
Farm Labor

There were about 3.4 million total workers in agriculture in 1997. These workers fall into 
the following categories: self-employed and unpaid workers (2 million), hired workers (1.068 
million), and agricultural service workers (340,000). Agricultural service workers include 
crew leaders and custom crews employed through farm labor contractors.

According to the 1992 Census of Agriculture, farmers and ranchers spent $15.3 billion 
dollars on hired and contract labor in 1992. Labor’s share of total production expenses was 
11.7 percent.

Labor’s relatively small share of overall production expenses hides the importance of labor 
for some types of farms. Labor’s share for horticultural specialty farms is 45 percent, for 
fruit and tree nut farms it is 40 percent, and for vegetable and melon farms labor’s share is 37 
percent. These farms depend on local, seasonal, and migrant farm workers.

In 1992 there were 158,000 of these farms and together they paid $7 billion for hired and 
contract labor. Only farms which received the majority of their gross sales from these labor 
intensive crops were counted in the 158,000. Other farms produce horticultural specialties, 
fruits, nuts, vegetables, and melons as part of a diversification strategy. These farms are also 
highly dependent on reliable supplies of seasonal farm workers.

Although labor accounts for only 4 percent of production expenses on beef-hog-sheep farms 
and 10 percent of expenses on dairy farms, these businesses spent over $3 billion on hired 
and contract labor in 1992.

Farm employers use the H-2A program to hire temporary foreign workers. 23,352 jobs were 
certified for temporary foreign guest workers in 1997, up from 17,557 in 1996 and 12,173 in 
1994. FI-2A workers work most frequently in tobacco and apple production—62 percent of 
the certifications in 1997 were for tobacco and 18 percent were for apples.

Migrant workers are farm workers whose employment required travel that prevented the 
farm worker from returning to his/her permanent residence the same day. The percent of the 
all hired workers including agricultural service workers, that are considered migrant varies by 
season. In July of 1998 the percent was 13.7, but in 1997 the value ranged from 6.3 percent 
in April to 11.2 percent in October.

The largest number of farm workers found in NASS’s July 1998 survey were in California- 
298,000. out of 1.071 million hired workers and 110,000 out of 379,000 agricultural service 
workers. This correlates with large presence of fruit, vegetable, and horticultural production 
in California.

Compared to all wage and salary workers, hired farm workers are younger and less well 
educated. The percentage of males and Hispanics is higher in the hired farm work force.

Median weekly earnings were lower for hired farm workers than for all wage and salary 
workers in 1997—$277 versus $500 for ftill-time workers. Hourly wages for hired farm 
workers averaged $7.24 during July 1998, up 36 cents from a year earlier.
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Farm employment and wages, July 1982-1997

Year
Self-employed Agricultural

Total and unpaid Hired service 
workers workers workers workers

Hourly 
wage rate 1/

Thousands

1982
1983
1984
1985

4318
4034
4076
3915

2494
2271
2315
2197

1549
1478
1435
1373

275
285
326
345

$4.00
$4.11
$4.16
$4.24

1986
1987
1988
1989
1990

3469
3469
3521
3799
3691

1971
1941
2018
2251
2229

1233
1270
1200
1197
1106

265
258
303
351
356

$4.57
$4.78
$4.90
$5.23
$5.30

1991
1992
1993
1994
1995

3682
3557
3583
3510
3672

2192
2140
2163
2129
2258

1116
1032
1062
1040
1066

374
385
358
341
348

$5.57
$5.82
$6.07
$6.21
$6.44

1996
1997

NA2/
NA2/

NA2/ 
HA 2/

1015
1068

331
340

$6.55
$6.90

Source: National Agricultural Statistics Service arm Labor

1/ Wage rates exclude agricultural service workers
2/ Beginning in 1996, data for self-employed farm operators and unpaid workers are

no longer available on a quarterly basis. Data for these groups are published annually in October. In 1996, the 
number of self-employed and unpaid workers was 2,010,000; in 1997 the corresponding number was 1,990,700.
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Farm production expenses, 1992 Census of Agriculture ($1,000s)

Total Hired Contract Total Labor
production farm labor paid share of
expenses labor labor expenses

All farms - 130,779,261 12,961,639 2,323,904 f5,285,543 12
Cash grains 24,729,511 1,223,607 134,169 1,357,776 5
Tobacco 1,679,653 266,598 50,118 316,716 19
Vegt./melon 4,728,432 1,197,728 536,560 1,734,288 37
Fruit/tree nut 6,944,710 1,978,672 805,927 2,784,599 40
Horticultural 5,474,379 2,366,880 115,981 2,482,861 45
Other crop 2,799,130 367,486 74,466 441,952 16
Beef/hog/sheep 43,918,236 1,774,407 198,783 1,973,190 4
Dairy 15,049,674 1,486,750 73,438 1,560,188 10
Poultry/egg 13,328,599 625,283 63,472 688,755 5
Other Ivstck 1,700,413 238,931 22,337 261,268 15



Figure 6. Value of Livestock and Poultry Sold: W92
U.S. tot^= $87^0,078,000
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Figure 7. Production Expenses: 1992
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Appendix Table 17-Demographic and earnings characteristics of hired farmworkers, 1990-1997

Hired farmworkers

Charaaerisncs 1990 1991 1992 1993 1994' 1995' ' 1S96 1997

Number of workers 886 884 848

Thousands

B03 793 849 906 889

Total 100 100 100

Percent

100 100 100 100 100
Gender;
Male 82.9 62.4 83,8 84.7 83.7 64.5 e-i.2 83.3
Female 17.1 17.6 16.2 15.3 16.3 15.5 ^ 15.8 167

Racial/ethnic group'
White 61.0 60.3 59.7 57.5 51.3 53.5 58.9 52.4
Hispanic 29.4 28.3 30.7 33.6 41.3 41.1 36,0 41.0

Black and other 9.6 11.4 9.6 8.9 7.4 5.3 5.1 6.6

Age (years):
Less than 25 31.5 25.0 24.7 27.2 28.0 30.1 27.9 30.7
25-44 47.6 51.6 52 6 51 1 48.8 44.2 46.0 45.6
45-59 14.4 15.1 16.3 16.2 17.2 16.2 19.1 17.1

60 and older 6.5 6.3 6.4 5.5 6.0 7.5 7.0 6.6

Marital status:
Married 53.3 53.4 53.5 51.8 56.5 56,5 56.3 52.1-

Widowed, divorced,
or separated 8.9 11.2 10.1 9.5 8.7 7.5 6.1 8,4

Never married 37.8 35.4 36.4 36.6 32.8 34.0 35,6 39.5

Schooling completed:*
0-4 years 11.1 11.5 14.1 16.4 134 14.2 13 1 12.2

5-8 years 21.6 21.2 16.0 17.4 22.9 22.5 19.9 22.1

9-11 years 22.8 22.6 27.0 21.8 22.7 22.7 24.2 24.8

12 years 31.4 31.0 26.9 27.0 25.9 25.9 25.4 22.3

13 years or more 13.1 13.7 16.0 17.4 15.6 14.7 17.4 16.6

Median weekly earnings:^
Full-time workers' $295 $285 $275

Dollars

$278 $271 $274 $286' '$277

All workers $246 $247 $229 $244 S25B $253 $256 $250

Noie These cnaractenstics are annual averages calculated from ihe_ 12 monthly Currant Population Survey esttmaiat.
' Revised
■ Ecucatlonal attainment levels. Beginning January 1B92, were revised to reflect degraes or diplomas received ramer than years of school completed 
’ Median earnings are in 1997 dollars 
^ Full-time workers uauajly work 35 or ryiore hours per week.
Note: Data for i994 and later years ere notdirealy comparable with data for 1B93 and earlier years 
Source: Calculated By ERS using data from the Current Population Survey earnings microdata file.
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Appendix Table 18-Demographic and earnings characteristics of all wage and salary workers, 1990- 
1997

All wage and salary workers

Characteristrcs 1990 1991 1992 1993 1994' 1995' 1996 1997

Thousands

Number of workers 104.351 103.166 104.054 105,407 106 166 110,220 112.142 114,697

Percent

Total 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 too

Gender;
Male 52.7 52.5 52.2 52.1 52.4 52.4 52.2 52.2
Female

Racial/ethnic group:
47.3 47.5 47.8 47.9 47.6 47.6 47.B 47.8

White 70,3 78.1 77.9 77.7 76.3 76.2 75.0 74,0
Hispanic 7.9 8,0 8,0 8.2 9.3 9.5 9.7 10.4
Black and other

Age fyears);
13.8 13.9 14 1 14.1 14.4 14.3 15.3 15.6

Less than 25 15.0 17.2 16.7 16.6 17.1 16.8 16.2 16.4
25-44 56.5 55,4 55.2 54.7 54.3 53.9 53.8 53.0
45-59 21.0 21.7 22.5 23.2 23.4 24.0 24.7 25.4
60 and older 5.9 5 7 5.6 5.5 5 2 5.3 5.3 5.2
Marital status:
Married
Widowed, divorced.

56.2 58.5 58.3 58,2 57.9 58.0 56.0 57.0

or separated 14.3 14.3 154 14.6 14.5 14.4 14.5 14.6
Never married
Schooling completed:^

27.5 27.2 27,2 27,1 27.6 27.6 27.5 28.4

0-4 years 1.0 0.9 0.9 0.8 0.8 0.6 0.7 0.8
5-6 years 4.0 3,7 3,0 2.6 2.0 2.7 2.7 2.8
9-11 years 10.8 10.2 10 1 9.B 9.5 9.5 9.7 10.0
12 years 39.4 39.2 35.0 34.4 33.3 32.7 32.4 32.4
13 years or more 44.6 46.0 51.0 52.2 53.6 54.3 54.4 54.0

Dollars

Median weekly earnings^ . 7
Full-time workers' S496 S503 S503 $505 $520 S506 S492 SSOO
All workers $442 $436 $434 $444 . . $433 $421 . $424 $432

Note: These charaaerisiics are annual averages calculated from the 12 monthly Current Population Survey estimates,
’ Revised.
’ Educatiortal anainnrteni levels, |>egihrvjog January 1992. were revised to reflect degrees ordipiomas received rather than years of 
school completed.
* Median earnings are in 1997 dollars.
' Full-time worlters usually worit 35 or more hours per week
Note; Data for 1994 and later years are not directly comparable with data for 1993 and earlier years.
Source: Calculated by ERS using data from the Current Population Survey earnings microdata file.
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Status Report:

Hired Farm Labor in U.S. Agriculture

I
abor supply remains a persistent 
issue for farm employers who need 

_^large amounts of nonfamily labor 
during particular periods of the growing 
season, a need complicated by the unpre­
dictable nature of agricultural production. 
Hired farmworkers account for about one- 
third of the production workforce in U.S. 
agriculture—operators and their unpaid 
family members account for the remain­
ing two-thirds—and labor costs range 
from about 4 percent of inputs on live­
stock operations to 45 percent for honi- 
cultural specialty farms.

The match between supply and demand 
for labor has always been a critical issue 
in agriculture. When U.S. workers are not 
available to meet the demand for hired 
farmwork, employers have traditionally 
looked to foreign workers for temporary 
relief. Currently, nonimmigrant foreign 
workers can be employed temporarily in 
agriculture under the H-2A provisions of 
the Immigration and Nationality Act.

Employers must meet requirements to 
ensure that efforts to recruit domestic 
labor at have been made and that employ­
ment of guestworkers will not adversely 
iffect the wages and working conditions 
of domestic farmworkers in the area— 
employers wishing to hire workers under

the H-2A program must offer domestic- 
workers a guaranteed minimum wage 
employment and period of employment 
equal to the average wage, housing and 
transportation benefits, and employment 
period provided for guestworkers under. 
H-2A requirements.

Both employers and domestic farmworker 
advocates have found fault with the H-2A 
program, however. Despite their impor­
tance to agriculture, U.S. hired farmwork­
ers as a group experience low wages, 
seasonal employment, and limited partici­
pation in the nonfarm labor market, lead­
ing many in the debate to insist there is a 
surplus of farm labor and that no supple­
mental labor program is needed. Others 
insist that shortages frequently do occur at 
particular times and places, and the cur­
rent supplemental labor program carrnot 
meet those needs in a timely way.

