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Focus on Economics

Farmworker Women
Speak About Wages

Interviewed by Kris Adams,
1997 SAF Intern
Although Vanessa says she can't consider
what she makesin the field ‘good money’,
she did get $150 a week or $7 a bin for
picking oranges. She [got] paid by the
hour [minimum wage] for tobacco and
everything else [was]| piece rate. Vanessa
explains that “when you get paid ‘piece
rate’ you take your full bucket to be
dumped at the truck. There the crew
leader will empty your bucket and give
you a ticket which is usually worth 40 or
50 cents. At the end of the day the book
keeper will take up your tickets, count
them, and write down how many tickets
you collected. Attheend of the week the
crew leader pays the farmworker
according to the amount of tickets you
collected throughout the week...”
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“When people ask me what | do for
work, 1 say I'm a farmworker. They say,
“That’s not good.” 1 say, “Well, it's not
good when they take advantage of you.
The most check T used to get was $150 or
$160 [a week| working in the fields. 1
would work from seven to six, or from
seven to five. We usually get paid by the
hour; when we started it was $4.00 an
hour. Once we moved to Newton Grove,
North Carolina they paid us $4.25 an
hour, but there was really no difference.
When we picked camote [sweet potatoes]
we get paid by the bucket. In an hour,
when it is really good you can make like
50 buckets, but when it is not you can
only make about 10. And the pickle, it's
good when it's small. They pay you 35
centsa bucket, but when itis bigthey pay
only 30 cents.”

From Ficlds Without Borders/ Campos Sin Fronteras:
An Anthology of Dacumentary Writing and Photography
by Student Action with Farmworkers Interns. To order,
contact SAF, (919) 660-3652.

US Agriculture: Big Business
Pays Poverty Wages

$ By the year 2000, agriculture is expected to generate 25% of the US Gross
Domestic Product (Agricultural Council of America).

$  In 1996 domestic consumers spent 10.9% of their disposable personal income on

food, three percent less than in 1970. Farmers only receive 23% of what
consumers spend on food; the rest is for marketing, transporting, processing, and

distributing foods (Agriculture Fact Book).

$  Almost half of all farms in the US employ hired and contract labor. Expenditures

for labor only amount to 11.7% of total farm production expenditures (1992); the
same amount is spent on fertilizer and chemicals (Runyan, 3).

$  Farm production expenses attributed to hired and contract labor is greatest on

horticultural specialty farms (45%), fruit and tree nut farms (40%) and vegetable
and melon farms (37%) (Agriculture Fact Book). On tobacco farms, hired labor
expenses account for 20% of production expenses (Runyan, 3).

$  There are about 1.6 million farmworkers working on crops and 30% are migrants

(1994). Eighty-five percent of migrant farmwaorkers are immigrants, and another
10% are US born Hispanics (Characteristics of US Farmworkers).

$  The median personal income for farmworkers (1994-5) is between $5,000 and
$7,500. Twenty-eight percent of farmworkers have personal incomes under
$2,500 (Mines, 18).
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Farmworkers Cannot Reap
the Benefits They Harvest

Although the
producing and obtaining food
is one of the most essential tasks
of all economic systems (Martin,
13), our society undervalues the
vital importance of farmworkers
to agriculture. The lack of
government efforts to assist
farmworkers reveals a history
of neglect (Taylor, 9). Asaresult
of this neglect, in 1995 over
three-fifths of farmworkers
lived below the poverty line, up
from 50 percentin 1990 (Mines,
25).

Economic Importance
of Agriculture

Not only is agriculture
fundamentally important as a
source of food, it is also a
substantial part of the United
States’ economy. The United
States exports over five billion
dollars (1990) worth of fresh
and processed fruits and
vegetables harvested by migrant
and seasonal farmworkers
(Martin, 12). Fruits, vegetables
and horticultural specialties
(FVH) rely on the labor of hired
farmworkers. Thisis the fastest
growing sector of US agriculture
which accounts for one-sixth of
the value of all farm productsin
the US. Exports of these crops
are rising (Martin, 161).
North Carolina has the
second largest (1995) net farm
income in the US (after
deductions), totaling $2.9
billion (Agriculture Fact Book,
35). Almost one-third of the

system of

total land area in North Carolina
is farm land (1992), and of that,
62.4% is cropland. The rest is
in woodland, pastureland and
rangeland (Census, 6). Crops,
most of which rely on hired
farmworkers, account for 43.5
percent (1992) of North
Carolina’s total agricultural cash
receipts (gross sales).

Farmworkers in Poverty

Despite the economic
importance of agriculture to the
US and North Carolina,
consumers and government
place very little value on
agricultural labor. In 1961, US
Representative Coad from lowa
stated, “Presumably these
growers believe that there will
always be a sufficient amount
of poverty in the world to
provide workers who are willing
to perform jobs that higher class
people will not accept. This
theory is based, of course, on
placing a very low economic
and social value on these jobs
associated with the harvest”
(Linder, 46). Persons
immigrating from Mexico and
other developing countries-
many of whom the government
authorizes through the H2
program-to perform farmwork
in this nation’s wealthy farm
economy do not share in the
prosperity. Farmworkers face
low earnings, unstable seasonal
employment, and few
possibilities for economic
mobility within the rural sector

continued on next page
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(Taylor, 1). Overall, hired labor
accounts for only 11.7 percent
of all US farm expenses (1992),
about the same amount spent
on fertilizer and chemicals
(Runyan, 3).

