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ABSTRACT

This paper documents migrant farm workers as being
among the most persistently underprivileged groups in American
society. Migrant farm workers typically receive low wages from
irregular employment and live in poverty with access to only
substandard housing and inadequate health care. The lack of economic
improvement stems from a number of sociopolitical factore, including
the political powerlessness of farm workers, the political influence
of agricultural employers, and the marginal status of farm workers in
United States agriculture development. Only a limited number of local
and regional studies of migrant workers are available. Migrant
workers are predominantly male with a median age of 32. Their racial
composition is about 46 percent White, 15 percent Hispanic, and 39
percent Black and other races. Depending on the nature of the work,
families may work toge~her as a group or the adults may travel
leaving families behind. Migrants in 1988 had an annual median income
of $7,330, with an average of 5.2 persons dependent upon this income,
placing them under the poverty level. Inadequate health care and
migration are detrimental to the education of this population. The
numper of workers needed in agriculture has been declining and will
probably continue to decline due to continued mechanization in
agriculture production. However, an increase in farming of
labor-intensive crops would increase the demand for farm workers for
short periods of time. Other issues addressed include the impact of
erratic immigration policies and minimum wage legislation. Few needs
of the politically and economically powerless migrant workers will be
met until it is recognized that farm workers have the same rights as
employees in other industries. (LP)
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Migr;ml firm workers are mmong the most underprivileged groups in our society.
‘I'ypically, they receive low wages fiom inreguliar employment and live in poverty
€ EDUCATI R with aceess only to substandard housing and inndequate health care. Perhaps
TSFB:RMAHON CENTER (ERIC). . what is most disturbing about migrant-faom-worker poverty is its persistence
aver time. Farm labor has never conunanded much more than a subsistence
wage, and migrant fanm work, where individuals and families follow the planting
and harvesting of crops, has usually been compensated at the lowest of wages
available for hired farm waorkerss., .
Migrant farm workers have been an important part of the agricultural economy
i the United States Tor more than a century, and during that time many ol the
conditions of their Jives have not improved. As noted by a Washington State
LEmployiment Scewrity Departiment report (1990), seasonal and migrant fagm
workers can be viewed as a ‘contingency®’ work force, since they are nceded
in large numbers for temporary work at certain times of the year, These workers
have special needs, since they typically have little security and fewer benclits
than do permanent workers. "This state of affairs is in stark contrast to the advances
made by workers in other scetors of the cconomy during the tweatieth century.
Official agencics difier in their definitions of *‘migrant.”* The U.S. Departiment
of Agricullurc (USDA) definition of a migrant farm worker is ‘‘someone who
tempurarily crosses state or county boundaries and stays overnight to do hired
farn work'* (Oliveira and Cox 1988, p. 8). Other federal agencies use slightly
different definitions, ‘The U.S. Depa:iment of Education divides migrant families
into two categories: ‘currently migrant,’’ meaning that a member of the family
was employed in agriculture and stayed overight away from home within the
past two years; and “formerly migrant,”” meaning that the family member was
engaged in migrant agricultarnl work within the past six years. Some federal
agencies, such as the U.S. Department of Labor, regard work in meat processing

BEST cmyﬁvﬁ:;éalt of in cannierics as not “agricubtural™; thus migrant work forces working in llngse
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Map 7.t
Migeant Farm Worker Streams in the United States

V74 West
B Central | ]

East

Source: Map provided by National Migrant Resource Progrm, Inc., 1987, Austin, Texas

indnstiies are not considered migrant agricultural workers; even sheepsheaers
who travel on contract are not considered *“nrigrant’” workers. On the olher
hand, the U.S. Public Health Service considers all workers and family members
who (it any delinition of *‘migrant*’ by any one or another of the (ederal programs
as cligible for the health services specifically provided for migrant and seasenal
farm workers (Slesinger and Cautley 1988). For our puiposes, USDA's Lairly
general and inclusive delinition is the mosl uselul. o |
As Map 7.1 indicales, there are three primary streanms of migrant workers m
the United States: the western, central, and castern. In the West migrants travel
north from northern Mexico, southern Texas, and southern California up the
West Coast. Northern Mexico and southern Texas are also the sending areas for
the migrants who travel in the Midwest. Both these streams are made up primarily
of people of Mexican heritage. The thivd or castern stieam is clhnically more
varicd. Blacks living in rural Florida often migrate northward up the coast,
working in Georgia, the Carolinas, New Jerscy, Pennsylvania, and Ncw'Ymk
State. However, the East Coast also attracts Pucrlo Ricans, Haitians, Mexicans,
and Southcast Asians, some of whom spend the winter in major cilies. Soine
migrants in each stream are cilizens of the United States; uthers e wccu!ly
arrived immigrants under refugee status; still others are under contracts with
forcign governments for specilic harvest {e.g., apples or sugar beets); and others
are illegal workers, who never have obtained work permits. 1t also should he

F TCd thit over 40 percent of the migrants are likely o work within the state in
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which they ieside, especially in the states of Celitornia, Gorida, and ‘Texas
(Magtin 1988, p. 54).

Little is yet known about the cllects of the new ‘amnesty’” Timigration
Reform amd Control Act ol 1986 on the gquantity of agricultueal worsess in the
United States. ‘This law permitted workers to apply Tor citizenship who could
prove that they liad been employed in agricultural work in the United States for
the past six years, bt who did not have fegal work permits. Preliminary evidence
indicates that substantial mumbers of migrant’ workers who have liled for cili-
zenship have not yet left agriculral work Tor urban-based empioyment. How-
ever, there was some concern thal providing legal citizenship would deplete the
agricultural work force. Apparently this has not yet happened. Approximately
1,300,000 o 2 IXK0, (0K Farm workers are estimated (o hrve applicd lor citizen-
ship. ‘To date, no ligures are available as (o the number that have been approved
(Mines 1990).

