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Update on Migrant Labor Issues 
Dr. Vera Bitsch 

Michigan State University, Department of Agricultural Economics 
306 Agriculture Hall, East Lansing, MI 48824 

Phone: 517-353-9192, Fax: 517-432-1800, Email: bitsch@msu.edu 

This presentation focuses on the latest developments regarding migrant labor, including law and 
regulation updates with respect to the Department of Homeland Security and pending legislation 
regarding adjustment of status for farm workers and guestworker visa provisions. 

The newly created Department of Homeland Security has included agriculture in its priorities to ensure 
the quality of living in the United States.  Increasing I-9 enforcement activities has resulted from this, and 
will continue in 2004, especially with respect to seasonal industries such as fruit and vegetable 
production.  The I-9 process establishes an employee’s identity and legal eligibility to work in the United 
States.

In addition to the Migrant and Seasonal Agricultural Worker Protection Act, which most farmers are 
aware of, other federal and state legislation applying to migrant labor include the Fair Labor Standards 
Act, addressing such issues as minimum wage, overtime pay, and child labor provisions, and the 
Michigan Civil Rights Act covering all Michigan employers and protecting employees against 
discrimination. 

Record keeping is key in showing compliance with labor law and ensuring the legal standing of all 
employment related procedures.  An employer showing a “good faith effort” in complying with 
applicable legislation is looked upon favorably by government agencies doing on-site inspections.  
Incomplete or non existing records may lead to the assumption that any allegations against an employer 
are correct.  I-9 forms and any copies of documentation presented in the context of filling in the I-9 form 
should be kept in separate files, because they are technically owned by the Department of Homeland 
Security.  Wage and hour documentation, including certificates of age should also be kept in a separate 
file, because they are subject to inspection by the Department of Labor.  In addition, employers should 
document employee evaluations, any disciplinary warnings issued, and other information related to their 
employees for their own protection.  Good record keeping does not only help to show labor law 
compliance but also serves as valuable backup, should the employer be sued by former or current 
employees.  Files need to be kept where only authorized personnel can access them for privacy reasons. 

Legislation has been introduced concerning the adjustment of undocumented agricultural workers and the 
H2A program (agricultural guestworker program).  The Agricultural Job Opportunity, Benefits, and 
Security Act of 2003 (AgJOBS) is supported by a large coalition of agricultural employers, farmworker 
advocates, and senators of both the Republican and the Democratic party.  Should this legislation be 
passed, many undocumented farmworkers would have the opportunity to apply for adjustment of status 
through proving that they worked in agriculture at least 100 or more days in the United States during a 
twelve-month period within the eighteen month period ending on August 31, 2003.  In addition to 
employment records, other forms of evidence such as affidavits of former employers or co-workers may 
substantiate claims. 

Disclaimer:  This summary does not constitute legal advice, nor will legal advice be offered during the 
oral presentation.  Material is presented for general educational purpose only. It is an employer’s 
responsibility to keep abreast of current laws and changes. 
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RECENT TRENDS IN MIGRANT FARM LABOR 
RECRUITMENT BY MICHIGAN FRUIT AND  

VEGETABLE GROWERS 

Pamela Riley Miklavcic, Doctoral Candidate 
Department of Agricultural Economics 

Michigan State University 
East Lansing, MI  48824 

A perception exists in Michigan that the supply of migrant farm labor no longer meets grower 
demand.  An increasing shortage of workers implies an inability to harvest crops on time, incurring 
potentially heavy financial and quality losses for unharvested fruits and vegetables. 

To understand the magnitude of the perceived problem, this study analyzes Michigan’s migrant farm 
labor situation through a grower mail survey (n = 126 respondents), a migrant pilot survey (n = 10), and a 
migrant focus group (n = 8).  It explores the current and perceived future supply of (and demand for) 
migrant farm labor in the apple, asparagus, blueberry, and pickling cucumber subsectors. 

According to the Michigan Agricultural Statistics Service, Michigan had 52,000 growers across all 
commodities in 2000.  Apple, asparagus, blueberry, and pickle growers comprised 4% of this total.  Of 
the 2,205 apple, asparagus, blueberry, and pickle growers in-state, this survey was sent to 33% (n = 720), 
with 310 filled out and returned (43% of the surveyed growers).  When broken down by subsector, the 
data show that 32% of targeted apple, 29% of targeted asparagus, 59% of targeted blueberry, and 50% of 
targeted pickle growers responded to the survey.   

