
Immigration and Migration Policy Proposal’s Impact 
Beyond Farm Labor Markets Across the United States
Skyler Simnitt, University of Florida
Gülcan Önel, University of Florida
Jamille Palacios Rivera, University of Missouri-Columbia

Abstract: Most agricultural workers in the United States are from Latin America.  The Na-
tional Agricultural Workers Survey (FY 2015-16) suggests 69% of hired workers on U.S. farms 
are born in Mexico.  More than half of these same farm workers indicated they do not have 
legal work authorization.  Economists have long suggested immigrants who lack legal work 
authorization are over represented in agricultural employment because they are more willing 
to accept the pay and work conditions associated with farm work, than their legally autho-
rized peers.  Recent trends in the agricultural labor market, however, seem to suggest that 
the share of unauthorized hired farm workers may be decreasing.  This trend is implicit in the 
rapid growth of the H-2A guest workers program, a federal program that allows agricultural 
employers to bring in foreign workers on a seasonal basis.  Although in recent years the H-2A 
program has garnered considerable interest from policy makers, agricultural employers, and 
researchers, few quantitative studies examine how the program along with other immigration 
policies, impact farm labor markets across the U.S.  This paper presents preliminary findings 
from a quantitative model estimating farm labor supply elasticities across the continental 
United States. The following immigration related policy proposals are controlled for within 
this model: raising of the AEWR (the adverse effect wage rate paid to H-2A workers); restruc-
turation or discontinuation of the H-2A guest workers program; amnesty for currently unau-
thorized workers; and disruption of immigration and migration flows from increased immi-
gration control and/or security along the U.S.-Mexico border).  This model was developed to 
inform rural community leaders, agribusiness stakeholders, and public policy makers regard-
ing the potential effects of the H-2A program and other immigration control policies on farm 
labor management.
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Introduction
This paper provides preliminary results of an 
empirical study of immigration and migration 
related policy, as well as other factors, impacting 
agricultural labor markets. Four policy issues are 
of primary interest in this study: agricultural guest 
worker programs (H-2 and H-2A), AEWR (the ad-
verse effect wage rate paid to H2-A workers), and 
amnesty for unauthorized workers by the 1986 
Immigration Reform and Control Act (IRCA); and 
disruption of immigration and migration flows 
due to changes in immigration control and/or 
security along the U.S.-Mexico border.  

Guest workers program
For a long time U.S. agricultural employers have 
relied on foreign born workers to alleviate labor 
supply shortages.  These shortages are caused by 
various factors on the supply side.  One of these 
factors is the relative lack of U.S. citizens willing 
to work in the agricultural sector at the wages 
offered, especially when there are competing and 
strong labor markets offering them alternative 
jobs.  

In the first decades of the 20th century, industri-
alization and the growth of better employment 
opportunities in urban settings drew the citizens’ 
workforce away from agriculture.  By the 1920s, a 
regular exodus of hired domestic (U.S.) farmwork-
ers (many of them African American) was under-
way (Simnitt, 2019).  These individuals left crop-
work in the rural south to take up urban jobs with 
higher wages, often in northern states (Wilkerson, 
2011).  With the advent of World War I, many U.S. 
citizens were drafted into military service and 
emigration from Europe to the United States was 
suspended, both of these factors contributed to 
labor shortages in the U.S. agricultural sector. 
As agricultural production was considered a 
matter of national security, the U.S. government 
entered into a bilateral agreement with Mexico to 
alleviate labor shortages.  That program became 
known as the “bracero program”, under which 
Mexican nationals received temporary authoriza-
tion to work for U.S. agricultural producers (Philip, 

2003).  Although it was relatively short-lived, the 
bracero program set a precedent for later estab-
lished labor relation agreements between the 
U.S. and other countries. 

Table 1 – Temporary Foreign Agricultural Workers by Coun-
try of Origin

Source: As in Palacios (2013); 1942 to 1972 data source – 1986 Annual Re-
port, Labor Certifications for Temporary Foreign Agricultural and Logging 
Workers, U.S. Employment Service, Division of Foreign Labor Certifica-
tions and from 1973 to 1976 from Mehra (1984)

During World War II, the U.S. government dealt 
with farm labor shortages by reinstating the “bra-
cero program” in 1943 and establishing addition-
al temporary worker programs in 1944 to bring 
workers from other countries.  The composition 
of the agricultural workforce diversified from 
100% Mexican, as shown in Table 1, to include 
British West Indian (BWI) and Canadian workers.  
Although in smaller percentages, Japan and the 
Philippines became sources of foreign temporary 
workers between 1956 and 1964.  