Legislation has been introduced periodi­
cally. most often in conjunction with 
immigration reform, either to replace the 
H-2A program with a new guestworker 
program or to promote better options for 
matching domestic labor supply with 
demand. These efforts have increased in 
the last few years as stepped-up enforce­
ment of immigration laws has led many 
employers to fear the loss of the current

labor supply in agriculture—estimates of 
the share of fraudulently documented 
workers in the total hired farm labor force 
range from 25 to 75 percent.

USDA’s Economic Research Service pro­
duces an annual demographic and eco­
nomic profile of domestic hired 
farmworkers, which includes immigrant 
workers not hired as temporary guest­
workers, The annual profile tracks trends 
in the hired farm workforce based on 
annual averages of data collected by the 
U.S. Census Bureau in its monthly 
Current Population Survey (CPS). The 
information provided by these annual pro­
files has been useful in informing such 
policy discussions about both farm labor 
supply and the economic conditions of the 
hired farm workforce.

Number of Hired Farmworkers 
Remains Stable in 1997

Hired farmworkers include people 15 
years and older who reported their pri­
mary occupation during the week of the 
CPS as farmworkers engaged in planting, 
cultivating, and harvesting crops or 
attending to livestock (86 percent); farm 
managers (8 percent); supervisors of 
farmworkers (4 percent); and nursery and 
other workers (2 percent). The annual 
average number of hired farmworkers 
employed per week in 1997 remained 
about the same as the previous year at just 
under 900,000.

The demographic profile, of hired farm­
workers has changed little during the 
I990’s. Hired farmworkers tend to be 
younger and less educated than the aver­
age for all wage and salary workers, and 
are'more likely to be male, Hispanic, and 
noncitizens.

Demand for hired farmworkers varies by 
type of crop and livestock, length of 
growing and. harvesting seasons, extent of 
mechanization, and scale of production.
As a result, the number of hired farm­
workers varies significantly by region— 
ranging from ?70".000 in the West (41 
percent of all hired farmworkers) to 
57,000 in the Northeast (6 percent of all 
hired, farm workers).'Livestock production 
predominates as the .source of employ­
ment for hired farmworkers in the 
Midwest, whereas crop production—typi-
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cally fruit, vegetable, and horticultural 
crops—predominates in the West.

The demographic characteristics of hired 
farmworkers also vary by region. The 
proportion of women in the hired farm 
labor force is greater in the Northeast than 
in other regions. Hispanics are only 3 per­
cent of the hired farm workforce in the 
Midwest, compared with 17 percent in the 
Northeast. 35 percent in the South, and 
67 percent in the West.

Hired Farmworker Framings 
Remain Low
Hired farmworkers continued to earn sig­
nificantly less than most other workers, 
influenced by their relatively low skill 
level. Full-time hired farmworkers 
received median weekly earnings of S277 
in 1997, 55 percent of the $500 median 
weekly earnings for full-time wage and 
salary workers economywide. Only pri­
vate household workers, at $206, received 
lower median weekly earnings than hired 
farmworkers. Real median weekly earn­
ings for full-time farmworkers have 
declined 6 percent since 1990, compared 
with a l-percent increase from 1990 to 
1997 for all wage and salary workers.

.The number of employed farmworkers 
varies widely by season—from 589,000 
during the survey week in January 1997 
to 1.117.000 in July). The seasonality of 
farm employment, low weekly earnings, 
and limited access to additional nonfarm 
work combine to make hired farmwork 
one of the lowest paid occupational 
groups. Not only is income from farm- 
work limited, but family income of hired 
farmworkers from all sources ( including 
jobs; businesses, farms, or rents; pensions, 
diyidends, interest, and social security 
payments; and any other money income 
received by family members 15 years or 
older) falls significantly below that of all 
wage and salary workers. More than 70 
percent of hired farmworker families had 
annual income below $30,000 in 1997, 
with 23 percent below $10,000. In con­
trast, only 38 percent of all wage and 
salary workers had family income below 
$30,000, with 15 percent below $10,000.

Using the Current Population Survey to Profile Hired 

Farmworkers
For its annual profile of hire farm labor, USDA’s Economic Research Service 
(ERS) uses the Bureau of Census’ Current Population Survey, for several reasons. 
The data provide information on the total number of hired workers in agriculture, 
rather than a single sector of the industry. Theyjalso provide data on both demo­
graphic and earnings characteristics of hired farmworkers, because they survey 
individual workers rather than employers. And they allow for direct comparisons 
between the hired farm workforce and all wage and salary workers, since the CPS 
collects data on a representative sample of the entire U.S. population living in civil­
ian, noninstitutional households.

The CPS has several limitations as a source of data on the hired farm workforce.
The survey classifies employed persons according to the job at which they worked 
the greatest number of hours during the survey week., As a result, hired farmwork­
ers who spent more itirhe dufing the survey week at their nonfarm job than at their 
farm job would not be included in the primary employment count as hired farm- 
workers. They would be counted instead as having hired farmwork as their sec­
ondary employment.

The CPS may also undercount Hispanics in the hired farm workforce. Because the 
CPS is based on a surv’ey of households, it may undercount farmworkers not living 
in traditional types of housing, many of whom are likely to be Hispanic. In addi­
tion, undocumented or fraudulently documented foreign farmworkers may, because 
of their illegal status, avoid survey enumerators.

Characteristics of Hired Farmworkers Vary by Type of Farmwork Performed

Characteristics All Crop
production

Livestock
production

Other*

Percent

Gender:
Male 83.3 84.6 84.8 69.8
Female 16.7 15.4 15.2 30.2

Race/ethnicity:
White 52.4 37.6 71.4 42.5
Hispanic .41.0 53.2 24,6 53.0

Black and other 6.6 9.2 4.0 4.6

Median age (years) 33 35 29 32

Schooling:

Less than 5 years 12.2 17.'4 5.0 18.1

5-11 years 46.9 49.3 44.2 46.6

12 years or more .-40.9 33,3 50.8 35.3

U.S. citizenship 67.1 . 56.2 81.2 60.5“-

Median weekly
earnings (dollars) 277 277 280 268

Calculated from 1997 Current Population Survey earnings microdata tile.
"Includes agricultural services, forestry, fishing, hunting, trapping, landscape and horticultural services, and 
other agriculture-related establishments.

Economic Research Service, USDA

Nonimmigrant Guestworkers 
Supplement U.S. Labor
In addition to these nearly 900,000 U.S. 
farmworkers, employers have begun hir­

ing increasing numbers of temporary for­
eign-farmworkers through the H-2A pro­
gram. After falling during the early 
1990's, 23,352 jobs were certified for 
temporary foreign guestworkers—i.e., the
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Access to Nonfarm Jobs Limited for Crop 

Production Workers
Many hired farmworkers seek nonfarm jobs to supplement their incomes. However, 
their low education and skill levels often limit their ability to compete for higher 
wage, nbnfarm jobs. Annual averages derived from the CPS cannot capture infor­
mation about the number of farmworkers who combine farm and nonfarm work 
within a year. Using data from a survey conducted by the Department of Labor, the 
National Agricultural Workers Survey (NAWS), however, can provide some infor­
mation on such efforts by crop production workers to supplement seasonal farm 
income.

The Department of Labor conducts the NAWS three times each year, gathering data 
on the demographic and earnings characteristics of a sample of workers employed 
in seasonal agricultural services, primarily crop production. Hired farm workers 
employed in the li vestock industry are not included in this survey./(Readers should 
note that the NAWS survey sample is entirely different from that of the CPS so data 
from the two surveys are not statistically comparable;)

During 1994-1995, NAWS found that about one-fourth of crop production workers 
also did nonfarm work. Workers born in the U.S. were much more likely to hold 
nonfarm jobs than were foreign-born workers (41 percent and 19 percent), and 
younger workers, ages 18-35, were somewhat more likely to do nonfarm work than 
workers 35 years and older (29 percent and 21 percent). Opportunities for nonfarm 
work appeared to be more plentiful in the Midwest and Western Plains, where 43 
percent of the sample held nonfarm jobs during the year. Much srnaller proportions 
of farmworkers held such jobs in other regions (Southeast, 24 percent; Northwest, 
20 percent; Northeast, 16 percent; and West, 8 percent).

Department of Labor determined no 
domestic workers were available to fill 
them—in 1997. up from 17,557 in 1996 
and 12,173 in 1994.

H-2A workers are predominantly used in 
tobacco and apple production—62 percent 
of 1997 certifications were for tobacco 
and 18 percent for apples. Other work tor 
which relatively large numbers of jobs 
were certified included sheepherding (7 
percent), custom combining (3 percent), 
fruits and vegetables (2 percent), and irri­
gation (1 percent). Other uses (6 percent) 
included nursery/horticulture. sugarcane, 
beekeeping, and machine operators.

Nine States (North Carolina, Virginia, 
Kentucky, New York, Connecticut, 
Massachusetts, Tennes.see, Idaho, and 
Texas) accounted for 80 percent of guest- 
worker certifications. North Carolina led 
in 1997 with over 6.000 jobs certified, 
mostly for work in tobacco and vegeta­
bles. Virginia followed with over 3,000 
'ertifications, nearly all for tobacco and 
.pples. Kentucky and New York each had 

more than 2,000 jobs certified—for 
tobticco in Kentucky and apples in New

York. Connecticut and Massachusetts, 
each w'ith about 1,000 certifications, also 
requested workers primarily for tobacco 
and apples. Texas and Idaho each 
received certifications for about 500 
workers, primarily for jobs in custom 
combining and sheepherding, respec­
tively.

Despite recent increases in the use of H- 
2A workers, farm employers contend that 
the program is too cumbersome to pro­
vide needed workers in a timely manner. 
U.S. farmworkers and their advocates 
counter that the program is not needed at 
all, gi-ven that repeated investigations of 
domestic farm labor supply have fouhd no 
shortage of workers available for farm 
work. They contend that improved w'ages 
and working conditions would attract an 
adequate supply of those workers when 
and where needed. Employers respond 
that many of those available workers are 
fraudulently documented, leaving their 
employers vulnerable to a sudden loss of 
workers through Immigration and 
Naturalization Service (INS) enforcement 
activities.

Efforts supported by farm employers to 
reform or replace the H-2A program dur­
ing consideration of the 1996 Immigration 
Reform and Control Act were unsuccess­
ful, but a provision of the legislation 
directed the General Accounting Office 
(GAO) to examine the operations of the 
H-2A program and report their findings 
and recommendations for consideration 
by Congress. In a December 1997 report, 
GAO found INS enforcement efforts 
unlikely to significantly reduce the num­
ber of unauthorized farmworkers, thus 
there appeared no likelihood of a wide­
spread shortage of farmworkers. The 
report acknowledged that there might 
continue to be local shortages in specific 
crop areas. GAO concluded that the cur­
rent H-2A program was sufficient to 
respond to such shortages.

GAO’s evaluation of the H-2A process, 
however, suggested that processing delays 
and late applications interfered with the 
ability of farm employers to fill certified 
jobs with foreign workers. But GAO rec­
ommended improvements to the effi­
ciency of the program—streamlining and 
better monitoring the application 
process—rather than replacement. Funher 
recommendations were for new 
Department of Labor authorities to 
require w'age guarantees and to enforce 
labor .standards and contracts.

In their responses to GAO’s report, both 
USDA and the Department of Labor 
agreed that there was no national farm 
labor shortage at this time and that the H- 
2A program, with some procedural 
changes, was adequate. USDA empha­
sized the localized shortages and the diffi­
culty of matching qualified domestic farm 
laborers with jobs at the times and in the 
places they are needed, as well as proce­
dural problems with the H-2A program 
that make it cumbersome for growers, ■' 
particularly the long lead time (60 days) 
required for certifying jobs.

Department of Labor, conversely, empha­
sized its interpretation that farm labor was 
actually in surplus, not shortage, based on 
such evidence as high unemployment in 
agricultural areas and persistent underem­
ployment of farmworkers, as well as on 
the anticipated effects of new work 
requirements under welfare reform. Labor 
also agreed with GAO's assessment that
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INS enforcement efforts were unlikely to 
cause significant reductions in farm labor 
supply, regionally or nationally.

USDA expressed opposition to accepting 
a farm labor policy based on availability 
of an illegal-labor force and noted that the 
original intent of the H-2A program had 
been to provide for a legal method of sup­
plementing the U.S. farm labor supply 
with foreign workers whenever short­
term. local shortages occurred. USDA 
pointed out that the H-2A program 
included safeguards to protect jobs, 
wages, and working conditions of domes­
tic workers, whereas acceptance of undoc­
umented and fraudulently documented 
workers in the farm labor force allowed 
uncontrolled competition from foreign 
labor that could keep wages low and 
working conditions poor.

