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Some Segments of the Agricultural Economy Are Particularly 
Sensitive to Changes in the Foreign-Born Farm Labor Supply 
 

By Alexandra Hill and Francisco Scott 
 

For years, many segments of the U.S. agriculture sector have relied on foreign-born and undocumented 

workers to meet labor demand in farm operations. While farm operators may be able to partly reduce this 

reliance through investments in machinery and further hiring through the agricultural guest worker visa 

program, these alternatives would take time to deploy and could substantially increase costs.  
 

Labor shortages in U.S. agriculture have been a persistent challenge. Historically, the industry has 

depended on foreign-born workers to complement—and, at times, substitute for—native-born labor 

(Charlton and Taylor 2016). Today, about 70 percent of workers in the U.S. farm sector are foreign born, 

and many of these workers hold visas or are undocumented (Charlton 2024; Martin and Rutledge 2025). 

 

Farms have varying labor needs, and specialty crop growers rely heavily on laborers in general and 

undocumented workers in particular. The horizontal axis of Chart 1 shows that greenhouse growers, 

vegetable growers, and producers of fruits and nuts require significantly more workers than producers 

of field crops such as corn, soybeans, and wheat. Specialty crop growers also use a higher share of 

undocumented workers. The vertical axis of Chart 1 shows that undocumented workers account for 30 

to nearly 50 percent of workers in greenhouse, vegetable, and fruit and nut operations compared with 

just 10 percent of workers in field crop operations.1 Although farm labor contractors (FLCs), which 

function similarly to temporary staffing agencies, have the highest share of undocumented workers, 

these contractors are used more frequently by specialty crop growers, further contributing to their 

reliance on undocumented workers.2  
 

Chart 1: Farm labor contractors and specialty crop growers use a higher share of undocumented workers   

 
Notes: Average workers per establishment are estimated using data from the Quarterly Census of Earnings and 
Wages (QCEW) from 2018 to 2022 for all private-sector employment within the indicated North American Industry 
Calssification System (NAICS) code. Shares of undocumented workers are estimated using data from the National 
Agricultural Workers Survey (NAWS) from 2017 to 2022. Details about the calculations are provided in an online 
data supplement. See also Hill and Javier (2025). 
Sources: U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics (BLS) and U.S. Department of Labor. 

https://gbc-word-edit.officeapps.live.com/we/wordeditorframe.aspx?ui=en-US&rs=en-US&wopisrc=https%3A%2F%2Ffrbprod1.sharepoint.com%2Fsites%2F10J-kc-research%2F_vti_bin%2Fwopi.ashx%2Ffiles%2Fabb4a732fce54f9b820a2b0be6e3b051&wdenableroaming=1&mscc=1&hid=B51895A1-C045-8000-CB7F-73D3EE28D9DE.0&uih=sharepointcom&wdlcid=en-US&jsapi=1&jsapiver=v2&corrid=c23f06d1-9d3b-9e74-469f-7e6280dba37d&usid=c23f06d1-9d3b-9e74-469f-7e6280dba37d&newsession=1&sftc=1&uihit=docaspx&muv=1&cac=1&sams=1&mtf=1&sfp=1&sdp=1&hch=1&hwfh=1&dchat=1&sc=%7B%22pmo%22%3A%22https%3A%2F%2Ffrbprod1.sharepoint.com%22%2C%22pmshare%22%3Atrue%7D&ctp=LeastProtected&rct=Normal&wdorigin=ItemsView&wdhostclicktime=1744819878986&csc=1&instantedit=1&wopicomplete=1&wdredirectionreason=Unified_SingleFlush#_edn2
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Historically, the supply of U.S.-born farm workers has not been sufficient to meet demand for farm jobs 

at the going wage rate, contributing to a largely foreign-born workforce. Farms could reduce their 

reliance on foreign-born and undocumented farm workers by using automation to reduce labor needs or 

by replacing undocumented workers with temporary visa holders through the H-2A temporary 

agricultural workers program (Martin 2018; Huffman 2012). However, these strategies are likely to be 

more costly and time-consuming. Despite the growing adoption of harvest machinery for produce used 

by the food-processing industry, machines able to preserve the quality of fresh produce demanded by 

U.S. consumers are still rare. In addition, while the H-2A program is widely used by farms to supply 

seasonal farm labor, hiring H-2A workers typically requires more foresight and would likely be more 

expensive than employing undocumented workers.  

