
Great Lakes Fruit, Vegetable & Farm Market EXPO 
December 4-6, 2007 

DeVo Place Convention Center, Grand Rapids, MI 
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Summary: Starting with different recruiting practices, this session will discuss how farm 
management and external networks work together to build a successful recruiting system and 
how Michigan’s unique situation can be used to a farm employer’s advantage. Information will 
also be presented about support systems for farm workers and their families. In addition, the 
session will cover legal requirements, work authorizations, "no-match" letters and payment of 
wages from a Michigan perspective. 
CCA Credits: PD(2.0) 
Moderator: Vera Bitsch, Associate Professor, Agricultural Economics Dept., MSU 
 

9:00 
a.m. 

Recruiting Farm Labor Panel  

• Vera Bitsch, Associate Professor, Agricultural Economics Dept., MSU 
• Jack Finn, Administrator Wage and Hour Division, Michigan Dept. of Labor 

and Economic Growth, Lansing, MI 
• Martha Gonzales-Cortes, Director, Office of Migrant Affairs, MI Dept. of 

Human Services 
• Rick Olivarez, State Monitor Advocate, Michigan Dept. of Labor and 

Economic Growth, Lansing, MI 
• Tom Thornburg, Managing Attorney, Michigan Farmworker Legal Services, 

Bangor, MI 



Recruiting Agricultural Labor in Michigan 
 
 
Organizer/Facilitator 
Vera Bitsch, Associate Professor, Department of Agricultural Economic,  
Michigan State University, 306 Agriculture Hall, East Lansing, MI 48824 
bitsch@msu.edu, Phone: 517-353-9192 
 

Summary 

Recruiting agricultural labor is most successful where it is a tool of an internal management system, 
working in conjunction with other management practices and an external support network.  This year's 
labor session will highlight Michigan’s network for recruiting farm workers.  Starting with different 
recruiting practices, we will discuss how farm management and external networks work together to build 
a successful recruiting system and how Michigan’s unique situation can be used to a farm employer’s 
advantage.  You will also learn about support systems for farm workers and their families, which make 
Michigan a more attractive location to work and help farmers in recruiting employees.  In addition, the 
session will emphasize legal requirements, work authorizations, “no-match letters,” and payment of 
wages from a Michigan perspective. 

 

Panelists & Contact Information (in order of presentations) 

1) Vera Bitsch (for contact information see above) 

2) Rick Olivarez, State Monitor Advocate, Michigan Department of Labor and Economic Growth, 
Bureau of Workforce Program, Victor Office Center, 5th Floor, 201 N. Washington Square, Lansing, 
MI 48913, olivarezr@michigan.gov, (517) 241-8669 

3) Martha Gonzalez-Cortes, Director Office of Migrant Affairs, Michigan Department of Human 
Services, 235 S. Grand Ave., Ste. 515, P.O. Box 30017, Lansing, MI 48909, cortesm@michigan.gov, 
Phone: (517) 373-3567 

4) Jack Finn, Administrator Wage and Hour Division, Michigan Department of Labor and Economic 
Growth, 6546 Mercantile Way – Suite 5, P.O. Box 30476, Lansing, MI 48909, finnj@michigan.gov, 
Phone: (517) 335-0735 

5) Tom Thornburg, Managing Attorney, Michigan Farmworker Legal Services, 34276 52nd Street, PO 
Box 219, Bangor, MI 49013, thornbur@umich.edu, Phone: (269) 427-1622 

 



Additional Presentation Information 

Vera Bitsch, Associate Professor, Department of Agricultural Economic, Michigan State University 

Recruitment is most successful where it is part of a system of human resource management practices all 
targeted to put together and sustain a high-performing team of employees.  The most frequently used 
recruiting methods in agriculture are word of mouth and employee referrals.  Many growers do still 
depend on walk-ins when hiring for the harvest season.  With increasing scarcity of suitable job 
applicants, growers need to consider additional sources of labor.  A first step requires developing more 
formal agreements with last season’s above-average employees, and potentially discussing the need for 
additional employees with them.  Examples of additional recruitment sources include advertisements, not 
limited to the local paper, but in employees’ areas of residence and in their preferred language.  
Advertisements can also use web sites, such as the Michigan Department of Labor’s site (see below), and 
radio stations.  Other supplemental options include working with employment agencies, investing in an 
recruitment effort through visiting potential employees’ regions of residence, and even high school and 
college recruitment at different sites. 

