
Are farm employees paid well? 
 
This is a complicated question! In order to answer this, I like to refer to the data we have 
available on both New York State and the six-county region of Northern NY. When looking at 
agriculture, there are two different resources to track the wages paid to employees.  
 
The first is NYS payroll data that is collected by the state when business owners file their 
mandated payroll reports. The limitation with this is that not all farms businesses are paying 
enough wages to be mandated to report this data to NYS. So while this data is not all 
encompassing of farms, it is a good representation.  
 
The second resource would be the Agricultural Census that is completed every ten years. Of the 
farms in New York State, 10,345 hired labor in 2007 with a total of 60,944 workers of which 
about half were more than 150 days a year. According to NYS payroll data as defined by the 
industries of Agriculture, Fishing, and Forestry, Animal Production, and Crop Production, there 
were 376 farms reporting payroll employing an average of 4,724 employees in the North 
Country six-county region (this number accounts for some seasonality of employees). This 
made for total wages of $163,456,280 in 2017 or an average annual salary of $32,162 per 
employee. Across the six-county region there was variation in the average annual salary of 
about $10,000. There is always speculation on what a livable or good wage is for the North 
Country and one way to evaluate this is how much above minimum wage the hourly rate is. If it 
is assumed that most farm employees are working 50 hours per week (51 weeks per year), this 
would equate to gross earnings of $12.61 per hour or $1.91 over minimum wage. It is important 
to remember that this is the average, so some are paid more and some are paid less with 
varying requirements in experience and education. However, note that most farm labor jobs do 
not require more than a high school or technical degree depending on the position.   
 
So when considering the data above, in addition to the experience/education requirements, 
and the other potential benefits that many farms provide (such as: health insurance, 
retirement, meat or milk from the farm, employee parties, on-the-job training, etc.), I would say 
that farms are compensating their employees fairly well. There will always be debate over what 
a “livable” wage is – it is perhaps more important to consider both the monetary and non-
monetary factors in comparison to the education requirement and then look at the hourly wage 
in relation to the state’s minimum wage. Overall, from my experience a majority of farms are 
highly focused on retaining and developing their employees because they recognize the 
immense value these employees bring to the farm.             
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