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Philip Martin is a Professor of Agricultural Economics at the University of California, Davis.

Since 1988 he has also been a member of the Commission on Agricultural Workers which

was established by the Immigration Reform and Control Act of 1986 (IRCA). His research

interests are in farm labor, labor economics, labor relations, and immigration. He is a

nationally-recognized farm labor researcher who has completed extensive work on studies of

the farm labor market and immigration. Before and after the enactment of IRCA, he was

involved with several studies of California farm employers to determine the effects or expected

effects of the law. Since the late-1970s, Dr. Martin has presented numerous research paper's

and briefings to Congressional leaders on farm labor and immigration issues. He was the

only academic person appointed to the 12-member federal Commission on Agricultural

Workers.
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Philio L. Martin
Department of Agricultural Economics

University of California, Davis

What is the farm labor problem, and what can research contribute to it? Most social

sciences are problem driven. We look at problems, analyze the "who's" and the "whys" and

the "wherefores," and we try to come up with the recommendations for solutions. In a few

lucky instances, the recommendations get adopted and the problem is more or less solved.

But in most areas of social science research, the studies accumulate while the problems

persist. When one thinks of all the social science problems in the country: poverty, -

homelessness, juvenile delinquency, and even seasonal .farm labor, we have volumes of

studies and yet persisting problems.

Farm labor poses exactly the same kinds of problems as poverty. First, how do you

define the problem? Definitions in farm labor are often a little bit like this apocryphal story of

building a tunnel through the mountains. People cannot agree on how to build it, so one team

starts on one side of the mountain, and one starts on the other side. If they meet in the middle,

they will have one tunnel, and if they do not, they still wind up with two tunnels.

Employers usually define the problem as assuring themselves an adequate supply of

seasonal labor at a reasonable cost. Workers and their advocates usually define the problem

as too little money for too little work under often inadequate housing and working conditions.

The public and society at large seem to be torn between competing extremes. On the one

hand, Americans are sympathetic. They feel moved by "harvest of shame" portrayals of the

seasonal farm labor market. But whenever solutions get discussed, employers argue that

solutions will mean not just higher wages and better living conditions, but solutions will al
so

put farmers out-of-business and make lettuce cost $2.00 a head. Everyone then gets

confused about how much further to go toward reform.

The usual scenario, because of the sympathy or guilt complex of Ame
ricans, is to

propose new laws to regulate the farm labor market and maybe even 
new assistance

programs to help farm workers. Then, employers go to work. They slow 
down that reform

locomotive by explaining how complex agriculture is; how one crop is 
not the same as

another; how one region is not the same as another; so what appears 
to be a simple reform

will, in fact, hurt Farmer X, Y, and Z over here and make the commodity
 change. In the end,

only a watered-down reform law is enacted, and it proves to be 
unable to solve the problem.
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Society goes away thinking that the problem has been solved, and we all know that the r
eality

out there does not change all that much.

If history is any guide, we are probably in the middle of a peak of interest in farm labor

research and concern. This period will probably end with a series, of new laws and

regulations, e.g. maybe we can raise the labor contractor bond and toughen licensing. Then

we will probably go away for a little while and assume that the problem is solved.

We all know that the farm labor market will change much less than the laws and

regulations, so I thought it might be interesting to spend some time on thinking about why it is

that the seasonal farm labor market and its problems have persisted over a hundred years.

Why is it that you could pick up a report written in the 1920s, just change a few things, and it

would look pretty much exactly the same as a report written in the 1980s?

There are many ways to define or describe the seasonal farm labor market, but for my

students, I define it in terms of the three "Cs." The first "0" is the fact that most farm workers are

casual employees. In a sense, they have a fairly casual attachment to particular employers.

The second is that most of the benefits from the current system get capitalized into land values,

and they get concentrated in the hands of a relatively few people in the agricultural system
.

And the third are the contractors, the layers of authority between the beneficiary of the current

system and the worker at the bottom.

The agricultural employment system produces casual employer-employee

attachments. There are two extreme ways to get a seasonal farm work force. If employers can

collectively flood the labor market, or if poverty in Mexico gives enough of a
 push to flood the

labor market so that enough workers show up for jobs when they are ne
eded, then why bother

developing mechanisms that tie employees to particular employers?
 The whole idea of

attaching employees to specific employers is sometimes cal
led "modern personnel

management practices" in California agriculture. This tends to be th
e exception and not the

rule. For one hundred years there has been enough of a work force 
so that, as labor flowed to

where it was needed and there were minimal crop losses, there wa
s no economic incentive to

invest in getting farm efficiency and forging a strong link betwee
n employers and employees.