The data indicate that the grower respondents had many years of experience working with 
migrants.  Across the four subsectors, they had worked on a farm for 30 years, had spent 27 years 
growing their target crops, and had managed a farm for 24 years.1  Most importantly, they had hired 
migrant workers for 21 years.  On average, growers managed large farms that averaged 430 acres, 
with a little less than one-third of their acreage planted to annual acres (127 acres).  Asparagus 
growers had significantly more acres planted to annual crops (188 acres) than the other target 
growers2.  Whereas a mean of 40% of growers’ farm acreage was planted to the target crop, this 
ranged from 18% for asparagus growers to 56% for apple growers. 

Although these data imply that asparagus growers are more diversified, increased diversification 
does not necessarily imply greater financial security from farm earnings.  Nearly one-third of the 
asparagus growers worked off-farm, compared to only one-quarter of the growers across the four 
subsectors.  Off-farm earnings are thus used to enhance overall financial security. 

Apple growers attended more extension meetings each year than the three other target groups.  
Whereas the mean number of meetings attended each year by all growers was 4.2, apple growers 

1 These are all mean values, averaged across the four subsectors. 
2 Apple growers have a mean of only 63 acres planted to annual crops.
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attended 5.6 and blueberry growers attended only 2.2 meetings per year.  Meeting attendance 
indicates the degree to which growers seek outside input in the management of their farms, possibly 
including information about sources of migrant farm labor. 

Nearly one-half of all growers reported some ability to speak/comprehend Spanish.  Nevertheless, 
these growers’ mean ability (on a scale of 1 to 5) averaged only a 1.5, indicating a distinct 
disadvantage across all growers in communicating with their migrant employees. 

Among growers responding to this survey, 83 (27%) did not hire migrant labor in 2000.  Of the 
33% of this group who hired migrant labor prior to 2000, more than 96% were blueberry growers.  
The vast majority of blueberry growers stopped hiring migrant labor because they switched to 
mechanical harvesting.  Eighty-eight percent of these growers reported that their farm earnings had 
stayed the same or risen since they stopped hiring migrant labor.  

While some growers reported that a labor shortage was indeed a problem, the data show that a 
majority of the growers in each of the four target subsectors were able to hire sufficient migrant labor.  
For example, although roughly one-quarter of the growers in each subsector cited having insufficient 
labor during the 1998 through 2000 growing seasons, very few reported that this resulted in 
unharvested or late harvested acres.  Thus, few growers have suffered substantial income losses due 
to a shortage of migrant labor. 

Most of the growers avoided a labor shortage by anticipating their needs for future labor and planning 
accordingly.  While most growers expect the decline in labor to continue, they are preparing to meet this 
challenge by changing their farm management practices (i.e., growing different crops, diversifying, giving 
up farming altogether, or increasing mechanization). 

Some other interesting findings of this research are as follow.  First, ‘the provision of housing’ 
and ‘ease of recruiting’ were not significantly correlated for any of the three years in the grower 
survey.  Thus, the provision of housing by a grower is not a strong indicator of the ease with which he 
or she will be able to locate sufficient labor.  Likewise, although none of the pilot survey or focus 
group respondents chose housing as what they like best about working in Michigan, seven of the ten 
pilot survey respondents consider it among their top three considerations when seeking farm work in 
Michigan.

Second, during 1998 through 2000, a statistically significant greater percentage of blueberry 
growers reported having difficulty hiring sufficient labor, compared to other growers.  Meanwhile, a 
smaller percentage of blueberry growers provided migrant housing in 2000 than did the other 
growers.  This difference was statistically significant between apple and blueberry growers.  The 
migrant focus group participants raised an interesting point related to this issue.  When asked if the 
shortage of migrant farm workers on blueberry farms was related to a shortage of housing, they said 
no.  Rather, they unanimously stated that blueberries are a very hard, less financially rewarding crop 
to pick.  They would rather pick any crop and would only work on blueberry farms as a last resort.  
This may explain why the availability of migrant housing was found to be unrelated to sufficient 
labor.

Third, no statistically significant association was noted between farm size and whether or not a 
grower had sufficient farm labor in 1998-2000.  This was true for all definitions of farm size: total 
farm acreage, crop earnings, and estimated total farm earnings.  Thus, these results indicate that farm 
size is not a likely influence on a grower’s ability to attract sufficient labor to his or her farm. 
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Fourth, based on the data obtained from the growers, real wage levels were not found to have a 
statistically significant correlation with the ability of growers to recruit sufficient migrant labor at 
harvest time in 2000.  Nor did real wage levels have a statistically significant correlation with the 
percentage of migrants who had worked previously on the same farm or who had worked on a 
particular farm for five or more years.  Thus, the grower results do not support the hypothesis that 
growers who pay higher real wages can more easily recruit and retain workers. 

