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F I N D I N G S

After declining for much of the previ-
ous decade, the employment of hired farm 
laborers, supervisors, and managers stabi-
lized in 2008 and rose somewhat in 2009 
and 2010, according to data from USDA’s 
National Agricultural Statistics Service’s 
Farm Labor Survey.  Hired farmworkers 
were one of the few categories of predomi-
nantly manual laborers that did not suffer 

large employment losses during the Great 
Recession of 2007-09.

In July 2011—fully 2 years after the 
official end of the recession—total nonfarm 
wage and salary employment was still 5 per-
cent below its pre-recession peak, according 
to preliminary estimates from the Bureau 
of Labor Statistics.  Data from the Current 
Population Survey indicate that nonfarm 

wage and salary employment fell 11 percent 
between 2007 and 2010 for those with no 
more than a high school degree, while farm 
employment for workers with this level of 
education held steady.

Real (adjusted for inflation) wages, 
however, grew more slowly in the farm sec-
tor than elsewhere. Average hourly wages 
for nonsupervisory crop and livestock work-
ers rose 2.4 percent from $9.98 in 2007 to 
$10.22 in 2010 (in constant 2010 dollars), 
while those for nonfarm production workers 
increased 4 percent to $19.07. 

Agricultural employment trends partly 
ref lect underlying trends in the value of 
agricultural production, which grew from 
$328 billion in 2007 to $356 billion in 2010.  
However, much of this increase was driven 
by greater production of crops that use rela-
tively little hired labor, namely feed  crops 
and oilseeds, for which production grew by 
almost $20 billion, or 30 percent, over this 
period.  In contrast, fruit, tree nuts, nursery 
and greenhouse commodities, and dairy 
products, which together accounted for 61 
percent of all U.S. farm labor expenses in 
2008, experienced either more moderate 
output growth (12 percent for vegetables) or 
reductions in the value of output (11 percent 
for dairy).

Overall, hired labor’s share of net value 
added in agriculture slipped slightly, from 20.6 
percent in 2007 to 19.3 percent in 2010, in part 
reflecting the shift in production shares toward 
less labor-intensive crops. 
Tom Hertz, thertz@ers.usda.gov

This finding is drawn from . . . 

The Farm Labor chapter of the ERS 
Briefing Room on Rural Labor and 
Education, available at: www.ers.usda.
gov/briefing/laborandeducation/farmla-
bor.htm

Hired Farm Labor Held steady 
in Great recession

Hired farm labor employment has been relatively steady in recent years 

Notes: Data for 2007 are estimates based on survey data for April, July, and October and on modeled 
data for January. 1“Part-year” farmworkers are those who expected to work less than 150 days in a 
particular year. 2“Full-year” farmworkers are those who expected to work 150 days or more in a year.

Source: USDA, Economic Research Service using data from USDA’s National Agricultural Statistics 
Service’s Farm Labor Survey.
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