The national average wage
(1995) for hired farmworkers
in the fields is $6.13 per hour
(Agriculture Fact Book, 27), and
$6.14 per hour in North
Carolina (NCDA&CS). Between
1982 and 1990, the wages of
hired farmworkers, when
adjusted for inflation, decreased
by 1.5 percent and the piece
rate wage decreased by 4.6
percent (Heppel, 60). Even
though farmworkers’ wages
increased between 1990 and
1994 by five percent, when
adjusted for inflation,
farmworkers’ weekly earnings
are still only 69 percent of all
wage and salary workers’
earnings, including clerical,
sales, and professional specialty
workers. Farmworkers receive
lower annual family incomes
than all wage and salary workers
(Runyan, 14-15). Employer-
provided housing and other
benefits do not compensate
farmworkers for their low
earnings. During the 1980s and
1990s, employer-provided
benefits shrunk while wages
stagnated, shrinking their
effective earnings (Martin, 13).

Labor Legislation Excludes
Farmworkers

Many federal labor policies that
were enacted in the 1930s keep
farmworker wages low and
working conditions poor

(Martin, 21), thus benefiting
agribusiness and consumers at
the expense of farmworkers.
New Deal legislation, including
the National Labor Relations Act
of 1935 (NLRA) and the Fair
Labor Standards Act of 1938
(FLSA), imposed national limits
on the exploitation of iabor. The
NLRA protects workers’ efforts
to organize and join unions and
the FLSA sets the minimum
wage, overtime provisions and
child labor laws. However, both
Acts barred farmworkers (the
largest category of workers
excluded) from the protections
they provided to other workers
(Linder, xv). Although the FLSA
was amended in 1966 to cover
farmworkers (Linder, 221),
small farmers were excluded
from minimum wage
provisions. This leaves only 38
percent of farmworkers (1989)
entitled to the federal minimum
wage requirement (Linder,
125). Other pieces of legislation
which many farmworkers are
excluded from include pension
plans, unemployment insurance
and workers’ compensation
(Linder, xvi).

Low wages and
farmworkers’ exclusion from
federal and state labor
regulations maintain a power
imbalance between employers
and consumers and
farmworkers. Farmworkers
have few other job options and
do not usually have the
economic power to negotiate for
increased wages, nor the
political power to change
policies (Martin, 21).
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Small Price of Justice

The cost of paying decent wages
to farmworkers is minuscule.
The average household, 2.6
persons, spends $270 per year
(1993) on fresh fruits and
vegetables consumed at home.
Most of these fresh fruits and
vegetables (about 85 percent)
are hand harvested. Farmers
receive about 21 percent of the
$270 spent on fresh fruits and
vegetables. Farm labor,
including supervisory labor
such as crewleaders, receives
about $19 of the $270 spent by
each household each year. If
farmworker wages are increased
by fifty percent, from an average
of $5.00-$6.00 per hour to
$7.50-$9.00 per hour, holding
the number of farmworkers
constant, and completely
passing down the cost to
consumers, it would only cost
the average household less than
$10 a year. This is an annual
increase from $270 to $280
(Taylor, 89-90).

In order for farmworkers to
be paid a living wage for the
essential work they perform,
federal and state labor standards
should be extended to
farmworkers and consumers
should be willing to pay the
small increase in food prices.
The time has come for the
government and consumers to
recognize the important
contributions of farmworkers to
society and the economy by
ensuring that farmworkers
receive decent wages.
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Cucumber worerwﬁolding piecerate tickets
Jeff Whetstone, 1990

Distribution of Food Expenditures Use of Migrant Labor in North Carolina
The marketing bill is 77% of 1996 food expenditures
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Source: Agriculture Fact Book, 1997 Source: N.C. Department of Labor, 1991
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NC Farmworkers Harvest Multi-Billion Dollar Industry;
Do Not Share in the Profits

$ North Carolina cash receipts (gross sales) from agricultural
sales total more than $7.8 billion. All crops account for 43% of
the cash receipts; livestock, poultry products and dairy account
for 57% (NCDA&CS).

$ Tobacco, the largest crop in terms of sales, brings in over $1
billion in sales and accounts for 13.1% of all agricultural sales in
North Carolina (NCDA&CS).

$ Greenhouse and nursery account for 11.4% of all agricultural
sales and bring in over $889 million in North Carolina
(NCDA&CS).

$ Vegetables, fruits and nuts account for 4.3% of all agricultural
sales, totaling more than $335 million. Major vegetable crops
in North Carolina include sweet potatoes, potatoes, and
cucumbers. Major fruit crops include apples, blueberries and
strawberries (NCDA&CS).

¢ Hired farm labor expenditures are 10.2% of the total production

expenses in agriculture, amounting to approximately
$388 million annually (1992 Census).

