How You Can Best Help Farm Workers
Your actions can help get farm workers the pay and protections
they need and deserve

Farm workers deserve to be well paid and cared for. Everyone agrees with that,
especially farmers. Farmers would love to pay their workers a lot more and provide even
greater benefits. If farmers could pay $50 per hour, for example, the farm labor
shortage that is hurting many would end overnight. But, Washington farmers pay their
employees $20 to $30 per hour and are competing against farms that pay their
workers less than a dollar an hour. What farm or business can survive when
competitors pay far less for essential labor?
Sadly, Washington farms are rapidly losing out to much foreign producers who

A farm employee on a Western Washington
berry farm. With minimum wage in Mexico
at .79 per hour, workers such as this one
have a strong interest in preserving available
jobs on Washington’s farms.

pay their workers far less.

Consumers want the best quality for the lowest price. When buying fresh blueberries, strawberries or raspberries from Mexico or Chile,
they don’t realize the workers that picked that fruit earned less than one twentieth of what our Washington farm workers earned doing
the same work. They don’t know those foreign farm workers didn’t have anywhere near the same protections and benefits as
Washington farm workers. They don’t understand that by choosing fresh fruit from these nations, they are supporting the loss of local
farms and causing loss of valuable jobs for our farm workers. Because when a farm has to sell its fruit at a loss because of labor costs, it
faces two choices: go out of business or eliminate jobs by adding more machines. Either decision costs farm workers these
comparatively highly paid jobs.

The competition for your fresh fruit dollar
Farmers sell their products like fresh fruit to distributors and
retailers who very understandably want the best quality for the
lowest price. Washington farms produce exceptional quality
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products. But, when our farmers pay 20 to 30 times more for labor to harvest and process that fruit than their competitors, and incur
many times higher food safety, environmental and worker protection costs, they cannot compete. A number of American farmers have
established berry farms in Mexico because labor is plentiful and comparatively very inexpensive. Regulatory costs are far less. Faced
with the necessity to reduce labor costs, many choose to invest in machines that eliminate jobs.

A few simple facts about Washington farmworkers and their pay and benefits:
•

Washington farms employ nearly 100,000 seasonal workers.

•

In 2019, guest workers from foreign countries make up about one third of the seasonal workforce or about 30,000 farm
workers.

•

The state minimum wage is $12 per hour, but most workers earn considerably more than that based on a higher minimum
paid by most farmers and piece work or incentive pay paid to almost all pickers.

•

Washington state reports that the average pay of a farm worker is over $18 per hour.

•

In 2019, cherry pickers earned about $30 to $35 per hour, apple pickers about $30 per hour. One large blueberry grower
reported average hourly earnings for pickers at over $17 per hour. Those are averages and the fastest pickers earned
considerably more.

•

Guest workers are those coming from foreign countries, typically Mexico, under contract to a specific farmer for the season.
The guest worker minimum wage in Washington for 2019 was $15.03 per hour, the highest in the nation.

•

If a farm hires any guest workers, all domestic workers doing the same work must be paid the same as guest workers.
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•

Mexican guest workers interviewed report they come here to work in part for the much higher pay than they could receive in
Mexico, but also because of high levels of corruption and drug and gang violence in Mexico.

•

Farms hiring guest workers must provide free
transportation to and from their homes plus free
housing, subsidized food and other benefits.
These costs, plus the administrative burdens of
hiring guest workers, add about $1200 to the cost
of hiring each guest worker.

•

No farm can bring in any guest workers until they
have proven to the federal Department of Labor
that they have exhausted all efforts to hire
sufficient numbers of domestic workers.

•

Bigger farms are most likely to bring in guest
workers as the smaller farms do not have the staff
or experience in dealing with the amount of time
and administrative burden involved in bringing in
guest workers.

•

Washington grown raspberries are mostly machine harvested. This fruit is used
mostly for frozen and processed berries. High labor costs mean fresh berries like
strawberries, raspberries and blueberries now come primarily from farms in
Mexico, Chile, Serbia and other countries. Workers are paid $1 to $3 per hour
compared to the $15 to $30 per hour paid to harvest workers on Washington
farms. New technologies such as apple picking robots will likely replace
thousands of farm workers in the coming years.

There is a well documented severe shortage of
domestic farm workers related primarily to the sharp decline of Mexican immigrants starting in 2009. Economic conditions
and enforcement policies are the primary reason for this serious decline.

•

Small farms suffer inordinately from the shortage of domestic workers. 70% of farms between 100 and 500 acres reported
economic damage due to the worker shortage. Loss of quality of the fruit was the primary cause of loss, while lost crops were
experienced mostly by the smallest farms.

The picture is clear: farms overall are struggling with a shortage of labor. The federal H2A or guest worker program is a lifeline for many
farmers in Washington state, but it is very burdensome and very expensive. It is helpful mostly to larger farms, causing an acceleration
in loss of smaller farms. Given continual union activism against this program, the costs continue to rise. This last legislative session saw
a whole new layer of oversight and bureaucracy added to this program in our state. Although our labor costs are among the very
highest in the nation, federal and state officials continue to add more costs. One example in 2019 is the decision by state and federal
labor agencies to require farmers to pay 50% more in incentive pay for berry harvesters. Blueberry crops may be left to rot and farm
workers lose their harvesting jobs because of this unjustified action.
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We are exporting farms and jobs and importing our fruit
Based on these facts, it is no surprise that in the last few years we have seen a dramatic increase in the amount of fruit that is grown on
farms outside of the US. A few key facts:

•The New York Times in early 2018 reported that we now import over 53% of
our fresh fruit from foreign growers. At the current rate of increase of about
4% per year we can predict about 60% imported fruit in 2020. This compares
to just over 20% in 1975.
•In 2018 we exported about $6.6 billion in fresh fruit in the US but
imported $15.2 billion, leaving a trade deficit in fresh fruit of $8.6 billion.
That trade deficit translates into tens of thousands of jobs lost on America’s
farms but gained on Mexican, Chilean, Serbian and other foreign farms.
•The minimum wage for farm workers in Mexico is 79 cents per hour
calculated in US dollars. The best measure, however, is “purchasing power
parity” which compares wages to what items cost in each country. Mexican
As the New York Times reported, most of our fresh fruit now comes
from foreign farms. They did not report that with this came an
increase in food borne illnesses as reported by CDC. Washington and
US farmers are finding it increasingly difficult to compete because of
the continually rising costs of labor. Regulations to protect food
safety, workers and the environment add more costs not incurred by
most foreign farms. Consumers and voters will decide if our farms
will continue to provide our food for our communities or if we prefer
to have foreign farms paying their workers far less and without
regulatory protections will be our preferred producers.

minimum wage with purchasing power parity considered is $1.48 per hour.
•Chilean minimum wage is $2.28 in US dollars, and $3.25 in purchasing
power parity.
•China is 98 cents and $1.68 in parity, and Guatemala, the third largest
exporter of fresh fruit to the US after Mexico and Chile, is $1.65 and $2.79.
•Unlike the US, foreign governments are often lax in enforcement so it is
understood that while these are official minimum wages, many if not most

farm workers work for far less.
•

The Centers for Disease Control reports an increase in food borne illnesses linked to the rise in imported food. Food types
most affected are fresh produce and fish. Latin American countries are reported as primary sources of illnesses.
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•

Latin America is lagging far behind in food safety. 57,000 deaths from food and waterborne illnesses were reported to the
World Health Organization in Latin American countries in 2004.

•

The Food and Drug Administration reports that imported fruit had 9.4% of the samples above the violation level for pesticides
while domestic fruit had 1.8% of samples above the limit. Imported fruit is about five times more likely to contain levels of
pesticide residue above the limit. This includes organic. Numerous studies have shown that imported food labeled organic is
not grown according to US organic requirements.

•

US farmers are leaders in efficiency and environmental sustainability. For example, dairy farms use 90% less land, 65% less
water and have a 63% lower carbon footprint than they did in 1944
to produce a gallon of milk produced. Dairies in India produce
nine times the greenhouse gases per gallon of milk produced
because of efficiency and productivity of US farms.

So, here’s why increasing pay and benefits for farm
workers will harm them and you.
Those serious about supporting farm workers understand that these
Washington seasonal farm jobs are very important to them. There are not
many good options available to many of them to earn more under better
working conditions. But to keep those jobs farmers must stay in business
and compete against the rapid rise of foreign growers. It also means that
farm labor has to be affordable enough to discourage farmers from
replacing workers with machines. So, workers need to be well paid and
protected, but in a way that allows them to keep their jobs.

Sadly, too often efforts that are said to be intended to help workers end up
hurting them. For example, one blueberry farm in Western Washington was

If this farm worker could talk to you directly he would say
his job on this Washington berry farm is very important to
him and his family. His family’s future depends on keeping
this Washington family farmer in business. He would ask for
your help in resisting the efforts of some who say they are
working to help him, but whose efforts to raise labor costs
will result in him losing his job. Well intended but
misguided efforts on behalf of farm workers pose a serious
threat to his future.

pressured by union activists to stop bringing in guest workers. 600 families
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in Mexico lost the very valuable income those jobs provided. The farm greatly reduced its workforce and chose to purchase expensive
machine harvesting equipment. This greatly reduces the labor needed, but it also means that the farm must sell more of their berries
as frozen and processed earning much lower prices. This further hurts the ability of the farm to hire workers and stay in business. Yes,
it hurts the farm, but hurts the workers even more.

American farmers produce the safest and highest quality food at the lowest prices in history, and do it in a way that is more protective
of the environment than ever. This is due to both extensive government regulation, farm innovations and farmers’ commitment to
stewardship. Foreign farms are not subject to the same level of regulation, and in most cases, far from the same level of inspection
and scrutiny. Regulations are a real positive for workers, the environment and food safety, but they also add significant costs and
along with labor make competing against foreign growers difficult.

As a food consumer you now know that simply paying farm workers more will likely result in those workers needing to find new jobs.
For many that means working on those foreign farms that pay far, far less and work with far fewer benefits or protections. You also
know now that those who support increased pay and benefits for workers are unintentionally causing more and more of our food to
be grown on foreign farms. With imported food comes more pesticide residues and food borne illnesses. With more imported food
we also contribute more to environmental harm and greenhouse gas production. We lose our farmers, our food safety, our food
security and great progress in environmental sustainability. And we lose our farm workers.

Think about that next time you pick up a box of fresh berries. And the next time you vote.

A presentation of Save Family Farming, August 2019
With Whatcom, Skagit and Eastern Washington Family Farmers, we are farmers and farm
supporters speaking out in the public arena to protect the future of our farms.
Consumers and voters in our cities, far from our farms, are deciding the future of our farms and
Save Family Farming seeks to inform them of the value of our farms and counter the
misinformation too often presented by those pursuing policies harmful to our family farms.
Join our effort! More information at savefamilyfarming.org or email info@savefamilyfarming.org.
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