Mexican nationals already made up the majority 
of agricultural guest workers in the 1940s, how-
ever their share increased even further from 1952 
until 1965.  Two main program related events 
influenced the numbers for this period: the es-
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tablishment of the H-2 visa program by the Im-
migration and Nationality Act (INA) in 1952 for 
multiple countries; and the termination of the 
“bracero program” in 1965.  Annual admissions 
under all these programs were substantial during 
the 1950s and early 1960s.  In fact, these admis-
sions reached two hundred thousand in 1951 and 
remained over 200 thousand until 1963.  

The majority of these workers were braceros from 
Mexico working in Arkansas, Arizona, California, 
Colorado, Michigan, New Mexico, and Texas.  
The top two states hiring these workers were 
California and Texas with over 50% of the brace-
ro workers (Table 2).  Temporarily, this inflow of 
workers was a boon to the receiving states.  The 
new workers met the needs of producers, were 
working along U.S. residents and citizens and 
residing as neighbors in local communities.  In 
1956 for instance, California hired over 150 thou-
sand and Texas near 200 thousand foreign work-
ers to cover seasonal labor shortages.  Later on, 
the number of foreign agricultural guest worker 
certifications decreased to around 12 thousand in 
1976.  The decline was due to the ending of the 
“bracero program” and the BWI labor relations 
agreement in 1965 and 1977, respectively.

Table 2 – Number and Percent of Foreign Temporary Work-
ers Hired by Top 2 States

Source: As in Palacios (2013)

Immigration Reform and Control Act of 1986 
and AEWR
Illegal immigration control efforts have existed 
alongside guest worker programs.  A well-known 

effort to control immigration in the 1950s was 
“operation wetback”.  Under these efforts, over 
a million foreigners were apprehended annually.  
Other contractionary policies and guest worker 
programs replaced previous ones.  

The Immigration Reform and Control Act (IRCA) 
enacted in 1986 divided the H-2 program into 
H-2A and H-2B, which are still effective today.  
The H-2A allows temporary non-immigrant 
workers in agriculture, while the H-2B is for con-
struction, logging, and other non-agriculture 
industries. “One can argue that the current H-2A 
visa program is only the most recent iteration 
of a long-standing tradition of the U.S. federal 
government facilitating mobility of human capital 
to U.S. producers” (Simnitt, 2019). Growers ap-
plying for H-2A workers must demonstrate that 
the number of domestic workers willing, able, 
and qualified to execute needed temporary and 
seasonal agricultural tasks is insufficient; and that 
bringing H-2A workers will not adversely affect 
U.S. workers.  Not until after that, the number of 
openings are certified and prospective foreign 
workers apply for the H-2A visa at a U.S. embassy 
or consulate abroad.  Unfortunately, meeting the 
requirements of the application process does not 
ensure all needed foreign workers will get hired.  

Growers employing H-2A workers are required to 
provide housing and cover the cost of travel to 
and from their country of origin.  To prevent H-2A 
workers from having a negative impact on do-
mestic workers’ earnings, employers are required 
to pay their H-2A workers a special minimum 
wage rate set by the department of labor.  This 
wage rate must be “the highest of the Adverse 
Effect Wage Rate (AEWR) in effect at the time 
the job order is placed, the prevailing hourly or 
piece rate, the agreed-upon collective bargain-
ing rate (CBA), or the federal or state minimum 
wage” (U.S. Department of Labor Employment 
and Training Administration, 2012).  This rate may 
contribute to average hourly earnings that are 
higher for H-2A workers than for domestic work-
ers.  Via analysis of survey data from Florida citrus 
harvest workers, for instance, Simnitt (2019) found 
that H-2A workers have higher hourly earnings 
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on average than non-H-2A workers regardless of 
their work authorization status.  
The IRCA established stricter sanctions on em-
ployers hiring immigrants without working per-
mits with the objective of reducing the large 
number of immigrants who crossed the U.S. 
border without a visa or overstayed the time 
limit on their visas.  It also included the Special 
Agricultural Worker (SAW) program to legalize 
farm workers under specified requirements.  As a 
result of SAW, the proportion of unauthorized to 
authorized farm workers fell.  After a while, this 
proportion went back to pre-IRCA levels, perhaps 
because sanctions were not effective.  Regarding 
these sanctions, Walters (2008, p. 27) explains 
that they “may have encouraged growers to shift 
their management responsibilities to farm la-
bor contractors … to lessen the risk of penalties 
associated with the employment of unauthorized 
workers”.