Fifth, standardized and real migrant wages are well above the $5.15/hour state-mandated 
minimum wage rate in Michigan.  Eighty-eight percent of the apple growers paid two to three dollars 
above Michigan’s minimum wage of $5.15 per hour while two thirds of the asparagus and blueberry 
growers paid from one to two dollars above minimum wage.  The mean standardized hourly wage 
paid by pickle growers was $5.94/hour, with four of the five pickle growers paying less than a dollar 
above minimum wage.  

Sixth, the correlation between sufficient labor and the percent of migrants returning to the same 
farm for five or more years is significant. Thus, the analysis generally supports the hypothesis that 
growers with a high percentage of long-term return employees are better able to access sufficient 
quantities of migrant farm labor. 

Seventh, whereas growers describe wages, housing, and perks as tools for attracting migrant farm 
workers to their farms, migrants describe housing, wages, grower honesty, and respectful treatment of 
workers as key factors they seek in a satisfactory work environment.   

Last, the migrants who participated in the pilot survey reported spending at least 60% of farm 
earnings in Michigan, purchasing such items as food, clothing, and medicine.  The focus group 
participants suggested that this figure may be low since it does not take into account non-traditional 
spending venues like yard sales where migrants reported significant spending patterns.  Generally-
speaking, the focus group participants reported that their families return to Texas with no more than 
$2,000.00 at the end of the harvest season.  Thus, most of their earnings remain in Michigan. 

The outcome of this research is a recommendation for periodic and regular surveys (every two to 
three years) of growers in Michigan, with an eye to better understanding the long-term trends in grower-
migrant relations and employment opportunities.  A second recommendation is an extensive survey of 
migrant farm workers that regularly come to Michigan, to expand upon the information obtained from the 
migrant pilot survey and focus group and to better balance the data made available by Michigan growers.   
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Communicating Across Cultures 

David Grusenmeyer 
Sr. Extension Associate, PRO-DAIRY 

Department of Applied Economics and Management 
352 Warren Hall, Cornell University 

Ithaca, NY 14853 
Phone: 607-255-0756 

Fax: 607-255-1589 
E-mail: dcg10@cornell.edu 

Agricultural operations continue to become larger and more complex, requiring increasing 
amounts of labor.  At the same time population trends in the U.S. are shrinking the domestic labor pool.  
The result is an increasing dependence on foreign workers to supply the manpower needs of U.S. 
agriculture for both skilled and non-skilled jobs. 

With the increasing dependence on foreign workers comes the opportunity for increased vitality 
and diversity in the work place along with the inherent associated challenges.  The first and most 
obvious challenge is language, especially when fluency in a common language is lacking.  A second 
challenge, which is less obvious but every bit as real, are the cultural differences relative to 
communication.  I can know the words and speak the language, but if I understand nothing of the culture 
I will be a fluent fool.  A colleague and I were working in Estonia and after experiencing some 
frustration in getting the Estonian researcher to understand he instructed our translator, “Just repeat 
exactly the words I’m saying and he will understand.”  Sometimes that works and sometimes it does not.  
Examples abound of how literal translations failed to convey the intended message resulting in 
humorous and embarrassing situations.  The words are correct but somehow the meaning is lost.  That is 
the difference between translation and interpretation.   

Why is this?  One reason lies in how we take in information and “absorb” the meaning of a 
communication.  Estimates vary, but communication researchers say that for U.S. American culture, only 
5–10% of the impact value of our communication is contained in the words we use.  90–95% of the 
message is transmitted by paralanguage (voice intonation, volume, speed, voice drops, etc), body 
language, interruptions we allow and the physical environment in which the communication takes place.  
Everything about us communicates; our mannerisms, dress, movement, actions, facial expressions, voice 
qualities, even our silence communicates.  We cannot, not communicate.  Another complicating factor is 
that as a sender or receiver of a message we are pretty good at controlling or hearing the words, the 5–
10% of the total message, and realizing their impact on the communication, but most of the non-word 
impact of the message that we transmit or that we receive, we are totally unaware of.  Have you ever 
interacted with someone and later thought, ‘I don’t know what it is, but I just don’t trust, believe or feel 
comfortable about that person’?  The reason might be you were picking up subtle messages, that you 
may have even been unaware of, that triggered a negative reaction.  These non-word aspects of 
communication are both learned and culturally based. 
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Cultural Conditioning 