Reform of H-2A Program Pending

Many farm employers remain dissatisfied 
with the current temporary guestworker 
program, despite the GAO findings. A 
number of bills to redesign the temporary 
nonimmigrant worker program for agri­
culture have been proposed in Congress 
during the current session. The U.S.
Senate passed one of these (S. 2337), 
which would reform the current H-2A 
program, as an amendment to the 
Commerce, Justice, and State 
Departments .Appropriations Act in July.

The new legislation, still to be considered 
by the House, proposes the creation of a 
voluntary national registry, maintained by 
Department of Labor, through which 
available, eligible farmworkers and 
employers seeking to hire farm labor 
would be matched. Use of this Job reg­
istry would replace the current employer 
recruitment requirements of the H-2A 
program. If the Department of Labor reg­
ister could not provide the number of 
workers required, the employer would be 
entitled to receive visas for temporary for­
eign workers.

The legislation also would reduce the lead 
time for growers to request workers from 
60 days to 21 days, and allow them to 
request visas for foreign workers only 7 
days before they are needed. Changes are 
also proposed in the method for determin­
ing the minimum wage rate (involving

9 States Accounted for 80 Percent of H-2A Worker Certifications in 1997
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: . 28%
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greater participation by State employment 
services and employer), and in employer 
requirements for housing workers (allow­
ing employers to provide vouchers to pay 
for rental housing, rather than providing 
housing on site).

Supporters of the legislation maintain the 
Job registry would offer U.S. farmworkers 
the opportunity to assure first access to H- 
2A Jobs, and that other changes would 
bring the program more in line with pre­
vailing local and regional farm employ­
ment conditions. Farmworkers and their 
advocates generally oppose the changes in 
the H-2A program. They believe the pro­
posals in the new legislation would lead 
to the hiring of large numbers of seasonal 
guestworkers by reducing both domestic 
labor recruitment requirements and the 
costs of hiring H-2A workers. ■ ■

The use of foreign labor in U.S. agricul­
ture has been a perennial source of 
debate, beginning with the advent of large 
commercial agriculture operations in the 
last century. Growers want access to a 
supply of skilled labor available in the 
numbers and at the times needed with rel­
atively shon notice. They compete in a 
global marketplace that rewards low-cost 
producers and puts downward pressure on 
the wages and benefits they can provide-

Farmworkers and their advocates counter 
that without easy access to guestworker 
programs, growers would be forced to 
implement labor management strategies to 
train and retain skilled workers who 
would be available for employment when 
and where needed. They contend 
increased wages and improved working 
conditions could be easily absorbed into 
retail prices for farm products, since costs 
at the farm gate are such a small compo­
nent of food prices.

Historically, Federal programs like the H- 
2A program have attempted to bridge the 
gap by offering a legal means for securing 
temporary foreign workers when needed 
while making an effort to ensure domestic 
workers do not lose Jobs, wages, and ben­
efits through competition with nonimmi­
grant workers. But opposing positions on 
the issue present little opportunity for:, 
consensus or compromise. Responses to 
the legislation currently under considera­
tion suggest that this debate Will not end 
soon.
Anne B. W Ejfand (202) 694-5319 and 
Jack L. Runyan (202) 694-5438 
aeffland@econ.ag.gov 
jntnyan @ econ.ag.gov
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Abstract

Approximately 906,000 persons 15 years of age and older were employed as 
hired farmworkers each week in 1996. An additional 72,000 persons were hired 
as farmworkers each week as a secondary job. Hired farmworkers were more 
likely than all U.S. wage and salary workers to be male, Hispanic, younger, less 
educated, never married, and non-U.S. citizens. Hired farmworkers’ real medi­
an earnings increased 4 percent between 1990 and 1996; real median weekly 
earnings for all wage and salary workers decreased about 4 percent. This report 
examines demographic and employment characteristics of hired farmworkers, 
using data from the 1996 Current Population Survey (CPS) earnings microdata 
file.
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Summary ^
Hired farmworkers continue to experience lower wages and higher unemploy­
ment than all wage and salary workers.

In 1996, the median weekly earnings of hired farmworkers was $250, an 
increase of 25 percent (4 percent when adjusted for inflation) from 1990.
During the same time period, median weekly earnings for the average U.S. 
wage and salary workers rose 15 percent (a 4-percent decrease in real terms).

Unemployment among hired farmworkers was about 11.5 percent in 1996, com­
pared with 5.4 percent for all wage and salary workers. Unemployed farmwork­
ers accounted for 2 percent of all U.S. unemployment that year.

Approximately 906,000 people 15 years and older were hired as farmworkers as 
their primary job each week in 1996. These workers were more likely than all 
wage and salary workers to be male, Hispanic, younger, less educated, never 
married, and non-U.S. citizens. A third reported less than a ninth-grade educa­
tion, compared with less than 4 percent of all wage and salary workers.

About 72,000 people were employed as farmworkers for their secondary job 
each week.

More than 22 percent of the hired farm workforce was employed part-time (less 
than 35 hours a week) in 1996. These part-time workers were more likely than 
full-time laborers to be female, white, younger, and never married.

In 1996, 69 percent of hired farmworkers were employed in the West and the 
South. Only 7 percent worked in the Northeast. The Northeast and the Midwest 
reported a higher percentage of white and lower percentage of Hispanic labor­
ers, the West had more Hispanic workers, and the South reported more black 
and “other” farmworkers than other regions.

Over a fourth (28 percent) of farmworkers were foreigners, most of whom were 
Hispanic. Thirty-six percent of hired farmworkers were Hispanic, meaning that 
as many as three-fourths of Hispanic farmworkers were non-U.S. citizens.

In the West, a greater percentage of farmworkers were employed in crop pro­
duction than was the case in other regions; the Midwest reported a greater per­
centage in livestock production. t

Median weekly earnings were lower in the Northeast and Midwest.

Data used for this analysis were taken from the 1996 Current Population Survey 
earnings microdata file.
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Profile of Hired Farmworkers, 

1996 Annual Averages
Jack Runyan

Introduction

Hired farmworkers, a small part of U.S. wage and 
salary workers (less than 1 percent in 1996), make an 
important contribution to agricultural production, 
accounting for about 30 percent of all farmworkers.' 
Hired farmworkers help provide labor during critical 
production periods. Some hired farmworkers migrate 
from production area to production area during sever­
al months of the year, others work locally only during 
harvesting season, and some work full time for a sin­
gle employer. Although important to agriculture, 
hired farmworkers continue to be one of the most eco­
nomically disadvantaged groups in the United States, 
experiencing low wages, seasonal employment, weak 
attachment to the labor force, and limited participation 
in the nonfarm labor market (Oliveira, 1992, and U.S. 
Department of Labor, 1991).

During the 1990’s, the U.S. House of Representatives 
has held several hearings on a broad range of con­
cerns related to the living and working conditions of 
hired farmworkers. Testimony at the hearings pre­
sented the need for accurate, comprehensive data on 
farmworkers to assess their socioeconomic status and 
to determine how best to improve their situation 
(Delfico, 1991). Congress has considered major legis­
lation to improve farmworker living and working con­
ditions, including proposals related to immigration, 
temporary foreign worker programs in agriculture, 
and an increase in the minimum wage (legislation was 
enacted to raise the minimum wage to $5.15 on 
September 1, 1997). Basic information on the pat­
terns of farm labor use and the demographic, and 
employment characteristics of hired farmwoTkers help 
inform the policy debate about the effects of changing 
legislation. Currently, no one source of data provides 
the necessary details to help us understand issues

related to changes in the supply, demand, wages, earn­
ings, employee benefits, and characteristics of farm­
workers on both local and national levels (Oliveira 
and Whitener, 1995).

The Data

This report uses data from the Current Population 
Survey (CPS) earnings microdata file (see box) to 
examine demographic, earning, and geographic char­
acteristics of hired farmworkers. Comparisons in the 
text are based on statistical tests with a confidence 
level of 95 percent or higher.

The CPS information is based on 12 months of data, 
with each month’s data representing the number of 
individuals hired for farm work during a 1-week peri­
od during that month. Annual averages were comput­
ed by summing the estimates across all months and 
dividing by 12. The annual average represents the 
average number of individuals employed at hired 
farmwork per week, not the total number of individu­
als employed.2

The CPS was redesigned in 1994, affecting “virtually 
every aspect of the survey, including the question­
naire, data collection methods, and the processing sys­
tem” {Monthly Labor Review, 1993). As a result, data 
for 1994 and later years are not directly comparable 
with data for 1993 and earlier. A detailed, description 
of the reasons for redesigning the CPS and the poten­
tial changes and benefits are presented in Bregger and 
Dippo, 1993, Polivka and Rothgeb, 1993, and Bowie, 
Cahoon, and Martin, 1993.

' In times of peak labor use (July), hired workers account 
for about 33 percent of farm workers, and in off-peak times 
they account for about 28 percent. Farm operators and 
unpaid workers account for the other 70 percent (Farm 
Labor, U.S. Department of Agriculture, 1996).

- For example, if each month a different worker works on a 
farm, the total number of workers who worked on that farm 
during the year is 12, while the average number of workers 
employed during the year is 1'.
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About the Data
Current Population Survey: The Current 
Population Survey (CPS), conducted by the Bureau 
of the Census, collects information on demographic, 
social, and economic characteristics of the employed, 
unemployed, and persons not in the labor force. It is 
the primary source of monthly estimates of total 
employment and unemployment in the United States. 
The CPS is based on a probability sample of house­
holds, designed to represent the U.S. civilian, nonin- 
stitutional population. (Participation in the survey is 
voluntary, and there are no penalties for not answer­
ing questions.)

Each month, about 50,000 households are sampled in 
all 50 States and the District of Columbia. Once a 
household is selected, it is interviewed for 4 consecu­
tive months, dropped from the survey for 8 months, 
then interviewed for a final 4 months.
Approximately one quarter of the sample is changed 
monthly. This survey design provides for about 
three-quarters of the selected households to be inter­
viewed the following month, and about one-half to 
be interviewed the next year. In this way, the Census 
Bureau can obtain month-to-month and year-to-year 
comparisons with minimal inconvenience to any one 
household. During monthly visits, trained enumera­
tors complete a questionnaire for each household 
member age 15 and older. Questions focus on each 
household member’s labor force activity during the 
survey week, the calendar week containing the 12th 
day of the month. Information from this sample of 
households is expanded to provide national-level 
estimates.

CPS ■earnings microdata file: Each month, workers 
in about one-quarter of the CPS households (those in 
either their fourth or eighth month in the sample) are 
asked additional questions about weekly hours 
worked and earnings. The 1996 CPS earnings micro­
data file used in this report consists of all records 
from the monthly quarter-samples of CPS households 
that were asked the additional questions during 1996. 
The data file contained information on almost 
430,000 people, including over 1,290 who were 
employed as hired farmworkers. Data comparisons 
in the analysis are based on differences that are sig­
nificant at the 95-percent or higher confidence level.

Limitations: The CPS classifies employed persons 
according to the job at which they worked the great­
est number of hours during the survey week. As a 
result, hired farmworkers who spent more time dur­
ing the survey week at their nonfarm job than at their 
farm job would not be included in the primary 
employment count as hired farmworkers. These 
workers would be counted in 1996 as having hired 
farmwork as their secondary employment.

The CPS may undercount Hispanics in the hired farm 
workforce. Because the CPS is based on a survey of 
households, it may undercount farmworkers living in 
nontraditional living quarters, many of whom are 
likely to be Hispanic. In addition, undocumented 
foreign farmworkers may, because of their illegal sta­
tus, avoid survey enumerators.

For more information on the survey and its data see 
the U.S. Department of Labor’s Employment and 
Earnings.

2 I’rnfiir of Hired Farmworkers, 1996 Annual Averages / AER-762 Economic Research Service/USDA



Demographic Characteristics of 1996 Hired Farmworkers

An average of over 112 million persons ages 15 and 
older were employed per week at wage and salary 
jobs in the United States in 1996 (table l).^ Of these, 
906,000 persons (less than 1 percent) identified hired 
farmwork (that is, farmwork for cash wages or saltfry) 
as their primary employment. Hired farmworkers 
include people paid to manage farms for employers, 
supervisors of farmworkers, and farm and nursery 
workers. The group includes those hired directly by 
the farmer, as well as those employed by farm labor 
contractors.

