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J. Edward Taylor
Panel Chairperson

Department of Agricultural Economics
University of California, Davis

I can think of four major reasons to focus on farm labor contractors as opposed to

other groups. The first is that farm labor contractors are by far the most important single

employer group in California agriculture. Secondly, farm labor contractor activity tells us

an awful lot about how the Immigration Reform and Control Act and, more specifically,

employer sanctions, are affecting California agriculture. Third, there is strong evidence

that, on an average, farm labor contractor workers are worse off than workers hired by

other types of employers in California agriculture, and they are worse off in ways that I think

should be of quite a bit of concern to public service providers in the state. Fourth, there is

good reason to expect farm labor contractor activity to continue to expand in the future. In

other words, farm labor contractors are already with us in a big way, and their role is going

to be even more important in the future.

Employer sanctions under the Immigration Reform and Control Act were intended to

encourage farmers to adjust to a smaller and more legal work force, which was expected to

result from IRCA, and to adjust not only their recruitment practices but also their hiring

practices, such as efforts to attract and retain legal workers, etc. At the same time,

agriculture was a special case under !RCA. Farmers were the single major employe
r

group in the country that stood up and admitted to depending heavily on illegal immigrant

workers, and farmers also argued that the U.S. government had allowed them to beco
me

dependent on unauthorized immigrants by not prohibiting them from hiring unaut
horized

immigrants in the past. Because of the pressures that farm groups were able to 
put on

Congress, special provisions were included in IRCA to provide farmers with ext
ra time to

adjust to a more legal work force. More specifically, the major component of 
these special

considerations, as far as we are concerned today, are employer sanctions. 
The sanctions

took effect at the end of 1988 for most farmers; however, they took effect
 quite a bit earlier

for employers in other sectors of the economy.

In 1989, the first year that employer sanctions were actuall
y in effect for agriculture

under IRCA, Phil Martin and I surveyed farm employers in California to try to assess w
hat

the initial influences of IRCA had been on farm opera
tions. We focused on the adjustment
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period that was given to farmers by the framers of the Immigration Reform and Control Act,

and basically asked whether farmers made use of the extra time they were given to

actually adjust their hiring and recruitment practices. What we found was that farmers had

not yet adjusted to the provisions of IRCA by the end of this grace period. Farmers

reported that nearly half of all of their seasonal workers in 1988 were illegal aliens who

had applied for legal status under the Special Agricultural Worker (SAW) program.

Employers also reported that they had made very few efforts to change their wages,

benefits, or personnel practices in order to attract and retain newly legalized SAW workers.

Instead, farmers said that they planned to hire more workers in the future through farm

labor contractors if they perceived that IRCA was making it more difficult for them to get the

work force they had been able to get in the past. Farmers were saying that they were not

adjusting to IRCA in terms of their own personnel and hiring policies but would turn to farm

labor contractors if they needed to.

Who are farm labor contractors? Farm labor contractors are the middle men who,

for a fee, recruit and supervise at least 40 percent of the work force in northern California

agriculture today. For example, instead of hiring workers directly to harvest crops, more

and more farmers are striking contracts with farm labor contractors to do the job for them.

There is evidence that farm labor contractors have been a major first employer of new and

unauthorized immigrant workers in the past. The strength of farm labor contractors has

been their recruitment networks, that is, their ability to reach across the porous U.S.-Mexico

border into villages, even in remote corners of rural Mexico, to bring new agricultural

workers into the United States as they are needed. Farm labor contractors are more than

just employers. They often recruit, transport, house, feed, and train the new arrivals. They

are usually quite familiar with the circumstances of the workers they employ. They know

Where the workers come from; in fact, they often have direct contacts with their places of

origin. They know what these workers need in services once they arrive in the United

States. It can be said that farm labor contractors specialize in providing the types of

services that new immigrant workers need, in addition to providing important services for

the farmers who turn to them to harvest their crops.

The contractors provide these services to workers for a price. The price, in very

general terms, is that farm labor contractor workers typically receive lower wages 
and have

less job stability than workers hired directly by farmers or other types of farm
 employers.

Farm labor contractor workers are often charged excessive fees for the serv
ices they need

such as housing and transportation.
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Interviews with farm labor contractors have led us to believe that, despite all of this,

they operate with a very narrow profit margin. The profits that contractors are able to make

are the difference between what farmers pay the farm labor contractor and what the farm

labor contractor pays the workers, plus other costs involved in providing contracting

activities, including payroll taxes, costs of transportation and housing, etc., and even ice for

the water provided to workers in the fields. Given this, the profit margins the farm labor

contractors have to work with, that wedge between what they get from the farmer to do the

job and what they pay their workers to go out and do the job, is quite narrow. Our

interviews with contractors indicate that most have small profit margins, and, to make ends

meet, many of them rely on income from services offered to their workers such as housing

and transportation. In many cases, contractors do not provide these services. Optionally,

they actually require their workers to make use of these services if they are going to work

for them.

These are important services to new immigrant workers. But what happens when

farm labor contractor workers begin to get experience living and working in the United

States? As they gain experience in this country, they need fewer of the services that

contractors are good at giving and, in some cases, requiring. They start finding their own

housing, transportation, and labor market contacts. They set up networks to find work

through contacts with friends and relatives. They eventually reach the point where they do

not need to put up with the low wages and the required high-cost services that are part of

working for many contractors. There is a tendency for workers to want to move on once

they gain experience in the U.S.

Why don't farm labor contractors then make efforts to retain these workers by

increasing wages, by providing other types of benefits, and by taking other steps to
 hold on

to these workers? The answer is that contractors have not needed to do this 
in the past.

They were easily able to recruit more workers from abroad to take the place 
of those who

moved on to other jobs in and outside of agriculture. Because of this, we 
have suspected

for a long time that worker turnover rates for contractors were ac
tually higher on the

average than they were for other types of agricultural employers.

I have always thought that it was somewhat ironic that turnov
er rates might be

higher for contractors, because they could be a key to provi
ding workers with stable work

despite a high level of seasonal employability on individual 
farms. Rather than individual
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workers moving around from farm to farm, trying to get short-term employment at many

different farms, workers could be contracted by farm labor contractors on a long-term basis.

The contractors would then strike contracts with farmers and move workers from farm to

farm, thereby providing stable employment for the workers. However, this has not been to

the farm labor contractor's comparative advantage in the past. When new foreign workers,

in most cases unauthorized workers, are easy to recruit to take the place of workers who

move on, there is no incentive for employers, including contractors, to take steps to retain

their work force.