¢ Most farmworkers (82.3%) are employed fewer than 150 days.
Only 17.7% are employed 150 or more days (1992 Census).

¢ The median farmworker annual earnings (1994-5) are between
$2,500 and $5,000 in the Southeast (Mines, 21).

Production Expenses

Feed purchased 12887

Fertilizer/
Chemicals/Seeds 270

Energy cost 2510

Labor—Hired/Contract 4302

Interast expense 1435
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Source: 1992 Census of Agriculture, North Carolina
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Thank you 1998 SAF Into the Fields Interns
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Delia Aguirre, Wake County Public Health Center; Ben Cook, Prospect Hill Community Health Center; Rosa Cruz,
Preventing Agricultural Chemical Exposure (PACE) Project/Johnston County Schools; Trma Diaz, North Carolina Farniworkers’
Legal Services; Alicia Doran, Yadkin County Health Department; Esteban Echeverria, Chatham County Schools; Lane
Gary, Rockingham County Schools; Jason Hicks, Farm Labor Organizing Committee (FLOC)/Sampson County Schools;
Daniel Hill, Stovall Medical Center; Erica Lian, Johnston County Schools; Cindy Lopez, Chatham County Schools; Tony
Macias, SC Migrant Health Program-DHEC; Luis Maciel, FLOC/Duplin County Schools; Michelle Otis, Yadkin Economtic
Development District Head Start; Donna Risteen, Project Avery Literacy/Watauga Medical Center; Andrea Robinson
Immigrants Legal Assistance Project; Alma Rodriguez, Rockingham County Schools; Oscar Sanchez, SAF-Design Corps
Housing Project; 1da Santiago, El Centro Hispano; Janeth Serrano, Episcopal Farmworker Ministry; Andrew Smith, North
Carolina Occupational Safety and Health(NCOSH, ) Project; Melinda Steele, SA F/Policy Action Task Force; Kandra Strauss,
NC Department of Labor (NCDOL)-Agricultural Safety and Health Division; Candice Stringfield, Tri-County Community

Health Center; Lynne Walter, Catholic Social Services; Shaundra Young, Rural Mission Migrant Head Start.

SAF Thanks Our Supporters

Bruce Fryer, California State University Sacramento Foundation, Carl Shirley, Felicia Goins-
Finney, Glen Birdsall, National HEP/CAMP Association, James Lader, Joan Davidson
Schroeder, Knights of Peter Claver, Mary Choate, Paggi Family, Robert and Deborah Gary,
St. Jude Alumnae Enrichment Foundation, St. Jude Mission, The Episcopal Church of St.
Simon and St. Jude, William Schimpt, William Wallendorf, Suzanne and Michael Holmes,
Renee Dufault, Duke Service Learning Project, Rosalind Abram, Lance Long, Elaine Norwood,
Gary Wallace, Roland Schmidt, University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill apples program,
St. Bernadette Catholic Church, Sacred Heart Church, Phoebe Politt, Betty Robinson, Barbara
Barns Czina, St. Peters Church, Dianne Jones, Howard and Carter Funeral Home, George and
Jane Michael, Alan Morgan, Lucy and Richard Henighan, Grace Cooley, Laura O'Toole and
Stephen Mead, Geoffrey Canright, Ruth Martin, Deep Roots Inc., Knoxville Community
Food Cooperative Inc., Nature’s Pantry, Glen and Susan Reider, Samuel Stapelton Jr., David
Ostermeier and Sally Jeffries, Sydney and David Reed, Lynda and Daniel Marquardt, Dr.
Theodore Parrish, Susan Caulder, NC Central University Foundation, Jay Pearson, WNCU
90.7, NC Central University Health Education Department, Martin and Company, Holy
Trinity Episcopal Church, St. Mary’s House, Mr. and Mrs. Swinton, Angelica Lopes,
California State University Fresno Foundation, Allan and Bonny Cook, Lura Cook, Philipand
Judith Cook, Michael and Kim Cook, Marilyn Corey, J.T. and Kathleen Kasben, and many
other individual donors who made the 1998 Into the Fields Summer Internship possible.

If you wish to continue receiving From the Ground Up, please send your correct mailing

address along with a $15 subscription fee to SAF (address below).

SAF

STUDENT ACTION WITH FARMWORKERS
1317 W. PETTIGREW ST.
DURHAM, NC 27705

A Member of:

A' RFTH CAROLINA

COMMUNITY
SHARES

Upcoming Events

September 12, 12-7 p.m. and Sept.13, 12-
6 p.m., La Fiesta del Pueblo ‘98, The Fifth
Annual Latin American Festival, Chapel
Hill High School off Homestead Road,
Chapel Hill, NC. Contact (919) 932-6880.

September 13, Farmworker Festival in
Newton Grove, NC, 1-7 p.m. Volunteers
and donations needed. Contact Harold
Hunter at (910) 567-6194.

October 30-Nov. 1, SAF's Sowing Seeds for
Change Symposium. For students, faculty,
farmworker organizationsand farmworkers.
Contact SAT at (919) 660-3652.

November 13-15, 10th Annual East Coast
Migrant Stream Forum, Springfield, MA.
Contact (919) 469-5701 by October 23.
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