Migrant agriculiral workers are cmployed in tasks (that require hand labor
from early spring 1o just before Christimas. ln carly spring they are Lypicaily
cimployed in nurseries and seedling companices. ‘They then may be cimployed (o
prepare the groumd for planting. Often they do hand weeding and hoeing; for
gxample. they **walk the beans'* (weed the soybean rows) in Nebraska, hand
weed the mint farms in Wisconsin, or plant strawbeiries in Calilornia. Nexl are
the carly harvests of peas, lollowed by the detasselling of corn and the back-
Incaking work of cutting cabbage amd picking cucumbers, tomatoes, and straw-
benies. “They are fowd in packing sheds in or near the liclds, stulling plastic
bags wilh carots, celery, onions, aid other vegetables. After the harvest is
completed in most states, they can be found spraying and shaping Christmas
rees 1o make them green amd perfect pyramids.

Some migrants work in stanghterhouses and meat-packing plants, while others
work in canneries, canning fruits and vegetables. Thesc arc nol ficld woikers
and so may or may not be cosnted as migrant Tanm workers. However, alimost
all of these worke:s also usually veceive the miniium wage and rarely receive
any finge beaelits, Taday the USDA estimater. that out of a work force of about
2.5 million hired Farm workers, approximately 250,000 (or onc in ten} lit the
Oliveinn and Cox delinition as described carlier (Martin 1988, p. 52).

'IIIS'I'URY

U.S. agriculture has used migratory fabor since before the tun of the centuiry,
and racial and cthnic minmitics have been and continve (o be the sources of
workers for migrant work. T California Chinese of the 1880s were followed by
Japanesce in the carly 1900s and then by Filipinos in the 1920s. linmigrunts from
Europe provided hand labor throughout the United States in the 1920s. They
inchuded immigrants who came directly o Farms from Burope, as well as im-
migrants who settled in major citics snch as New Yok, Chicago. and Philadelphia
and then supplemented their incomes by picking up scasonal farm work as

5!
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uceded. During World War {1 prisoners of war weie put 1o work planting a- .
harvesting to make up for shortages of migrant workers. For exanple, in
carly 1940s Wisconsin counted over 3,500 prisoncrs ol wir who warked 0
farms (Sorden, Long, and Salick 1948). Since the laie 1940s Mexicans have
strecmed across the Rio Grande Valley border in scarch of agricultural woik.
In addition, many Mexican Americans living in ‘Texas also become nligratory
workers cvery spring, retuming (o ‘Texas after the harvest scason—in the fall.
People of Mexican heritage have become the mainstay of long-distance imigratory
workers in the West and Midwest. However, Blacks from Florida, Lonisiana,
and other Southern states snd Puerto kicans and other Cavibbean Istanders have
also been involved in migratory agsicultural work since before World War 11,
'They, however, usually work the crops up and down the East Cousl.

When domestic labor shortages occurred, such as turing and wlier World War
11, or in limes of high urban emiployment, when rural sesidents flocked 1o cilies,
the United States attempted to find agricullural workers through contracts witn
other countries. Formal agreements with Caribbean countrics such as aiti, the
Dorinican Republic, and Barbados, as well us with Mexico, especiatly through
the well-known Bracero program (1942 to 1964), produced Nows of workers.

T'oday most migrant workers are Hispanics and Blacks. There are also smiall
populations of Central and Latin American immigrants and persous ftom the
Philippines, as well as the newest group of immigrants, the Southeast Asians --
Hmong, Thai, and Laotians.

'I'HE EXCLUSION OF FARM WORKERS FROM
SOCIAL LEGISLATION

Farin workers have not benelitted from the vavious picees of the social leg-
islation that were beginning 10 be cnacted in the 19305 by stute and federal
governments. Many of these laws werc cstablished  improve the lives of hired
employees. For example, unemployment insurance coverage cstablished as pant
of the Sucial Sccurily Act in 1935 excluded farm workers. It was notuntil 19,0
that most farm workers were granled such benefits. Likewise, fanm workers were
excluded from the minimum-wage guarantces granted industrial workers under
the Fair Labor Standards Act of 1938. Not until 1966 was minimum-wage
protection granted to some farm workers. Workers compensation laws are in-
tended (o provide individuals with basic protection from injurics incuncd at
work. There is no federal workers compensation, however; such coverage is
eslablished by individual states. As Table 7.1 shows, few states offer far
workers such compensation to the same extent that they cover other warkers.
“The lack of such coverage is all the more critical given the irrcgular enforcement
of Occupational Safety and Health Adininistration regulations within the farm
sector. The ability of farm workers (o address employment-related gricvances
more directly via collective bargaining with employers is hamstnmg by their
Q _ision from the provisions of the Nutional Labor Relations Act tht established

IToxt Provided by ERI

Migranr Farm Wonrkenrs

Table 7.1

139

‘Type of Warkers® Compensation Covernge for Agricaitural Workers by Stale,

1986

Agricultural Lumitations on Volumary Coverage
Workers Covercd Coverage for Available for
the Same as All Agricultural Workers*
Otliecr Workers Workers
Arizon Alaska Alabama
Caliloypia Delaware Arkansas
Colomdo Florida Georgla
Conaecticnt Hlinois ldaho
Distiict of Columbla lowa Indlana
Hawail Maine Kansas
Lowisiana Maryland Kentucky
Massacliusetis Michigan Mississippi
Montann Minnesota Nebraska
New Hampshire Missourl Nevada
New Jersey New Yoik New Mexico
Obio North Crrolina North Dakola
Qrepon Oklatioma Rhode Island
Pennsylvania South Carolina
South Dakota Tennessee

Sowrce: Ruiyan 1989,

Texas

Utah
Vennont
Virginia
Washington
West Visginia
Wisconsin
Wyoming

t). ; ™ 0y kel : H
Lmployers may voluteer to ganicipate in Shie psogram, il ate ot reguired by law 20 do so.

the right of workers o univnize and bargain collectively. Such protective leg-
isltion bas been granted farm workers in just two states, Hawaii in 1945 and
California in 1975 (Goldfach 1981; Runyan 1989).

Moreover, existing farm legislation offers no direct reliel of lfarm worker
puveily. The farm programs in effect today provide farmers with some reliel
from low incomes. These programs, first established by New Deal legislation,
were designed to mitigale the effects of commodily surpluses and low farm
commadity prices on farmers’ incomes, bul they contain no provisions for the
direel support of farm workers’ carnings. Parallel programs enacled under the
New Deal that were intended 1o serve hired furm workers more directly have
not eaddured (Danicl 1981; Majka and Majka 1982; Pleiter and Gilbert 1989).

