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Introduction 

For years an argument for excluding hired farm 
workers from the unemployment insurance program was 
xhat the seasonal nature of agricultural employment 
would make the program too costly. A recent 15-state 
study of the feasibility of agricultural coverage indicated 
that average cost rates for agriculture would not be 
substantially different from cost rates in nonagricultural 
industries. But, it did support the contention that costs 
for seasonal agricultural labor are substantially higher 
than costs for nonseasonal agricultural labor (2,3). 

In arguing for exclusion, farm employers were con-
cerned primarily with avoiding added production costs, 
which, under 1970 conditions, would have been just 
under 2 percent of the total farm wages. However, the 
added production costs imposed on employers by an 
unemployment insurance program represent only a 
small part of the total costs of seasonal employment — a 
part that would be shifted from the worker to the employer 
and eventually through the market system to the 
food-consuming public. This report estimates production 
costs of seasonal employment in agriculture in New 
York and identifies some of the other or "nonproduction" 
costs, who bears them, and effects they have on the 
welfare of hired farm workers and on the communities 
In which workers and employers live. 

Included in nonproduction costs are a number of 
factors not traditionally thought of as costs. Sometimes 
referred to as "social costs," they include conditions 
associated with low income and low occupational status, 
such as low access to community services, isolation from 
community affairs and community decision making, low 
occupational mobility, and low self-esteem. Whether or 
not these are considered costs depends on one's assump-
tions regarding the direction of the casual relationship 
in the association between occupational status and these 
conditions. A traditional view is that such conditions 
are relatively independent of occupational and income 
status. But, studies of the poor indicate that their life 
style or the "culture of poverty" consists partly of adaptive 
behavior, which makes life tolerable but which interferes 
with the efforts of the poor to escape poverty (7, 13). 

"Seasonal" Workers 
Although the seasonal character of many farm tasks 

is widely recognized, its impact on the farm-labor market 
and on agricultural production is somewhat confusing. 
Commonly used terminology for classifying hired farm 
labor reflects this confusion. Two different classifications 

 



have developed, each with its own objective. One is 
based on the number of days a worker has spent in hired 
farm labor during the year; this provides a measure of 
the worker's commitment to, or dependence on, agri-
cultural labor. The other is based on how long an individ-
ual works for a particular employer. Both use some of 
the same terms to identify different categories of 
workers. 

The first classification was obtained from the workers. 
Persons with 250 days or more of farm work are called 
year-round farm workers; persons with 150-249 days, 
regular workers; persons with 25-149 days, seasonal 
workers; and persons with fewer than 25 days, casual 
workers (11). The second classification, used by the 
agricultural census in reporting information obtained 
from farm employers, is based on the number of days 
worked for a particular employer. Persons employed 
fewer than 150 days are called seasonal workers and 
persons employed 150 days or more are called regular 
workers. Since a seasonal worker may be employed by 
more than one employer, and be counted more than 
once under this system, the result is a count of the number 
of jobs. Consequently, the term wage item is sometimes 
used instead of worker. The second classification most 
closely approximates a count of the number of different 
hired farm jobs of seasonal duration, and the first 
provides a description of workers' commitment to 
agriculture. 

The common use, by farm employers and others, of 
seasonal and migrant as synonyms illustrates the kind 
of confusion seasonal has produced. Migratory farm 
workers are seasonal workers from the perspective of the 
employer, because they typically work for short periods 
(fewer than 150 days) for any one employer. But, their 
dependence on agricultural work qualifies most migra-
tory farm workers as year-round workers. Half of the 
migratory farm workers in New York in 1970 had worked 
all 52 weeks of the period July 1969 through June 1970 
and 80 percent had worked 40 or more weeks. 
Labor Utilization and Labor Efficiency 

The need for a classification of hired farm workers 
that includes the term seasonal arises from the cyclical 
seasonal nature of many farm tasks. In temperate cli-
mates, plants have definite growing seasons and cultural 
tasks follow a regular cycle. Some animal husbandry 
tasks are also seasonal, but many recur on a daily basis. 

Because each farm enterprise has a different distribu-
tion of labor requirements through the year, farm oper-
ators have always had to decide what enterprise or com-
bination of enterprises to include in the total farm oper-
ation. A century and a quarter ago in New York, when 
land was cheap and the low level of technology required 
small amounts of capital, labor was the principal limiting 
resource in agricultural production. Full employment of 
the available labor supply, primarily family labor, was 
the farm business, as well as the farm family, goal. This 
situation favored large families and a diversified 
operation with a fairly constant labor demand through- 

out the year. Under these circumstances, optimum use 
of labor or "labor efficiency" meant the fullest employ-
ment of a stable labor supply, which had to be supported 
throughout the year. 