It is our culture that gives us behavioral norms, establishes parameters for interactions with 
others and sets expectations for “how to be.”  We learn these things from our parents and others around 
us at a very young age and in such subtle ways that we typically don’t realize how or even that, we 
learned anything.  This is the reason that people of any particular culture can’t explain why they behave 
in certain ways.  “I never thought about it.  It’s just what we do.” is a typical response. Our cultural 
norms are firmly rooted at the level of unconscious instinct, and we typically act and react within the 
context of these norms without thinking about it. 

We remember learning to play a sport or ride a bike and realize that anyone who did not have 
that learning experience would not know.  But because we never “learned” culture in a formal sense, we 
tend to think we must have been born with it, that it must be innate behavior for humans.  This is one 
reason why we tend to project our cultural norms onto others.  Plus, it always worked for us in the past 
when we projected our cultural norms onto strangers.  In most situations they always behaved in ways 
that matched our expectations, at least often enough to confirm our view that “everyone is like me.”  
What we fail to realize is that those strangers also grew up in the same cultural environment so they 
would be similar to me. 

Without the “order” that culture brings, life would be so difficult and chaotic we probably could 
not function.  Imagine if we could no longer draw any conclusions based on a person’s words, speech 
patterns, tone of voice, or body language regarding his mood, attitude, emotional state or true meaning of 
his or her comments.  Imagine if we couldn’t be relatively sure that other drivers would stop at red lights, 
that emergency personnel would respond to a crisis, that others would have a certain level of regard for 
family.  What if we couldn’t be sure that people around us valued life as we value life, that airline pilots 
don’t have a death wish, that passersby on the street wouldn’t beat us up.  If this were the situation, we 
probably wouldn’t dare to leave our homes.  Projecting our cultural norms and expectations onto others 
provides the stability, predictability and social comfort we need in our lives in order to function 
normally. 

Though projecting our culture onto others is normal and serves important purposes, problems 
arise when we project our norms onto people from other cultures.  Because of cultural differences, it 
doesn’t work.  When we do not understand these cultural differences, our communications can have 
some surprising and potentially undesired effects. 

Generalizing vs. Stereotyping 

Before going any further it is important to understand the difference between generalizing to a 
population and stereotyping.  Generalizing is saying that a trait or practice exists or occurs extensively, 
most commonly, typically, or usually in a culture or population.  The statement or generalization is not 
always true for everyone, but it is often true or true for most people.  Stereotyping is an unvarying fixed 
notion that a trait or practice applies to everyone in a culture or population in all situations and allowing 
for no individually.  This was vividly brought home to me during one of my work trips to China.  My 
interpreter said, “I’ve arranged for dinner at the only restaurant in this town but there is a problem.  They 
don’t have any beef.”  “Why is that a problem?” I asked.  “Well we were told that Americans (referring 
to U.S. Americans) had to have beef at every meal.”  That would certainly make the Cattlemen’s 
Association happy, but is it true for all Americans?  Of course not!  My Chinese friends were actually 
shocked to hear that some U.S. Americans were vegetarian. 

I will be generalizing extensively in this paper regarding both U.S. American and Hispanic 
cultures.  Do not take any of my statement to mean they apply to all people in the referent culture 
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because they do not.  The observations cited however do apply to a significant portion of the referent 
population. 

Sources of Miscommunication  

Nearly any cultural difference can create a communication snafu at some point, however some 
cultural differences are directly related to communication. 

Sometimes a mix of people from high context and low context cultures can create frustrating 
communications if not outright misunderstanding.  In low context cultures, U.S. American culture for 
example, communications are generally more linear and to the point, the context of the communication is 
not so important, especially in business, and the progression moves logically from point A to B to C to 
D.  In high context cultures, Hispanic cultures for example, the context of the communication is more 
important and there is a more circular communication style.  Rather than tell you directly what points A, 
B, C, and D are, I’ll tell you everything you need to know so that then the points will become obvious.  
As an analogy, think of making a painting of a tree, you could actually paint the tree (low context) or you 
could paint everything around the tree and the tree would appear (high context). 

Related to the notion of context, interpersonal interactions in U.S. American culture tend to be 
more direct especially in business environments.  People generally say what they mean, and try to be 
clear, concise and efficient in their communication.  Hispanic cultures tend to be more indirect, speaking 
in round about ways, enjoying conversational tangents and viewing communication as an excuse for 
social interaction. 