The New Deal recovery programs of the 1920s established (he precedent of
explicitly excluding farin workers from social legistation (Moiis 1945; Goldlarb
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1981). Although a number of programs administered by the Fam Secnrity
Administration, the Rescttiement Administration, and other New Deal agencies
directly benefiticd furm workers, (hese progrims veecived Timited Tading and
were cventually discontinued. Most appropriations adminisieicd by the Depat-
ment of Agriculture under the New Deal iecovery programs wenl To conmmereial
farmers. distributed via the Agricultural Adjustment Programi, the Fanm Chedit
Administration. the Soil Conservation Service, and the Federal Smplns Com:
mudities Corporation. ‘The basic farm progswns enacted in the 19308 semain in
cffect oday and include no provisions Tor the alleviation of poveily amongst
furm workers. ‘The architects of the New Deat did not explicitly inchule Tanm
workers in major furm legislation on the premise that the Tarm prograns wounld
increase aggregate farm income, and farm workers woukd benclit indirectly as
furmers raiscd wages. It was assumed (hat farmers would vaise wages heciuse
of their close personal interest in the ceonomic well-being of their waorkers (Dianicl
1981: Goldfarb 1981; Majka and Majka 1982). ‘This assnmplion embudied in
the fann programs has never been effectively challenged, despite evidenee span-
ning more than lifty years that the benclits received by Fanmers are typicatly not
tramshated into improved employment conditions for workers (Damicl 19815 Piet-
fer and Gilbert 1989).

Although faem workees in general have historically been excladed from po-
(eetive legislation as described here, migrant fame wonhers Tare woist of all.
"Fheir work ut any one far is typically for o short period of time, anl they inust
travel from place (o place in search of cnployment. Thus migrant favm workers
cam less than farm workers cmployed year-round in one place; even scasonal
farm workers tiving in the locality in which they ave cmployed fine betler than
the migrants. The scasonal farm workers are able (o dvaw on & network of fricnds
and kin (o improve their standard of living. Furthermore, fhey have the benelit
of stable access to cducational and health-care facilities (Fhomas 1985, Jenkins
1985). Not antil 1983, when (he U.S. Congress passed thie Migrant and Seasonal
Agricultural Worker Protection Act (MSAWPA), were sume ol the special needs
of migrant farm workers recognized. This is the first and only legislation gearcd
specilically to the protection of migrant farm workers. This legislation was
cnacted Lo protect migrant and scasonal favrm workers in terms of pay and working
conditions. However, for the most part these protections are guaranteed only (o
those workers employed by farm-labor contractors, not to those cployed divectly
by the farm owner or operator. Agricultural employcis who contract eniployees
only for their own operations arc exempl [rom many ol MSPA's provisions
(Runyan 1989).

Migrant workers are continually vulncrable, even under the protection ol

established laws. For example, as recently as 1988, in Wisconsin and in several
other states, employers tricd (o have migrant workers classificd as “independent
contractors”’ instead of hireu farm workers. ‘This would allow cmployers 1o
ceontract” with the workers and thus pay neither Social Sccurity, workers
E ‘llCnsnlion. nor uncmploémcul compensation. In other words, employcers
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wimited (0 evikle (he requirements of the Pederal Fair Labor Standards Act.
Migtmt workers in Wisconsin obtained assistance from (he state’s Legal Action.
A lawsuit filed by the U.S. Depmtment of Labor, assisted by Legal Action of
Wisconsin, resnlicd in the grower's case being thrown out in the Seventh U.S.
Cirenit Cowrt of Appeals. ‘The conrt found that migrant workers were clemly
cmployees of growers ind thns were entitled to protection under the Fair Lubor
Stindinds Act.

| Another exmaple concered Mexiem workess hived by a Wisconsin tobacco
farmer in 1989, ‘Fhe fanmer housed twenty-two people in one house trailer, which
was without clectricity, bottled gas, or runming wuter. ‘The gituation was revealed
when other migrant wotkers reporied the situation o Legal Action. However,
wider Wisconsin statates at the time, ohacco was not a crop whose workers
weie protected under the state's 1977 Migrant Lubor Law. ‘Tobecco was not
mnong those products classiticd as a food or food product, sod, or narsery work,
the only types of products included in the lnw, “Thus the funer's inbuman and
msanitivy behavior conld noi be proseeuted under the state’s migrnt labor law.
Fortmately, this sitmation was covered by the federal Fair Labor Standards Act
and the Agvicultural Wankers® Proteetion Act, awd the Fanmer was prosceuted.
‘The next year, a bill was passed in the state legislature o add tobaceo (o the
arops covered by the Migrant Labor Law. ‘The latier law regulates work contriets
and compensation as well as housing standards and sagitary conditions.

FARM WORKERS AND AGRARIAN DEVELOPMENT
IN THE UNITED STATES

Despite their poverty, migeant farm workers have been excluded from nimy
ol the benelits and protections grimted to othier wage workers. ‘The view of farm
workers in American agravian ideology established an important basis fur lgaving
them out of much fim ind labor legislation. Farin work was never held in
high esteem in U.S. society. According (o the agrarizn idcal established carly
in our history, the work status of the hived farm worker was expected (o be
temporary. According 1o this ideal, working for another farmer was considered
only as a step toward becoming an independent [rm operator. Farm employment
was scen as a means for individuals (0 amass (he capital and skills necessary to
begin o farm on their own. Farm work was (thought of as ar apprenticeship
wheieby one could develop the myriad of skills required to successfully operate
a farm. Over time it was expeeted that hired employees would function with a
degree of autonomy similar 1o that of the farm owner (Schwartz 1945; Danicl
1981; Kloppenburg and Geisler 1985). Depictions of the agrarian ideal typically
stressed the llomogenizing cffect of farm work on the relationships belween
farmers aud their hired employecs. Because the worker would soon achieve the
same status as his employer, it was assumed that there was liltle basis for conilicts
of imerest. Putliermore, because they labored in close personal contict with
one another o adidly basis, strong social bonds would presuimably be established

