
The March-April 2020 lockdowns 
aimed at slowing the spread of the 
Covid-19 virus exempted essential 
food system and health care work-
ers, so that farm, food processing, 
transportation, and supermarket 
workers continued to work while 
many other workers were laid off or 
worked remotely. There were predic-
tions of farm labor shortages due to 
farm workers who had limited access 
to social safety net programs going 
to work while sick and spreading 
Covid in often crowded housing

After six months, there appear to 
be three major lessons from Covid-
19 and farm workers: relatively few 
Covid-linked farm labor shortages in 
2020, an expanding H-2A program, 
and an acceleration of farm labor 
changes that were underway before 
the pandemic. 

First, despite expectations of farm 
labor shortages (https://www.choic-
esmagazine.org/choices-magazine/
theme-articles/covid-19-and-the-ag-
riculture-industry-labor-sup-
ply-chains-and-consumer-behavior/
us-covid-19-policy-affecting-agri-
cultural-labor), there were few such 
reports in summer 2020. US ship-
ments of fresh vegetables were up 
one percent in the first nine months 
of 2020 compared with the same 
period of 2019, while fresh fruit ship-

ments were down six percent. Since 
workers pick pounds and tons of 
fruits and vegetables, the amount of 
work to be done in 2020 was similar 
to the amount done in 2019. 

The share of positive Covid tests 
was higher-than-average in coun-
ties with larger agricultural sectors 
and a higher share of Hispanics in 
their population. Hispanics tested 
positive for Covid at higher rates 
than other racial and ethnic groups, 
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fueling a perception that farm work-
ers were more likely to catch and 
spread Covid. Many of the Covid 
cases detected in agricultural areas 
involved older residents of multigen-
erational households that included 
farm workers, nonfarm workers, and 
ex-farm workers.  

However, most media reports 
(www.washingtonpost.com/
business/2020/09/24/season-
al-farm-workers-coronavirus) failed 
to distinguish between farm and 
nonfarm workers. Some suggested 
that most farm workers are follow-
the-crop migrants who spread Covid 
as they travel, even though less than 
five percent of US crop workers 
have two farm jobs at least 75 miles 
apart (https://www.dol.gov/agencies/
eta/national-agricultural-workers-sur-
vey/research/data-tables). 

California farm workers grappled 
with issues that ranged from high 
housing costs to poor quality air 
from wildfire smoke in 2020, but 
there were more reports of reduced 
worker hours due to larger crews 
than of employers complaining of 

A quarter of California farm employers reported lost work-days due to 
employee Covid concerns; 85% reported fewer than 60 work days lost

If some or all of your employees have been unable or unavailable to work, 
how many aggregate work days (number of workers unavailable times number 
of days unavailable) has your business lost to COVID-19 suspected cases, 
quarantine/shelter-at-home or similar state or local orders?
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too few workers (http://covid19farm-
workerstudy.org). 

A quarter of the farm employers 
responding to a summer 2020 
California Farm Bureau Federation 
survey reported that work days were 
lost on their farms due to Covid-re-
lated employee absences. Over 
85 percent of these lost-work-day 
respondents reported fewer than 60 
workdays lost, equivalent to 10-six 
day weeks. Labor expenditure data 
from the Census of Agriculture sug-
gest that 856 million hours were 
worked in California agriculture in 
2017, equivalent to 107 million eight-
hour days, making days lost due to 
Covid a tiny fraction of days worked 
in California agriculture. 

By contrast, there were frequent 
reports of labor shortages in meat-
packing and food processing plants, 
where workers are in close proximity 
in sometimes cold and wet plants 
that facilitate catching and spreading 
Covid.  Some food and meat packing 
plants employ thousands of workers 
in one location, and some had hun-
dreds of Covid cases. 

One summary suggests that farm 
workers were more likely to contract 
Covid away from work, while food 
processing workers were more likely 
to contract Covid at work.