For one hundred years, we have had an agricultural system that 
was much better organized to

maximize the pool of workers available than it was organized to 
develop attachments between

individual employers and employees.
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Over the years, there have been a host of self-reinforcing assertions which have now

come to be considered almost truths. One is that Americans will not do farm work. Another is

that agriculture is a unique industry which, because it always has used an immigrant work

force, must always use an immigrant work force. A third is that workers are looking at the

system rationally and will leave an agricultural labor market in which they continually face new

competition from people who have no other options in the United States. As a result, we get

our revolving door labor market. This is a perfectly rational kind of thing, and it is easily

explainable, but it also explains why we will find so few instances of so-called "modern

personnel practices."

The second point I want to make is that the reason this labor market is so hard to reform

is because most of the benefits of having lots of workers available over the past hundred years

have been capitalized into land values. This means that the benefits wind up going to a

relative handful of fairly large employer-land owners. It is awfully hard to say how much higher

land prices are because immigrant workers have always been available. Varden Fuller once

calculated that the availability of Chinese workers a hundred years ago raised land prices by

ten times over what that land would have been worth had those workers not been available.

California has roughly three million acres of fruits and vegetables, and the average value of

that land is at least five thousand dollars. That translates to fifteen billion dollars at least in

land values. Suppose that farm wages, which are now from five to six dollars per hour, rise to

eight or nine dollars per hour if we had a smaller pool of workers. If this resulted in a decrease

in land prices of ten percent, this would knock 1.5 billion dollars off of land prices.

That kind of reasoning is what explains why J. R. Norton, when he was Undersecretary

of Agriculture in the 1980s, urged fruit and vegetable employers to donate money to get
 the

so-called Panetta-Morrison Program through Congress. He said to look at the dairy 
industry,

which at the time was contributing twenty to thirty million dollars a year to p
olitical action

committees to get back two billion dollars in subsidies. He said that we were all 
farmers and

we all know fruits and vegetables can be profitable, but there is no crop that 
you can grow

which is going to give you that rate of return. California and other fruit and vegetable

employers saw that he was correct, and they contributed enough money t
o get that program

through the House of Representatives in what the New York Times 
called one of the top ten

political stories of 1984. There is enormous pressure to preserve f
arm subsidy programs

because, were those programs not there, the value of the land might 
drop. That is why it is so

hard to reform corn and grain policies not just in the United Stat
es, but also in Europe and

other places as well.
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There is a very rational reason to work to preserve the value of assets. Agricultural

production is very concentrated. The top ten percent of the producers, employers in any

commodity, account for over half of the production and half of the employment. In general, the

top five or ten percent, the largest ones, clearly employ the majority of workers.

The third "C" of the labor market is the contractor or, more accurately, the intermediary

who links immigrant farm workers to their seasonal farm jobs. They are not new, and they are

not unique to agriculture. They also occur in the garment industry and they used to be in

construction and still are to a certain extent. But it is only in seasonal agriculture that their

importance has increased so much in the 1980s despite a series of federal and state efforts to

ostensibly reduce their significance. in agriculture, it is said that when a labor law is passed,

and there is a preamble which says the purpose of this law is to do "x," you can be sure that "y"

will occur. The purpose of the Agricultural Labor Relations Act, in the eyes of some people,

was to get California a unionized farm work force. Today, there are probably fewer unionized

farm workers than there were in 1973, just before the law was passed.

One purpose of all the regulations of farm labor contractors was to make it more difficult

for the smaller ones to operate, to put them out of business, and to leave only those large ones

we hear about. Today, in fact, there are probably more farm labor contractors and more of

those small ones that have always been the target of regulations than there were before all of

the reform efforts were made. Why is it that the intermediaries, the contractors, have been so

resilient? Why is it that all the enforcement efforts and the regulatory efforts have basically not

changed the system?

There have been a series of interlocking events which reinforce each other. Workers

have been available. There have been relatively few labor supply interruptions and few

resulting consequences over the past forty years; the biggest single exception was the ending

of the Bracero Program, after which we had a wave of mechanization. We had a union

conducting a successful strike, the start of the UFW, and grape contracts. We had a little more

migration as Americans moved around to do farm work. We had some experimental efforts

like the Coastal Growers' efforts in Ventura County to bring modern personnel management to

agriculture. But if you look back at the historical record of what it took to get changes in 
the

farm labor market, it took something usually external to the supply of labor, such as a 
fairly big

and dramatic drop in how much labor was available. In between there was usually an ample
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supply of labor which, in the 1980s and especially over the past four or five years, 
has been

increasing rather than decreasing.

