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BARNINGS OF FARM Lapore’ 

Alden E, Orr 

Assistant Professor, 

Department of Farm Management and Agricultural Economics 

State College of Washington 

the th « In his paper entitled "Farm Labor," Professor R. L. Adams of 

cup meversity of California briefly reviewed for us the history of agri- 

Ural labor problems of the West as well as presented an array of 

1 orved situations facing us today. It is to be regretted, especially 

he light of recent labor trends, that we do not have sufficient time 

thee these meetings to analyze thoroughly the problems of agricultural 

Or so that we can understand better their scope, significance, and 

Plications. 

dup 5 

top The significance of farm wage laborers in the field of agricul- 

thay May be partially judged by the following facts. It is estimated 

eh two-thirds of the world's population of 2,015,000,000 persons are 

ye Bed in agriculture. The proportions range from 20 to 75 per cent of © 

tome sputetion of the several countries, Of those engaged in agriculture, 

yt LO to 66 per cent are engaged as wage workerse More than 25 per cent 

811 persons reported in the United States Census of 1900 as gainfully 
Oh . 
Ployed in agriculture were classified as wage laborers. 

ult Probably California has more and larger labor problems in agri- 

teva than any other state. The problems are there as a result of 

i, tous developments. The major agricultural labor problems are found 

we etons where the farms are specialized, In those regions it is 

sary to heave available for short seasons a number of laborers far in 

the = of the number than can be supported by the local communities during 

Temainder of the year. 

this The "Earnings of Farm Labor" is the topic to be discussed in 

i t paper. In the féw minutes I have becen allotted, I shall attempt to 

relate things. First, I sholl present a bric? historical picture of the 

tionship between farm wages and farm income in the United States, and 

trom 24° approach more definitely the problem of carnings by using data 

selected areas in the State of Washingtone 

Wipes Farm Wage Rates. Tho first nation-wide inquiry concerning farm 

. in this country was made in 1866 by the Federal government through 

chy ee of crop correspondents. ighteen other inquiries were made 

Stanton 1866 and 1909. An annual inquiry into farm wage rates was 

ed in 1909 and continued until 1922. Since 1922 a quarterly 

yo 

  

This is a discussion based on an assigned part of Professor Re Le 

the Paper s "Farm Labor,” and was read at the Tenth Annual Mecting of 

x, western Farm Economics Association, University of Nevada, Reno, 

Ada, June 24-286, 1937. 

 



  

Miry has been made. Inquiries are made now through the crop reporters 

ne crop reporting service of the United States Department of Agri- 
ure, 

‘ During the War farm wage indices, using the 1910-14 base, re- 

1° below indices of gross and net farm incomes. Wages of farm labor 

much less than did farm incomes after the War but more than wages of 

‘Ustrial workers. From 1921 to 1932 indices of farm wages remained 
ne net farm income and from 1930 to 1952 also above gross farm income. 
be 1932 they not only have lagged but have fallen below gross and net 

iN income. The index of farm wages, using the 1910-14 base, was 80 in 

eet > Six points lower than a year earlier, and 107 in 1936, wherets the 

SX of gross farm income without benefit payments was 79 in 1932, 91 in 

and 164 in 1936. 

Farm wage ond farm income data point to the conclusion that they 
af eR e 

Veg tendency to move together with wages lagging from one to two years 
me hE, 

0 
d farm income. Just why this relationship is maintained during a 

» depressions, droughts, and poriods of plentiful production has often 
e : . . 

discussed. Some coonomists have thought the relationship existed 
eso . Q e e 2 $ ky, “Se employers tended to share thoir total income, whatever its si1zc, 

. : rm 

laborers because the laborer is often o menbor of a neighboring 
family. Such a contention certainly does not fit regions in which 
loborers are of a social or racial class differont from that of the   

4 

fg Perhaps there is little reason for supporting such a conten- 
- apy Where. Another explanation often cited for this relationship is 

7 leary provers bid for labor, setting the upper limit of wages at levels 
lon) COMparable to the farm income of the preceding year, either 
ry they have the money or because they anticipate an income similar 
‘| at received during the previous season. 