This is where IRCA comes in. The major goal of employer sanctions under RCA

was to reduce the flow of new illegal immigrant workers into the United States. If IRCA

succeeded in doing this, largely through its employer sanctions, how would the role of the

farm labor contractor change? There is reason to think that the role of the farm labor

contractor would change if IRCA had been effective at reducing the flow of unauthorized

immigrants into the United States, since contractors, like other employers, would not be

able to easily recruit new workers. They would change from being revolving door

employers to being the managers of a smaller and more stable and legal work force. If

anything, contractors should start having lower work turnover rates than other types of farm

employers. Under an effective IRCA scenario, where IRCA has really reduced the flow of

new immigrant workers into the state, you would expect to find turnover rates for farm labor

to be lower, if anything, than rates for other types of employers. You would also expect

worker turnover rates for all employers in the state to begin to decline as competition

picked up to retain their workers.

We are interested in farm labor contractors not only because they are such an

important part of the farm labor market in California, but also because recent patterns in

farm employment and farm labor activity give us some clues about how IRCA is changing

our labor market. Imagine two different scenarios: one in which IRCA has been effective

in reducing the flow of unauthorized immigrants into the state, and a second scenario

where IRCA has not been effective. If !RCA was effective at reducing unauthorized

immigration and discouraging the use of unauthorized immigrant labor, we would expect to

see certain trends emerge in the late 1980s.

First, we would expect to see a greater use of farm labor contractors for seasonal

work. Employer sanctions increased the costs and also the risks to farmers of hiring

seasonal workers directly. There are the costs of doing the 1-9 paperwork and of checking
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the legal status of workers before hiring them. There are also risks that your worker will be

apprehended since, under employer sanctions in RCA, it is illegal for the employer to hire

illegal immigrant workers, unlike the way it was in the past. Because of this, there is an

incentive for farmers to find other ways of getting their labor force by, perhaps, turning to

labor market intermediaries like farm labor contractors. One would expect farm labor

activity to increase in any event, given the fact that it is now illegal for employers to hire

illegal immigrants directly, and given that there are now higher costs associated with

completing required paperwork in hiring workers. This should especially be true for farms

which have very seasonal farm worker needs.

Secondly, if IRCA really was effective, we would expect the role of contractors to

change. The farm labor contractors should begin to manage a more stable and legal

workforce, and core crews of regular workers would move from field to field. We would

also expect to see greater stability in the farm labor market overall, with less turnover, and

more regular employment for more workers.

We have been doing some extensive analysis of unemployment insurance data,

provided to us by EDD, to test for whether or not the farm labor market is adjusting to the

type of workforce envisioned in RCA, and also to test for trends in farm labor activity. The

data set is very unique and a lot of effort went into setting it up. Unemployment insurance

laws in California require that any employer who paid $100.00 or more in total wages, in

any given quarter, must file a report with the Employment Development Department (EDD)

on every worker the employer hired, regardless of how much the individual workers were

paid. EDD keeps these employer records which provide us with a virtual universe of all

jobs worked by all workers in all sectors of the economy. For a given worker who worked

more than one job in the course of a year, those files provide records on every one of those

jobs. Parallel with these worker files, there are also employer files maintained by EDD

which basically add up all the workers hired by the individual employers. We therefore

have information on payroll, size of the employer, the region where the employe
r is

located, principal commodity, etc.

With the assistance of EDD, we have searched those files in each of the years
 from

1984 through 1988. In each of those five years we have pulled out the social security

account number of every worker who had at least one farm job in the course 
of a year. We

did not actually see the social security numbers, since those were 
changed to protect the

anonymity of the workers and also the employers in the data file.
 The first cut involved
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pulling out the farm workers, who were defined as people who had at least one farm job

during the year. This produced a file of about 1.3 million workers in each of those five

years. Those workers included SAS workers and also a lot of other kinds of workers.

Because we don't need to work with samples of that size when doing econometric work,

we pulled out a much smaller random sample of these farm workers for each of the five

years. Then we delved back into those other files for the other four years to try to find those

workers elsewhere in the period. For example, if a farm worker was drawn in 1984, we

actually assembled an array of all the different jobs that person worked in 1984. Then we

searched for that worker in the files for 1985, 1986, 1987 and 1988. If we found that

person in those files, we collected data about his or her jobs and put them into a file for

analysis. The result were data sets spanning 20 calendar quarters, or five years, in which

we have a random sample of workers. Basically, we can track the workers across farm

jobs, in and out of farm jobs, and between farm and non-farm jobs. Just to make things a

bit more complicated, we wove characteristics of the workers' employers into this massive

data file as well.

The key hypothesis concerning how RCA is affecting the farm labor market is the

one concerning turnover. If we find that turnover rates in California agriculture are going

down, and if we find the farm labor contractors have lower turnover rates than other types

of employers, we would have reason to suspect that the flow of unauthorized workers into

California has gone down. If, on the other hand, we find that worker turnover rates are

increasing over time and that farm labor contractors continue to have very high turnover

rates, then we have reason to think that the farm labor market is still being fed by a stream

of new and unauthorized immigrants.

The turnover rate for farm labor contractors is roughly 65 percent. That means, on

an average from one quarter to the following quarter, 65 percent of farm labor contractor

workers change principal employers. By contrast, for other types of employers in California

agriculture, the turnover rate is 40 percent. This is beginning to give us a sense that

perhaps contractors have not needed to reduce their turnover rate in response to RCA.

When we look at the workers' earnings with his or her principal employer during the

previous quarter, our thinking is that workers who have higher earnings are less likely 
to

change employers by the time the next quarter rolls around. We then hypothesize 
that the

more quarters that the worker has been working with a given employer, the le
ss likely the

worker is to move on, other things being equal. Because the worker acquires 
experience
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and starts learning skills, there are some indications that there is job stability there. The

average farm labor contractor worker had only worked for a little over one consecutive

quarter with that contractor. Other workers in agriculture worked an average of 4.7

consecutive quarters with their principal employer at any point in time.

We also counted the number of quarters the workers spent working in the same

region since 1984, the number of quarters the worker has worked in SASs, the number of

quarters in other types of farm work, the number of quarters in non-farm work, and the

number of quarters in which the worker did not appear in the unemployment insurance

files going back to 1984. The average earnings of those working for farm labor contractors

were about a fifth of the average earnings for other types of employers.

What we want to do is imagine that there were two workers who were very similar to

each other, but one worker is working for a farm labor contractor and the other is working

for another type of employer who is very similar in other ways, such as having the same

size, same overall payroll, same employment trends, etc. The only difference between

these workers is than one works for a contractor and the other does not.

Is the farm labor contractor worker more or less likely to move the next quarter than

the worker hired by other types of employers? Controlling for everything else in our

analysis, farm worker turnover rates for all employers in agriculture are increasing and not

decreasing during this period we looked at. Over time, there is a significant increase in

turnover in farm work. Also, farm labor contractor workers are much more likely to switch

employers in the next period than other types of workers. That is, turnover rates, as we are

measuring them, are much higher for farm labor contractors than they are for other kinds of

employers.

