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How you can be a transforming influence in the lives of the families of guest farm workers, and at the 
same time help make certain we have local, Washington state farmers producing our food 

Three simple things you can do:  

1. Read this fact sheet to get an understanding of why legal work visas for guest farm workers mean so much to their families in Mexico 

and Central America, as well as Washington farmers and consumers. 

2. Watch the video of guest farm workers in their own words explaining what Washington farm jobs mean to them and their families. 

3. Share this message and contact your elected representatives to let them know you want them to make it easier for guest workers to 

work here. 

You Can Help Improve the Lives 
of Guest Worker Families  

and Protect Local Food 

A Save Family Farming Fact Sheet 

October 2019
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Why receiving a temporary farm work visa is life 
changing to a guest worker’s family 

Most guest workers who come to Washington to work on farms for a harvest 

season come from remote rural villages in Mexico where finding a good 

paying job can be very difficult. One of the workers explained he was 

educated as a systems engineer but could not find work. Working on farms 

in Mexico is one opportunity, but workers are usually paid Mexican 

minimum wage or less, as there is lax enforcement of labor laws there. 

Mexican minimum wage is $0.79 U.S. dollars (USD) an hour, which if it were 

year-round work would be an annual salary of only $1,900 USD. But, fruit harvesting jobs are seasonal, so they have even less opportunity 

to make money to support their families. 

If a worker is granted a temporary farm work visa, called an H-2A or guest worker visa, he or she will typically earn about $18 to $20 USD 

per hour. About 80% of those earnings are sent home to their families in Mexico. Over a three to four month season, that family will receive 

$15,000 USD or more. This means it would take more than seven years working full time in Mexico – if such jobs were available to them – 

for a worker to earn as much as they can earn in only one season harvesting fruit on a Washington farm. 

Guest farm workers from Mexico also report that the corruption of police and government and the drug gang dangers are other reasons 

why they want to come to the U.S. to work. 

The sacrifice is significant. Leaving their families back home for three or four months at a time is very difficult. The work is not always easy. 

But, the ability to buy a home, provide food security for their family, and see their children go to university to better their lives makes the 

sacrifice worthwhile for those workers. 

Why hiring temporary seasonal 
workers is critical to our local food 
production 

Washington is a remarkably productive place for 

growing great food. We lead the nation in apple 

production. We are a top producer of blueberries, and 

are 10th in the nation in dairy products. Additionally, 



Page  of 103

about 75% of frozen and processed raspberries in North America come from Western Washington.  

The $10 billion per year produced by our family farmers (more than 95% of our state’s farms are family owned and operated) means a lot of 

jobs. Each year 100,000 workers are employed seasonally to help harvest crops. Currently, about one third of those jobs are filled by 

temporary guest workers with legal visas. Most of these guest workers come from Mexico. 

Why are so many jobs going to non-U.S. workers? The 

simple reason is that there are not enough U.S. workers 

available to do the work. Numerous media outlets have 

documented the great decline in undocumented workers 

and the subsequent loss of seasonal farm workers. The 

number of workers coming into the U.S. declined by 75% 

in the 10 years between 2002 and 2012. Economic studies 

show the shortage of workers has harmed the U.S. 

economy by at least $3 billion. A Washington study 

showed the shortage of seasonal workers here hurts all 

farms, but small farms more than large ones. Nearly three-quarters of small farmers report the shortage of workers caused them to lose 

crops or lowered the quality of the crops harvested.  

Washington farmers are ready and eager to hire U.S. workers to fill this void. As is pointed out below, the cost of bringing in temporary 

guest workers is very high to a farmer. But, because of the growing shortage of immigrant workers and the unwillingness of most US 

workers to take advantage of these relatively high paying jobs, farmers are turning more and more to guest workers. US workers are 

preferred, not just by farmers but by law as well. Before they can hire even one guest worker, 

farmers must prove to the federal Department of Labor that they have done all they can to hire 

U.S. workers. This protection of the opportunity for U.S. workers is one of many reasons why it 

is very costly and burdensome to hire guest workers. And that explains why small farms are 

the most hurt by the shortage of workers: they simply can’t afford the time and expense 

involved in hiring guest workers. 

Local food production is losing out to foreign growers 

Protecting temporary farm work visas also helps protect local food production. Our farms are 

losing out to foreign competitors. The New York Times reports over 50% of our fresh fruit and 

nearly one third of our fresh vegetables come from Mexican, Chinese, Eastern European or 

Latin American farms. Buying fresh strawberries in the deep of winter is a great privilege made 

Over 50% of fresh fruits are imported, with 
important food safety and environmental 
consequences
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possible by global trade and logistics. However, the fact remains that most of these countries do not have equivalent environmental, food 

safety, and worker safety regulations as our farmers. While these regulations make our food healthier, safer, and more environmentally 

sustainable, they also make it far harder for our farms to compete, not least because they pay their farm workers 10 to 20 times more than 

their foreign competitors. 

