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Agricultural Labor



Importance of Farm Labor

• Farm wages and salaries represent roughly 
– 14% of total cash expenses for all farms
– 39% of expenses for specialty crops

(Source – ARMS)

• Supply of farm labor shrinking

Farm wages rise



USDA-ERS
BLS-OEW

Farmworkers and Laborers, Crop, Nursery, and Greenhouse
2019 - $13.36 2020 - $14.49 2021 - $15.11
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Changing Labor Landscape

How are ag. producers adapting to the falling 
supply of ag. labor?

Technology
H-2A workers



Technology

Harvest Croo Robotics



VSC News



What is H-2A?

• Temporary, legal, agricultural “guest” 
workers from outside the US

• Approximately ¾ of farmworkers foreign 
born, ½ unauthorized, and 11% H-2A
• Unauthorized possibly underreported
• H-2A growing

• H-2A predominantly used in labor-intensive 
crops like fruits and vegetables



USDA-ERS
2021 – 317,000 positions certified



History of US Guest Workers

• 1917-1922 – the first bracero program
• 1942-1964 – the second bracero program

• 1952 – Immigration and Nationality Act
– H-1 and H-2

• 1986 – Immigration Reform and Control Act
– H-2B and H-2A



H-2A Program Basics

Basic requirements for employing H-2A workers:

1) Preference US workers
2) Employer-provided housing and travel
3) Adverse Effect Wage Rate (AEWR)



H-2A Program Evolution

• Initial hires from Florida sugar cane and East 
Coast apple growers

• North Carolina tobacco in mid 1990s
– Association-based recruitment

• H-2A program small most of 1990s (<10,000) 
due to readily available unauthorized workers



H-2A Program Evolution

• Dramatic program growth in 2010s
– ~55,000 in 2011 to ~215,000 in 2020 (visas)
– Lack of new legislation (some rule updates)
– Less Mexican migration

• Largest employers are associations and labor 
contractors
– North Carolina Growers Association
– Washington Farm Labor Association
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https://www.sesolabor.com/



H-2A vs Domestic



USDA-ERS
6% increase to AEWR in 2022
GA - $11.99 CA - $17.51



USDA-ERS



NCAE



Pandemic Effect on H-2A
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2019 total = 191,171
2020 total = 201,123

April – Aug 2020 Reduction

Drop in applications as well…



Farm Workforce Modernization Act

• Passed House – March 2021

• Legalization Program for Undocumented 
Farmworkers

• H-2A Program Reform

• E-Verify for all agricultural workers



Farm Workforce Modernization Act

• Legalization Program for Undocumented 
Farmworkers
– Certified ag. worker (CAW) status 
– 18-month application period for workers (and 

family) with 180 days of work in last 2 years
– CAW status valid for 5.5 years and renewable 

with 100 days/year in ag. work
– Can get lawful permanent resident status (LPR) 

with additional time in ag. work and $1000 fine



Farm Workforce Modernization Act

• Changes to H-2A
– Dept. of Homeland Security (DHS) creates 

electronic platform for H-2A program
– H-2A visas valid 3 years
– Modify AEWR formula
– 20,000 year-round and 10,000 portable jobs
– 40,000 new immigrant visas for unskilled 

workers
– Funding for worker housing



Questions + Discussion



Connect. Explore. Engage.
Food and Resource Economic Department (FRED)

/fred.ifas.ufl

@UF_IFAS_FRED