The annual average number of people working per 
week as hired farmworkers decreased from 1990 
through 1994, and then increased (figure 1 and appen­
dix table 1). Meanwhile, the average number of all 
wage and salary workers (all employed people includ­
ing hired farmworkers) per week decreased between 
1990 and 1991, and then began increasing (figure 2 
and appendix table 2).

Although the number of employed hired farmworkers 
changes, the workers’ basic characteristics have 
remained unchanged. Hired farmworkers tend to be 
younger and less educated than all wage and salary 
workers and are more likely to be male, Hispanic, and 
never married. Demographic information on hired 
farmworkers and all wage and salary workers is 
shown in appendix tables 1 and 2, respectively.

about 28 percent were less than 25 years old (table 1). 
In comparison, 43 percent of all wage and salary 
workers were under 35 years old and 17 percent were 
under 25 years old (table 1). Hired farmworkers’ 
youth may have contributed to both a larger percent­
age of never-married hired farmworkers (36 percent) 
than all wage and salary workers (28 percent) and a 
larger percentage of all wage and salary workers (15 
percent) than hired farmworkers (8 percent) that were 
widowed, divorced, or separated (table 1).

Figure 1
Annual average number of hired farmworkers, 
15 years and older, employed per week

Thousands of workers
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Source: Calculated by EPS using data from the Current Population 
Survey earnings microdata file.

Gender, Age, and Marital Status

Males accounted for about 84 percent of hired farm­
workers and about 52 percent of all wage and salary 
workers in 1996 (table 1). These percentages have 
remained constant in recent years (appendix tables 1 
and 2).

Hired farmworkers were younger than all wage and 
salary workers in 1996, as they have been t&oughout 
the 1990’s (appendix tables 1 and 2). Slightly over 17 
percent of hired farmworkers were less than 20 years 
old, compared with only 6 percent of all wage and 
salary workers (table 1). About half (52 percent) of 
hired farmworkers were under 35 years of age and

Wage and salary workers are synonymous with employed 
persons, as defined in the Glossary.

Figure 2
Annual average number of all wage and salary 
workers, 15 years and older, employed per week
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Source: Calculated by EPS using data from the Current Population 
Survey earnings microdata file.
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Table 1—Demographic characteristics of hired farmworkers and all wage and salary workers, 1996
Annual averages__________________

Characteristics
Hired

farmworkers

All
Thousands

906
Percent

100

All wage and 
salary workers

Thousands
112,142

Percent
100

Gender:
Male
Female

763
143

84.2
15.8

58,531
53,611

52.2
47.8

Racial/ethnic group: 
White 
Hispanic
Black and “other"

534
326
46

58.9
36.0

5.1

84,161
10,809
17,172

75.0
9.7

15.3

Age (years): 
Less than 20 
20-24 
25-34 
35-44 
45-54
55 and older

155
98

218
199
123
113

17.1 
10.8
24.1 
21.9 
13.6 
12.5

6,754
11,727
29,522
30,558
21,582
12,000

6.0
10.5
26.3
27.2
19.2 
10.7

Median age

Marital status: 
Married
Widowed, divorced, 

or separated 
Never married

510

74
322

56.3

8.1
35.6

64,769

16,217
31,156

58.0

14.5
27.5

Schooling completed:' 
0-4 years 
5-8 years 
9-11 years
12 years
13 or more years

119
181
219
230
167

13.1 
19.9
24.2
25.4
17.4

818
3,192

11,974
36,262
60,796

0.7
2.9
9.9 

32.3 
54.2

'Educational attainment levels, beginning January 1992, were revised to reflect degrees or diplomas received 
rather than years of school completed.
Note: Data for 1994 and later years are not directly comparable with data for 1993 and earlier years because of 
changes in survey design.
Source: Calculated by ERS using data from the Current Population Survey earnings microdata file.

Racial/Ethnic Group

Hired farmworkers were over one-third (36 percent) 
Hispanic in 1996, compared with about one-tenth of 
the total wage and salary work force (table 1). 
However, according to the survey results, between 
1994 and 1996 the percentage of hired farmworkers 
who were Hispanic decreased while the percentage of 
all wage and salary workers who were Hispanic 
remained unchanged (appendix tables 1 and 2).

Both the number and percentage of white hired farm­
workers increased, from 406,(X)0 (51 percent) to 
534,000 (59 percent) during this period. During the 
same period, the number of Hispanic, and black and 
“other” hired farmworkers did not change significant­
ly, but the percentage of Hispanic hired farmworkers 
decreased from about 42 percent to 36 percent (appen­
dix table 1).
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Table 2—Citizenship status of hired farmworkers 
and all wage and salary workers, 1996

Annual averages

Citizenship status

Total

Hired All wage and 
farmworkers salary workers 

Thousands
906 112,142

Percent
Total 100

Native, born in the 
United States 67.3

Native, born in Puerto 
Rico or U.S. outlying 
area 0.3

Native, born abroad of 
American parent(s) 1.2

Foreign born, U.S.
citizen by naturalization 2.8 

Foreign born, not 
a U.S. citizen 28.4

100

87.9

3.6

Source: Calculated by ERS using data from the 
Current Population Survey earnings microdata file.

Citizenship Status

About 67 percent of hired farmworkers were bom in 
the United States and 28 percent were foreign bom 
and were not U.S. citizens (table 2). In comparison, 
88 percent of all wage and salary workers were native 
born and 7 percent were foreign bom and not U.S. cit­
izens (table 2). Most hired farmworkers (98 percent) 
and more than half of all wage and salary workers 
who were foreign born and not U.S. citizens were 
Hispanic (table 3). About three-fourths of Hispanic 
hired farmworkers were not U.S. citizens.

The number of hired farmworkers who were native- 
born citizens increased from 499,000 in 1994 to 
525,000 in 1995, and to 610,000 in 1996.“' However, 
native-born citizens as a percentage of total workers 
increased only between 1995 (62 percent) and 1996 
(67 percent). The number of noncitizen hired farm­
workers decreased from 310,000 in 1995 to "257,000 
in 1996.“* As a percent of total hired farmworkers, 
noncitizens decreased from 1994 (36 percent) to 1995 
(34 percent) to 1996 (28 percent).

Noncitizen hired farmworkers were employed in crop 
production (70 percent), livestock production (18 per-

Table 3—Foreign-born workers who were not citi­
zens of the United States: Gender, race, age, and 
education characteristics, 1996

Annual averages
Hired All wage and

Characteristic farmworkers salary workers

Total ' 257
Thousands

7,863

Total 100
Percent

100

Gender:
Male 88.0 61.3
Female 12.0 38.7

Race/ethnic:
White 0.5 18.8
Hispanic 97.8 53.9
Black and other 

»
1.7 27.3

Age (years):
Less than 20 2.7 3.9
20-24 14.5 12.5
25-34 34.3 35.6
35-44 25.7 27.2
45-54 16.1 14.0
55 and older 6.7 6.8

Schooling completed:'
0-4 years 39.0 7.2
5-8 years 39.5 17.5
9-11 years 12.4 14.8
12 years 6.1 23.8
13 years and more 3.0 36.7

'• Calculated by ERS using data from the Current 
Population Survey earnings microdata file.

’ Education attainment levels, beginning January 
1992, were revised to reflect degrees or diplomas 
received rather than years of school completed. 
Source: Calculated by ERS using data from the 
Current Population Survey earnings microdata file.

cent), and other agriculture (13 percent). The distrib­
ution of noncitizen hired farmworkers among the 
industries did not differ from 1994 to 1996.

Education

Hired farmworkers tend to be less educated than other 
workers. One-third of hired farmworkers had less 
than a ninth-grade education in 1996, compared with 
less than 4 percent of all wage and salary workers 
(table 1 and figure 3). Over half (57 percent) of hired 
farmworkers had not completed high school compared 
with 14 percent of all wage and salary workers (table 
1 and figure 3). Percentages for hired farmworkers

Economic Research Service/USDA Profile of Hired Farmworkers, 1996 Annual Averages / AER-762 5



Figure 3
Distribution of hired farmworkers and aii wage and salary workers by highest completed 
education level, 1996
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Source: Calculated by ERS using data from the Current Population Survey earnings microdata file.
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Figure 4
Distribution of noncitizen hired farmworkers by highest compieted education level, 1996
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Source: Calculated by ERS using data from the Current Population Survey earnings microdata file.
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have not changed significantly since 1992, while edu­
cational attainment for all wage and salary workers 
has increased (appendix tables 1 and 2). These data 
indicate that most hired farmworkers lack Ufe literacy 
skills needed in a complex technological society (U.S. 
Department of Labor, 1991).

Hired farmworkers’ educational attainment did not 
vary significantly by gender, but did vary significantly 
by racial/ethnic group (table 4). Almost 89 percent of 
Hispanic hired farmworkers had attained less than a 
high school education, and about 34 percent had no

schooling beyond fourth grade in 1996, compared 
with 38 and 1 percent, respectively, of white hired 
farmworkers.

Almost 40 percent of the noncitizen hired farmwork­
ers, who are disproportionally Hispanic, completed 
less than 5 years of education and over 90 percent had 
not graduated from high school (figure 4).
Educational levels of noncitizen hired farmworkers 
and wage and salary workers were significantly lower 

‘than the averages for all hired farmworkers and all 
wage and salary workers.

\
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Years of Annual averages
education
completed Male Female White Hispanic

Black
and “other”

Total 763 143
Thousands

534 326 46

Total 100.0 100.0
Percent
100.0 100 .0 100.0

0-4 13.5 11.2 0.7 34.4 _2

5-8 20.2 18.4 8.2 39.7 —
9-11 24.9 20.1 29.2 14.8 —
12 24.8 29.0 35.0 8.5 —
13 or more 16.6 21.3 26.9 2.6 —
1 Educational attainment levels, beginning January 1992, were revised to reflect degrees or diplomas received rather than years 
of school completed. Therefore, to be included under “12 years of education completed,” a diploma, GED, or equivalent degree 
must have been granted.
2 Percentages not shown where base is less than 50,000.
Note: Data for 1994 and later years are not directly comparable with data for 1993 and earlier years because of changes in sur­
vey design.
Source: Calculated by ERS using data from the Current Population Survey earnings microdata file.

Unemployment

Unemployed hired farmworkers accounted for almost 
2 percent of all unemployed in 1996. A weekly aver­
age of 118,000 people (11.5 percent) of the hired farm 
labor force (last job was hired farmwork) and 
6,386,000 people (5.4 percent) in the entire wage and 
salary labor force were unemployed in 1996 (table 5). 
Unemployment in the hired farm labor force remained 
stable in 1994-96 (12.4 to 11.5 percent) while unem­
ployment among all wage and salary workers declined 
significantly (from 6.1 percent to 5.4 percent). 
However, the unemployment percentage for hired 
farmworkers fluctuated more during 1996 (4.15 per­
cent in October to 23.23 percent in March) than for all 
wage and salary workers (4.82 percent in October to 
6.38 percent in January).

Compared with all unemployed wage and salary 
workers, the unemployed hired farmworkers were 
more likely to be male, Hispanic, married, less edu­
cated, and foreign citizens (table 5). With the excep­
tion of marital status, these differences reflect the 
overall makeup of hired farmworkers and all wage 
and salary workers.

Unemployed, compared with employed, farmworkers 
were more likely to be female, Hispanic, black and 
“other,” less educated, and foreign citizens (tables 1,
2, and 5). About 57 percent of all unemployed hired 
farmworkers were in the West; that number is signifi­
cantly greater than the 38 percent of all hired farm­
workers in that region.

A higher percentage of unemployed in the hired farm 
labor force than among wage and salary workers gave 
“job loser/on layoff’ and “temporary job ended” as 
reasons for unemployment (table 6). Given the sea­
sonal nature of hired farmwork, these findings are not 
surprising.

Secondary Job Holders

Secondary job holders are workers who held more 
than one job during the reference week. The job at 
which the worker spent the most hours was the prima­
ry occupation and the job with the next greatest num­
ber of work hours was the secondary job.

About 72,000 people who had primary jobs as other 
than hired farmworkers had secondary jobs as hired 
farmworkers in 1996 (table 1)> These workers were 
more likely than all hired farmworkers to be female, 
white, and better educated. According to the survey 
results, all who listed hired farmwork as their sec­
ondary employment were employed in other agricul­
tural establishments. Over half (51 percent) of sec­
ondary job holders lived in the Midwest, and almost 
all (98 percent) were U.S. natives.