Between U.S. American and Hispanic cultures the notion of emotion and “losing face” can take 
a major human toll in business settings.  U.S. Americans tend to keep emotions out of business, and at a 
certain level encourage risk taking and tolerate mistakes.  Admitting mistakes is seen as a sign of 
maturity and self-confidence and “losing face” is not such a big deal.  People from Hispanic cultures 
tend to be more sensitive to differences in opinion, proceed cautiously to avoid making mistakes and 
take losing face and dignity very seriously.  In response to this one woman commented, “I’m Mexican, I 
take everything personally.” 

In U.S. American culture we are taught to maintain eye contact as a show of attention, listening, 
interest and respect.  How many times have you heard a mother say, “Look at me when I’m talking to 
you!”?  Diverting the eyes is viewed as a show of boredom, disinterest and lack of respect.  On the other 
side, Hispanic cultures generally see diverting the eyes as a show of respect and holding the gaze of 
someone while listening is considered confrontational. 

How the notion of truth is defined can also create communication problems in business settings.  
In U.S. American culture truth is the truth, just the facts, tell it like it is.  Truth is not dependent on the 
circumstances.  Generally U.S. Americans will be ambiguous to spare feelings rather than tell a lie.
Saying nothing is seen as better than lying to spare feelings.  In Hispanic cultures truth is tempered by 
diplomacy and trying to please the listener.  Hispanics may make up an answer to hide unpleasant facts 
and spare feelings.  Harmony and the persons’ dignity are most important.  Actually in U.S. American 
culture the same issues exist, it’s just a matter of where the lines are drawn.  U.S. Americans tend to 
draw the line between the business and social arenas pushing it more to the social side; Hispanics tend to 
push the line further into the business arena.  Would a U.S. American leave a party and tell the host or 
hostess the food was terrible and they had a miserable time?  Most often a few lies might be told to 
protect feeling and save face.  The cultural piece is where you draw the line of acceptability for those 
“little white lies”. 
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Issues surrounding status in society may create problems.  U.S. American culture tends to be 
egalitarian, the notion of equality and opportunity for everyone.  It may not be reality but there exists the 
ideal that any young boy or girl can grow up to become the U.S. President.  Because of this notion of 
equality, involving subordinates in business decision making is seen as enlighten management and first 
name familiarity with supervisors is common.  Hispanic cultures tend to be more hierarchical and people 
accept that they were born into a certain “station” in life and that is where they shall remain.  
Subordinates in a hierarchical society may resent and fail to show proper respect for managers who 
involve subordinates in decision making. 

Staffing is another area that can create communication problems in business environments.  In 
U.S. American business culture nepotism is not acceptable or at least frowned upon.  This is an excellent 
example of cultural norms being written into law.  Hiring, compensation and promotions are typically 
based on job description and performance rather than family relationship.  In Hispanic cultures hiring 
family and friend is see as the best way to assure you are getting a good person.  This generally means 
good in a personal and ethical sense rather than necessarily technically qualified for the job. 

Another area that can cause significant confusion is the use of idioms.  They typically create 
comical misunderstandings but can also have disastrous consequences.  One dictionary definition of 
idiom is: a phrase, construction, or expression that is recognized as a unit in the usage of a given 
language and either differs from the usual syntactic patterns or, taken together has a meaning that differs 
from the literal meaning of its parts.  Examples of American English idioms include: “You’re pulling my 
leg.”  “Straight from the horse’s mouth.”  “Dressed to kill.”  “Take the bull by the horns.”  “Put your 
money where your mouth is.”  “Everything’s coming up roses.”  Taken literally these statements at best 
are humorous and meaningless, at worst they could be offensive or create potentially dangerous 
situations.  Imagine a non-English speaking dairy or beef farm worker taking literally the statement, 
“Sometimes you just have to take the bull by the horns.”  Generally idioms are understood only by 
individuals familiar with the culture in which they were developed.  Until a foreign work has 
considerable exposure to U.S. American culture the use of idioms will continue to confuse and frustrate 
them. 

Summary 

Considering all the issues and complexities surrounding communication, sometimes it is a 
wonder that anything is ever communicated.  In spite of it all we seem to muddle through and 
successfully communicate.  The important point is that the more we understand about communication 
and where problems can arise, the better prepared we will be to structure the communication to 
maximize the chances of having our intended message received.  To achieve this takes first awareness 
and second practice. 