The rest of the data pretty much fit what you would expect. The higher the workers

wage in the previous quarter with the principal employer, the less likely the worker is
 to

change employers. The number of consecutive quarters the worker has b
een with the

same employer has a negative effect on turnover. That is, workers are less 
likely to move

the longer they have been working with the same employer and the more 
experience they

have. They are less likely to move the longer they have been working in the 
same region.

The higher the employer's payroll, the less likely the worker will ch
ange employers. It

seems that the large employers are better able to retain workers, on t
he average, than the

smaller employers.
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In our analysis of trends in worker turnover predicted from the model between 1984

and 1988, we found that employee turnover rates for farm labor contractors are not just

higher, but significantly higher than rates for other types of employers. In 1984, the rates

for contractors were more than double the turnover rates for other types of employers They

also stay significantly higher as you go through this whole time period, but also the trend

itself is increasing. It indicates to us that the turnover rates in California agriculture as a

whole are increasing during this period.

This is not a picture of .a farm labor market that is having to adjust to a smaller and

more legal and regular work force under IRCA. This is a picture of a farm labor market that

is still being fed by new and unauthorized immigrant workers, in which farm labor

contractor activity is expanding, and turnover rates are significantly higher for farm labor

contractors than for other types of employers.

This whole analysis leaves one big question unanswered. Farm labor contractors

are generally considered as employers under RCA. Because contractors are considered

employers, they are subject to the same rules and regulations that apply to other types of

employers. How do farm labor contractors get around employer sanctions?

First, from our interviews around the state, it seems that farm labor contractors are

fragmenting into smaller and smaller operations. That is, instead of a contractor having a

single large operation, the contractor breaks that operation into a number of smaller ones.

If a worker gets apprehended, one of those smaller operations may fall, but the other ones

will stay intact. In general, the larger the number of individual operations there are, the

harder it is to enforce the immigration and labor laws. This reduces the risks to farm labor

contractors of being shut down.

Secondly, some farm labor contractors recoup the costs of complying with IRCA, for

example, by filling out the 1-9 forms and supplying specialized services which are not

usually provided by farmers. Some contractors sell legalization documents to new

immigrants while others require that workers supply their own copies. Under the employer

sanctions of IRCA, the documents an employer looks at do not necessarily have to be

authentic. The burden is not on the employer to verify the authenticity of the documents, so

it is fairly easy for employers to get away with showing a good faith effort.
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What this means is that contractors can officially comply with the law at little or no

cost to themselves in many cases. In fact, one could argue that evading employer

sanctions may be an important service that farm labor contractors offer farmers in

California today. Many farmers perceive that the contractors are a buffer between them, on

the one hand, and labor laws, on the other. Farmers can shoulder the risks and costs of

hiring workers themselves, including authorized immigrant workers. Alternatively, they

could shift all of that onto farm labor contractors, and it is very difficult to show that a farmer

has knowingly hired an unauthorized immigrant worker through a contractor. To show that

anyone knowingly hired an unauthorized worker is hard enough to do, but it is virtually

impossible to prove that someone has done that through a farm labor contractor. Farmers

can thus "comply" with employer sanctions without necessarily reducing their reliance on

unauthorized immigrant workers.

Our legislation has created a new niche for a new group of labor market

intermediaries who are providing a valuable service to farmers under the circumstances,

and farmers are very rationally making use of that service. Because of all of this, the

importance of farm labor contractors in California agriculture in the future, if anything, will

increase. So not only are they playing a very important role, they will continue to play a

more important, but not a very enviable, role in the future.
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Suzanne Vaupel 
Independent Agricultural Consultant

Sacramento, California

The comments I will present today are preliminary observations from interviews I've

conducted with about 60 farm labor contractors (FLCs) in four regions of California. Forty of

the interviews have been for a study of FLCs being conducted by the Agricultural Personnel

Management Program of UC Cooperative Extension and California Institute for Rural

Studies (CIRS) for EDD. The regions and counties in which I've interviewed FLCs are the

Southern Desert (imperial, Riverside) the Southern Coast (Ventura, Santa Barbara), Salinas

Valley (Monterey, San Benito) and the southern San Joaquin Valley (Fresno). We will also

interview FLCs in the northern San Joaquin Valley (San Joaquin, Stanislaus). Our total

sample for this study will be 180 FLCs. All of the contractors are selected by a random

sample from the federal registration and state licensing lists and are ranked by size of

payroll. The remaining interviews were conducted in Fresno County during the summer of

1989 and the results are published in Immigration Reform and Perishable Crop Agriculture: 

Case Studies by the Center for Immigration Studies.

I must emphasize that these are my personal observations, and that the data for the

EDD report are not yet coded or analyzed. If you would like a summary of the final report,

please leave your name with me and I will see that you receive one.

The prevailing perception of an. FLC, as described in Congressional hearings and

reports on abuses of farm workers, is that of a sleazy crew boss making loads of money by

exploiting workers. This is the central myth which I must, at least partially, explode. The

great majority of the FLCs I've met, and I would estimate the majority of all licensed FLCs,

are honest, very hard-working people, who are trying to follow all the laws and regulations

affecting them. (Farm-labor contracting is one of the most heavily regulated industries in the

U.S.) That said, I will also agree that there still are some contractors, both licensed and

unlicensed, who meet the standard perception 1 referred to earlier, and the good FLCs are

the first ones to point this out. I will get back to this point later because I believe it has

important public policy ramifications.
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Characteristics of FLC Businesses

To give a general "portrait" of FLCs, I must emphasize diversity. The annual payrolls

of FLCs I've interviewed have ranged from less than $100,000 to more than $12 million.

Other aspects of their business are just as diverse. I've met contractors who operate

efficient, computerized businesses with model management practices as well as some who

only work for one grower, have only one crew, or work only a few weeks a year. Generally, I

would classify contracting businesses into three groups:

a) Small "family operations" ,the contractors manage all the field work themselves

or have one or two foremen; family members handle bookkeeping, sometimes

with the help of an outside accountant; usually the business is operated out of a

home office.

b) Medium-sized businesses - like a "family operation" but with more foremen;

additional employees are hired to handle payroll, accounting, etc.

c) Large firms - several layers of field supervision; complete office staff to handle

administrative and accounting work.

Most contractors are Hispanic men and women who were foremen (crew bosses) or

supervisors before becoming contractors. However, I have also met a significant number of

Anglo contractors, most of whom run a contracting business in connection with farming or a

custom harvesting business with a large investment in harvest equipment. I've interviewed

both Hispanic and Anglo contractors with diverse backgrounds, including a former electrical

engineer, a school superintendent, and a seamstress.

The geographic diversity of FLC operations includes contractors who work in a single

county, those who also work in neighboring counties, those who work in several distinct

regions of the state, and those who also work in other states including Arizona, Colorado,

Hawaii, and a few who work in Mexico.