Once employees are hired, they need to be treated right to ensure that they want to stay throughout the 
season and come back for the next.  This includes extensive training and thorough communication, 
building a relationship with each employee based on trust and fair treatment, providing performance 
feedback, paying competitive wages, bonuses, and benefits (e.g., solid housing), and coaching and 
discipline where necessary.  Through a well structured bundle of human resource management practices 
an agricultural employer can become an employer of choice, which potential employees seek out as a 
preferred place to work.  Employers of choice typically have more suitable applicants than jobs that 
require filling. 

For further information, please visit Dr. Bitsch’s website at http://www.msu.edu/user/bitsch. 

 

Rick Olivarez, State Monitor Advocate, Michigan Department of Labor and Economic Growth 

The Michigan Department of Labor and Economic Growth is providing a variety of recruitment services 
to agricultural employers, including a web-based recruitment system at 
http://www.michaglabor.org/index_agriculture2.jsp and local service offices.  For your convenience, 
offices are located in most important agricultural regions in the state, including Adrian, Bay City, Benton 
Harbor, Fremont, Harford, Holland, Iona, Greenville, Lapeer, Manistee, Paw Paw, Shelby, South Haven, 
Sparta, and Traverse City. 

 

Martha Gonzalez-Cortes, Director Office of Migrant Affairs, Michigan Department of Human Services 

Governmental services, in particular the Office of Migrant Affairs, and non profit organizations in 
Michigan work together to provide an extensive network of services for migrant workers and their 
families.  About 45,800 migrant and seasonal farmworkers are needed in Michigan every year.  In 
addition to the farmworkers, an estimated 44,916 non-farmworkers live in their households, including 
children.  This population is targeted by a network of services in Michigan and farmers can help their 
employees access those services.  However, considering existing gaps in service and unmet needs in 
current programming, there are many opportunities for future private-public partnerships. 

 

 

 

 



Jack Finn, Administrator Wage and Hour Division, Michigan Department of Labor and Economic 
Growth 

The Michigan Minimum Wage and Overtime Law covers employers who employ two or more persons, 
16 years of age or older and agricultural workers continue to be covered by the state’s minimum wage 
legislation.  In situations where an employee is covered by both the federal and the state minimum wage 
laws, the employee is entitled to the higher of the two minimum wage rates.  The Michigan Minimum 
wage is currently at $7.15 per hour and will increase to $7.40 per hour effective July 1, 2008.  A youth 
sub-minimum wage has been set at 85% of the adult minimum wage for those under the age of 18.  In 
addition, a training wage of $4.25 has been established for the first 90 days of employment of employees 
between 16 and 19 years of age.  The federal minimum wage is currently $5.85 per hour (to increase July 
24, 2008, to $6.55; and July 24, 2009, to $7.25).  Michigan Minimum Wage makes Michigan a more 
attractive place to work than neighboring states and adds to Michigan’s competitiveness in recruiting 
scarce migrant labor. 

 

Tom Thornburg, Managing Attorney, Michigan Farmworker Legal Services 

This presentation informs about employer sanctions for knowingly hiring undocumented workers based 
on the Immigration Reform and Control Act (IRCA) of 1986.  Complying with the IRCA requires 
employers to follow the specific guidelines of the I-9 process outlined on the I-9 form, which has recently 
been updated (November 7, 2007).  A revised I-9 form is available at http://www.uscis.gov/files/form/I-
9.pdf. 

On the other hand, employers also need to know about the role of the Office of Special Counsel (DOJ) in 
policing prohibited immigration-related employment discrimination and potential discrimination-related 
penalties.  Further, employers need to know what to do when receiving a Social Security "No-Match" 
letter.  While litigation has enjoined the Department of Homeland Security’s proposed "constructive 
liability" rule from taking effect, employers will have to follow this development closely.  Lastly, 
agricultural employers contemplating to use the "E-Verify" system need to be aware of its limitations. 