What do we do about it? Researchers are basically doing a better job of describing the

system in detail. We have certainly come a very long way in looking at the characteristics
 and

the demographics of farm workers. We have probably cemented in most minds the idea that

most seasonal farm workers in California and in the United States are Hispanic as opposed t
o

the old picture that came out of the census system. We also have cemented, in most minds,

the idea that labor contractors are playing an ever more important role as opposed to a less
er

role. So, research is adding the third and fourth decimal points in some cases but

nonetheless filling in parts of the picture.

The Commission on Agricultural Workers has heard testimony centered around three

kinds of realities of the farm labor market since IRCA. The first reality that the commissio
n has

heard is that farm wages and working conditions have not generally improved since IRC
A and,

in many cases, have gotten worse. They have gotten worse — wages have fallen — becaus
e

there are more workers. The work gets done quicker, so earnings go down, and w
orkers are

now absorbing more of the housing and transportation costs than they did before IR
CA.

Second, employers have not adjusted their production practices since 
!RCA. They

might check documents now; most of them probably do. But, by and lar
ge, labor-intensive

agriculture is continuing to expand in the United States with roughly a flat 
technology, not with

dramatic changes to reduce the demand for labor. We are, in a sense, 
creating jobs for rural

Mexicans in the United States. Since we know that the new entrants 
to the work force mainly

come from rural Mexico, each time we plant another thousand acres
 of oranges in southern

Florida or apples in Washington state, we know that somebody is 
going to have to pick that

fruit in four or five years. We are creating jobs for rural Mexicans 
in the United States and that

process has, in many instances, accelerated since IRCA. 
One cannot see general fear of

labor shortages or higher wages deterring the expansion of th
e industry.

The third feature is that the gap between law and rea
lity has widened significantly

since the last flurry of farm labor studies in the 1960s. 
In the late 1950s and early 1960s, there

were many fewer government regulations in the farm 
labor market. When the Department of

Labor moved to bring the Bracero labor market cl
oser to the standards that then existed, it

could do that with a relative handful of inspectors,
 by changing some administrative practices,

etc. Today, the farm labor market standards are 
much higher, but the reality is much more
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uneven. I don't see how the government could repeat its late-1950s to early-1960s

experience of upgrading farm labor markets by turning a few enforcement screws on a

government Bracer° program. In other words, the government does not have near as much

control over the farm labor market as it did thirty years ago when the Employment Service was

doing many more placements. There are simply fewer degrees of freedom that the

government has today to influence things in the farm labor market than it did thirty years ago

even though there are a lot more laws on the books.

IRCA is then probably yet another one of those laws in the farm labor market which is a

case of good intentions gone awry. It is a case of trying to give extra time to adjust and of

trying to get a future of fewer and more legal and better workers, etc., as a result of planning

and not, in fact, getting those results.

It is not clear what the Commission on Agricultural Workers will wind up

recommending. It is clear to me that employers still, despite the current ample supply of labor,

want an insurance program through which they can get legal foreign workers. It is harder to

determine what worker advocates want. They have talked about better enforcement of labor

and immigration laws. There has been a great deal of discussion about worsening conditions

and how conditions can be brought up to current levels and standards, but no one has come

up with a program that will, in fact, accomplish that goal. So as long as there is an ample

supply of labor, there is no reason to expect people to go against their rational self-interest

and suddenly start obeying all kinds of laws when there are workers willing to work 
and

probably not complain.

While one likes to think that there will be some kinds of response to both employ
er

desires for an insurance supply of farm workers as well as worker calls for some
 halt to the

lowering of wages, working conditions, and housing problems, it is much 
easier to design

what growers would like than it is to come up with credible recommendations 
on enforcement

and services for workers. It is very difficult to pass a law which has enough teeth and therefore

has its desired effect, and services get very expensive very quickly, e
specially when one gets

into housing.

Given that picture, research that should be done must inclu
de topics such as the

mobility of farm workers. We talk about a revolving door th
rough which people enter the

United States labor market, and then we really do not know too
 much about what happens to

them. Also, we need to know about the mobility of workers 
within agriculture, and especially
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what happens to people when they leave agriculture. I have heard on numerous occasions

that farm workers, as unauthorized workers or as fraudulently documented workers, do not

draw many social benefits even though they would be entitled to them, given their income, in

the United States, if they presented their false documents. But what happens to them when

they become ex-farm workers? Who bears the cost of supporting people who have given, in

many cases, the best ten or twenty years of their lives to working in the fields? Do they go

back and become a part of the system in rural Mexico, or do they somehow get, in part,

transferred to the social system in the United States? The whole notion of looking at the life

cycle or mobility of farm workers needs, in my opinion, to be looked at more carefully than it

has been so far.