5 Employed people who had either two or more jobs as 
wage and .salary work; were .self-employed and also held a 
wage and salary job; or worked as an unpaid family worker 
and also held a wage and salary job and reported hired 
farmwork as their secondary job.
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Table &—Demographic characteristics of the unemployed, 1996
Annual averages

Characteristics Hired farmworkers All wage and salary workers
Thousands Percent Thousands Percent

Total 118 100 6,386 100

Gender:
Male 91 77.5 2,424 53.6
Female 27 22.5 2,962 46.4

Racial/ethnic group:
White 29 24.9 3,807 59.6
Hispanic 71 60.1 953 14.9
Black and “other” 18 15.0 1,626 25.5

Age (years):
Less than 20 20 17.2 919 14.4
20-24 13 11.1 1,148 18.0
25-34 34 29.0 1,653 25.9
35-44 25 21.0 1,385 21.6
45-54 16 13.5 804 12.6
55 and older

Median age

10

31

8.2 All 7.5

31

Marital status:
Married 67 56.7 2,394 37.5
Widowed, divorced.

or separated 8 7.0 1,076 16.8
Never married 43 36.3 2,916 45.7

Schooling completed:''
0-4 years 30 25.1 84 1.3
5-8 years 33 28.1 3,29 5.3
9-11 years 29 24.2 1,438 22.5
12 years 17 14.8 2,283 35.8
13 years or more 9 7.8 2,241 35.1

Citizenship status:
Native, born in the U.S. 48 40.8 5415 84.8
Native, born in Puerto
Rico or U.S. outlying
area
Native, born abroad of

0 0 41
f

0.6

American parent(s) 0 0 64 ■' 1.0
Foreign born, U.S. citizen

by naturalization S 4.4 208 3.3
Foreign born, not U.S. citizen 65 - 54.8 658 10.3

1 Educational attainment levels, beginning January 1992, were revised to reflect degrees or diplomas received 
rather than years of school completed. Therefore, to be included under “12 years of education completed,” a diplo­
ma, GED, or equivalent degree must have been granted.
Source: Calculated by ERS using data from the Current Population Survey earnings microdata file.
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Table 6—Reasons for unemployment and duration 
of unemployment, 1996 __________________

Hired All wage and

Table 7—Demographic characteristics of Individu­
als reporting hired farmwork as their secondary 
job, 19961

Item farmworkers salary workers Characteristics Annual average
Thousands Percent Thousands iPercent Thousands Percent

Reasons for unemployment: Total 72 100
Job loser/on layoff 55 46.7 1,039 16.3
Other job loser 7 6.2 1,581 24.8 Gender: «
Temporary job Male 51 71

ended 23 19.6 640 10.0 Female 21 29
Job leaver 1 0.6 748 11.7
Re-entrant 32 26.9 2,378 37.2 Racial/ethnic group:

White 69 96
Duration of unemployment: Hispanic 0 0

Less than 4 Black and other 3 4
months 31 26.5 1,752 27.4

4-6 months 16 13.2 967 15.1 Age (years):
7-9 months 17 14.4 746 11.7 Less than 20 14 20
10-12 months 11 9.3 529 8.3 20-24 7 9
13 months and over 43 36.6 2,391 37.4 25-34 19 27

35-44 18 25
Median (months) 9 8 45-54 10 14

Source: Calculated by ERS using data from the 55 and older 4 5
Current Population Survey earnings microdata file.

Median age 35

Schooling completed:^
0-4 years 0 0
5-8 years 3 3
9-11 years 12 17
12 years 33 46
13 years or more 24 . 34

1 Employed people who had either two or more jobs 
as a wage and salary worker, were self-employed and 
also held a wage and salary job, or worked as an 
unpaid family worker and also held a wage and salary 
job and reported hired farmwork as their secondary 
job.
2 Educational attainment levels, beginning January 
1992, were revised to reflect degrees or diplomas 
received rather than years of school completed. 
Therefore, to be included under “12 years of educa­
tion completed," a diploma, GED, or equivalent 
degree must have been granted.
Source: Calculated by ERS using data from the 
Current Population Survey earnings rniprodata file.
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Table 8—Demographic characteristics of part-time (less than 35 hours per week) and full-time hired farm-

Annual averages
Hired farmworkers All wage and salary workers

Characteristics Part-time Full-time Part-time Full-time
Thousands Percent Thousands Percent Thousands Percent Thousands Percent

Total 202 100 703 100 21,193 100 90,949 100

Gender:
Male 142 70.5 620 88.2 6,617 31.2 51,913 57.1
Female 60 29.5 83 11.8 14,576 68.8 39,036 42.9

Racial/ethnic:
White 167 82.6 366 52.1 16,649 78.6 67,512 74.2
Hispanic 26 12.9 300 42.7 1,725 8.1 9,084 10.0
Black and other 9 4.5 37 5.3 2,819 13.3 14,353 15.8

Age (years):
Less than 20 46 30.2 56 7.9 4,809 22.7 1,944 2.1
20-24 29 19.3 79 11.2 3,356 15.8 8,371 9.2
25-34 30 19.7 201 28.6 3,761 17.7 " 25,760 28.3
35-44 18 11.9 180 25.6 3,776 17.8 26,782 29.4
45-54 10 6.5 105 14.9 2,407 11.4 19,175 21.1
55 and older 18 12.4 82 11.7 3,083 14.5 8,917 9.8

Median age 20 35 31 38

Marital status:
Married 60 29.7 450 63.9 9,458 44.6 55,311 60.8
Widowed, divorced.
or separated 14 6.7 60 8.6 2,345 11.1 13,872 15.3
Never married 128 63.6 194 27.5 9,390 44.3 21,766 23.9

Schooling completed:''
0-4 years 14 6.9 105 15.0 145 0.7 673 0.7
5-8 years 30 15.0 150 21.3 695 3.3 2,496 2.7
9-11 years 88 43.4 131 18.6 4,404 20.7 6,669 7.3
12 years 38 19.1 192 27.2 5,861 27.7 30,401 33.4
13 years or more 32 15.6 126 17.9 10,088 47.6 50,710 55.8

’ Educational attainment levels, beginning January 1992, were revised to reflect degrees or diplomas received 
rather than years of school completed. Therefore, to be included under “12 years of education completed,” a diplo­
ma, GED, or equivalent degree must have been granted.
Source: Calculated by ERS using data from the Current Population Survey earnings microdata file.

10 Profile of Hired Farmworkers, 1996 Annual Averages / AER-762 Economic Research Service/USDA



Part- and Full-Time Workers
About 22 percent (202,000) of hired farmworkers and 
about 19 percent (21,193,000) of all wage and salary 
workers were employed part time (less than 35 hours 
per week) in 1996 (table 8).^’ Part-time hired farm­
workers were more likely than full-time hired farm­
workers to be female, white, younger (24 years and 
under), and never married (table 8). The percentage 
of full-time hired farmworkers that had completed 
either less than 5 years of education or a total of 12 
years of education was significantly larger than the 
percentages of part-time hired farmworkers with the 
same education levels. A significantly larger percent­
age of part-time than full-time hired farmworkers 
completed 9 to 11 years of education.

Survey enumerators asked part-time workers whether 
or not they worked part time voluntarily. These 
choices were classified either as noneconomic if they 
voluntarily worked part time or as economic if they 
involuntarily worked part time.''

The largest percentage of both part-time hired farm­
workers and part-time wage and salary workers gave 
“school/training” and “other family/personal obliga­
tions” as the major noneconomic reason for working 
part time (table 9). Significantly more hired farm­
workers gave “schooiytraining” as the reason, not sur­
prising since a greater share of them are less than 20 
years old. The seasonal nature of farmwork frequent­
ly accommodates the irregular employment needs of 
students.

Among part-time workers who worked part time for 
economic reasons, most of the hired farmworkers 
gave “slack work/business conditions” as the reason 
for working part time, whereas most of the wage and 
salary workers gave “could only find part-time work” 
as the reason for working part time (table 10). 
Significantly more part-time wage and salary workers 
than hired farmworkers gave “could only find part- 
time work” and “other family/personal obligations” as 
reasons for working part time when they wanted full­
time work.

Table 9—Reasons why part-time workers want to 
work part time, 1996 _______

Part-time and full-time di.stinctions do not imply sea.son- 
ality, since the data do not measure the number of weeks 
worked during the year.
’’ Individuals who u.sually work part time must also indicate 
that they want and are available to work full time to be 
classified as part time for economic reasons.

Annual averages

Reasons
Hired

farmworkers
All wage and 

salary workers
Thousands

Total workers’ 123 13,214

Percent
Child care problems 
Other family/personal

2.9 4.4

obligations
Health/medical

11.4 28.1

limitations 4.6 3.4
School/training 
Retired/Social Security

63.1 43.7

limit on earings 
Full-time workweek

9.6 10.2

less than 35 hours 2.4 2.8
Other 6.0 7.3
’ Those working part time by choice.
Source: Calculated by ERS using data from the 
Current Population Survey earnings microdata file.

Table 10—Reasons why workers who want to 
work full time are working part time, 1996

Annual averages

Reasons
Hired

farmworkers
All wage and 

salary workers
Thousands

Total workers 47

Percent

4,402

Slack work/business
conditions 41.3 26.2

Could only find
part-time work 18.7 40.1

Seasonal work 9.3 0.9
Child care problems 4.6 2.2
Other family/personal
obligations -i.e 6.9
Health/medical
limitations 1.1 2.2

School/training 17.9 10.9
Retired/Social Security
limit on earnings 0.3 05

Full-time workweek is
less than 35 hours NA 3.7

Other 5.3 6.4
NA=Not available.
Source: Calculated by ERS using data from the 
Current Population Survey earnings rnicrodata file.
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Geographic Distribution of Hired Farmworkers

Demand for hired farmworkers varies by type of crop 
and livestock, length of growing and harvesting sea­
sons, extent of mechanization, and scale of produc­
tion. As a result, the number of hired farmworkers 
varied significantly among the census regions in 1996 
(table 11). The West had more hired farmworkers 
(344,000) than the other regions; the Northeast had 
the fewest (65,000).

During the 1990’s, patterns of employment have var­
ied by region. The number of hired farmworkers in 
the Northeast and South has remained stable while the 
number of hired farmworkers in the Midwest and 
West has fluctuated. Employment in the Midwest in 
1994 was significantly lower than in 1990, 1991,
1992, and 1996, and the number in 1996 was signifi­
cantly higher than in 1995. Employment in the West 
in 1995 and 1996 was significantly higher than in 
1992, 1993, and 1994.

The demographic characteristics of hired farmworkers 
vary by region (table 12). More females were report­

ed in the hired farm workforce in the Northeast than 
in the West. There was a large percentage of white 
laborers in the hired farm workforce in the Northeast 
and Midwest than in the West. Hispanic workers 
accounted for more of the hired farmworkers in the 
West than in the Northeast and Midwest. In the 
South, there were more black and “other” workers in 
the hired farm workforce than in other regions. Hired 
farmworkers in the Midwest were younger, and those 
in the West were older. A larger percentage of west­
ern workers had lower education levels, probably a 
reflection of the local hired farm workforce, which 
was almost two-thirds Hispanic.

In the West, more hired farmworkers were employed 
in crop production and less in livestock production 
than in the other regions. A significantly higher per­
centage of hired farmworkers in the Northeast and 
Midwest had average weekly earnings of less than 
$100 per week, and the Midwest had a significantly 
lower percentage earning $600 and over per week 
than in other regions.