The crops and tasks worked by FLCs vary as well. Some contractors specialize in a

particular crop and task, for example, in the harvest of lettuce, citrus, artichokes, or
 fresh

market tomatoes. Others work in a variety of crops and tasks. I sense a hierarchy among

contractors, where the largest and most successful do harvest work in cro
ps that pay well,
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especially lettuce. Small contractors do hoeing, weeding and thinning work and harvest

minor crops like zucchini and chili peppers. In Fresno County, many small contractors work

in the raisin harvest, and some of these do no other contracting work.

Relationships with their clients (growers and packinghouses) vary. Most of the

contractors I've interviewed have worked for the same growers for many years and do not

look for new clients. A few, especially those in the Fresno area, are hustling to find new

customers. Whichever situation they're in, however, contractors are seldom in a position to

charge significantly higher wages or benefits for workers or higher commissions for

themselves than the prevailing rates. A few large, efficient contracting companies (or those

with long-time arrangements) are able to command a higher price, but most believe they

would lose all their business if they started giving workers any benefits. In the southern San

Joaquin Valley, where the largest number of FLCs are found, many growers play contractors

against each other, forcing cutthroat bidding which results in lower wages, and illegal

practices. Some growers take advantage of contractors in other ways, such as forcing the

contractor to act as a banker who must pay the workers and wait for weeks or months to be

paid by the grower.

Like other agricultural employers, most contractors have no formalized hiring

practices. None have had problems recruiting workers in 1989 or 1990. Few have placed

job orders with EDD, but many say they would if they had trouble finding workers. The

current oversupply of workers sometimes results in problems for some contractors. An

example is a story told to me by a contractor in Fresno. He had planned to start pruning

vines for a grower the day after Thanksgiving last year. On Thanksgiving, however, he broke

his leg, so he told the grower he wouldn't be there and told workers not to come to work. The

next day, however, he was called by the grower who said he had to come to the vineyard

immediately. When the contractor got there, the field was full of workers pruning vines. He

began asking them who they were working for, and each one said he had come with his

friend and didn't know who the employer was. He had to tell them all to leave and then star
t

with his own crews the following day.

Another contractor has tried to avoid problems by refusing to hire walk-ins. He 
said

that in the past, if people start working whom he didn't hire, they would 
report him when he

refused to pay them. He has also found that walk-ins are most likely to leave 
after one or two

days of work.
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Few of the contractors have been investigated by any government agencies.

However, it seems those that have been investigated by one agency have been investigated

by all. Of those investigated, only a few had been fined for any violations.

Re ional Differences

I started by saying that diversity was the key to understanding contractors, and now I

will highlight some of the regional differences I've observed.

In the southern Desert Region, we interviewed contractors based in Imperial and

Riverside Counties and in Arizona. There we found some very large contracting businesses,

including a significant number of Anglos with custom harvesting businesses. The labor

market is unique in that area, with most contractors hiring workers at the 3:00 a.m. shape-up

in Calexico. Workers are paid daily by check. Because of the daily hiring ritual, workers and

even foremen change employers often. Employers do not fire workers, they just don't hire

them the next day or they may exercise a form of "discipline" by not hiring a worker for a

week or two and then rehiring him or her.

In Ventura County, contractors are divided between those who work in citrus and

those who work in vegetables and strawberries. While speaking English is usually a pre-

requisite for a contractor to communicate with growers, I found several contractors with large

businesses in Ventura County who speak very little English. My hypothesis is that Spanish-

speaking packinghouse field men direct their work in the citrus and the FLCs seldom come

in contact with the grower.

The pervading concern of contractors in Ventura County is the high cost of workers'

compensation insurance. While contractors in all areas complain about this cost, e
very

contractor in Ventura citrus had stories about fraudulent claims filed against him 
or her or

claims for non-work related injuries. Many feared that high workers' compensation

insurance costs would put them out of business. As one contractor pointed out
, however,

workers are going to file for workers' compensation for all injuries because 
they have no

health insurance.

The Salinas Valley is generally divided between northern Monterey 
County, where

large FLCs work for larger growers, and the southern county where 
smaller contractors work

on smaller farms. Higher wages are paid in the northern part of Mo
nterey County than in the
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southern part or in San Benito County. Many Salinas Valley contractors who work for the big

lettuce companies also work in the Imperial Valley and Arizona.

Competition Between FLCs

While competition between contractors is apparent all over the state, the degree of

competition varies greatly in different regions of the state. The intensity of competition is

determined by the supply of contractors and the local structure of the industry. In the Imperial

Valley, FLCs reported a large proportion of total agricultural employment in 1988 (35

percent), but there are fewer licensed contractors in this region than in others and the

contracting business is dominated by a few large companies. The structure of the industry

has resulted in a fairly low level of competition. FLCs in the Southern Region express

satisfaction with the profitability of their business.

Fresno County represents the opposite extreme. EDD figures show just 25 percent of

total agricultural employment reported by FLCs, but hundreds of small FLCs are competing

for business. The most pervading issue is underbidding or "cutthroating" by numerous

unlicensed, unscrupulous contractors. As told to me by contractors, it is very easy to get into

the business and very tempting to foremen or crew bosses who think there are high profits in

contracting. New or unlicensed contractors actively seek work by offering to do the job for

less. Older contractors who have seen the changes are disgusted by the destructive

competition and refuse to join the downward spiral of wages and commissions. The Farm

Labor Contractors Alliance actively tries to discourage members from engaging in

destructive competition. Most contractors who underbid others do not last more than a few

years (up to four) in the business.

The degree of competition in the Salinas Valley and the Southern Coast lies

somewhere between Fresno and Imperial. The Salinas Valley has had the greatest recent

increase in contracting activity, with FLC employment increasing from 11 to 23 percent 
of

agricultural employment between 1984 and 1988. Contractors there are feeling the recen
t

competition and the big firms are losing work to smaller FLCs.

Figure A illustrates the effects of competition on a standard supply and d
emand

diagram. Point X indicates the equilibrium price at which FLCs can pay wo
rkers the going

wage, pay all required payroll taxes, and receive a sufficient commission
 to maintain the

business and make a profit. In Imperial County, the relatively small number of contracting
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firms appears to result in a shift of the supply curve to the left and the price to point Y which is

above the equilibrium level. In Fresno County, the supply curve has shifted to the right. The

large number of small FLCs are driving the price down to point Z, below the minimum level

necessary to support a legal operation. Contractors who engage in competitive practices

are forcing legal operations out of business.

Figure A

Price Imperial
•
•
• /Fresno

Y •
•

X •
•
•

Quantity

Public Policy Implications and Future Research

Anecdotal stories about FLC abuses of workers have been common but, until n
ow,

no studies have systematically described the businesses and business pr
actices of

contractors throughout the state. As a result of the reports of abuses, the co
mmon perception

has emerged of corrupt FLCs, and the farm labor contracting business has 
become one of

the most heavily regulated industries in the U.S. and California. Most p
ublic policy has been

based on a uniform assumption that all FLCs are corrupt.

