
DOL certified 193,200 jobs to be 
filled with H-2A workers in the first 
two quarters of FY22, up 16 per-
cent from 166,000 jobs certified in 
the first two quarters of FY21. DOL 
could certify over 350,000 jobs in 
FY22, up from 317,600 in FY21.

During the first two quarters of FY21, 
FL accounted for 14 percent of H-2A 
job certifications, CA 13 percent, 
GA 11 percent, WA eight percent, 
and NC seven percent; the top five 
states accounted for over half of all 
H-2A certifications. The NC Growers 
Association was the largest H-2A 
recruiter with almost 5,900 jobs 
certified, followed by CA’s Fresh 
Harvest with 3,800 jobs, CA’s Foot-
hill with 3,600, and CA’s Elkhorn 
with 2,400 jobs. Eight of the top 10 
employers in the first half of FY22 
were FLCs.

CA, OR, and WA have about half of 
US farm worker employment and 
a fifth of H-2A job certifications, 
suggesting that the H-2A program 
is likely to grow fastest in the west-
ern states. H-2A workers are the 
highest share of farm workers in the 
southeastern states.
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H-2A Expands; Wages Rise

FLS

USDA’s FLS surveys only farm oper-
ators, while DOL’s QCEW obtains 
employment and earnings data only 
from nonfarm employers, including 
labor contractors and other nonfarm 
businesses that bring workers to 
farms. The FLS estimated 630,000 
directly hired workers employed 
on US farms in April 2022. Over 
80 percent of these directly hired 
workers were employed 150 or 
more days on the responding farm, 
and over 20 percent of US FLS farm 
worker employment was in Califor-
nia. 

All hired workers (including super-
visors) earned an average $17.22 

Most of the top 10 H-2A states are not among the top 10 farm worker states



an hour, up eight percent from April 
2021. Farm employers report gross 
earnings and hours worked by 
type of worker so that USDA can 
calculate average hourly earnings. 
In April 2022, field workers earned 
an average $16.50 and livestock 

workers $15.82 an hour. Ag equip-
ment operators and supervisors had 
higher hourly earnings. 

The average hourly earnings of field 
workers ranged from a low of less 
than $14 an hour in the southeast-

ern states and Florida to about $18 
an hour in California and the north-
eastern states. 

DOL uses the average hourly earn-
ings of field and livestock workers 
to set AEWRs. The widening spread 

Field Workers have Higher Hourly Earnings than Livestock Workers

There was a $5 Gap in Hourly Field Worker Earnings Between the Southeast and California 



in FLS average hourly earnings is 
reflected in AEWRs for 2022, which 
ranged from a low of $12 an hour in 
southeastern states to over $17 an 
hour in the Pacific states. 

Over half of FLS directly hired 
workers were employed on other 
crop farms, mostly farms growing 
fruits and vegetables. These other 
crop workers had higher average 
hourly earnings than the workers 
employed on field crop farms in 
the southeast, but not in CA and 
the Pacific states. In the Great Lake 
and corn belt states, workers on 
field crop farms earned significantly 
more than workers on other crop 
farms. 

Large farms hire most US farm 
workers. Two thirds of directly hired 
US farm workers are employed 
on farms with $1 million or more 
in annual sales, while farms with 
annual sales of less than $100,000 
employ fewer than 10 percent of 
directly hired workers.

Farms with higher sales also hire 
more workers. Half of directly hired 
workers were employed on US 
farms that had 20 or more workers, 
and a third on farms with over 50 

workers. By contrast, farms with 
one or two directly hired workers 
accounted for a sixth of all hired 
workers.

Larger farms pay higher wages. 
Farms with annual sales of $1 mil-
lion or more paid $3 an hour more 
than farms with sales of less than 
$50,000. Average hourly earnings 
rose in lockstep with annual sales, 

with little difference in hourly earn-
ings on farms with annual sales 
between $100,000 and $1 million a 
year. 