Mechanization and the substitution of capital for 
labor and the consequent changes in the labor market 
altered the meaning of labor efficiency. Although full 
use of labor, particularly operator labor, remained a 
goal, more emphasis was placed on productivity, as 
measured by the ratio of output to various inputs. Hired 
labor costs came to be treated as costs that could be 
easily varied from season to season without assumption 
of responsibility for maintaining workers during periods 
when they were not needed. As capital investment in 
machines increased, the pressure to vary labor to fit a 
given level of capital investment in machines, fertilizers, 
and improved plant varieties to achieve maximum pro-
duction overshadowed the older meaning of labor effi-
ciency. This has characterized management of farms as 
well as management of nonfarm industries. As a con-
sequence, some of the costs of seasonal employment 
borne by employers in the older system have become 
"nonproduction costs" in the sense that they no longer 
are paid by the employer. 

A crucial element in this shift of emphasis is the in-
creased tendency to treat labor as an input that can be 
more easily varied than land or capital. The presence in 
most agricultural areas of a labor surplus produced by 
the continuous decline in demand for labor in agriculture 
created by mechanization, plus the availability of 
migratory workers from other areas including foreign 
countries, has encouraged this view. However, the 
long-term decline in demand for hired labor on New 
York farms may have bottomed out. Since 1970 the 
total number of workers has leveled off, and the number 
of hired workers has increased slightly. Agricultural 
economists expect that numbers of hired workers will 
remain near current (1974) levels, whereas family labor 
will decrease as the number of farms continues to 
decrease (1:23). 

The downward trend in the number of seasonal hired 
farm workers in the state also may be leveling off or even 
reversing. In 1974, this number increased slightly over 
the previous year, ending a steady downward trend 
since 1965. Although increased use of mechanical har-
vesting is expected, numbers of seasonal workers may 
stabilize near current levels (1). 

In the past, the existence of a marginal labor force 
and the seasonality of agricultural labor demand have 
helped keep the farm labor market relatively unstruc-
tured compared with the nonfarm labor market (8:7-9). 
To ensure an adequate labor supply, large seasonal 
fluctuations in labor demand require that employment 
be open to all comers at peak periods. Such markets 
tend to be relatively free from the restrictions imposed 
by performance standards or by division of labor based 
on skill levels. Furthermore, such markets do not foster 
or encourage binding personal relationships (contracts) 
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between employer and employee and cannot tolerate 
the restrictions placed on employer-employee relations 
imposed by worker organization. 

As a consequence of the labor surplus in agricultural 
areas and the unstructured character of the farm labor 
market, the substantial increases in labor productivity, 
achieved through the application of technological 
capital to agricultural production, has resulted in rela-
tively small increases in returns to agricultural labor. 
The purchasing power of an hour of hired farm labor has 
increased at less than one-half the rate of increase in 
labor productivity in agriculture during the last three 
decades (17). Furthermore, the depressive effects on 
labor incomes have extended to many farm operators 
and to other family members who work on the farm. 
Labor incomes in agriculture have consistently been at 
or near the bottom of the list of industrial classes as re-
ported by the U. S. Census. 

The substitution of capital for labor in agriculture 
has benefited society with an abundance of food and 
fiber, and has freed many workers to produce other 
goods and services, thus contributing to the rapid rise in 
level of living for society as a whole. But, the process 
has levied a price on agricultural communities through 
low labor incomes for farmers and hired farm laborers, 
migration of people away from the farms, and a con-
sequent declining support for community institutions. 
Furthermore, hired agricultural labor has been denied 
many of the income and employment security protec-
tions provided by society to labor in other sectors of the 
economy. The latter condition is to a considerable extent 
a result of effective political opposition to such programs 
by farmers themselves through their representatives. 
Sample and Procedure 

Data for this report were obtained in interviews with a 
sample of 1905 New York hired farm workers during the 
summer of 1970. This survey was part of a 15-state study 
conducted to determine the feasibility of extending 
unemployment insurance to agricultural workers and 
was done under the auspices of the Northeast Farm Labor 
Committee (NE58) with financial support from the 
Unemployment Insurance Division of the U. S. 
Department of Labor. A stratified random sample was 
used. Therefore, sample cases have varying weights in 
estimating the population, and the data are presented 
in terms of population estimates rather than sample 
case numbers. 

An estimated 44,000 hired workers were employed 
on farms in New York during the summer months of 
1970. These workers were classified according to whether 
they were employed in seasonal jobs or had year-round 
farm jobs. Workers with seasonal farm jobs were further 
divided into three groups according to the type of 
adjustment to seasonal agricultural employment 
represented by the work history for the 52-week period 
of July 1969 through June 1970. The wage rates and 
earnings of these four groups of workers were compared 

and their work experiences, living conditions, social 
participation, and attitudes were examined for evidence 
of "costs" of producing those agricultural products that 
require seasonal labor. 

To avoid the trap of conventional management thinking 
in assessing the costs of seasonal employment, it is 
instructive to approach the problem from the perspective 
of the person who depends entirely on the sale of his or 
her labor for a living. This will highlight the frequently 
overlooked costs of unemployment and under-
employment and the costs of low status and accompany-
ing limitations on access to community services associ-
ated with low income. 