’
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between the farmer and the worker, Hired workers intent on becoming inde- C Fable 7.2
pendent Farmers in the locality, it was believed, would also establish social tics Furms by Amound of Wages Paid, United States, 1987
via participation in community instilutions like churches and schiools. Some
discussions «; (he agrarian idcal acknowledged that not all workers wznild be in Aunual
a position to become independent farm operators, and thal fivmiers would some- Wages Paid (§) Percentage of All Fanms
times have to cinploy individuals on a more temporary hasis during exceptionally
busy times like the crop harvest. However, the general consensus was thaat such
workers would not be treated as a class apart, because they were pant ol s Nune
integrated rural community (Coulter 1912; Schwartz 1945; Dunicl 1981). 1-999 ?gg

While the extent to which agricultural development in the United Stales ever ) 1, 000-4,999 9' 3
acluslly approximated (hie agrarian idcal is debatable,' it is clear that the interests 5.000-9:999 3' 5
and possibilities of the rural populace in scating the agrienlural fadder Trom Larm 10,900-24,99% 4:5
worker o indepesi * at farm operator were limited. ‘This Tact was borne out in 25,000-49,999 1.9
the steady stream ol migrants out of vural arcas in the fatter hall of the nincteenth 50,000-79,999 .8
century. I this process the position of hired labor in U.S. ‘agriculiuie became | 80,0100-99,999 )
increasingly masginal, veranse furmers relied increasingly on machinery as they . 100,000 + N/
attempled 1o expand pr-szaon and overcome persisient shortages ol labor, o -
Conscquently, many favms, cspecially in the Midwest and the Great Plains, were Total 100.0
operated with virtually no labor beyond thal provided by the farm Lamily (Fricds
mann 1978; Pleffer 1983a). 1n thuse cases where scasonal or migrant labor was Number of fars 2,087,734

required for the cultivation and harvesting of fabor-intensive crops like lits, Sowce: 1987 Census of Agriculie.,
vegetubles, and tobiceo, the hired fiurm work force wis vithially invisible within |

the sea of fumily-fabor Tairms, o .
y ; ol T workers . .. would be protected under the Agaoceliucal Adjustiment Act,

, which would provide not only preiter aggregate income for the agricultural
IDEALIZATION OF THE FAMILY FARM scetor, bt also a Baiv sharing of that new wealth at every level of the Guming
' ceonomy’’ (Danicl 1981, p. 174).

‘The basic assumption at the ok was that farm workers were in no need of
specinl protection becaunse ol the special chavacter of Tabor relitions in agriculiure,
that is, the close personal selations between fanimers and their employees (Morris
1945; Goldtarh 1981). While tiis assumption inay have been valid for the many
farms that cmployed very litile aired libor, those cmploying large numbers of
wotkers more closely approximated the industrial wodei of labor orgasization
thaw the agraian ideal. Indeed, an enduring characteristic of agricultural ens-
ployment is its concentiation on a relatively small number of large farms na-
tionwide. In 1987 atout 1.5 peveent of all furms had sales of $500,000 or more

and accomited for alimost 55 pevcent of all expendituses for farm labor (Schwattz
1945; U.S. Buveau of the Ceansus 1989u).

Although important exceptions (o the Family-Fsrm model have existed in patls
of the South and the West, the bulk of all farms in the United States have been,
and continue 10 be, family operations. This form ol organization was hiailed as
the best approximation of the agrariun ideal developes! 3 the course ol 1L.S.
history, The marginal importance of farm workers on Gmily Tanns meant thai
the characterization embedicd in the agrarian ideal ol harmuonious cimploycer-
employce relations remained unchallenged. This nation becanie an important
legitimating factor for the cxclusion of farm workers lrom sociul legislaion
enacted in the 1930s.

As noted carlicr, farm workers® exclusion from a vaticty of New Deal laboy
legiskition was based on the assumption that theie was vo conllict of interest
between farm workers and their employers. ‘This point becomes most clear when
one considers the cxclusion of fann workers Irom coverage under the Natiopal |

Labor Relations Act (NLRA). This legislation **provided a legal and institntional | AGRICULTURAL EMPLOYERS AND THE
framework for industrial conflict, and an environment conducive (o the growth AGRARIAN IDEAL
, , . . e lot (] Yeurtles | o
of . .. labor movement that could confront cmployers directly™ (Davicl 1981, " While Family fasms have dominated she rul landscape in terms of sheer

p. 173). When pressed to provide a justification for the exclusion of Lirm workers b pumabers. s employing | , \ 2
) , S L ploying large numbers of wairkers can also be found. ‘Table

O cover der the NLRS, New Deal spokesmcn *argued that the interests . ‘ ) :

,EMCM verage uider l(l: ¥ S, New Deal spokesimen ““argued that the inleres 7.2 shows (hat moie than tlwee-fifths ol all fams in the United States (60.8

| 11
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percent) reported no wage labor expenses. On thie other hand, a small nmber
of farms reported very large payrolls. Fer example, 15,150 farms reported paring
more than $100,000 in wages annually. Hired labor is most important on fums
growing labor-intensive crops like fruits and vegetables, ad such ciployment
(ends to be criatic during the procduction season. Workers unable (o secure stcily
cinployment on any one farm are often icquired 0 move fronn one emplayer o
nuo'lher. The geographical range of such movement is cxtended when there is
reglo'nal specialization in a limited number of crops, heeause workers are Toreed
lo'nugrale to another location when seasonal cimployiment in (he local specialty
dries up.

