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INTRODUCTION
The first research report of the Julian Samora Research Institute, published in 1989, began by noting that:
Michigan’s food and fiber system constitutes the second most important industry in
the state. More than one in five state jobs stems from agriculture. A critical part of
Michigan’s farm economy is the availability, timeliness and professional skills of
migrant and seasonal farmworkers. According to a USDA report, Michigan is the
fifth most agriculturally dependent state on farmworkers in the United States.
Since that report, the symbiotic relationship between agriculture and farm labor has been much the same and
indications are that migrant and seasonal farmworkers continue to face many of the same problems in agriculture
that they experienced a decade ago: uncertain demand for jobs, problems in finding housing and accommodations
for families with children, uncertain incomes and related poverty.
Nationally, an average of 848,000 persons 15 years of age and older did hired farmwork each week in 1 992’.
Hired farmworkers were more likely to be male, Hispanic, younger, less educated, and never married. They continued to have lower median weekly earnings ($200) than all wage and salary workers ($380), and their earnings
appeared to fall farther behind all wage and salary workers between 1990 and 1992. The Pacific region (Alaska,
California, Hawaii, Oregon, and Washington) employed 26 % of all U.S. hired farmworkers. To a lesser degree,
states in the midwest showed similar patterns of employment. Part of the reason for such conditions may be the
immigrant content of farm labor.
After a protracted political struggle, the Immigration Reform and Control Act (IRCA) of 1 986 recognized agriculture’s history of growing dependence on immigrant workers. A separate legalization program called SAWS (for
Seasonal Agricultural Workers) assured the legal status for most immigrants to work on farms. With IRCA, close
to two million Mexican immigrants were legalized as SAWs.
Given that Michigan’s agriculture is composed of many SAWs and Mexican-American workers, this Statistical Brief addresses the issue of how many laborers work in agriculture today and the prevailing trends with regard
to employment, housing, wages, and the regional distribution of workers and commodities on farms. More detail
and background information can be obtained by Institute Research Report #1, November 1 989, by Refugio 1.
Rochin, Anne M. Santiago, and Karla S. Dickey.
For this report, the authors gratefully acknowledge the helpful information provided by Manuel F. Gonzalez,
Director of the Migrant Services Division, Michigan Department of Social Services, and Marv Johansen, Chief of
Shelter Environment Section, Division of Environmental Health, Michigan Department of Public Health.

Definitions
Farm labor refers to persons who are either working or looking for work on farms during the calendar year.
Farm labor includes owner/operators of farms and family members with regular duties, migrant and seasonal workers, and regular hired workers.
Finding a common and consistent definition of migrant workers is difficult because of the different definitions
developed over time by federal and state agencies. In general, we define a “migratory agricultural worker,” as “an
individual whose principal employment is in agriculture on a seasonal basis, who has been employed within the
past twenty-four months, and who establishes for the purpose of such employment, a temporary residence.” A
“migratory” worker usually has a more permanent residence in another county, state or region, apart from the temporary place of residence and employment in agriculture.

A “seasonal agricultural worker” is defined as “an individual whose employment in agriculture is on a seasonal
basis - usually for less than l50 days during the year.”
A “regular hired worker” is usually defined as “an individual whose principal employment is in agriculture for
1 50 or more days during the year, usually on the same farm.”
“Agriculture” is generally interpreted to exclude those working in the fishing, lumber, and food processing sectors of the rural economy, unless the processing is performed on a farm incident to or in conjunction with the production, collaboration, growing, and harvesting of a farm product. In a more restrictive sense, “agriculture”
sometimes excludes operations in dairy, livestock, greenhouse, and/or nursery production.

Farms as Employers (Tables 1 and 2, Figures 1 and 2)
Hired farm labor begins with farms and the number of farms has bearing on the number of farm workers employed
at a given point in time. For 45 years the number of farms in Michigan has dropped consistently from 1,111,817 in
1959 to 46,512 in 1992. This precipitous decline would usually result in an equal if not greater reduction in farm labor.
As farm size grows on average, usually more machinery and more technology is employed instead of labor.
The decline in farms has not been uniform for all types of owner-operators. In Michigan the greatest decrease
in farms has been among white non-Latino farmers and Black farmers. Countering the decline is evident growth
in farms operated by Hispanics and American Indians. The decline and rise of Hispanic farms (as shown in Figure 9) is hard to explain with current data.

Hired Farm Labor (Tables 3 and 4A through 4R, Figures 3, 4A and 4B).
Michigan’s hired farm work force can be divided into seasonal (employed less than 1 50 days in a year) and regular (employed 150 or more days in a year). The division helps to identify a pattern of change in hired farm labor.
While the number of seasonal workers has gone down from 109,807 in l982 to 83,923 in 1992, the number of regular workers has remained the same, about 20,500 workers were employed l50 or more days in the agricultural sector. This pattern has to be compared with the reduction of farms in Michigan from 58,661 in 1982 to 46,562 in 1992.
Thus contrary to expectations, farms are not reducing the employment of regular labor in line with the reduction in farms. In a sense, some farms such as the dairy farms of Michigan appear to employ more labor in their
current operations than previously.