Of the 630,000 directly hired 
workers in April 2022, 264,000 
or 42 percent were crop workers, 
149,000 or 24 percent were live-
stock workers, and 105,000 or 17 
percent were agricultural equip-

AEWRs in 2022 Range From $12 to Over $17 an Hour

FY 2022 Adverse Effect Wage Rates
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Workers Employed on Other Crop Farms (Fruits and Vegetables) did Not Always Earn More  
Per Hour than Workers on Field Crop Farms



ment operators.
QCEW

DOL’s Quarterly Census of Employ-
ment and Wages obtains employ-
ment and earnings data from non-

farm employers who participate 
in unemployment insurance. Most 
states follow the 10/20 rule, mean-
ing that employers who hire at least 
10 workers during 20 weeks, or 
who pay at least $20,000 in wages 

in a quarter, must enroll in the UI 
system. 
DOL estimates that the average 
employment of wage and salary 
workers in US agriculture is 1.5 mil-
lion. Some 1.2 million or 80 percent 

Two Thirds of Directly Hired Farm Workers were Employed on Farms with $1 Million or More in Sales

Half of Directly Hired Workers were Employed on Farms with 20 or More Workers 

Workers on Farms with Higher Annual Sales had Higher Hourly Earnings



of these year-round equivalent jobs 
are covered by UI and included in 
QCEW data, while 300,000 are not. 
Another 700,000 self-employed 
farmers and unpaid family mem-
bers are excluded from UI and the 
QCEW. 

The QCEW reported that 109,000 
agricultural establishments had 
average employment of 1.2 million 
in 2020, with a high of over 1.3 
million jobs in June and a low of 1.1 
million jobs in January. Total wages 
paid were $49 billion, suggesitng 
an average annual wage of almost 
$40,000 for each full-time equiv-
alent job, $765 a week, or over 
$3,000 a month. 

QCEW data permit analysis of wage 
trends by commodity and area. 
Average weekly wages in US agri-
culture rose faster between 2016 
and 2020 than between 2011 and 
2015, and rose especially fast for 
farm labor contractors. Average 
weekly wages of FLC employees 
were much lower than weekly 
wages for workers hired directly by 
crop farmers, $580 versus $730 in 
2020, but rose 10 percent between 
2019 and 2020, versus a seven 
percent increase for directly hired 
crop workers. Livestock wages are 
more than 10 percent higher than 
crop wages, but increased at a 
slower pace. 

The four major commodities that 
employ most of the US farm work-
ers who are hired directly by farm-
ers are vegetables, apples, grapes, 
and strawberries (most of the work-
ers who pick oranges are brought 
to farms by FLCs). Vegetable wages 
are at the top of the wage hierar-
chy, $775 a week in 2020, followed 
by grapes, $745 a week, while 
apples at $565 a week and straw-
berries at $630 were significantly 
lower. Strawberry wages jumped 
almost 10 percent between 2011 
and 2012, and again between 2015 
and 2016, but increased slower 
since 2016 than wages in the other 
commodities. 

California mirrors the US, with 
livestock wages higher than crop 
wages, crop wages higher than 
crop support and FLC wages, but 
crop support and FLC wages rising 
faster since 2016. California FLC 
wages rose almost 10 percent 
between 2015 and 2016 and again 
between 2019 and 2020 to $585 
a week, $200 less than the $800 
a week paid to directly hired crop 
workers. 

The four major commodities, 
vegetables, apples, grapes, and 
strawberries, had wage levels and 
changes in California that were sim-
ilar to US wage trends. California’s 

2/3 of the 630,000 Directly Hired Workers in April 2022 were Crop or Livestock Workers 

FLS Farm Labor Regions



directly hired vegetable workers 
have the highest weekly wages at 
$945, followed by grape workers, 
$790, strawberry workers, $640, 
and apple workers, $590 (CA has a 
small apple industry). California pro-
duces over 90 percent of US straw-
berries and almost all US grapes, 
so state trends mirror US trends in 

these commodities, viz, faster wage 
growth between 2011 and 2015 than 
from 2016 to 2020. 