Most government inspectors acknowledge that few of the laws and 
regulations are

adequately enforced. With cutbacks in state and federal budgets, it is important 
that

regulation and enforcement is sharply focused. Therefore, it is 
increasingly important for

policy makers and policy enforcers to understand the realities 
and the statistics of the

contracting business. The findings of this study lead to the 
following conclusions.
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First, it is important to acknowledge that not all contractors are abusing workers, so

that enforcement efforts and future legislation can be focused on those that are. I've heard

many times that the largest, most established and visible contractors are audited almost

regularly while smaller, illusive contractors operating outside the law are seldom audited.

Needless to say, there is a disincentive for contractors to operate legally, when it means they

will be investigated and fined for every small infraction while those operating illegally escape

enforcement.

A corollary of this point is that most contractors will try hard not to violate laws which

they think will be enforced. We have seen this with IRCA and the 1-9 requirements, and now

we are seeing it with SB 198 which requires a written safety program. All contractors have

told me that they check legal documents before hiring workers and they indicate genuine

fear of being fined for not having 1-9 forms in order.

Another result of changing the underlying assumption is that contractors will try to

follow rules and regulations that they are informed of. An infrastructure of information

sources has been developed for growers but not for FLCs. Contractors do not have

organizations that supply information and legal help, as do growers. Only recently has U.C.

Cooperative Extension begun to distribute information widely to contractors. It is important

for government agencies to distribute useable information about the laws and regulations

they enforce to FLCs.

Another point which will be covered in detail in our final report is the importance of

foremen or crew bosses to the employment relationship. I believe that our present study of

contractors is five to ten years too late and that we should be doing the same study of

foremen. In most FLC operations, it is now the foremen who have the direct relationship with

workers, handling the recruiting, hiring, firing, transporting and even housing of the workers.

Often, the FLCs are as removed from this relationship as the growers are from the FLCs.

Further studies should document the role of foremen and lay the basis for possible additional

regulation of their activities.
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Raul Cavazos
Farm Labor Contractors Alliance, Inc.

Hanford, California

Because of the drought and the freeze, there are many farm labor contractors who

are unemployed. This means that there are thousands of employees unemployed as well.

As a result, contractors are coming out to underbid us. If it takes 27 percent in the contract

to pay the costs of unemployment insurance and workers' compensation insurance, and

another contractor says he will charge a 20 percent commission, he will get the job. There

is so much competition in the San Joaquin Valley that there must be at least 600

contractors there, but I believe that maybe 40 percent are crew leaders with certificates of

registration. We are charging, on some jobs, five dollars an hour plus a 35 percent

commission, but guys come down from the freeze areas and charge 27 percent

commission. A lot of growers really care about us, but others care only about getting the

job done. I get angry because many of the growers, farmers, and packinghouses do not

even ask the contractor for certificates of registration, state licenses, or evidence of

workers' compensation insurance. It makes me wonder how these guys can run 6,000-

7,000 acre operations, and they don't even ask the contractor for proof that he carries

insurance. Some of these contractors have no offices or sanitation facilities, and they don't

even ask workers for their I-9s.

Our overhead comes to about 28 or 29 percent, and we charge 34-35 percent. The

only way we can make it is with a two million dollar payroll. A contractor with a hundred

thousand or five hundred thousand dollar payroll will never make it unless he has a part-

time job. In our contractors alliance we have about thirty contractors, and the biggest one

has a five million dollar payroll. The smallest one has a $750,000 payroll but he has

another job on the side.

There are so many regulations today, and now you have to check out legalization

documents. You can't work by hand like you did 15 years ago, and everything has to be

computerized. People don't see us as a professional business because they have

assumed that we have a bad reputation. We have to educate the growers. We have to 
tell

the farmers, the Farm Bureau and other farm organizations that they must ask 
contractors

for their certificates of registration and state licenses. If they do that, you would eliminate

the unlicensed contractors, and the commissions and wages will rise for the legitimate

ones.

79



When IRCA started in 1986, there was an emphasis on joint efforts among

employers and contractors. Today, if a grower hires a contractor, and the contractor is

caught with illegal workers, the grower does not want to be involved. One employer called

me and asked if we had an established safety program. We have one, and he has been

happy with us. Other employers just ask for workers and never ask any questions or come

around later to check up. There should be regulations requiring that growers ask to see

certificates of registration, proof of insurance and reports of worker hours and production.

We are glad that Senate Bill 198, the Cal-OSHA bill requiring injury and illness prevention

programs, was passed. These unlicensed contractors will now have to implement safety

programs, hold safety meetings, and show safety films. The law will drive some of them out

of business.

Assembly Bill 3550, "Farm Labor Contractor: Duties of a Licensee," requires that

every contractor must register in each county where they work. We work in Kings County,

Tulare County, Kern County and Fresno County. You have to pay $25.00 to $50.00 to

register in each county.

One of the reasons farmers are hiring labor contractors is because of the increasing

cost of workers' compensation insurance which has doubled in price in the past five years.

I am glad that Senate Bill 198 came out, because it will require safety programs and

encourage things like tailgate meetings with workers about safety, health, and work

injuries; it requires deadlines for reporting injuries, and certification that safety meetings

took place, etc. I am glad Senate Bill 198, the bill requiring injury and illness prevention

programs, came around. Maybe the cost of workers' compensation insurance will go down

in five or six years.

When a contractor calls EDD, the first thing EDD asks for is the employer number.

The good contractors go to EDD and the bad guys don't, and there are more bad guys than

good guys. The enrollment in our contractors alliance grew in 1987 and 1988. In 1989 it

started dropping because everyone knew about IRCA by then. Now that there are new

state laws about contractor registration and safety issues, our enrollment is going back up.

Contractors are more educated today. Five years ago, the average education of a

contractor was completion of the seventh or eighth grade. Today, it is high school, 
and

some even have their college diplomas. It is a profession now, but it wasn't a few years

ago. We recently had a big meeting on S.B. 198 and we had slide pre
sentations, safety

80



films, and discussions on vineyard pruning and tractor driving. We have to educate

ourselves, and that is something that we didn't do ten years ago. Back then, we couldn't

get two contractors to sit at the same table.

You need to keep the workers happy by listening to them. The workers know that

restrooms are required in the fields if the crews are of a certain size. If a small crew needs

one, I'll take care of it. If you pay the workers a little more money, they will be happy. Also

you need to keep the number of injuries down.

The crooked contractors don't care about injuries, and they will chase away those

hurt on the job rather than help them. They also do not care about paying the workers.