In 1996, there was a 50% decline in H-2A certi-
fications nationwide.  A main reason for such a 
decline was a significant decrease in Florida H-2A 
certifications after Florida’s sugarcane producers 
adopted harvest mechanization in the 1990s (Vi-
alet, 1997).  North Carolina and Virginia emerged 
as top H-2A users.  Currently, Florida, North Caro-
lina, Georgia, Washington, and California are top 
states hiring H-2A workers.  Most visa recipients 
(96%) are from Mexico (Department of Homeland 
Security, 2019).  

Also in 1996, Section 287(g) was added to the 
Immigration and Nationality Act (INA). This sec-
tion allows agreements between the secretary of 
the Department of Homeland Security (DHS) and 
law enforcement agencies at the state and local 
levels.  Specifically, this agreement allows agents, 
members of state and local enforcement agen-
cies, to get training and perform immigration 
control enforcement under the supervision of the 
Immigration and Customs Enforcement investiga-
tive agency (ICE). 

Model and Data
The following labor market demand and supply 
model was developed by Simnitt (2019) as an ex-

tension of Palacios’ (2013) work on labor demand 
and supply in the state of Florida.  The model 
was estimated using System Generalized Method 
of Moments (GMM).  It includes four equations 
and assumes a competitive agricultural labor 
market across the United States.  

(1) Qitd=δo+δ1Wit+δ2PRPPit+δ3PPKit+δ4FSIZEit+
δ5FRZit+μi+u1it 
(2) Qits=α0+α1Wit+α2H2it+α4CONSWit−1+
α5DEPit+α6UERit+α7RIDit+μi+u2it

(3) H2it=β0+β1AEWRit+β2CONSWi(t−1)+
β3DEPi(t−1)+β4RIDit+μi+u3it 

(4) AEWRit=λ0+λ1Wit−1+μi+u4it

Equations (1) and (2) establish quantity of agricul-
tural labor demanded (Qd) and quantity supplied 
(Qs), respectively.  Wages and agricultural labor 
units are determined at the market equilibrium; 
that is where Qd equals Qs.  The quantity of agri-
cultural labor demanded is modeled as a linear 
function of average hired wage rate (W), ratio of 
the expected prices received to input prices paid 
(PRPP), partial productivity of capital (PPK), aver-
age farm size (FSIZE), and two climate variables.  
The two climate variables are maximum number 
of days below 28 degrees Fahrenheit (FRZ) and 
the log of precipitation in ml (PRCP).  The second 
equation establishes agricultural labor supply as 
a linear function of the wage rate (W), the number 
of agricultural guest workers (H2), the lag of the 
average construction wage (CONSWt-1), the rural 
unemployment rate (UER), and proxy variables 
for migratory flows (DEP and RID).   The number 
of H2 workers admitted into the country (H2) is in 
the third equation.  Its assumed determinant vari-
ables include the following: Adverse Effect Wage 
Rate (AEWR), CONSWt−1, number of border 
apprehensions (DEP), and a dummy variable for 
implementation of the Real I.D. Act at the state 
level (RID). The last equation is for AEWR.  It is in-
directly determined by the prevalence of agricul-
tural guest workers in a given state’s farm labor 
market the average of the prevailing hired worker 
wage rates from the previous two years. As the 
wages received by H2 workers can inadvertently 
influence the calculation of AEWR in subsequent 
periods, AEWR it is not strictly exogenous. 
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Each of the equations included in the system 
meet the necessary order conditions for estima-
tion and can be expressed in reduced form, given 
the condition that the coefficients correspond-
ing to the wage rate variable (W) in the demand 
and supply equations, α1and δ1, are not equal.  
This assumption is essential for the system of 
equations to meet the sufficient rank condition 
for estimation (Greene, 2012).  Subscripts i and t 
identify states and years in the study.