Table 11—Number of hired farmworkers by region, 1990 to 1996
Annual averages

Region 1990 1991 1992 1993 1994’ 1995 1996 1990 1991 1992 1993 1994 1995’ 1996
Thousands Percent

Total 886 884 848 803 792 849 906 100 100 100 100 100 100 100

Northeast 62 54 52 49 47 60 65 6.9 6.1 6.1 6.1 6.0 7.1 7.2
South 315 328 320 301 312 274 280 35.6 37.1 37.8 37.5 39.4 32.3 30.9
Midwest 214 206 201 172 146 170 217 24.1 23.3 23.7 21.4 18.4 20.0 23.9
West 295 296 275 281 287 345 344 33.4 33.5 32.4 35.0 36.2 40.6 38.0
Note: Data for 1994 and later years are not directly comparable with data (or 1993 and earlier years because of 
changes to survey design.
’Revised.
Source: Calculated by ERS using data from the Current Population Survey earnings microdata file.
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Table 12—Demographic and earnings characteristics of hired farmworkers by census region, 1996
Annual averages

Characteristics Northeast South Midwest West
Thousands

Total 65 280
Percent

217 344

Gender:
Male 71.9 85.1 84.3 85.8
Female 28.1 14.9 15.7 14.2

Racial/ethnic group:
White 92.3 53.5 96.5 33.2
Hispanic 7.1 35.0 2.6 63.3
Black and other 0.6 11.5 0.9 3.4

Age (years):
Less than 20 28.2 13.4 34.0 7.4
20-24 9.1 9.9 10.5 12.0
25-34 13.8 22.3 20.3 29.8
35-44 24.4 22.0 15.1 25.7
45-54 6.2 18.7 10.9 12.5
55 and older 18.3 13.7 9.2 12.6

Median age 32 36 27 35

Schooling completed:’
0-4 years 0.5 12.0 0.6 24.4
5-8 years 10.9 18.8 11.0 28.2
9-11 years 30.7 27.8 30.0 16.2
12 years 44.9 26.0 35.6 14.9
13 years or more 13.0 15.4 22.8 16.3

Establishment:
Crop production 42.2 47.4 28.3 66.6
Livestock production 51.4 43.3 66.0 20.8
Other establishments^ 6.4 9.3 5.7 12.6

Weekly earnings:
Less than $100 20.3 13.4 23.9 7.7
$100-$ 199 22.4 17.8 19.4 14.8
$200-$299 24.2 35.8 21.4 38.6
$300-$399 17.6 14.5 14.2 16.0
$400-$499 5.5 8.8 12.7 11.3
$500-$599 1.8 3.5 3.3 , 4.7
$600 and over 8.2 6.2 4.9 ' 6.9

Median weekly earnings $225 $240 $225 $260
’ Educational attainment levels, beginning January 1992, were revised to reflect degrees or diplomas received rather than years 
of school completed. Therefore, to be included under “12 years of education completed,” a diploma, GED, or equivalent degree 
must have been granted.
2 Othef establishments include agricultural services, forestry, fishing, hunting, trapping, landscape and horticultural services, and 
other agriculture-related establishments.
Note: Data for 1994 and later years are not directly comparable with data for 1993 and earlier years because of changes in sur­
vey design.
Source: Calculated by ERS using data from the Current Population Survey earnings microdata file.
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Distribution of Hired Farmworkers by Establishment

In 1996, about 50 percent of hired farmworkers were 
employed in crop production, 40 percent in livestock 
production, and 10 percent in other agricultural estab­
lishments (table 13). Throughout the 1990’s, the por­
tion of the hired farm workforee employed in crop, 
livestock, and other establishments has remained fair­
ly constant.

With the exception of gender, the demographic char­
acteristics of workers differed among establishment 
types (table 14). Livestock production had a higher 
share of white workers and a lower share of Hispanic 
and black and “other” workers than crop production 
and “other establishments.” Livestock production 
also had a higher percentage of workers who were

less than 20 years old and a lower percentage who 
were 55 years and older than did crop production. 
Livestock workers had completed more years of edu­
cation than had crop workers.

In the South, more workers were employed in live­
stock production than in crop production. In the 
Midwest, more workers were employed in livestock 
production than in crop production and “other estab­
lishments,” probably in part because of the greater 
importance of dairying in that region. Fewer workers 
in the West were employed in livestock production 
than in crop production and “other establishments,” 
reflecting the importance of horticultural crops in that 
region.

Establishment
Annual averages

1990 1991 1992 1993 1994' 1995 1996 1990 1991 1992 1993 1994' 1995 1996
Thousands Percent

Total 886 884 848 803 792 849 906 100 100 100 100 100 100 100

Crop production 419 449 409 436 411 433 451 47.3 50.7 48.2 54.3 51.8 51.0 49.8
Livestock production 390 363 364 313 315 345 369 44.0 41.0 42.9 39.0 39.8 40.6 40.7

Other establishments^ 77 72 75 54 66 71 86 8.7 8.2 8.9 6.7 8.4 8.4 9.5
1 Revised.
2 Other establishments include agricultural services, forestry, fishing, hunting, trapping, landscape and horticultural 
services, and other agriculture-related establishments.
Note: Data for 1994 and later years are not directly comparable with data for 1993 and earlier years because of 
changes to survey design.
Source: Calculated by ERS using data from the Current Population Survey earnings microdata file.
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Table 14—Demographic and earnings characteristics ot hired farmworkers by establishment, 1996
Annual averages Annual averages'

Crop Livestock Other Crop Livestock Other
Characteristics production production establishments^ Characteristics production production establishments^

Total

Gender:
Male
Female

86.3
13.7

Racial/ethnic group: 
White 42.6
Hispanic 50.8
Black and other 6.6

Age (years):

Thousands
369

Percent

83.7
16.3

83.2
14.9

1.9

86

75.7
24.3

39.9
49.5
10.6

Less than 20 13.4 23.8 8.3
20-24 10.6 10.1 14.0
25-34 25.0 23.9 20.3
35-44 22!2 21.1 24.1
45-54 12.4 12.9 22.7
55 and older 16.4 8.2 10.5

Median age 35 31 37

Schooling completed:2
0-4 years 18.6 5.4 17.7
5-8 years 27.5 11.5 16.6
9-11 years 20.0 28.9 25.4
12 years 19.8 32.8 23.0
13 years or more 14.1 21.4 17.2

Percent
Census region:

Northeast 6.0 9.0 4.9
South 29.5 38.8 30.2
Midwest 13.6 32.8 14.5
West 50.9 19.4 50.4

Weekly earnings:
Less than $100 11.1 19.0 9.7
$100-3199 16.5 28.1 19.1
$200-3299 39.8 23.0 35.8
$300-3399 15.0 15.7 14.6
$400-3499 10.1 12.0 6.0
$500-3599 2.8 5.3 2.5
$600 and over 4.7 6.9 12.4

Median weekly
earnings $250 $250 $225

1 Other establishments include agricultural services, forestry, fishing, hunting, trapping, landscape and horticultural 
services, and other agriculture-related establishments.
2 Educational attainment levels, beginning January 1992, \were revised to reflect degrees or diplomas received 
rather than years of school completed. Therefore, to be included under “12 years of education completed,” a diplo­
ma, GED, or equivalent degree must have been granted.
Note: Data for 1994 and later years are not directly comparable with data for 1993 and earlier years because of 
changes in survey design.
Source: Calculated by ERS using data from the Current Population Survey earnings microdata file.
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Earnings Characteristics of Hired Farmworkers in 1996

The median weekly earnings for hired farmworkers 
were considerably lower than for all wage and salary 
workers in 1996. Hired farmworkers received median 
weekly earnings of $250, about 60 percent of the 
$415 per week'received by all wage and salary work­
ers (table 15).* The wage gap remained unchanged 
from 1994 (appendix tables 1 and 2).

Between 1990 and 1996, median weekly earnings of 
hired farmworkers increased 25 percent, while the 
median weekly earnings of all wage and salary work­
ers increased 15 percent. After adjusting for inflation, 
the median weekly earnings of hired farmworkers 
increased 4 percent between 1990 and 1994, and 
remained stable to 1996; and the median weekly earn­
ings for all wage and salary workers decreased by 4 
percent from 1990 to 1996. Service workers and 
hired farmworkers continued to rank among the low­
est-paid laborers of 13 major occupational groups, 
with only private household service workers earning 
less in 1996 for full-time work (figure 5).

In addition to differences in weekly earnings between 
hired farmworkers and all wage and salary workers, 
weekly earnings between groups differed within the 
hired farm workforce (table 16). On average, hired 
farmworkers who were male, were older, were better 
educated, and worked in the West had higher weekly 
earnings. The median hours worked per week for all 
groups of workers was 40, except for females (35 
hours) and workers younger than 20 (20 hours) (table 
16). The lower median weekly hours for females and 
workers under 20 at least partially explains their lower 
median weekly earnings.

For most wage and salary workers, their earnings are 
a major source of family income. People who were 
primarily employed as hired farmworkers had lower 
annual family incomes in 1996 than did all wage and 
salary workers (table 17).® Half of the hired farm­
workers had family incomes of less than $20,000. In 
comparison, only 26 percent of all wage and salary 
workers had family incomes less than $20,000 and 
nearly 60 percent had family incomes of $30,000 and 
above. The lower family income of hired farmwork­
ers reflects lower earnings from both farm and non­
farm work, as well as from other sources. The per­
cent of hired farmworkers in each family income 
group did not change between 1994 and 1996.

Table 15—Weekly earnings of hired farmworkers and all 
wage and salary workers, 1996

Characteristic

Annual averages
Hired

farmworkers
All wage and 

salary workers
Thousands

Total 906 112,142

Percent
Weekly earnings:

Less than $100 14.2 6.2
$100-$ 199 17.4 10.8
$200-$299 32.6 15.6
$300-$399 15.2 14.1
$400-$499 10.5 12.5
$500-$599 3.8 9.6
$600. or more 6.3 31.2

Median earnings $250 $415
Source: Calculated by ERS using data from the Current 
Population Survey earnings microdata file.

* Data on earning's refer to the usual earnings received from 
the worker’s farmwork job, before deductions, and include 
any overtime pay or commissions.

’ The CPS defines family income as the combined income 
of all family members during the last 12 months, including 
money from jobs; net income from businesses, farms, or 
rents; pensions, dividends, intere.st, or social security pay­
ments; and any other money income received by family 
members who are 15 years of'age and older. '
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Figure 5
Median weekly earnings of full-time wage and salary workers by occupation, 1996
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Source: Calculated by ERS using data from the Current Population Survey earnings microdata file.

Table 16—Median weekly earnings of hired farmworkers by demographic and employment characteristics, 1996
Hired Median weekly Hired Median weekly

Characteristic farmworkers earnings Characteristic farmworkers earnings
Thousands Dollars Thousands Dollars

All hired farmworkers 906 250 Schooling completed (years):^
0-4 119 250

Sex: 5-8 181 240
Male 763 250 9-11 219 200
Female 143 188 12 230 275

13 or more 157 320

Racial/elhnic group: 
White 534 248 Industry:
Hispanic 326 250 Crop production 451 250

Black and other 46 1 Livestock production 369 250

Other agricultural 86 225

Age: (years)
Less than 20 155 100 Farm production region:
20-24 98 225 Northeast 65 225
25-34 218 284 Midwest 217 225
35-44 199 280 South 280 240
45-54 123 260 West 344 260

55 and older 113 241

1 Dollar amounts not shown where base is less than $50,000.
2 Educational attainment levels, beginning January 1992, were revised to reflect degrees or diplomas received rather than years of 
school completed. Therefore, to be included under “12 years of education completed,” a diploma, GED, or equivalent degree must 
have been granted.
Note: Data for 1994 and later years are not directly comparable with data for 1993 and earlier because of changes to survey design. 
Source: Calculated by ERS using data from the Current Population Survey earnings microdata file.

Table 17—Family Income of hired farmworkers and all wage and salary workers, 1996^
Income Hired farmworkers All wage and salary workers

Thousands - Percent Thousands Percent
Total 906 - 100.0 112,142 100.0

Less than $10,000 235 25.9 16,814 15.0
$10,000 to $19,999 234 25.8 12,445 11.1
$20,000 to $29,999 158 17.4 15,860 14.1
$30,000 to $39,999 93 10.3 15,878 14.2
$40,000 to $49,999 65 7.2 12,689 11.3

$50,000 or more 121 13.4 38,456 34.3

Combined income of all family members during<the last 12 months. Includes money from jobs: net income from businesses, farms, or rents; 
pensions, dividends, interest, and social security payments; and any other money income received by family members who are 15 years of age 
and older.
Source: Calculated by ERS using data from the Current Population Survey earnings microdata file.
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Figure 5
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Dollars

600 800

Source; Cateulated by ERS using data trom the Current Population Survey earnings microdata life.
Bowie, Chester E., Lawrence S’. Gaboon, and 
Elizabeth A, Martin. “Evaluating Change in the 
Estimates.” Monthly Labor Review. U.S. Department 
of Labor, Bureau of Labor Statistics. Vol. 116, No. 9. 
September 1993.

Bregger, John E., and Cathryn S. Dippo. “Why Is It 
Necessary to Change?” Monthly Labor Review. U.S. 
Department of Labor, Bureau of Labor Statistics. Vol. 
116, No. 9. September 1993.