Some contractors bill the farmer. So this means that if the farmers don't pay in a few days,

and the contractor does not have the cash to back up the payroll, the workers will not have

any money. But, we need to educate the growers and get them to ask the contractors the

right questions. If the growers will ask the contractors for their certificates of insurance,

state license, and registration certificate, we can keep the bad guys out.
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Lu e Sandoval
Agricultural Workers Health Center

Stockton, California

We are seeing a decline in wages and declines in all kinds of benefits provided to

farm workers. As Raul Cavazos said, the cutthroat competition out there has resulted in

suffering by farm labor contractors, but, basically, the suffering has been borne by the

workers. I have been fortunate to have worked with Suzanne Vaupel and the California

Institute for Rural Studies and also the University of California on conducting interviews

with farm labor contractors in various parts of California. We started out in Imperial County

and then went to Ventura County. I just recently finished my part of the project in Salinas,

and next I will go down to Fresno to do some more interviews. The project is not yet

complete, and I have done about 58 interviews so far.

Through the process of conducting these interviews I have been able to see that

there is a wide range of farm labor contractors. There are female and male contractors

with a wide range of language skills, but there are others who cannot speak anything but

Spanish, and some have never had any education whatsoever. Some are second, third,

and fourth generation farm labor contractors, and some have worked in the past as

bookkeepers, accountants, engineers, etc. Payrolls ranged from well under one hundred

thousand to over five million dollars. Some contractors specialize in certain commodities

and tasks and others will do anything as long as there is money in it.

I grew up in a farm worker family. Both of my parents immigrated from Mexico and

the way we maintained our families, especially during the summer, was through the

harvest of seasonal stone fruit commodities such as cherries, apricots, peaches, etc. The

whole family would go out and work from the time you were old enough to walk around.

You would get a bucket and pick up the fruit that had fallen to the ground to provide

additional labor. Of course, what happened twenty years ago may not be applicable to

what is going on today, but maybe there are some things that are happening now that

haven't changed.

We were picking apricots, cherries, and other fruit, and we moved around a lot.

There was high turnover. We were a part of those statistics of people who worked for one

employer one day and then left, or we moved on when we found a grower paying a few

cents more, or when there seemed to be more fruit in a neighboring orchard that was ready
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for picking. The one thing we were always concerned about was whether or not we were

working for a farmer or for a farm labor contractor.

You can track down a farmer around payday since he has a house, so you know

where to find him. You would hope they would be paying cash so you could immediately

go out and buy your groceries and pay for gas. Some contractors pay on a daily basis,

some of them still pay cash, and some still do not issue pay stubs. Things are changing

somewhat so that we are seeing a bit of growth in the professionalization of some

contractors.

I had a very negative feeling for farm labor contractors due, in part, to some of the

experiences I had as a youngster, and, in part, to what my father told me about them. My

opinion of contractors has since been changed somewhat; although, I would not say that

the myths have been exploded. At least I have had the chance to explore some of those

myths for myself. What I basically found out was that there are too many farm labor

contractors out there along with too many farm workers. Some are very good

professionals with well developed personnel management systems. These are people

who seem to have a genuine concern for their workers and who pay decent wages. There

were a small handful that provided health benefits for their workers and other benefits as

well. Only three of the 58 contractors that I interviewed paid for some type of health

benefits, which means there are many thousands of workers without health insurance.

The unfortunate thing I found is that there are so many bad contractors that we need

to help the good ones weed them out, help them compete for business, and bring them up

to a certain level where they can comply with the rules and regulations. Many people are

attracted to the idea of being a contractor because they were good lettuce harvesters,

grape pickers, and were well-qualified at other farming tasks. But most of them do not

have the slightest idea of what it takes to actually be an employer who can follow the rules

and deal fairly with the work force.

Unfortunately, it is relatively easy to become a farm labor contractor. You pass a

test, post a bond, go to work. it is also very easy to be functioning as an unregistered and

unlicensed farm labor contractor. There is so much work to be done, so much 
competition,

and so many people willing to provide those services, that it is simple for a 
gentleman to

pose as a farm labor contractor and offer his services to a farmer. Many farmers 
simply do

not ask for proof of a license, they do not want to see somebody's farm l
abor contractor
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license, and they do not ask to see a workers' compensation insurance certification. The

farmer needs his field harvested and has only a few days before it is not worth anything, so

he wants someone to work now. In some cases, the grower is already familiar with the

contractor, trusts him, and may have seen a license in the past.

There is also the surplus of undocumented workers who are willing to work and

who are available to work. There are a lot of contractors who will hire these illegal workers

because they can work cheaper. The contractor can then bid a lower commission rate,

because he will not be paying for unemployment insurance, workers' compensation

insurance, etc., since these workers are not going to file a complaint. Also, the

undocumented workers are not going to complain to the appropriate government

agencies, and they are not going to seek medical care since they do not want to be

deported. It is very easy for some contractors to have an entirely illegal workforce.

It is unfortunate that when you ask the contractors about their operations during the

survey process, and when you ask questions about the legitimacy of their operations,

everybody always answers "yes" to all of the compliance questions. There is a lack of

enforcement of regulations. There is no one asking the farmers to verify that the hired

contractor has a license to operate. Most of the contractors we interviewed had never

received a visit from any of the enforcement agencies. The ones who are getting visits are

the high profile contractors who have had the opportunity to improve their operations so

that they are generally in compliance with the regulations.

There are over 1200 contractors in California who either have a license or are in

the process of applying for one. We need to see stricter requirements for licensing and the

renewing of licenses, and we need to have greater enforcement of contractors, farmers,

and packers. We need more and better educational outreach for the contractors. The

licensing procedures for farm labor contractors are extremely lax. According to those who

have been interviewed, most will state very clearly that the contractors' test was very easy.

An eighth grader with common sense, a little information about field worker safety 
and

pesticides can pass the test. The examination can be vastly improved and should 
contain

questions on pesticide safety for field workers, of course, but there should be 
more

questions on rules and regulations applying to agricultural employment, farm
 labor

contractors, and agricultural employers.
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In some cases, the person taking the test may be acting in place of a farm labor

contractor because the contractor may not have the necessary language or literacy skills to

pass the examination. He may know about the contracting business, recruiting, and

managing work crews, but he cannot pass a very basic test, so he finds someone in his

organization to take his place.

A lot of the information coming out of the University of California and the

Cooperative Extension has been directed to agricultural employers, primarily farmers and

farm managers. They haven't really directed much of this information at farm labor

contractors. We are starting to see a change through the Agricultural Personnel

Management Program which now, unfortunately, only includes two farm advisers, Greg

Billikopf and Steve Sutter. We need to expand that program to bring it back up to its

original level of support so that it can provide contractors with information and details on

rules and regulations. Some contractors are well aware of them and comply; however, the

majority of the contractors either have not heard of the regulations because outreach

efforts have not found them, or they don't want to hear about them. I have found many

contractors who were not aware that they were required by law to register with their local

agricultural commissioner, and they simply had not received the information about this

reporting requirement.