Fanns specializing in (he production of labor-intensive commuaditics me found
lhm'ughoul the Uniled States, but (he demand Tor migrant fem workers is cs-
pecially prouounccd in arcas where most farms are engaged in ihe prmlucli(;u
of !ubor-mlensive crops. In parts of Florida, Texus, and Calilornia, Tarms e
lypically very large and engage in highly specialized produciion. Labor velations
on such farms bear litllc resemblance (o (he agrariun ideal discussed carlier
_Ol)servcrs have long noted that labor relations on large-scale fanms are (|llil(;
unpt?rsonal. Workers arc viewed abstractly as labor, hat is, as a lactor of pro-
duction 1o be ulilized as cliicicntly as possible in the production process (Danicl
1981). T

To minimize (he costs associated witl cmploying farm workers, Tarmers
have sought (o maximize their control over the work furce. Such control is
ofu':n at odds with the intercsts of farm workers. Ior example, farmiets have
llyplcall-y attempted to hold down wages, and these effarts have kept workers
living in poverly. Farmers have also made an effort to insure that workers
are rcadlly' available when needed for & particular farm operation and thin
they remain on the job until the work involved is conpleted. However
when these workers have been no longer needed on the Farm, they lmvct
bee'n e:ncoumgcd lo leave the area in scarch of other work so that any direct
o_r uuhret?l costs associaled with their maintenance (e.g., tie provision ol so-
cial services, education, and so on) would be minimized (Jeaking  1Y8S:
Plelfer 1986). B

To maintain control of the migrant farm work force, employers of Lirge
numbc'rs of farm workers have sought 10 influcnce povernment pulicy. Pt
of (heir strategy is to represent (heir interests as identical to those of e
broad'cr farm sector. In doing so, they have been able to conjine up the
agrarian ideal as a mcans of gencrating sympathy for their cause. Thus initi-
atives lo improve the lot of farm workers have been portrayed as inimical to
the economic survival of all farmers, both large and small. “The central argu-
ment presented against protective legislation lor farm workers is the need 10
protect family furmers from exorbitant costs. The exclusion of farm woikers
from protective labor legislation has played an important part in maintaining
the powerlessness of farm workers to improve their woirking conditions
(Daniel 1981; Goldfarb 1981), |

Q
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FARM WORKER POWERLESSNESS

Migrant Turin workers enjoy lew of the advantages presunicd (o stem from

close personl tics hetween workers and their cployers. As noted carlier, this
Enotion embodicd in the agravian idcal hus been used to justily their exclusion
“from protective legislution granted other workers. In light of this expericnce, il
is not surprising that migrant fwnn workers have remained an impoverished
segment of Amcrican socicly. Moreover, thiey have been unable (0 mount suc-
+ cesslul drives o improve the conditions of their lives.

On the Tace of things. fann workers liold n strategic position. Given the
perishability of many funn commadities, the failure of workers to harvest the
crop conld prove disastrous Tor favmers. However, several faclors hiave come
together w limit the elfectiveness of collective elforts to promote furin worker
interests. For onc thing, given their impoverished condition, migrant farm work-
ers have lacked a resource buse with which to challenge established socinl struc-
tures. For another, migrants liave never been a stuble part of the agricultural
community Jike the farm workers portraycd in (he agrarian ideal. The erralic
and scasonal nature of their employment contributes to their exclusion from
membership in a stable connnunity and has inhibited the development of social
solidivity with other furm workers. ‘This lack of rooledness in a comniunily also
makes them incligible Tor a varicly ol sucial services offered (o local residents

| (Jenkins 1985).

‘I'ic social narginality ol migrants has been reinforced by the active recruil-
ment of ctimic and racial minorities into farm work. Such recruitinient has sonse-
imes been justilicd on account of the unwillingness of Whites to work on farms,
given the more desirable working conditions in uiban areas. This praclice was
effective because of racist scitiments of cinployers and labor unions in urban
areas. Racism had the cllect of excluding the Chinese, Japancse, Blucks, Fili-
pinos, Mexicans, and others from all but the most menial jobs in urban areas
(Schwantz 1945; Plerler 1983b). 'The powetlessiess of migrant farm workers
was in part duc o *‘the recruitment of a workforce whose estrangement from
the social and cultural mainstream was so profound and unalterable as (o render
it captive economically’® (Danicl 1981, p. 2. '

The success of the United Farm Workers (UFW) uuion in California in the
latc 1960s and the 1970s raised the prospect of a new era for migrant farm
workers. For the lirst time in U.S. history, what anpeaved to be a stable orga-
nization represcating the interests of farm workers had come into being. How-
ever, (he 1980s proved fo be a difficult time for the UFW. Membership has
declined steadily, and many ol the gains won in previous years appear (o be in
jeopardy. For example, new technologies that permit the ficld packaging of
products like lettuee and broceoli have served (o erode the UFW's base of power.
1 1977 the UFW and (he Teamsters Union rcached an agrecment on the or-
gunization of agricultural workers, Under this agreement the UFW liad jurisdic-
lirm (0 organize licld workers, and the Teamsters would timit their organizing

]
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cfforts to workess in packing-shed and postharvest handling operations. But the
advent of licld packing technologics eroded (his distinction, amd the Teamsters
have been able (o siegotiate contracts with growers 1o cover between 5,000 and
0,000 workers involved in such operations. Many ol these workers e niigrant
workers, but of a new sort. They tend (o be skilled workers who maintain licld
pucking machines and portable refrigeration units. ‘These workers move wilh the
Iarvest. For example, those involved with the lettuce harvest will he in the
lmperial Vallcy and Arizona in the winter and in the Salinas Valley in the sping
and summer. Unskilled packing workers tend o be local women who do nol
move wilh the production. The UFW has made no new elforts 1o organize warkers
in about the last ten yeurs. Instcad, it has concentrated on repicsenting the
approximately 25,000 workers that it has alrcady organized. However, NRRICHSIVE
efforts Lo orgunize letiuce workers have been niade in recent years by a breakawiy
group from the Teamsters, Nevertheless, the vast majority of Calitornia’s farm
wuorkers (about 750,000 by some estimates) remiin nnorgamized, ad little efton
hms been made (o organize unskilled migrant workers (Villarejo 1990). Thus
what the Tuture holds for farm workers in California remains nucertain at best
und bicak at worst. Despile some success by the UFEW on the West Coast,
migrant fesin werkers in many parts of the United States have not liad the henelit
of organized and stable representation. For the most part, migrants reniin an
impoverished group lucking access lo stable employment and the henelits and
prolections enjoyed by workers in other scclors of the cconay. We geta better
sense of the problems of migrant farm workers by taking a closer ook at their
altributes and special needs.