 

Participation in the H-2A program requires employers to pay predetermined wages and provide other 

employment benefits. To hire an H-2A worker, the Department of Labor first requires farmers to 

demonstrate unsuccessful attempts to recruit workers already residing in the United States for open 

positions. Employers must pay for workers’ housing in the United States, their transportation from their 

home country to the United States, and their daily transportation to the work site. Additionally, 

employers must pay wages above the Adverse Effect Wage Rate (AEWR), which is set according to 

regional average hourly wages for farm workers and is necessarily at or above the applicable minimum 

hourly wage. As shown in Table 1, the average hourly wage for H-2A workers neared $18 for H-2A 

workers in the fruit and nut sector from 2018 to 2022, compared with the sector-wide average of $14.50 

reported by the latest National Agricultural Workers Survey. Hourly wages for H-2A workers and costs 

for transportation, housing, and food have continued to rise since this period.3  
 

Table 1: Summary of H-2A workers by sector 

Sector 

Average 
annual 

number of 
H-2A 

certif ications 

Average hourly 
wage for H-2A 

workers 

Average 
days to 

decision 

Average 
days to 
position 

start 

Average 
number of 

days 
employed 

Farm labor 
contractors  171,715 16.5 25 54 145 

Fruits and nuts 54,269 17.6 23 60 167 

Vegetables 49,932 15.9 25 62 162 

Other  35,927 16.5 25 62 208 

Greenhouse, 
nursery, floriculture  22,114 16.6 28 63 239 

Animal 19,084 12.6 28 60 231 

Field crops 12,794 16.0 30 62 257 
Notes: Table shows summary statistics from the authors’ own analysis of H-2A visa certifications programmatic 
data from the U.S. Office of Foreign Labor Certifications. Details about the calculations can be found in our online 
data supplement. 
Sources: U.S. Department of Labor and authors’ calculations. 
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Other aspects of the H-2A program may also limit its effectiveness as an immediate alternative to the 

current labor pool. Table 1 shows that the approval process for H-2A workers (“average days to 

decision” plus “average days to position start”) takes up to 92 days from petition to employment, a 

significant delay for farms that operate within specific planting and harvesting windows. Farmers who 

rely on contracted labor or who cultivate fruits, vegetables, flowers, and nuts already employ a greater 

number of H-2A workers than field crop operations and tend to hire them for shorter periods.  
 

Some segments of the U.S. agricultural sector—for example, fruit and vegetable production—are 

especially sensitive to changes in the supply of foreign-born labor. Farm operators can adapt to labor 

supply changes in a variety of ways, each with trade-offs. Some operators may substitute foreign-born 

or undocumented workers with capital investments or by further hiring H-2A workers, though these 

alternatives are likely to be more costly and introduce delays. Others may reduce U.S. production of 

labor-intensive commodities, potentially shifting to other crops or expanding production in other 

countries.  

 

 

Endnotes 
 

1 The National Agricultural Workers Survey does not currently include H-2A visa workers in their sampling frame, so these 

estimates of undocumented shares do not account for the estimated 17 percent of U.S. farmworkers with an H -2A visa 

(Ayoub 2024b). 
2 Crop support activities (NAICS 1151) primarily comprise FLCs, which match workers to employers using short-term 

contracts for specific tasks and longer-term contracts for entire harvest seasons. FLCs have become increasingly 

important in agriculture; they mostly provide workers for more labor-intensive crops and are most prominent in California 

and Florida. As of 2023, FLCs accounted for nearly 40 percent of total crop employment (USDA ERS 2025). Unlike 

temporary staffing agencies outside of the agricultural context, FLCs are often small, sometimes employing a small “crew” 

of workers that can be hired to harvest a field, perform maintenance activities, or install irrigation, among other tasks. 

Establishments using contract workers tend to be concentrated in regions that produce specialty crops.  
3 The 2025 AEWRs range from $14.83 in the Delta region (Mississippi, Louisiana, and Arkansas) to $20.08 in Hawaii 

(Ayoub 2024a).The USDA’s Farmers.gov provides an overview of current H-2A program cost estimates. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

https://www.farmers.gov/working-with-us/h2a-visa-program#costs
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