In complying with the rules and regulations, most of the contractors must deal with

people from the Agricultural Commissioners Office, the Labor Commissioner, Department

of Labor, and the Immigration and Naturalization Service. Actually, I believe that EDD is

better than most of these other agencies in providing good bilingual personnel who can

deal with the contractor. Most of the people who represent these other agencies are

English speaking monolingual, and most bring with them a bunch of forms to complete

which are in English without Spanish translations. For example, I do not believe that there

is an official translation for the 1-9 form. Because of this, I believe that the farm labor

contractors exam should be in English only. The contractor should be English speaking 
or

bilingual so that he can understand the requirements, the regulations, and the people 
from

the government agencies who are responsible for monitoring the laws.

I think there should be a stiffening of the licensing requirements. In other industri
es

like construction, a person applying for the contractors' license must demon
strate a

combination of experience and education. In farm labor contracting, one passes the test

and that is it. If we implement tighter requirements, some farm labor contractor appli
cants
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may go underground. In this case, there should be stiffer fines for those who hire illegal

contractors, including farmers who own packinghouses. The farm labor contractor should

have documentation for his workers and demonstrate to the INS or the Department of

Labor that all of his workers are legitimate. A farm labor contractor should, by the same

token, fill out a form similar to the 1-9 for the farmer who hires him to establish that he is a

legal contractor. It should be required that the employer, the farmer, keep a file of copies of

the contractor's license, workers' compensation insurance certificate, and other forms

which are required. Then, we would probably see fewer farmers taking the chance of

hiring unregistered contractors. The bottom line is that you have to•go to the top of the

ladder, which is not the contractor, but the person employing that farm labor contractor.

Penalties for illegal contractors should be tougher. I don't know how many

contractors have not registered with their local agricultural commissioners in accordance

with the provisions of Assembly Bill 3550. (Farm Labor Contractors: Duties of a Licensee):

Unfortunately, we are not seeing much in the way of enforcement action in this area of the

law.

I can point up the experience I had in Imperial County where there was a labor

commissioner who was extremely active in doing annual and biannual sweeps of farm

labor contractors in his area. He was mainly looking for compliance with field sanitation

standards, but at the same time, he was checking for licenses. This guy was putting

people out of business when they did not have those licenses, but he also assisted them in

finding out how they could apply for contractor licenses. He was a "diamond in the rough"

which you don't see very often. He worked long hours and had a computer at home where

he could organize his information. This guy was ready to put it all "on the line" even when

he was being threatened by his own employer, his supervisor, and the city council. He

continued to do his job of enforcing the law. You don't usually see that kind of aggressive

enforcement of the regulations that is necessary in order to protect the workers.

There needs to be a system for renewing farm labor contractor licenses on a

periodic basis like they have for pesticide application. In pesticide application, one must

demonstrate that over the past two years, he has participated in and completed a certain

number of continuing education hours on pesticide rules and regulations and safety. A

wide range of courses is offered by the Cooperative Extension and by professional

organizations for pesticide applicators, but, currently, there is nothing like this for farm labor
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contractors who do not have to stay current on the laws. There are no penalties for not

knowing the latest rules and regulations.

I have found a huge discrepancy between the number of contractors who really

know how to comply and those who do not. Some contractors do not know that they

cannot hire only men for their crews. Others know how to complete the 1-9 forms and

provide identification cards and pictures, while some will ignore the-1-9 document or give it

to the employee to complete. Contractors are required by law to post the wages the

workers will be earning, the location of the job site, duration of the job, etc. Some do all of

these, some do not.

Many contractors say that they are in business because farmers do not want to deal

with workers' compensation insurance. I know that most employers do not want to handle

workplace safety issues and develop comprehensive safety programs because it is a lot of

work; however, if they put out the effort, they would see that the worker injury rates would

decrease, the workplace would be safer, and the workers' compensation insurance costs

would drop. We established a training program in the San Joaquin Valley and made it

available to employers. We have had many responses from farmers and farm managers

but none from farm labor contractors. I would hope that we will be seeing a change and

that more of the progressive contractors will take advantage of farm safety programs. To

date, I would say that most contractors would be out of compliance with farm safety

regulations. The problem is that there will not be any enforcement until there is an

accident, a fatality or a disfiguring injury. OSHA (Occupational Safety and Health

Administration) will not be out because they are short of staff. They were given the

mandate to enforce the regulations, but a sudden increase of enforcement officers did not

turn up in the fields. There are lots of rules but very little enforcement.

I think we have to focus even more on the role of the majordomo. This is an issue

which I have found to have a great deal of impact on the condition of the farm worker.

When a farm labor contractor hires a majordomo, it is similar to a farmer hiring a contractor.

He does this because he does not want to be responsible for the health and safety of his

workers and for completing all of the required documents. Many of the contractors do not

want to take responsibility for the crews and working conditions so they turn that over to the

majordomo. Unfortunately, many of these majordomos use this chance to charge workers

for the opportunity of working on their crew. He may charge fifty dollars to work on his

crew, or he may charge the employee three dollars for a ride to and from work, or charge
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for food, sodas, and beer. The contractors may be legitimate employers, but most of the

majordomos are not.
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FARM LABOR CONTRACTORS
GENERAL DISCUSSION

Steve Sutter - University of California Cooperative Extension

I think that the growers and farm labor contractors need to be more aware of the

actions of their foreman and forewomen. It would behoove them to be more aware of what

is going on. Growers have shed their paperwork obligations to some extent because they

have shifted to farm labor contractors, but they have not shed the liability of the actions of

their labor contractors or their employees.

There was a comment that the law enforcement officers seem to visit the same

employers year after year. Part of that may be due to the fact they receive "brownie points"

for a quota of visits during the year. What we would probably like to see are brownie points

for visiting employers they have never met before.

Underutilized agencies such as the Internal Revenue Service, Immigration and

Naturalization Service, and county agricultural commissioners should be paying more

compliance visits to growers.

Don Villareso

A recent Italian visitor to the Institute described a system used by the Romans which

closely resembled what occurs in California agriculture. In Roman times, individuals

wanting to hire workers met early in the morning in town squares throughout the regions of

Southern Italy. The Sicilians and Southern Italian workers were then organized into crews

which were then taken out to the fields. Perhaps, the labor contractor system is not so new

or unique to California. Perhaps, there are things going on that underlie the significance of

the system which makes it all the more important that we have the opportunity to discuss

what is going on in other countries with respect with their agricultural systems.