Many consumers are unaware of the health, safety, and social impacts of this increasing difficulty faced by Washington farmers. The Food 

and Drug Administration reports that imported food is five times more likely to have pesticide residues above government limits than US-

grown food, and the Center for Disease Control reports food borne illnesses have increased at the same pace as imported food. When 

policy decisions make it harder for our farms to compete, it means our elected officials are off-shoring the food, environmental and worker 

safety protections to foreign governments, and they are off-shoring our jobs to countries that pay far, far less to workers and fail to protect 

them. 

Seasonal farm work is hard work, but workers are protected by numerous requirements 

It’s not easy to harvest fruit or do 

related farm work. It is often hard, 

physical work, occasionally made even 

harder by the weather. Harvesting the 

crop when it is ready is critically 

important, which means there is 

urgency and the need for a 

concentrated effort. While nothing can 

make this work easy, farmers compete 

for the limited supply of U.S. workers by offering increased pay and benefits to help attract and retain workers. Also, numerous federal and 

state laws provide benefits and protections to these workers that equal or exceed those of many other types of jobs. The guest worker law 

requires that all U.S. workers who are employed on the farm doing the same work as guest workers must receive the same benefits and 

protections, which include: 

Highest minimum wage in the nation and guaranteed work 

In 2019 employers were required to pay $15.03 per hour minimum to all guest workers and U.S. workers doing the same 

work. That is the highest in the nation, and is based on our state’s minimum wage. Most workers earn considerably more than 

the minimum wage, because harvest workers are generally paid on a piece rate or receive incentive pay based on production. 

Reports of actual pay ranges from $17 to $35 an hour or more, depending on productivity. Farmers are also required to 

guarantee a minimum of 75% of the available work hours in the contract time period.  
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Rest and meal breaks 
  

Farm workers are protected by very specific and strongly enforced rest and meal break 

laws. As evidence, one Washington farm was fined $149,000 (later reduced by the 

court) by the Department of Labor & Industries because of a few late rest and meal 

breaks –– many of those late by just minutes. Workers must exit the field where they 

are working at specific times, and if farmers do not document all of these breaks, they 

are subject to severe fines. Are workers in other jobs equally protected by this requirement? Would a grocery store, restaurant or 

software company get fined hundreds of thousands of dollars if some workers got rest or meal breaks a few minutes late, or 

employers couldn’t produce complete documentation that showed exactly when every rest and meal break was taken, by 

whom, and for how long? 

Free Housing 

Foreign workers with legal visas to work for a season are provided free 

housing by the farmer as required by federal law. The worker housing is 

inspected by federal labor officials as well as the Washington State 

Department of Health. These inspections are completed prior to the 

arrival of the workers and also conducted while the workers are living in 

this housing. U.S. workers are also provided free housing if they live 

outside the immediate area when employed with guest workers. 

Free Transportation 

Farmers hiring guest workers are required to pay for transportation from 

and back to their home countries, as well as transportation to and from 

their housing facilities while employed by the farm. Again, all U.S. 

workers doing the same work must receive the same benefits. 

Meals 

The law requires that the farmer provide three meals a day to the workers 

at a rate controlled by the federal Department of Labor. The farmer can 

also provide government-inspected cooking facilities where the workers 

can cook their own meals. 

Guest workers and U.S. workers with the same jobs 
must be provided free transportation, free government 
approved housing, and either low cost meals or 
kitchen facilities to cook their own meals
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Anti-Retaliation Requirements 

Farmers are not allowed to discriminate against any worker who has filed a complaint, hired an attorney, or consulted with 

legal assistance regarding their work and rights. Farmers may not fire or refuse to rehire any farm worker for taking any of 

these actions. 

Protection of US workers’ jobs and pay 

It is not legal for guest workers to replace U.S. workers who are willing and able to do the work. Numerous legal 

requirements, many with considerable time and resource burdens, are designed to make certain that a U.S. worker will be 

hired before any foreign guest worker. The wages of U.S. workers are also protected by the Adverse Wage Rate, which is 

higher than the state’s minimum wage, to help make certain that bringing in guest workers does not depress the wages 

paid in the area.  

Workers and farm employers both 
benefit from a contract 

Workers are granted a legal visa to work for a season 

by signing a contract with a particular farmer. The 

contract is put in place to protect both the farm worker 

and the farmer. Under that contract, farmers are 

obligated to meet the requirements described above 

providing for free transportation, free government 

inspected housing, low cost meals, and other benefits. 

Farmers are also obligated to see the worker returns to 
his or her home country. This prevents the guest worker program from being an avenue for illegal immigration. The worker agrees to 

work for that farmer for the course of the season. This ensures that the obligations and expenses incurred by the farmer result in a 

benefit to the farm. Allowing workers to exit the contract would make the provisions for free housing, transportation and guaranteed 

return home impossible. 
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If guest workers cannot be hired, farmers, farm workers, and consumers are all harmed 

If the guest worker program is ended, the workers' families would lose the very considerable income they now enjoy, and farmers would be 

faced with losing crops, going out of business, or replacing workers with more machines. In 2017 anti-guest worker activists protested 

against a Western Washington blueberry farm that brought in over 600 guest workers from Mexico. For the 2018 season the farm only 

hired U.S. workers, bringing them to Washington from California. But there were far fewer workers available, so the farm also purchased 

expensive blueberry harvesting equipment, permanently replacing about 300 to 400 jobs. Machine harvested blueberries may not be 

suitable for the fresh market and therefore receive a lower price. This hurts the farm, but it hurts the workers even more. The guest workers 

who worked for this farm along with their families in Mexico were very disappointed they were not asked to return. Many likely found work 

on other farms across the country, but received less pay (Washington pays 

the highest guest farmworker wages) in less favorable working conditions. 