THE CURRENT SCENE

Migrant agricultural workers in host stites are often an “invisible'™ population
v most year-round residents who do not know whien and where migrants work.
This invisibility and the varying definitions of *“migrant”” mentioned carlier have
meant that few accurate statistics have been collected on this population. Lven
though we know little about the characteristics of migrants on a national level
(Shenkin 1974), there are a number of local and regional studies that shed some
iight on this population (White-Mcans, Chi, and McClain 198Y; Rogers 1984,
Bleiweis ct al. 1977; Barr et al. 1988; Friedland and Nelkin 1971).

Age and Sex

Until recently, the Current Population Survey had a special supplenient every
two years in December (o estimate the farm worker population in the nidtion.
Workers were asked about their employment the previous two weeks. “This
underestimated seasonal and migrant farm workers because in the cold days of
December few of them are employed in agricultural work. In addition, scasoual
and inigrant farm workers who live in Mexico during the winter e never

MiGRrANT FAardt WORKERS 147

counted. Thus it is geacrally agreed that the number of migrant agricultural
workers is underestimated. However, il we asstne that the chiasacteristics of
those who are counted are similar (o the clhiaracteristics of those who are not
counted (this wiay be @ dubious asswmption), the following description of migrant
workers in 1985 (reported by Oliveira aad Cox in 1988) would be appropriate:
migrant workers are predominantly nnale; they temd to be older workers, with a
micdinm age ol 32; their racial composition is about 46 percent While, 15 percent
Hispanic, and 39 percent Black and other races.

Family Status

dach group inay work as a fimily unit, or the adults nuy travel as **singles,™
fcaving families behind. “The specilic furm activities in which the migrants are
cmployed olten determine whether childien and wives are brought along. By
and large, itis an advantage o have Familics farvesting licld crops such as green
beans, cacimmbers for pickles, peppers, and cabbage because fumilies are ofien
paid by the: *“bushel basket.”* Children are not useful if migrants work in cin-
neries, where workers get an hourdy wage, and husbunds and wives often work
(he sime shilts. Mexicans tend (o travel in fmnilies: lubor contracts with other
nittions are usually for “singles.’” Even if a husband and wife sign up together,
it is likely that they will not be permitted 1o sleep in the smne quarters, because
wlien housing is provided, males and females are usuatly placed in separate
domitorics.

Others found in the migriamt population are called **freewheclers’ because
they 1oim the comtry in search ol Farn work, going where information from
their “prapevine'’ tells them jubs are aviiluble. Because of the unpredictability
of weather and the dilficalty of judging whether a crop is going (o be substantial
or thin, freewhieelers often perforn an important service for fanners. However,
they usually do not have labor contracts, will oflen accept wages that are below
the mininn wage, and live in housing that is neither inspected nor even defined
as “‘housing,"* such as abandoned barns or cars or even a blankel under a (ree.

Sociocconomic Status

Both national data (Whitener 1984) snd in-depth interviews with random
samples of migrant workers in Wisconsin (Slesinger 1979a; Slesinger and Ofslcad
1990) indicate that the likely annal income of migvants is barely above poverty
level. Migrants who travel longer distances each year (over SO0 miles) are more
likely 1o be ininorities and to receive all their income from migratory farm work
(Rowe 1979). For example, in the 1989 Wisconsin study nboul 46 percent of
the warkers reported that all of their 1988 income came from migrant work.
Anothier 22 percent supplemiented income from migrant agriculiural work with
ugicmployment compensation in the winter.? Fifty-cight percent of the families
quilificd Tor and received Food Stamps, and one-fowrth of the faniilies also
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participated in the Women, Infants, and Childien’s DUIRGON Progrant, . progam
offerec only to Tamilics with pregnant or lactating women and childsen nder
five Other minor sources of income included other wage work, selt-cinpleymient,
and borrowing from relatives, friends, and banks. Counting all of these sowces,
(heir median family income was approximately $7,330 in 1988, Ou the average,
5.2 persons were dependent upony this income, placing the average houschold
in poverly (Slesinger and Ofstead 1990).

Hecalth Prablems

Migrani health and cducation are two arcas ol contemporary DEOr coneenn.
Both areas were considered so scriously underserved through the nsual state and
local governmental and private systems that during the Wiuron PPoverty ihe federal
government cstablished national programs (o address the special needs ot this
unusual population. The establislunent of migrant health clinics was anthorized
in 1962 under the Public Health Service Act as part ol the Conumunity Health
Cewters program for the poor and medically underserved population. I'his meant
that (hroughout the United States, federally funded migrant healil clinics weie
opened where there were sufficicnt groups of migratory workers. Stalling nsually
included a physician placed under the National Health Service Corps, as well
as physician assislants, nurse practitioners, nutritionists, and ouhicach workers,
Recently, oversight for these clinics was combined with that of the commmmnity
health centers, the network of centers that were established mostly in poor. mban
neighborhoods, Medical services were expanded to inclnde dental cine and cye
care,

In 1988, however, fedeval funding for the National Health Service Coips was
almost eliminaicd. The administration also made a strong effort to climinate the
special federal funding of conmwnity health centers and fold it.into the *“block-
grant’* concept uf giving states blocks of money and letting local political powers
decide how 1o divide the pot of money. This was successfully Tought by the
community health centers and their constitueney, so that federal funds still How
directly to these health centers for the poor. However, budgets have harcly heen
maintained and have not increased with inflation. ‘Thus in real dollars Inndgets
hive been reduced, and many scrvices have been climinated.

Given the authors' familiarity with Wisconsin, we can bricfly explain what
this has meant. In 1984 the Wisconsin iigrant health clinic, La Clinica de los
Campesinos, had one main location in the state, situated within veasonuble reach
of about 50 percent of the migrant workers in (he state. 1t also maintained two
outstations, one near a sct of cannerics (hat cmployed migrantss—the other in a
distant area wherc there was a large arca of ficld work. The outstations were
open (wo long days a week and provided medical and dental services. Thice
outreach workers from La Clinica traveled (o the various housing camps. They
E ‘I‘Cillilicd prcgnint,womcn and infants who needed checkups or inmnizations;

)
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fed siall group talks about matrition; il provided information about the services
aronnd the state that were available o migrants.