Results
The estimation results for the model suggest 
that average farm size and maximum number 
of freeze days in a year are strong predictors of 
farm labor demand.  The result for freeze days 
is as expected.  Late season freezes in specialty 
crop production can dramatically decrease yields 
(Simnitt, Borisova, Chavez, & Olmstead, 2017) 
affecting the demand for workers.  The positive 
coefficient for farm size suggests that larger farms 
demand more labor.  While the coefficient for 
the wage rate (W) is not statistically significant, 
it has the correct negative sign.  The technical 
interpretation of the wage coefficient is that 
the demand for farm labor is perfectly inelastic.  
Palacios (2013) reports such results in her Florida 
agricultural labor study.  Under inelastic demands 
for labor, wage rates do not affect the quantity 
demanded for labor.  This is plausible for grow-
ers determining the quantity of labor needed at 
planting without adjusting for changes in wage 
rates.

Several coefficients are statistically significant 
in the supply equation.  The farm wage rate is 
significant and has the appropriate positive sign.  
Its magnitude suggests an elastic supply (great-
er than 1) and is within the range of elasticities 
published in the literature (Duffield, 1990; Ham-
monds, Yadav, & Vathana, 1973).  In this case, a 
one percent increase in wages corresponds to 
a 4% increase in the quantity of farm workers 
supplied.  The coefficient for DEP, a proxy for 
changes in immigration control enforcement and 
presence of unauthorized workers across the U.S., 
is statistically significant and positive.  It suggests 

that a greater flow of unauthorized immigrants 
corresponds to an increased supply.  The coef-
ficient for rural unemployment rate (UER) is also 
statistically significant and positive.  Although the 
positive sign indicates that larger economically 
active unemployed population increases the sup-
ply of farm workers, there is potential simultaneity 
bias between the two variables. 

Table 3 – Demand and Supply for Farm Labor (48 Contigu-
ous United States) 

The AEWR coefficient is positive in the H2 
equation implying that the demand for guest 
workers increases as the AEWR rises.  This find-
ing appears counterintuitive if one assumes the 
relationship between demand for guest workers 
and the AEWR is akin to demand for farm labor 
and the farm wage rate (W).  In practice, howev-
er, the relationship between guest workers and 
the AEWR is likely more nuanced.  Higher AEWR 
may facilitate recruitment of guest workers.  The 
AEWR equation contains no endogenous vari-
ables; therefore, it was estimated directly via 
fixed effects GMM regression.  Unsurprisingly, 
there is a strong positive correlation between 
AEWR and the lag of the prevailing farm wage 
rate (Wt-1).  A coefficient of nearly one is to be 
expected given that the U.S. DOL sets the AEWR 
based on a wage very close to Wt-1.

Conclusions
This paper synthesizes historical data on im-
migrant farmworkers in the United States in 
preparation for an empirical analysis of U.S. farm 
labor markets.  For more than a century, U.S. 
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agricultural producers have relied on immigrants 
to perform the majority of manual tasks related 
to the cultivation and harvest of specialty crop 
items (e.g. fruits, vegetables, and ornamentals).  
The last hundred years have witnessed the rise 
of federally administered guest worker programs 
facilitating the transfer of foreign human capital 
to U.S. producers on a legal temporary basis, and 
also the rise of unauthorized immigration from 
Mexico and elsewhere in Latin America.  Multiple 
programs were implemented during this period 
to restrict and or regulate the flow of people 
across the U.S. southern border with varying 
degrees of success (e.g. operation wetback).  In 
many cases individuals who originally entered the 
United States as farm workers whether authorized 
or unauthorized, ended up staying, building lives 
and families and contributing to social fabric of 
American society.  Ultimately, U.S. agriculture 
remains dependent on manual labor and most 
U.S. citizens are unwilling to work at the wages 
offered by agricultural producers.  Judging from 
both historic and present trends, immigration, 
particularly as it relates to the farm labor, will re-
main a pressing political and economic issue into 
the near future. 

The preliminary findings from the quantitative 
model here presented show that farm size and 
climate are determinants of the demand for labor 
while wage rate may not.  Immigration related 
policies affecting the presence of authorized 
guest workers (with H2 and H-2A) and unautho-
rized individuals across the United States affect 
the supply of agricultural labor.  Other variables 
affecting the supply of labor are farm wage rates 
and rural unemployment rate.  
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