My second comment, with all due respect to the good intentions of the people who

wrote Assembly Bill 318 ("Employment: Farm Labor Contractors"), is that we have what I

think is a very unfortunate American tradition that I think is part of, loosely speaking,

liberalism. Every time there is a serious social problem, we figure out how to gener
ate

more pieces of paper. Assembly Bill 3550 ("Farm Labor Contractors: Duties of a

Licensee") originated because agricultural commissioners and their field enf
orcement

staffs were going out into the fields and discovering that they could not id
entify who was in

charge. They had no idea which labor contractor was working in the 
field. The
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commissioner in charge of pesticide enforcement suggested that the contract
ors be

required to come into their offices to register. Hopefully, the commissioner's offi
ce would

then become familiar with the contractors and record their addresses, phone numbers, etc
.

Unfortunately, this forced contractors to register and pay a fee in each county where they

were working.

Since the one person who really knows who the contractors are in the -field is the

farmer doing the hiring, I suggested to the agricultural commissioner that they add another

line to their application forms. I think that we have made the burden of paperwork fall

principally on labor contractors who are then_ required to.visit one agency for this and

another for that. I would like to see one-stop shopping. There are mechanisms that are

presently available that could shift the burden of paperwork back to who really knows who

the labor contractors are.

My final comment is that I don't see any possibility of reducing the importance of

labor contractors at this time. The issue really comes down to liability questions and the

desire to shed liability and to get it away from the farm operator. All the farmers I have

talked to are really after this. They don't want to be responsible for liability for inj
uries and

all of that. Two months ago there was a court case in Stanislaus County whe
re a labor

contractor did not pay workers' compensation insurance. A worker was 
injured and the

grower was found to be liable. That is an exciting possibility to me in sig
nifying and

focusing the responsibility. There are some very interesting things happeni
ng out there,

and this case, believe me, has gathered the attention of all the grower organ
izations.

Bert Mason

have two questions for Ed Taylor:

1. Your data shows so much turnover and shorter employme
nt for farm labor

contractors that it would seem that a lot of that is an artifact of the 
database. Having farm

labor contractors report as separate employers and not breaking
 out by commodity may, in

fact, be a proxy for the standard practices in that particular co
mmodity group. For example,

in raisin harvests 75 percent of the work force, at least, is 
procured through farm labor

contractors. If one could sort out what the employment conditions were
 by the direct hires

in that industry compared to farm labor contractors, you may
 find less differences than you

have with your data set. I do not disagree with your general qualitative s
tatements and
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conclusions, but the extent of those differences may be overstated just because of the data

set they are working with.

2. Clearly there is some need for intermediaries in the labor market. It seems to me

that, for a variety of reasons, including the Judge Ritchie decision, the Employment Service

has become almost a non-actor in this placement function, and in that void we have had

other kinds of entrepreneurs and so on who fill that void. And it seems to me that the

impact of what was considered to be a court decision to protect the rights of farm workers

has, in fact, had perverse impacts in terms of the actual experience. Given the changes in

the labor market situation, I would like to hear discussion about some changes in

technology that could make access to non-farm jobs readily available electronically to

people who are in rural areas. Is it time to revise the Judge Ritchie constraints on the

Employment Service and see what the Employment Service could maybe provide, on a

public basis, what farm labor contractors, crew bosses, and so on are providing in terms of

placement function?

J. Edward Taylor

It is true that if you have a farm labor contractor who specializes in grapes, that

contractor appears as a farm labor contractor rather than as someone who works in

grapes. Those are two mutually exclusive (Standard Industrial Classification) codes.

Unfortunately, in this data base we have no way of knowing in which commodity the farm

labor contractor worked. It would have been nice to have a data base that would give us

that information. In our data we did control for commodity, which means that, in effect, we

can look at how turnover rates for a farm labor contractor compared to turnover rates for a

grape grower, who is not a contractor, controlling for everything also. You can picture the

experiment where there are two employers who were otherwise identical, but one is a farm

labor contractor and the other is a grape grower. It turns out that grape growers do, in fact,

have above average turnover rates. It turns out not to be very significant statistically in this,

but the farm labor contractors are much higher. You can picture putting side-by-side

someone who is not a farm labor contractor, but who does grapes, with someone who is a

contractor, who may do grapes and who may do other things. We have this composite,

and we compare the two. That is the best that this database can do. 1 think that there is still

some pretty strong indications that farm labor contractors have high turnover rates though.

The second question focuses on essentially the role of the farm labor contractors

versus the role of an Employment Service in matching workers with jobs in 
California
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agriculture. Clearly there has to be some kind of intermedairy because agriculture, unlike

other sectors, is characterized by this tremendous seasonality that we can do nothing

about. How to match workers then with those seasonal jobs is a big question.

•

Lupe Sanioval

In the surveys we conducted there were questions regarding the utilization of EDD

in the recruitment of workers. We received replies from a couple of contractors who had

favorable comments about regular use of EDD. The vast majority of contractors were very

disappointed with the quality of people sent to them by the Department. In EDD you are

dealing with workers who generally do not want to be sent to farm labor jobs even though

farm work may have been their only experience. They are usually looking for work in the

canneries or factories where they would have a little more stability and security than they

would have in farm work. Farm labor contractors are in business because they can readily

get their hands on a supply of labor. They occasionally need some assistance and want

help in doing those crummy jobs like hoeing and weeding, jobs which used to be piece-

rate but which are now hourly minimum wage. Or they want workers for jobs which are

piece-rate as long as the contractor does not have to pay too much.

I don't know if EDD is capable of developing a pool of workers comprehensive

enough to meet the needs of agriculture. I don't know if workers would go to EDD and fill

out work applications. It would be nice if there was a system that would be available to

farmers so they would have a ready supply of workers instead of having to call a farm labor

contractor. I don't see that happening or it being a possibility.

Raul Cavazos

My thought is that EDD plays a strong role with contractors and with us. We have a

good relationship with the ones in Sanger, Visalia, and in Kings County, but maybe it is

because we are good contractors. EDD makes sure that we pay the minimum wage. I give

credit to EDD because they help us with forms and with RCA, they come to our meetings,

and they let us know what is going on. Migrant workers go to EDD even for piece
-rate

jobs. EDD plays a strong role with agriculture, and they work together with t
he good

contractors.
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Suzanne Vaupel

One thing about this whole discussion that I find interesting is that we are talking

about employment, placement service, and EDD versus farm labor contractors, yet what

we are finding out is that EDD is sending workers to farm labor contractors. It is just a

strange connection there that I think is worth thinking about. EDD, from all I have heard

and seen, are the ones out there and they are on the ball. In Calexico they are out there at

2:30 in the morning helping contractors and other employers find workers. I truly think that,

more than other agencies, the contractors have been very happy with EDD and they felt

helped by EDD. I question though whether EDD can ever have the flexibility that the

contractors have, just in the reality of things, to really play the role the contractors play. If it

would work and you have that huge data base of workers, I think that would be great. But, I

question whether that can work and if there is that flexibility to go far beyond where they

are going now.
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