Recently, La Clinica hias had iy close the two outstations. For a lew years
they fricd sending o van with a registered nurse (o the dilTerent locations (o
comduct blood pressure scecening and eye and hearing tests and (0 provide
information about various heatth conditions. However, the budget was again cul
in 1989, and the van sponsored by La Clinica is not in operation, An order of
nuns Trom a nearby cily has taken on this vole and in the 1989 scason visited
the comps with a van stalTed by (wo nurses. Willy only one outreach worker
pow budgeted by La Clinica, case-linding activities of the clinic have been sharply
curtailed.,

In the 1989 season Skesinger repeated (he migrant health survey that was
originally conducted with migrmm workers in Wisconsin in 1978, ‘The major
henltls problems identified by niigrat warkers in the recent Wiscousin survey
differed litle from those mentioned over ten years enrlier (Slesinger 1979b,
P. 35). ‘The 1989 problems inchidedd back pain, headaches, eye trouble, ner-
vousness, ‘initahility, dental problems, stomach trouble, coughing, shortness of
breath, and trouble sleeping (Slesinger und Ofstead 1990). Preventive healil
care was one of the most serious wamet health necds. Alinost 30 percent ol the
workers had never had o general physical examination, one oul of four workers
hid never been o o dentist, und 43 percent had never had u vision test (Slesinger
and Ofstead 1990; Slesinger 19795, p. 47).

Bducational Problems

Fram tiie thine a child migrates = itl his or her parents, education suflers. ‘The
anmal mobility means that the chiid rarely is registered in only one school each
year. Olten in the carly ages the child is not placed in wny school. Once the
child is in first or second grade, however, the pirents try to keep the child going
1o school. Once again, using a example of Wisconsin migrant families, this
may mean that the child starts sehool late in Seplember or early October when
the family retnms (o I'exas. By the end ol March or early April the family - tarts
its annual tcek northward. As fong as the family is on the move, the child will
v il be entered into schools alusg the way (this can be in Arkansas, Missouri,

or Minnesota). In late May or carly June, w.- arrive in Wisconsin, the

linal receiving state, the *‘regalar’’ schoul ye. atost completed. With the
advent ol a summer school psogram especially  onducted for migrant children
by the ‘T'exas Migriant Council, these children are placed in preschool, elementary-
school, or high-school ¢+ with bilingual teachers. ‘The funds to conduct these
classes are provided | 207 wmendment (o Title | of the Elementary and
Sceondary Education 1965, designed o help educationally deprived
childien,

Not only did this federal act provide fands for hiring bilinguai teachers and
renting schuol space in receiving states, it also established the Migrant Student
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Table 7.3

Distribution of Children in Wisconsin's Migrant Kdueation Prograin by Tatal
Nustowber of Schools in which Child Enrolicd between Seplember i, 1982,
August 31, 1983

Number of Curreat Migrant Fonner Migrant
| 14.6 27.6
2 11.4 24.5
3 9.2 213
& 12.2 10.3
5 (3.1 B 14.0
/6 ' 31.9 — 08
Incomplcte Information 7.6 1.5
Total (%) 100.0 100.0
N) 1,421 058

Source: Cautley, Slesinger, and Parra 1985,

*Cuorent migrant familics are those who have been i imigrnt agriculural wark within the past twa
years. Former migrant fumilics are those who were cmploycd in migrant work Iwo 1o six years
ago.

Record ‘Transfer System (MSRTS) in conjunction with anotlies amendment. This
is a computerized system, with educational records of migrant children fvom all
over the United States maintained on a computer located in Little Rock, Arkansas.
The purposc of this system is (o track the cducitional records of migrant children,
‘Thus, when a local school registers a migrant child, the office can pull the
academic record of that child in order to see what grades the child has completed,
what national test scores were recorded, and other basic information about the
child. Very often the child returns to the same scl ol schools year alter yeir.
"Fhrough this system school officials can see what happencd when the child was
in his or her home state, and vice versa. Howuver, discontinuitics i cducation
still prevail. Tuble 7.3 presents data from a review of records of children reg-
istered in Wisconsin in thc MSRTS system for the 1982-83 year, Filly-scven
percent of children in families currently in the migrant work force have had four
or more enrollments in onc caleadar year. This compares with 25 pereent of
children in families who had been in migrant work, but who had *settled out™
of the migrant stream two lo six ycars in the pasl.

TCW Mexican and Ccntr)al and Latin American children, having a bilingual
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(cacher is helplul. Perhaps what is cven more impostant is thit there is some
appreciation of their cubtural heritage and lile-styte. Dropout rates arc still high
for children of wigrant workers. In the 1989 study 72 married women aged 18-
49 in migrant Tamilies had produced 307 children, or on averag.:, 4.3 children.
Of these, 182, living in 44 [amilies, were age 12 or older and ‘at risk" of
diopping out of school. Twelve of these mothers (2/.3 percent) reporicd that
one oF more of their children had dropped out of schoul; approximately 40 percent
tud diopped out before ninth grade. Many children nre forced Lo diop oul because
their labor is needed by the family. Some parents fecl that children do not need
high school if they are to do farm work for the rest of their lives. Some parents
do not vealize how difficult it is for their children to continue in school when

they must feave the classroom belore the tenm is over and stant in o class aller
he term has begun.

Sununer programs definitely help this situation. Remedial work is usually
stressed in the upper gades. However, to our kinowledge, no cvaluation of the
sunmier progrinm s yet been conducted. It is hard to keep track of the cdu-
cational progress of the children registered in the MSR'TS program, wiuch less
those who ate not tegistercd in the program.

FUTURE TRENDS AND POLICY IMPLICATIONS

Looking toward the future of the migrant workers, we identify live national
and intermational trends that will affect their numbers and well-being: (1) bio-
technology and genctic engincering; (2) continued mechanization in agricullural
production; (3) low-chemical-input or sustainable agriculture; (4) immigration
policics and patterns; and (5) federal minimum-wage increascs,

rst, we are now in the widst of broad applications to agricultural production
of genetic engincering und biotechnology. As tiss is being writlen, there is much
public concern over bovine sonitotropin (BST), or buvine growth hormone
(BGH) as it is popularly known, aud its use on dairy herds. Although milk
production and dairy fanus rarely employ migrant labor, the replacement of lubor
by technology remains a concern. Dairy scientists anticipate greater milk pro-
duction based on fewer cows and less farm labor. However, this technolcgical
advamce does not target hired hands, but hits the family farm and its idealized
phice in American tadition, as stated earlicr. Instead of hired hands being laid
off, some critics of BGH suggest that it is sounding the **death kuell** of the
family fann.