Delfico, Joseph F. Farmworkers Face Gaps in 
Protection and Barriers to Benefits. U.S. General 
Accounting Office. GAO-HRD-91-40. July 1991.

Oliveira, Victor J. A Profile of Hired Farmworkers, 
1990 Annual Averages. AER-658. U.S. Department 
of Agriculture, Economic Research Service. Feb. 
1992.

Oliveira, Victor J., and Leslie A. Whitener. 
“Appendix B. Agricultural Labor; A Review of the

18 Profile of Hired Farmworkers, 1996 Annual Averages / AER-762 Economic Research Service/USDA



Glossary

Employed persons; Persons 15 years of age and 
older who, during the survey week:
1) did any work as paid employees;
2) worked 15 hours or more as unpaid workers in a 

family enterprise; or
3) were not working but had jobs or businesses from 

which they were temporarily absent because of ill­
ness, bad weather, vacation, labor-management dis­
putes, or personal reasons, whether they were paid 
for the time off or were seeking other jobs.

Hired farmworkers: Employed persons who, during 
the survey week, did farmwork for cash wages or 
salary, or did not work but had farm jobs from which 
they were temporarily absent. Hired farmworkers 
include persons who manage farms for employers on 
a paid basis, supervisors of farmworkers, and farm 
and nursery workers.

Annual average number of hired farmworkers:
The average number of hired farmworkers employed 
per week during 1992.

Racial/ethnic group: Refers to division of the popu­
lation into three mutually exclusive groups—white, 
Hispanic, and black and “other.” “Hispanic” includes 
all persons who identified themselves in the enumera­
tion process as Mexican, Mexicano, Puerto Rican, 
Cuban, Central or South American, or of other 
Hispanic origin or descent. “White” refers to white 
persons other than those of Hispanic origin. “Black 
and ‘other’” includes non-white persons and other 
groups such as blacks, Indians, Chinese, Japanese, and 
others not of Hispanic origin.

Education; Refers to the highest level of school 
completed or the highest degree received. Beginning 
in January 1992, education level was revised to reflect 
degrees or diplomas received rather than years of 
school completed. Despite this change, the label used 
to describe education levels, “years of schooling com­
pleted,” remains the same.

Full-time workers: Persons who usually work 35 
hours or more per week. Persons working less than 
35 hours per week are considered part-time.

Median weekly earnings: The value that divides the 
earnings distribution into two equal'parts, one part

having earnings above the median and the other part 
having earnings below the median. “Earnings” refers 
to the weekly earnings the farmworker usually earns 
at a farm job, before deductions, and includes over­
time pay or commissions.

Industry: Hired farmworkers were classified accord­
ing to the industry of the establishment where they 
worked:
Crop production—Establishments primarily engaged 

in producing crops, plants, vines, and trees (exclud­
ing forestry operations).

Livestock production—Establishments primarily 
engaged in the keeping, grazing, or feeding of live­
stock.

Other agricultural establishments—Establishments 
primarily engaged in agricultural services, forestry, 
fishing, hunting, trapping, landscape and horticul­
tural services, and other agriculture-related estab­
lishments.

Family income; Combined income of all family 
members during the last 12 months. Includes money 
from jobs; net income from businesses, farms, or 
rents; pensions, dividends, interest, social security 
payments, and any other money income received by 
family members who are 15 years of age and older.

Census regions: The Census regions and their States 
are as follows:
Northeast—Connecticut, Maine, Massachusetts, New 

Hampshire, New Jersey, New York, Pennsylvania, 
Rhode Island, and Vermont.

Midwest—Indiana, Illinois, Iowa, Kansas, Michigan, 
Minnesota, Missouri, Nebraska, North Dakota, 
Ohio, South Dakota, and Wisconsin.

South—Alabama, Arkansas, Delaware, Florida, 
Georgia, Kentucky, Louisiana, Maryland, 
Mississippi, North Carolina, Oklahoma, South 
Carolina, Tennessee, Texas, Virginia^and West 
Virginia.

West—Alaska, Arizona, California, Colorado, Hawaii, 
Idaho, Montana, Nevada, New Mexico, Oregon, 
Utah, Washington, and Wyoming.
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Appendix table 1—Hired farmworkers: Demographic and earnings characteristics, 1990-1996
Annual averages

Characteristics 1990 1991 1992 1993 19941 1995 1996 1990 1991 1992 1993 1994 1995 1996

Total 886 884

Thousands

848 803 793 849 906 100 100 100

Percent

100 100 100 100

Gender:
Male 735 728 711 680 664 718 763 82.9 82.4 83.8 84.7 83.8 84.5 84.2
Female 151 156 137 123 129 131 143 17.1 17.6 16.2 15.3 16.2 15.5 15.8

Racial/ethnic group: 
White 540 533 506 462 406 455 534 61.0 60.3 59.7 57.5 50.5 53.5 58.9
Hispanic 260 251 260 270 328 349 326 29.4 28.3 30.7 33.6 41.9 41.1 36.0
Black and other 85 100 82 71 59 45 46 9.6 11.4 9.6 8.9 7.6 5.4 5.1

Age (years):
Less than 20 144 128 122 112 97 124 155 16.2 14.4 14.5 14.0 12.2 14.6 17.1
20-24 135 114 113 106 125“ 132 98 15.3 13.0 13.3 13.2 15.8 14.3 10.8
25-34 251 256 246 235 223 227 218 28.4 28.9 9.0 29.3 28.6 26.8 24.1
35-44 170 180 175 175 164 148 199 19.2 20.3 20.6 21.8 21.0 17.4 21.9
45-54 90 95 96 97 105 118 123 10.2 10.8 11.3 12.1 13.4 13.8 13.6
55 and older 95 111 96 77 78 100 113 10.7 12.6 11.3 9.6 10.0 11.8 12.5
Median age 31 32 33 32 32 32 34 — — — — — — —

Marital status:
Married 472 472 454 407 464 497 510 53.3 53.4 53.5 51.8 59.5 58.5 56.3
Widowed, divorced, 
or separated 79 99 86 76 69 63 74 8.9 11.2 10.1 9.5 8.9 7.5 8.2
Never

married 335 313 308 310 260 289 322 37.8 35.4 36.4 38.6 31.6 34.0 35.6

Cent.

I
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Appendix table 1—Hired farmworkers: Demographic and earnings characteristics, 1990-1996 (cont.)
Annual averages_____________________ _______

Characteristics 1990 1991 1992 1993 1994' 1995 1996 1990 1991 1992 1993 1994 1995 1996
Thousands Percent

Education completed: 
0-4 years 98

2

101 119 132 106 121 119 11.t 11.5 14.1 16.4 13.4 14.2 13.1
5-8 years 191 187 135 140 181 191 181 21.6 21.2 16.0 17.4 22.8 22.0 19.9
9-11 years 202 200 229 175 180 193 219 22.8 22.6 27.0 21.8 22.7 22.7 24.2
12 years 278 274 228 217 202 220 230 31.4 31.0 26.9 27.0 25.5 25.9 25.4
13 years

or more 116 122 136 139 124 124 157 13.1 13.7 16.0 17.4 15.6 14.7 17.4

Weekly earnings: 
Less than 

$100 126 111 102 88 88 103 129 14.2 12. 6 12.0 10.9 11.1 12.2 14.2
$100-$199 251 234 259 210 191 162 158 28.4 26.5 30.5 26.2 24.1 19.0 17.4
$200-$299 295 301 261 289 269 311 295 33.4 34.0 30.8 36.0 33.9 36.6 32.6
$300-$399 118 145 127 125 146 158 138 13.4" 16.4 15.0 15.6 18.5 18.6 15.2
$400-$499 46 48 47 45 58 59 95 5.2 5.4 5.5 5.6 7.3 7.0 10.5
$500-$599 23 24 28 24 22 18 34 2.4 2.7 3.3 3.0 2.8 2.1 3.8
$600 and over 27 21 24 22 18 38 57 3.0 2.4 2.8 2.7 2.3 4.5 6.3
Median

earnings $200 $210 $200 $220 $238 $240 $250 _ _ _ _ _ — —
' Revised.
2 Educational attainment levels, beginning January 1992, were revised to reflect degrees or diplomas received 
rather than years of school completed. Therefore, to be included under “12 years of education completed,” a diplo­
ma, GED, or equivalent degree must have been granted.
Note: Data for 1994 and later years are not directly comparable with data for 1993 and earlier years because of 
changes in survey design.
Source; Calculated by ERS using data from the Current Population Survey earnings microdata file.
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Appendix table 2—All wage and salary workers: Demographio and earnings characteristics, 1990-1996
Annual averages ______________________

Characteristics 1990 1991 1992 1993 1994' 1995 1996 1990 1991 1992 1993 199419951996
Thousands

Total 104,351

Gender:
Male 55,043
Female 49,308

Racial/ethnic
group:
White 81,695
Hispanic 8,197
Black and

other 14,459

Age (years):
Less than 20 6,571
20-24 12,212
25-34 30,972
35-44 26,411
45-54 16,558
55 and

older 11,628
Median age

Marital status:
Married 60,7 
Widowed, divorced, or 

separated 14,9 
Never

Schooling completed:^ 
0-4 years 1,031
5-8 years 
9-11 years
12 years
13 years 

or more

4,141

80,522 81,032 81,907 82,528 84,033 84,161
8,207 8,356 8,598 10,036 10,403 10,809

14,437 14,666 14,902 15,602 15,784 17,172

5,886 5,626 5,744 6,219 6,540 6,753
11,834 11,785 11,788 12,309 12,016 11,727
30,106 29,870 29,477 29,573 29,702 29,522
27,056 27,525 28,144 29,109 29,750 30,558
16,863 17,834 18,885 19,642 20,574 21,582

11,421 11,414 11,367 11,314 11,638 12,000
36 36 36 36 37 37

60,360 60,174 61,378 62,664 63,906 64,769
>r

14,178 15,088 15,421 15,588 15,871 16,217

28,087 28,252 28,608 29,914 30,443 31,156

956 892 861 849 827 818
3,844 3,166 3,006 3,125 3,089 3,192

10,561 10,525 10,278 10,193 10,710 11,074
40,385 36',431 36,246 35,960 35,936 36,262

47,410 53,040 55,016 57,798 59,658 60,796

Percent

52.7 52.5 52.2 52.1 52.4 52.4 52.2 
47.3 47.5 47.8 47.9 47.6 47.8 47.6

78.3 78.1 77.9 77.7 76.3 76.2 75.0
7.9 8.0 8.0 8.2 9.3 9.4 9.6

13.8 13.9 14.1 14.1 14.4 14.3 15.3

6.3 5.7 5.4 5.4 5.7 5.9 6.0
11.7 11.5 11.3 11.2 11.4 10.9 10.5
29.7 29.2 28.7 28.0 27.4 26.9 26.3
25.3 26.2 26.5 26.7 26.9 27.0 27.3
15.9 16.3 17.1 17.9 18.1 18.7 19.2

11.1 11.1 11.0 10.8 10.5 10.6 10.7

58.2 58.5 58.3 58.2 57.9 58.0 57.8

14.3 14.3 15.4 14.6 14.4 14.4 14.5

27.5 27.2 27.2 27.1 27.7 27.6 27.8

1.0 0.9 0.9 0.8 0.8 0.8 0.7
4.0 3.7 3.0 2.8 2.9 2.8 2.9

10.8 10.2 10.1 9.8 9.6 9.7 9.9
39.4 39.2 35.0 34.4 33.3 32.6 32.3

44.8 46.0 51.0 52.2 53.4 54.1 54.2
Cont.
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Appendix table 2—All wage and salary workers: Demographic and earnings characteristics, 1990-1996 
(cont.)