Farm Employment by Districts
Michigan is divided into nine (9) Agricultural Statistical Districts for purposes of managing and supporting
diverse agricultural conditions of the state. The Districts are outlined in the map. Each district has a unique pattern of farm production and employment.
District 1, for example, hires most seasonal labor for the annual hay harvest which takes place between June
and August. District 2 produces many stone fruits (peaches and plums), berries and Christmas Trees. Its annual
employment of farm labor begins as early as February (for pruning apples and pears) and lasts as late as November for apples and Christmas Trees harvesting.
Each Districts’pattern is presented in Tables 4Athrough 4R. In addition, Figures 4Aand 48 illustrate the range
and magnitude of employment. In Figure 4A, we see that in District 7 Michigan farms employ more seasonal
workers (working less than 150 days per year) than in any other district, by a margin of 2 to 1. Figure 4A also
shows how seasonal employment has declined the most in District 7, from 41,400 in 1982 to 30,200 in 1992.
Despite the drop in seasonal employment, Districts 3, 4 and especially 7 have shown growth in the number of reg-

ular workers hired for 150 or more days per year. In District 7, there was an increase from 6,300 regular workers
in 1982 to 7,800 workers in 1992.
Despite the fact that all Districts showed a decline in seasonal employment between 1982 and 1992, two Districts showed an increase in regular employment. District 7 shows a marked increase from 6,300 in 1982 to 7,800
in l992, and District 4 shows an increase from 1,000 to 1,100. As illustrated in Tables 4M and 4N, District 7 is big
in fruits, vegetables and Christmas Trees. District 4 has similar production (see Table 4H). District 3 has consider
hay production (see Table 4F).

Workers Wages
Wages tend to reflect the cost of labor to farms and the well-being of workers. In Michigan, Table 5 shows that
the nominal wages paid by the agricultural sector had been steadily increasing from 1967 to l994. The nominal
wage increased from $1.39 per hour in 1967 to $6.52 per hour in 1994, a 369% increase. When inflation is taken
into account, by deflating nominal wages by the Detroit’s CPI for all consumers, we can observe three clearly
defined trends. The first one, between l967 and 1973 the real wages paid by the agricultural sector in Michigan
remained constant. The second trend between 1973 and 1985 showed an abrupt decline in real wages from $6.75
per hour in 1973 to $4.66 per hour in 1985,a 31% decline. Finally, in the east 9 years we can observe a steady
increase in real wages from $4,66 per hour in 1985to $6.52in 1994, a 40% increase.
However, in order to express the relative well-being of farm labor to other labor in Michigan, we would need additional information on the wages paid in other sectors of the economy (not done in this report). Nonetheless, if farm
workers were paid the average hourly wage of $6.52 and were employed 40 hours a week, they could earn $261 per
week or $1,044 per month. For someone working l50 days per year (8 hours a day), their gross earnings, before taxes,
would be $7,824. For a family of four, this income would fall below the poverty threshold and make them qualified
for AFDC/VVIC, migrant education, food stamps, Earned Income Tax Credits- and other welfare programs.

Housing
In l989, housing for migrant and seasonal farmworkers was identified as the number one problem facing
Michigan agencies who provide services to farmworkers (see JSKI Research Report No. 1). The most often cited
housing problems included unavailability of housing for migrants who arrive early and generally the lack of sufficient housing year round. As one service provider stated:
“When the camps are not open they have no place to stay. Everybody can get food and
clothing but not everybody can get a place to sleep.” (JSRI Report 1, p.61).
Between 1966 and 1984, the maximum capacity of licensed camps in Michigan declined from 68,898 to 23,844
spaces for migrants and family. Since 1984, the licensed maximum has ranged from 25,028 to 30,442 spaces (a
peak in 1982) to approximately 26,000 spaces in 1994.

Summary
This statistical brief highlights the patterns of employment and the economic status of workers in Michigan’s
agriculture. Although the employment of seasonal workers has tended to decline, the employment of regular workers has increased. The decline in seasonal farm labor is statewide and the increase in regular workers in notably in
Districts 4 and 7, areas with nurseries, fruit and vegetable production.
The relative increase in nominal wages for farmworkers is a positive sign. But the absence of increases in real
wages is a sign of concern. Farmworker earnings have not improved in terms of purchasing power. In general, farmworkers with fewer than 150 days of annual employment at going wages, live in poverty. They may need social services and welfare to support their families.

Housing has tended to decline since 1966 but the maximum livable space has tapered off in recent years. Having year round housing may be an increasing problem as farms turn to more regular, year round hired labor, especially in agricultural Districts 4 and 7.
Pending issues concern the lack of consistent and updated information at the state and district level of the supply of and demand for migrant and seasonal farm workers. The state’s employment agencies really do not know
how many workers enter Michigan on a seasonal basis. Moreover, the agricultural sector does not really know how
many workers are needed annually for farm employment. Information on the supply of and demand for farmworkers could assist the state in preparing annual plans for funding programs in areas of public assistance, housing, health, education and so on. More research is needed in this area.