Georgia, Florida, and other states hiring guest workers have climates with 

high temperatures and high humidity. The machinery purchased 

permanently removes this work opportunity from guest or domestic 

workers.  

Those blueberries from that Western Washington farm harvested by the 

guest workers were sold into the fresh market. Fresh market berries 

command a higher price than frozen or processed berries. However, when 

the farm converted to machine harvesting, it is likely that most of those 

berries were no longer sold as fresh berries. If you check the labels of the 

fresh berries you purchase you will find most come from Mexico, Chile, 

Peru, Guatemala and other countries. In this case, consumers lose out on 

the food safety, worker safety, and environmental protections provided by 

U.S. and Washington regulations. 

Those opposing the guest worker program have a financial objective 

Securing a legal visa to work for a season on U.S. and Washington farms is life changing for most workers. It also helps provide a much 

needed workforce for our farmers while protecting the benefits of U.S. and Washington grown food. Why then are some opposing this or 

trying to add more costs and burdens onto an already expensive program? It is important to note that the only organization actively 

opposing guest workers in Washington state also has formed a union. This group works to pressure farmers into signing a contract with this 

union, allowing the union to take up to 3% from the workers’ paychecks. Workers are not asked if they see a benefit in this. It is the farmer 

The federal guest worker program is so bureaucratic and costly that 
smaller farms cannot use it to make certain they have workers to 
harvest their crops. Preventing greater access to these workers 
harms workers, farmers and consumers alike. Recent legislation in 
Washington promoted by those seeking to unionize farm workers 
has added to the costs and burdens
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who is pressured into the contract through protests, false 

accusations of abuse of workers, and boycotts of major 

brands carrying that farmer’s products. The leaders of this 

effort believe the severe shortage of workers provides 

them leverage in pressuring farmers into signing these 

contracts, but the availability of workers through the 

guest worker program alleviates that pressure. It is 

noteworthy that this group has focused its accusations of 

worker abuse only against farms that hire guest workers.  

Why you should get involved 

The future for tens of thousands of families in Mexico 

and Central America is at stake. The future of family 

farming, particularly on small to medium sized farms, is 

also at stake in our state. You want better lives for the 

low-income families. You want high quality, locally-produced food that is subject to some of the most rigorous safety and environmental 

protections in the world. That’s why you need to get involved. Those opposed to the guest worker program are very few and have a clear 

financial motive, but their impact is significant on our state administration, agencies, and legislators. 

Your voice is essential.  

Please visit savefamilyfarming.org/guestworkers for more information about how you can make sure your voice advocating for farmworkers, 

farmers and local food is heard. 

The only group opposing guest workers in Washington uses the shortage of U.S. 
workers to pressure farms into signing a contract with their union, FUJ. A Western 
Washington berry farm hired 75 guest workers when they couldn’t find sufficient U.S. 
workers to harvest the crops. The subsequent protests, boycotts, and lawsuits by the 
union promoters nearly destroyed a Japanese-American family farm that existed since 
the early 1900s. The US workers would have benefited if the farm had continued 
hiring guest workers

https://savefamilyfarming.org/guestworkers
https://savefamilyfarming.org/guestworkers
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Your voice can make a big difference in the lives of these 
families and the future of Washington’s family farmers

Here’s what you can do: 

1) Share this information 
Email a link, download and mail, or share on 
social media. The more those who care about 
these workers know about the facts the better. 
  

2) Let our elected leaders know you 
care about these workers and the 
farmers who employ them.  
Call or email your elected representatives in 
the Washington State House and Senate. 
Committee members dealing with these issues 
are listed below. Let them know you want these 
jobs protected, and that efforts to take them 
away or add more costs need to be resisted. 

3) Join with others who want to help.  
Visit savefamilyfarming.org/guestworkers to 
add your name to the list of those working 
together to protect the future of these workers 
and their families and the future of our family 
farms. Keep updated and stay involved. 

The future of this young man, and 30,000 like him, is at stake. His seasonal job on a 
Washington family farm means a more comfortable, secure life for his family back home.  

Those with a financial incentive are seeking to prevent him from working on our farms, 
harming not just him and his fellow workers, but farmers and food consumers alike. 

https://savefamilyfarming.org/guestworkers
https://savefamilyfarming.org/guestworkers
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Senate Labor & Commerce CommitteeSenate Agriculture, Water, Natural Resources & Parks 

House Rural Development, Agriculture & Natural Resources House Labor & Workplace Standards 


