commod-
ities, there may be a return to past 
practices, perhaps harvesting a com-
modity by machine and sorting and 
packing it in a packinghouse.

Summary of Employers and Workers in ESA-92 Reports, Fiscal Years 1989-1991

Item FY1989 FY1990 FY1991 FY1989-91

Thousands

Employers 12.7 12.0 10.5 18.5

Employer reports 35.0 33.3 28.3 96.6

Workers:

SAWs 280.5 255.5 219.0 357.3

Non-SAWs 113.7 109.8 95.2 NA

All workers 394.3 365.3 314.2 NA

Source: https://babel.hathitrust.org/cgi/pt?id=uc1.32106011888036&view=1up&seq=9 p725

357,300 SAWs were reported by farm employers once in the 12 quarters of 
FY89-91, but less than 20 percent were reported by employers in at least 9 of 
the 12 quarters
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