A second area would be an analysis of who benefits from the status quo. Who benefits

from the federal government's inability to close the border? Exactly how are those benefits

distributed? More important or just as important, is the question of what would happen if

wages changed. One of the great difficulties in talking to policy makers is that you know a

current reality out there now, but you want to have an adjustment path to something different.

Of course, there are people whose lives are going to be affected as you move along that

adjustment path. Exactly how would adjustments in agriculture take place? My own suspicion

is that if wages were to rise in agriculture, we would, in fact, see most of the adjustment be a

decreased demand for labor and not an increased supply of labor. It is not likely that

Americans will come out of the woodwork to do farm work, but we will find farmers getting

much more efficient using the labor that is available. The case of tomato processing being

mechanized at the end of the Bracero program is the classic example.

The third area concerns the free trade agreement with Mexico. It is potentially a big

deal, if for no other reason, that instead of labor-intensive agriculture continuing to expand in

the United States and creating jobs for rural Mexicans here, expansion may shift abroad to

Mexico. I do not foresee a labor displacement in the U.S. since it is going to take Mexico five,

ten, or fifteen years to develop the infrastructure needed to take care of fresh f
ruits and

vegetables. There has been very little systematic analysis of exactly how such adj
ustments

will occur.

For an agency like the Employment Development Department, there are 
positive 

issues in the agricultural labor market such as job matching, housing, and
 social services for

farm workers. The federal government now spends somewhere around 
six or seven hundred

million dollars on Migrant Seasonal Farm Worker assistance progr
ams, and we have to ask
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questions about those programs, most of which were put into place in the 1960s. We know the

work force has changed. Have those federal programs changed along with the work force?

Are they still of adequate size? Are they still doing what they were set up to do or should they

change along with the work force changes that we have heard about? What else could the

Employment Service do? We have to credit EDD for sponsoring this research conference

which brings together a number of researchers to review exactly what has happened. EDD

has sponsored the farm worker profile studies, sponsored a number of -surveys, and it has

developed several new data bases. EDD has added staff and equipment to better report farm

labor conditions.

I have three more or less concrete suggestions for EDD:

1. The idea of sponsoring an annual or biannual research conference is a good

one. The Franchise Tax Board sponsors an annual conference to alert academics who study

the effects of tax policies of what the Board is planning and to learn something about the

research that is being done on how people respond to tax policies. The California Energy

Commission does the same thing and there are probably other state government offices that

have annual conferences with researchers who use and analyze their data. The state gets

feedback on how the data are used to try to measure behavioral responses, and the

academics get an early warning of the kinds of policy changes that are anticipated.

2. EDD should sit back and analyze the flurry of new data and research that have

been sponsored by the Department since IRCA. This conference provides an opportunity to

look at what patterns emerge from the research. EDD has internally at least three new farm

labor data sources. So far, I have not seen anyone sit down and look at what each one says,

determine how they fill in the picture of what is happening in the labor market, describe what

' changes might be needed to make them more useful, and determine if they are all necessary.

3. EDD is a people-serving agency and has people in offices and places located

in the most important agricultural areas, and they have all kinds of new equipment and are

trying to do their jobs better. Bert Mason raised the question about whether it is time to look

again at the rules and regulations under which the Department operates. Could EDD do a

better job if, in fact, those rules and regulations were changed? We have a people—serving

system in place in rural California. We understand that it is being supplemented by the privat
e

sector farm labor contractors. We might want to look to improve it while it still exists be
fore we

get to the threats of doing away with it precisely because it does not have much of a 
role.
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You know that farm labor is a fairly controversial topic and employers and farm worker

advocates have had many more decades of experience arguing with each other than we have

discussing research. If you go back and read the history of these debates, many of the

discussions are like ships passing in the night. We cannot, as researchers, change the

polarized nature of the farm labor debate. There is a lot of posturing in this field as you all well

know, but researchers can play a useful role in framing the debate.

In other words, what I have always thought researchers could do was to cut off the

extreme assertions. Remember the debate about a typical farm worker before IRCA and how

many farm workers were illegal aliens. Congress was hearing estimates that ranged all the

way from ten percent illegal alien farm workers to 80 percent, so policy making was in the

dark. In part, no one wanted to know the truth; if accurate data were wanted, there would have

been accurate data. Now there is this flurry of research and, to the extent that we can do

research which once again eliminates extreme assertions, I think we play a useful public

policy role.
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