Florida has lower weekly wages 
and more erratic wage changes. 
As in other states, Florida livestock 
workers earn more than crop work-
ers, and FLC employees have the 

lowest weekly wages, $465 in 2020 
when FL crop workers averaged 
$670. The growth in FLC wages was 
faster between 2011 and 2015 than 
between 2016 and 2020 despite 
10 percent jumps in FLC wages 
between 2014 and 2015 and again 
between 2019 and 2020. 

During several years, Florida FLC 
weekly wages fell, as  in 2015-
16 and again in 2017-18, perhaps 
reflecting the relatively few Florida 
FLCs in the state’s UI system (FL 
exempts H-2A workers from the UI 
program, but CA and WA do not). 

Directly hired orange workers had 
higher weekly wages than vegeta-
ble or strawberry workers, earning 
over $200 a week more.  Workers 
employed directly by strawberry 
workers had the lowest weekly 
wages of $530 in 2020. It should be 
noted that Florida does not require 
employers of H-2A workers to pay 
UI taxes on H-2A wages, so Florida 
employment and wage data do not 
include all of the workers employed 
in vegetables, oranges, and straw-
berries. 

Livestock wages are higher than 
crop wages in Washington, but 
crop support wages are higher 
than the wages of directly hired 
crop workers.  One reason for high 
crop support wages in Washington 
is that many apple and other tree 
fruit farms pack their own fruit, so 
that some packinghouse workers 
are included in Washington crop 
support employment. Only 20 
percent of Washington crop support 
employment is with FLCs, compared 
with two-thirds of California crop 
support employment. Washington 
FLC weekly wages rose 11 percent 
between 2019 and 2020, and were 
up 30 percent between 2016 and 
2020.

Washington has a relatively small 
vegetable sector, with average 
employment of about 5,000, a 

California and Washington Require Almost All Farm Employers to  
Participate in UI

Source: https://oui.doleta.gov/unemploy/pdf/uilawcompar/2021/coverage.pdf and  
https://www.bls.gov/opub/hom/cew/history.htm

The QCEW Includes 80% of the 1.5 Million Average Employment in Agriculture

Source: https://www.bls.gov/cew/publications/employment-and-wages-annual-averages/current/
home.htm#Employment



quarter of the average 20,000 
employment in apple orchards. The 
average weekly wages of vegetable 
workers were significantly higher 
than the weekly wages of apple, 
grape, and other berry workers. The 
vegetable wage premium narrowed 
during the 2010s, in part due to 
significant wage jumps in apples 
and other berries between 2011 and 
2015.
 
Size

Size-of-establishment data are avail-
able only for the first three months 
of the year, only for the US rather 
than individual states, and only for 
all agriculture, that is, there are no 
size-of-establishment data for all 
crops or apples, oranges, and other 
commodities.  

Most UI-covered ag establishments 
had fewer than five employees in 
March 2020. Some 68,000 less-
than-five establishments employed 
an average 109,000 workers in 
2020, meaning that the 63 percent 
of small UI-covered ag employ-
ers accounted for nine percent of 
March UI-covered employment. 
At the other extreme, 40 US ag 
employers with 1,000 or more 
employees in 2020 had average 
employment of 56,000, so that less 
than one half of one percent of all 
ag establishments accounted for 
almost five percent of March ag 
employment. 

The 1,565 establishments that each 
had 100 to 999 employees had total 
employment of 308,000 in March 
2020 or 25 percent of average ag 
employment. The 7,000 establish-
ments with 20 to 49 employees had 
213,000 employees in March, 18 
percent of average ag employment.
 

108,000 Agricultural Establishments Offered an Average 1.2 Million Jobs and 
were Included in QCEW Data in Fall 2019

Source: https://www.bls.gov/opub/hom/cew/design.htm
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Wages for California Livestock Workers and Directly Hired Crop Workers  
are Highest ($/Week)
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Wages for Florida Livestock Workers and Directly Hired Crop Workers  
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To subscribe to RMN blogs, send email to 
ruralmigrationnews-subscribe@primal.
ucdavis.edu

More at: https://migration.ucdavis.edu/
rmn/
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