Second, the number of farm jobs 
certified to be filled with H-2A work-
ers increased despite record unem-
ployment rates, meaning that DOL 
agreed with farm employers that 
US workers were unavailable. The 
number of jobs certified for H-2A 
workers rose especially fast in Cali-
fornia and Washington in 2020.

There were Covid outbreaks among 
H-2A workers, who do 10 percent of 
the work on US crop farms. Several 
outbreaks spread quickly among 
guest workers, who often sleep four 
or more to a room in bunk beds in 
motels. Other H-2A workers may 
have contracted Covid but did not 
develop symptoms. As the H-2A pro-
gram expands, more farm employers 
are building or renovating housing 
for H-2A workers. 

Third, Covid is speeding changes 
that were already underway due to 
rising farm labor costs and an aging 

and shrinking US farm workforce. 
Most labor-intensive agriculture 
involves the production of the fruits 
and vegetables that account for a 
third of US crop receipts but two-
thirds of US crop employment and 
wages. 

Rising labor costs and Covid are 
accelerating three major changes: 
more mechanization, more H-2 work-
ers, and more imports. Labor-saving 
mechanization reduces the need 
for hand labor, while harvesting aids 
make hand workers more produc-
tive. Researchers and private firms 
are developing new plant varieties, 
machines, and management systems 
to reduce the need for hand labor in 
commodities that range from apples 
to watermelons. Private firms are also 
producing a variety of mechanical 
aids to make workers more produc-
tive, such as robots in table grapes 
and conveyor belts in strawberries.

Second, the H-2A guest worker 
program tripled in size between 
FY12 and FY19, so that over 15,000 
employer petitions were approved 
to fill almost 258,000 farm jobs with 
H-2A workers in FY19 (some employ-
ers filed multiple petitions). Almost 
205,000 H-2A visas were issued 
in FY19, and the H-2A guest work-
ers were in the US an average six 

400 nonfarm workers tested positive 
for Covid and eight died at the 3,700 
employee Foster Farms complex 
in Livingston in August-September 
2020 

 

The H-2A program expanded faster between the 3rd quarters of 2019 and 
2020 than between the 3rd quarters of 2018 and 2019  
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 Figure 1. -2A Program Q3 Certified Positions and Percentage                       
Increase from Previous Year  

Source: https://www.fb.org/market-intel/coronavirus-no-match-for-h-2a-demand



Covid outbreaks among H-2A workers in California in 2020 months each, so they filled almost 10 
percent of the 1.1 million year-round 
equivalent jobs in US crop agricul-
ture. This is about half of the 20 
percent Bracero share of average US 
farm employment at the program’s 
peak in the mid-1950s. 

H-2A workers are especially import-
ant in California strawberries and 
vegetables, East Coast and Washing-
ton apples, Florida citrus, and North 
Carolina tobacco and vegetables. 
Almost all of the sheepherders caring 
for flocks on public lands in western 
states have H-2A visas, and many of 
the operators of custom combines 
that harvest wheat from Kansas to 
Canada are H-2A visa holders.
 
Third, imports of fresh fruit and veg-
etable commodities are increasing. 
Over half of US fresh fruit, and a third 
of US fresh vegetables, are imported, 
and the import shares of most fruits 
and vegetables are rising.

Producers in Mexico and other 
countries with lower labor costs use 
the same plant varieties and pro-
duction techniques to produce fruits 
and vegetables for Americans; many 
export farms in Mexico are partners 
of US farmers and buyers. Free-trade 
agreements and science-based stan-
dards to deal with pest and disease 
threats have lowered barriers to 
trade in farm commodities, increasing 
the share of major fruits and vegeta-
bles that are imported.

Robotic apple pickers reduce labor needs by 90%

Harvesting aids reduce carrying and increase worker productivity by 10 to 20%

 



15,000 employer requests to fill 258,000 farm jobs with H-2A workers were approved in FY19

The share of major fresh fruits and vegetables that are imported in 2019 ranged from 6% for lettuce 
to 82% for cucumbers
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