The lagging of farm wages bchind farm income is worthy of some tom 
gent Wages did not reach their peak during the War but reached it in "60 when farm income dropped sharply. Again in 1950 both wages and farm 

J Rome. . " x 
: the we declined. With wages declining relatively less than farm income, 

oo Monty 

Iss “esult was that they were above farm incomes during 1930, 1931 and 
Nas As is to be expected, farm wages did not turn upward in 1933 but 

Mees ere Some groups have been much concerned over the failure of 
tutdem ° increase as rapidly as farm incomes since 1955, It scems rather 

fan Nental that if wages during 1921 to 1929 should remain above net 
at ay noone because of industrial wages and the cityward movenent of 

\gz folk, then during a period of roverse migration, such as 1950 to 
but 2 that farm wages should not romain at a premium above farm income, 

‘Y Should foll below net farm income and remain there as long as urban _ er 

» “®ployment is at a high level. 

States Farm wages vary widely throughout the country by regions, 

Year witres communitios and they also vary widely during scasons of the 
~Withsn in communitics. Possibly variations in farm wages are as large 

Some states as within the country as a whole. Farm wages per 
With board are usually higher in the Pacific Const and Mountain 
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a thon in any other group of states, The average rate for these 

bse during the 1925-29 period was $55.10 and #50,50 respectively. 

29 "ates compare with $23.80 in the East South Central States ond 

egg In the South Atlantic States. For 1936 the reported wages for 

"9,9 Cur farm regions were as follows: Pacific Coast, 436,50; Mountoin, 

~ | 9s Eagt South Central, $14.09; and South Atlantic, $14.75. Indior® 

  

Nag, Mages for the United States for January 1, 195%, were 103 and 112 

Lg ‘ively as compared with 94 and 101 for the corresponding months in 

Monn ages in the Mountain and Pacific Coast States are olso propor- 

“ly higher than for last year. 

ty Cals Duration of Employment. Professor Adoms has pointed out that 

Mey “ornia 48,000 ogricultural workers are needed during March and 

“8,09 during September. He also pointed out that actually fewer thon 

"ee 0 Sgricultural workers can be given yearly omployment because of the 

“a € nature of work to be done and the widely separated areas offering 

ty, "ent. From his data one can conclude that for more than 50 per 

| Veay °f the workers needed during September less than seven months per 

“Tployment is possible in agriculture. 

  

| "sche Thirty-one wheat farmers during 195¢, all located in eastern 

“ont 8ton near Pullman, provided yearly employment for six men, ten 

tt the employment for a seventh, and nine months for an eighth mone Most 

‘ohths Sl farmers hired day laborers for short periods during the eight 

thes 3 March to October inclusivee The peak of labor requirements on 

Lebo 1 farms came in August, the harvest scason, when 51 months of 

ty, “ere hired of which 44 (26 days per month) consisted of day labors 

quired the next largest amount of labor, 35 months being hirede 

DL During 1935, 33 wheat farmers in the same area of Washington 

m, Y°d four men on a yearly basis, Throo nere laborer had steady work 

Nog 1 OP" for nine months, and a. fourth for four months. More labor 

mt Bare on a monthly basis in 1933 on 31 farms than was hired in 19355 

"eh ROTTS « However, more day labor was hired during 1935. Over 50 per 

‘onthe the labor hired on these farms during 1935 was hired during the 

* of July and August. 

{g33 The average seasonal wage for laborers on these farms during 

“onty 1935 was $2.90 and $2.56 per day, and $34.10 and $48.25 per 

Meee respectively, The relatively more day employment during the high 

taj ye season in 1933 than in 1935 is responsible for the higher 

epg Wage during 1933, The total sum of wazes paid by the Palouse far- 

tae 1935 increased 42 per cent over those paid in 1933, whereas 

Pep the same years, the average farm income increased less than seven 

iy Mt. Seasonal employment throughout the wheat region of Washington 

llar to that on the farms near Pullman. 