Characteristics 1990
Annual averages

1991 1992 1993 1994’ 1995 1996 1990 1991 1992 1993 1994 1995 1996

Weekly earnings:
Less than $100 7,628 
$100-3199 13,911

Thousands

$200-3299 
$300-3399 
$400-3499 
$500-$599 
$600 and 

over

19,109
16,195
13,453
9,924

7,066 6,762 
13,121 12,996 
18,250 17,871 
15,867 15,695 
13,080 3,389 
10,159 9,890

6,562 7,430 
12,355 12,721 
17,858 17,795 
15,255 15,470 
13,596 13,674 
10,172 10,346

7,277 6,904 
12,443 12,137 
17,558 17,492 
15,791 15,854 
13,710 14,022 
10,668 10,800

Percent

24,131 25,623 27,451 29,609 30,730 32,773 34,933

7.3 6.8 6.5' 6.2 6.9 6.6 6.2
13.3 12.7 12.5 11.7 11.7 11.3 10.8
18.3 17.7 17.2 16.9 16.5 15.9 15.6
15.5 15.4 15.1 14.5 14.3 14.3 14.1
12.9 12.7 12.9 12.9 12.6 12.5 12.5
9.5 9.8 9.5 9.6 9.6 9.7 9.6

23.1 24.8 26.4 28.1 28.4 29.7 31.2

Median
earnings $360 $370 $380 $400 $400 $400 $415

’ Revised.
2 Educational attainment levels, beginning January 1992, \were revised to reflect degrees or diplomas received 
rather than years of school completed. Therefore, to be included under “12 years of education completed,” a diplo­
ma, GED, or equivalent degree must have been granted.
Note: Data for 1994 and later years are not directly comparable with data tor 1993 and earlier years because of 
changes in survey design.
Source: Calculated by ERS using data from the Current Population Survey earnings microdata file.
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1997 REGIONAL H-2A ACTIVITY
APPLICATIONS AND POSITIONS CERTIFIED

III 33 II 187

V 95-

VII 14 

VIII

IX 466

396

X 291

2,281 APPLICATIONS

III 3,714

IV 9,873

II 2,122

iiiilw
mmmmi 3,489

I—X'646 

HX 1,065

II 840 
145

'' VI 1,160 
V 298

23,352 POSITIONS



PRINCIPAL H-2A STATES
9 STATES HAVE 80% OF H-2A ACTIVITY

OTHER 4,586

VA(T, A) 3,706

KY(T) 2,402

NC (T) 6,444

V

— TX(CC) 521 
ID(S) 557

TN (T) 755

MASS (T, A) 969 

CN(T, A) 1,290
NY (A) 2,122

PRINCIPAL H-2A STATES AND CROPS

T = TOBACCO, A = APPLES, S = SHEEP, CC = OUST. COMBINE.
18,766 POSITIONS CERTIFIED IN THESE STATES OF 23,352 TOTAL IN 1997.



1997 H-2A
MAJOR CROP ACTIVITY

TOBACCO 62%
\

OTHER 6%

FRUIT &VEG 2%

IRRIGATION 1% 
COMBINE 3%

SHEEPHERDING 7%
APPLES 18%

23,352 POSITIONS CERTIFIED IN 1997



FY1997 H-2A REPORT Updated 6-1-98

REGION 1996
APRS
CERTIFIED

1996
WORKERS
CERTIFIED

1997
APRS
CERTIFIED

1997
WORKERS
CERTIFIED

1997
FEES PAID

BOSTON 390 3,247 396 3,489 CRT 
3,607 REQ

61,630

NY 166 2,560 187 2,122 36,750

PHIL 28 2,524 33 3,714 137,180
1 ATLANTA 290 6,746 509 APRS 

1,467
GROWERS

9,873 CRT. 
13,987
REQ.

193,310

CHICAGO 1 181 7 298 CRT
358 REQ

2,460

DALLAS 115 685 195 1,160 CRT 
1,170 REQ

20,211 1

KC 14 131 14 145 7,270 1

DENVER 211 886 183 840 CRT
840 REQ

50,275

SAN FRAN 479 842 466 1,065 CRT 
1,094 REQ

53,150

SEATTLE 254 495 291 646 CRT 40,050

TOTAL 1 1,948 18,297 2,281 23,352 1599,097

1. IN MOST CASES. THE DATA IN THIS REPORT IS FROM HAND COUNTS OF REGIONAL FILES. DOL 
DOES NOT GUARANTEE THE ACCURACY OF THIS DATA BUT FEELS THAT IT IS A REASONABLE 
INDICATOR OF KEY H-2A ACTIVITY IN EACH STATE.

2. ROUNDING IN SOME CHARTS MAY SHOW TOTALS THAT DO NOT ADD TO 100%.

3. THE TERMS 'OPENINGS CERnRED" AND 'WORKERS CERTTRED' ARE USED SYNONYMOUSLY IN 
THIS REPORT.

4. IN SOME CASES. THE REGIONS WERE ABLE TO REPORT 'WORKERS REQUESTED' AS WELL AS 
•WORKERS CERTIRED' DATA. LACK OF DATA FOR'WORKERS REQUESTED'DOES NOT 
NECESSARILY MEAN THAT REGIONS APPROVED ALL REQUESTED WORKERS.



FY1997 H-2A STATE ACTIVITY

REGION I STATES
STATE CROP I APRS CERTr I WORKERS CERTJ

I CONNECTICUT APPLES

XMAS TREES 
DIV. CROPS 
DAIRY/POULTRY 
NURSERY 
SOD
TOBACCO
VEGETABLES

1
24
2
8
2
30
3

57 CERT 
(62 REQ) 
5
65
5
27
5
1,122
4

MASS. APPLES
FARMWORKER II 
DIV. CROPS 
NURSERY 
SOD
TOBACCO
VEGETABLES

72
3
57
1
2
13
16

361
3
218
1
6
308
72

MAINE APPLES 
BLUEBERRIES 
DIV. CROPS 
NURSERY 
VEGETABLES

29
1
2
1
1

377
57
11
2
4

NEW HAMPSHIRE APPLES 
DIV. CROPS 
VEGETABLES

34
14
2

288
37
9

RHODE ISLAND APPLES 
DIV. CROPS

6
1

10
1

VERMONT APPLES 
DIV. CROPS

41
10

383
66

Region I Notes: Master orders are new for 1997. There were 9 apple harvest orders by 96 employers 
certified for 898 workers; 6 master diversified crop orders from 43 employers certified for 114 workers; 
and 2 tobacco master orders from 10 employers certified for 679 workers. Due to the complexity of 
these multi-state orders, the applications columns reflect individual employer applicants and all 
employers within the association in totaL Reg. 1 "applicatiotis" actually are 273 rather than 396 which 
are the total of all employers.



REGION II STATES
STATE I CROP I APRS CERT. WORKERS CERT.

I NEW YORK APPLES 185 2,090 CERT 1
2,135 REQ

HORTICULTURE 1 30
(FLOWERS)

LIVESTOCK 1 2 1
NEW JERSEY NONE

USVIandPR NONE

REGION III STATES
[DELAWARE NONE

DISTRICT OF 
COLUMBIA

NONE

MD NONE

PENNSYLVANIA DIVERSIFIED
CROPS

1 8



VIRGINIA TOBACCO
>

4 77

TOBACCO/
PRODUCEmAY
(combined)

8
(1,007 GROWERS) 
(INC6EMERG)

3,031

VEGETABLE/
BERRY

2
(3 GROWERS)
(INC 1 EMERG)

16

CABBAGE
2
(5 GROWERS) 17

APPLES
16
(INC 2 EMERG) 565

1 WEST VIRGINIA
NONE



REGION IV STATES
ISTATE CROP APRS CERT. WORKERS CERT. I

AL SHEEP 1 4

FLORIDA SUGAR CANE - 
MECHANICAL 
HARVESTER 
SUPERVISORS

2
NOTE:
EMERGENCY
VEG. ORDER FOR 
50 WORKERS 
WITHDRAWN;
VEG. ORDER FOR 
450 WITHDRAWN; 
ANOTHER VEG. 
ORDER FOR 150 
DENIED.

4

GEORGIA GREENS/VEG 4 170 CERT
340 REQ

KENTUCKY TOBACCO/HAY
STRAW/
NURSERY

373 APPS
425 GROWERS

2,402 CERT
2,613 REQ

MISSISSIPPI NURSERY/
WATERMELONS

2-INC1 EMERG 
CERT

45 CERT
91 REQ

NORTH
CAROLINA

TOBACCO/VEG. 44 OF WHICH 10 
MASTER ORDERS 
- INC 17 EMERG 
FOR 301
TOBACCO 276 
CERT

6,444 CERT
7,624 REQ

S. CAROLINA NONE -
TENNESSEE TOBACCO

TOMATOES
NURSERY

73 APPS
102 GROWERS

755 CERT
905 REQ



REGION V STATES
1STATE ICROP APPS CERT. WORKERS CERT. I

ILLINOIS VEG. CROPS- 
tomatoes, 
cucumbers, 
peppers, squash, 
egg plant

2 185 CERT I
250 REQ I

(65 U.S. hires 
through pos. 
recruitment)

INDIANA NONE

MICHIGAN NONE

OHIO VEG. CROPS - 
squash, cabbage, 
peppers, greens, 
kale, pumpkins

1 24 CERT
25 REQ

TOBACCO 2 14 CERT
15 REQ

NURSERY
(EMERGENCY)

2 75 CERT
75 REQ

MINNESOTA, NONE

WISCONSIN NONE 1



REGION VI STATES
ISTATE I CROP APRS CERT. WORKERS CERT. I

ARK VEG. HARVEST 1 14

LOUISIANA SUGARCANE 3 173 CERT
185 REQ

1 NEW MEXICO SHEEP SHEARER 1 1
1 OKLAHOMA VEG. HARVEST 1 5

FARM MACH. 
OPERATOR

5 18

OUST. COMBINE 53 428

TEXAS GEN. FARM 8 46
LIVESTOCK 10 33
FIELD CROPS 3 234
PECAN ORCH. 1 1
HORSE FARM 
(TRAINER)

1 2

SOD FARM 1 3
BEE KEEPING 2 16
HORTICULT. 1 2
VINEYARD 2 3
FARM MACHINE 2 8
CUST. COMBINE 18 173



REGION VII STATES
STATE CROP I APPS CERT. I WORKERS CERT. I

flOWA DAIRY FARM 1 6

KANSAS CUSTOM
COMBINE

9 CRT
14REQ

92 CERT
105 REQ

MISSOURI SHEEP
SHEARING

1 6

NEBRASKA
1 ___

CUSTOM
COMBINE

2 17 1

REGION VIII STATES
COLORADO SHEEPHERDING 31 180

SHEEPSHEARING 2 32

MONTANA SHEEPHERDING 14 42 1
CUST. COMBINE 6 44
IRRIGATION 36 78

NORTH DAKOTA SHEEPHERDING 2 3
CUST. COMBINE

/
1 1

SOUTH DAKOTA SHEEPSHEARING 2 8
CUST. COMBINE 1 12

UT SHEEPHERDING 49 175 1
SHEEPSHEARING 1 4

WYOMING SHEEPHERDING 33 212
SHEEPSHEARING 4 49



REGION IX STATES
i STATE [crop I APRS CERT. WORKERS CERT.

ARIZONA

WESTERN
RANGE
ASSOC

NONWRA

SHEEPHERDING

SHEEPHERDING
FARMWORK
FRUIT HARVEST

36

4
1
2

56

15
6
120 CERT
148 REQ

CALIFORNIA 1WRA SHEEPHERDING 312 429

NONWRA SHEEPHERDING 3 10
SHEEP 1 2-
SHEARING

HAWAII NONE

NEV
WRA SHEEPHERDING 72 107

NONWRA FARMWORK 2 2
GARLIC
ONION HARVEST 2 317
LIVESTOCK 1 1

AMER. SAMOA NONE
GUAM NONE
N. MARIANAS NONE



REGION X STATES
I STATE I CROP APRS CERT. WORKERS CERT3
1 ALASKA ANIMAL 2 CERT 2 CERT

SLAUGHTER 5REQ 5REQ

IDAHO SNAKE RIVER 
FARMERS
ASSOC.

IRRIGATE 8 MASTER 187 CERT
ORDERS - 44 277 REQ

MOUNTAIN
PLAINS AGRIC. 
ASSOC

EMPLOYERS

SHEEP- 3 ORDERS 3
HERDING 3 EMPLOYERS

INDEPENDENT

1 SHEEP­ 1 10 CERT
SHEARING 27 REQ
SHEEP-
HERDING

1 5

WESTERN
RANGE

SHEEP- 1 MASTER - 250 352 CERT
HERDING EMPLOYERS

OREGON SHEEPHERDING 1 ORDER 1
SHEEP
SHEARING

1 ORDER 12

WESTERN
RANGE
ASSOCIATION

SHEEP- 1 MASTER - 50 61 CERT
HERDING EMPLOYERS



WASHINGTON WESTERN >

RANGE ASSOC
SHEEP- 1 MASTER - 9 16 CERT
HERDING EMPLOYERS