We cannot say what additional technological and scientific developments ay
be under the clectron microscope, But some possible developments we envision
miay include pickles that stop growing at three inches; lettuce that will not wilt
or hwise; and corn whose sugar content will remain for a week after picking.
Should these developments occur, migrant field hands will not be needed to pick
and sort cucumbers for size, cut each head of letuce individually, or work
around the clock in cannerics canning corn within tventy-four hours of picking.
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Sccond, mechanization has already reduced hand picking in potatoes, grapes, . . .
tomatoes, and cherries. 1t is not unrcalistic 0 expect new machines to be de- LIONL.LUSIONb
veloped to pick apples and cucumbers. Whenever a successful imcchanical picser

As we have documented, migrant Fanm workers as o group are poor und have
always been poor, ‘The lack ol cconomic improvement stems from a nuinber of
sociopolitical reasons that include the political powerlessness of farm workers,

. the political influence of agriculural emiployers, aud the marginal status of fam

workers in U.S. agricultural development. The number of workers needed in
agriculture has been declining and will probably continue to decline, duc to
developments in mechanization Tor planting and harvesting and advances in
computerization of procduction lines in canncrics und packing plants. At the same
time, we anticipate that there will frequently be vequirements for large groups

! of Tarnt Inburers Tor short periods of tinie as farmers change their crops, depending

on world prices. Exemplifying this in Orcgon are the thousands of new acres of
asparagus liclds, # crop that is fabor-intensive. Other cxamples are the **organ-
ically grown*" lruits and vegetubles now being denranded by consumenrs. These
crops often must be hind weeded instead of using applications of herbicides.
and this results in sizcabie labor requirements. None of these labor nceds can
be adequately lilled by local workers, fiiends, ucighbors, or relatives of the
farmers., Migrant workers are and will be sorely necded. But until employers,
government officials, organized labor, und others recognize that fann workers
have the same rights as employees in other industries, few of the special needs
of the politically and cconomically powerless migrant workers will be met.

is invented, fewer migrant hands are needed. When migrants do continue (o be
used after new technology is adopted, as in the case of the mobile packing
operations described carlicr, migrant work wiil involve fewer workers and may
be transformed from unskilled to skilled workers witlh :etler pay.

‘Ihird, the call by some farmers, consunicrs, and cnvisommentalists for (he
production of agricultural commoditics with lewer chemical inputs has received
increasing altention in recent years. Historically, chemicals served as a ichatively
cheap subslitute for more expensive labor inpuls. Such substitution is cspeciunlly
apparent in the use of herbicides that eliminated the need for manual or machine
cultivation to control weeks, However, (he negative consequences of such chem-
ical usnge arc now becoming more apparent. ‘Flie UFW, in particular, has made
a mujor cffort in recent years to cducate the public about the perils of agriculmral
clicmicals for furm workers. ‘The develupment of agricultural practices that allow
for the reduction or even climination of ¢hemicals from Farm production may
lave profound cffects on the lives of farm workers. Given the great health risks l
associnted with the use of chemicals, a move toward low-input agricultwe might
mean improved working conditions for farm workers. 1 is also possible that
low-input agriculture will increase the demand for labor, thereby counleracting
some of the trends toward the reduced employment of migrant workers discussed

carlier.
Fourth, the erratic history of immigration policics and pattcins in the United .
States will no doubt be repeated in the future. When agrienltural producers ery NOTHS
out for minimum-wage fann workers, usually immigrants e the only lubor pool I, Some have proclaised the 1calizaion ol this agiarian ideal with the abolinon of
available. Yet immigration policics are political, favoring persons from comliics slavery ot the end of the Civil War (e.g., Cochrane 1979).
whose ancestors are already here, or who are lleeing from political or religions 2. Unesployment compensation (UC) benelits are diflicult for migsants to claim. Fist,
persecution. Occasionally priority is also given (o those whose oceupitions ae they st have worked Tor employers who qualily to pay UC. That is. the employer
necded. Unskilled laborers, under the latter category, have lowest priority. ‘Theve- st have paid cash farm wages of $20,000 or more during any calendar quarter or
lore, as in the past, special immigration laws are created Lo satisfy agricultural cmplny_cd ten or mure Wl'llkcts in agricultural .lulmr {ur a minimum of twealy ditferent
labor demands. We anticipate that this patchwork policy will continue. weeks in this (.)r the previous year. When a wigrant is out of work, he or she must file
Finally, we address the minimum-wage legislation. Many critics of poveily 3 ‘ﬁmn lnn wlml.-h he or shc'llsls every employer !nc or she has worked for, no _maller
policy have noted that marginal poverty families can be raised above poverty wheie the employer was located. ‘The state then checks these employers lo see if they

“me *covered”” employers. I so, the person will receive UC. However, because migrants
Fotten work in many states, it is a computer nightmare (o check these employers' nanies,

) ) N . " |cspcciul|y since small employers are nul covered. UC is also ardiministercd by states, so
itnmediate raiscs in income. Many ficld workers also cam minimum hourly wages | that states dilfer in reposting periods, qualilying work. amd other requirements. It is

because the *‘bushel’’ rate is pegged to the minimuin hourly wage. usially migrants who are employed by large, national companies who are covered by
However, workers and their families who earn only the minimum wage over uc, e.g., Ureen Ginnt, Del Monte. Heinz, amlb so on,
the planting and harvesting scason would still remain in the poverly group, ‘
because their anrual income is based on their employment during only o poition
of the year. For these familics, a federal guarantced annual income plan would
Be appropnale.
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level if the minimum wage is raiscd. There is no doubt that this argument applics
to migrant workers. Those who work in cauneries or packing houses would gel