‘) Per One might conclude from the data pertaining to wheat farms that 

“Do cent of the laborers required during the peak season would be 

"ae ved for a period of six months. If this were true, assuming 1935 

‘ete ates, each employee employed for six months would earn approx~ 

te Y $575 during the season, However, wheat farmers instead of employ- 

: ® Gay hand for a month are more likely to employ two men for one-half 

ww 
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“Month, or more men for fewor days. Data pertainins to selected arenas 

X the wheat region indicate that carnings per employee per scason are 
von Probably the average cash income does not cxcced 78 to $100 per 
ere This amount represents the cash income from a Single area only 

_ ofp O0s Bot teke into account possible supplemental income from work in 
rcas e 
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pa Data of all labor except that of the operator on 341 irrigated 
{p's in Yakima County during the period July 28, 1935 to July 25, 1}98 

icate the serious position of agricultural labor in the rcgione— 

lh The duration of jobs on the Yakima County farms is most 
ar iking. Tho greatest number of jobs on fruit farms lastcd from 3 to 

: “ys, ond on general farms they lasted from 1 to 3 deys. Moro than 
Per cent of the total mumbor of jobs on the farms studied lasted one 

ek or less, and only i.2 per cont covered a period of lé or more weeks. 
Te. beak in seasonal Inbor in Yolcima County was’ reached during the second 

| (55° of September at which time an catimated 95,000 full time workers 
“Ty hours per week) vere necded, This peak was 66 times the labor en- 

ood during the months of December and Jenucry. To mect the labor 
ty renonts in Yakima County in addition to the 4,000 to 6,000 resident 
sw taborers, the following number of transients are neoded for the 
‘pective peryods: 

. 
* 

. 
. 

: 
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2,000 to 4,000 during June and tho first two weeks of July, 
25,000 during the first two wocks of Soptcmber, 
10,000 during the third weck of September, and 
9,000 during the first three wecks of October. 

; The annual cash income for over 22 per cont of 456 labcrors, 
lane on case records obtained by interview, was less than 3100, and 

| a5 O8t half of them (47 per cent ) earned Icss than $200, Approximately 
that cent earned more then ¢400 per year, The highest paid group was 
Com of resident family honds'who had a ensh income of 2460. This figure 
th pores with $163 for the group with the lowest cash income who were 
‘sient, single workers. 

the : The employment situation in agriculture directly reflects upon 
lion of farm laborers and the rolief burden. Of the Inborors on 

lee a? 89 per cent had on income of less than $400 per year. The aver- 
tg come for relict workers was about ve200, whereas non-relicf workors td nn income of nearly 400. Income of relief households averaged $269, 

ON-relief households $465 por year- Tho income of the houschold is 
ftter index of the economic status of the family then the cash income 

¢ fomily head alone. Other illustrations oz: the annual income to 
“r might be cited, but the results would bu no more cnoouraging. 

Apparently one of the most limiting factors affecting the 
——— 

y 
ashe Hy Londis and M. S. Brooks, "Farm Labor in the Yakina Valley, 
ggg Ston," Washington Expcrinent Station Bulletin No. 343, December,    



  

dunggd COPnings of the majority of laborers in agriculture is that of 
bain of employment. Increased duration of employment might be 
Ploitags: OY a reorganization of present farming systems to 4 less ox- 

r ‘Ve basis, Even with our present systems of farming, the total 
Rion f persons needed to meet the seasonal requirements in various 

tng * misht be reduced by a knowledge of the seasonal demands for labor 
80 as Wities, states, and regions. If this knowledge could be applied 

Shoyjg - Teduce the laborers! period of wnemployvment between jobs, it 
Wyn sult in an increased annual income for those employed in agri- 
labore. If agriculture in the future is to be responsible for its 

e 

~s then some adjustments must be made. 

Tobie, . Professor Adams in his paper pointed to the central farm labor 
“Upp Ly acing the omploycr today as being that of finding an adequate 
Ployan yo Competent scasonal workers. However, in addition to the en- 
Prop) Problem is another of nt least equal importance. It is the 
ot om peeing the employee to find sufficient agricultural employment or 
“es vontal Non~agricultural employment to provide the necessary carn- 
only Y Which he con maintain himseif and his family. The problem is not 
thay “Hat of supplying the farm operator with seasonal leborcrs, but also 
"8 gg Supplying the laborer with work of sufficient duration sc that 

“ern on adequate yearly incone. 

Ltbop Con an agriculture dependent to such a degrce upon seasonal 
"Oke i: commenly found in the West today afford to pay the seasonal 
Living Mage sufficient to provide him with a reasonable standard of 

 