First, consider what a person engaged in hired farm 
work may do if he or she wishes to make the fullest use of 
available work time. The best assurance of full em-
ployment is, of course, a full-time, year-round job. But 
such farm jobs are rare. Using the 1969 Census of 
Agriculture count of the regular hired farm workers 
reported by employers as working fewer than 150 days or 
150 days or more as an indicator, we find that 83 percent 
of all hired farm jobs in New York were jobs that lasted 
fewer than 150 days. A survey of New York agricultural 
employers made in the spring of 1970 produced a similar 
estimate of 78 percent for 1969 (2). The small 
difference between the U.S. Census and the New York 
survey occurs because the latter was based on a sample 
of employers reporting payrolls of $150 or more to the 
Social Security Administration which excludes payment 
to members of the employer's family. 

What options do the workers in seasonal jobs have if 
they wish to achieve full employment for the year? They 
have two choices: (1) combine seasonal farm jobs with 
seasonal nonfarm jobs, or (2) try to put together a series 
of seasonal farm jobs. The only other option is to abandon 
the goal of year-round employment and drop out of the 
labor force part of the year. 

Following the first option, a few workers combine a 
year-round nonfarm job with seasonal farm work. They 
do this by vacationing from the nonfarm job during a 
period of peak farm labor demand, by working evenings 
or weekends at a farm job, or both. But, most combine 
seasonal nonfarm with seasonal farm jobs in a rotating 
fashion. The practice of combining farm and nonfarm 
work is increasing among both hired farm workers and 
farm operators. For example, between 1947 and 1970, 
the proportion of days worked by hired farm workers 
that were in nonfarm work increased from 13 percent to 
36 percent (18:73; 11). In 1969, 49 percent of all income of 
farm-operator families in the United States was from 
off-farm sources. For both farm operators and hired 
farm laborers, the objective of off-farm or nonfarm 
work is the same—fuller employment and greater effi-
ciency in the use of work time to produce income. 

The second choice is to put together a series of sea-
sonal farm jobs sufficient to make up a reasonably full 
year's employment. With few exceptions, this requires 
traveling, usually across state lines, and spending part 
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of the year working away from home. 
Workers in the third option include those who do not 

want or cannot accept full employment. These include 
youth attending school part of the year and semiretired 
persons. It also includes others who would like 
year-round employment if it were available. These 
workers enter the labor market during the periods of peak 
farm-labor demand in their localities and withdraw from 
the labor force during the remainder of the year. This 
option can be voluntarily chosen only by persons able to 
rely on other sources of financial support while not in 
the labor force, such as the income of other members of 
the family, a retirement pension, or welfare. 

These three options provide a basis for classifying 
hired farm workers in a way that describes their par-
ticipation in seasonal agricultural employment and, at 
the same time, reflects their reasons for, and the circum-
stances of, their employment. 
Classification of Hired Farm Workers' 
Employment Patterns 

Each worker provided a week-by-week record of em-
ployment for the 52-week period, July 1969 through 
June 1970. This is referred to as the record year. All 
these workers were classified by whether they had 
year-round or seasonal jobs and, if they had seasonal 
jobs, which of the three options they had followed. 

 

were in the labor force only part of the year were con-
sidered to have been engaged in seasonal employment. 
Their work histories did not indicate full commitment to 
the labor force. 

4. Career local workers. Hired farm workers who were in 
the labor force all year and worked only in one station 
were assumed to have been employed in year-round 
farm jobs. 

From the standpoint of their commitment to agriculture, 
groups 2 and 4 are composed of career farm workers and 
groups 1 and 3 of noncareer farm workers. This is evi-
dent from the data in table 1, which shows the number 
of workers in each category and the average weeks of 
hired farm work performed from July 1969 through 
June 1970. 

In addition to these four groups, a small residual 
group of workers, though employed at the time of the 
interviews, either did not have any farm work or did 
not have any work at all during the record year. This 
group was eliminated from the analysis. 

Number and Characteristics of Workers 
To provide background for the analysis of costs, a 

brief description of the number and characteristics of 
hired farm workers in these four classes (three seasonal 
and one year-round) is presented. Differences in em-
ployment patterns are associated with differences in 
other characteristics such as age, sex, job mobility, 
length of experience in agricultural labor, and 
ethnic-group membership. 

The two career farm-worker groups were older and 
had more experience in farm work than the other two 
groups (table 2). The novice status of many workers in 
the noncareer local group is illustrated by 48 percent 
reporting some time in school during the year. 

The greater predominance of young persons in the 
groups with seasonal employment, particularly the 
noncareer local group, is reflected by their marital 
status. Only 31 percent of this group were married, com-
pared with 59 percent of the career local workers. Farm 
migrants, being one of the oldest groups, included more 

The categories of workers were: 
1. Farm-nonfarm workers. Workers who had both farm and 

nonfarm employment during the record year were con 
sidered to have chosen the first option. About one-third 
of these workers worked in two or more states.  The 
other two-thirds worked in only one state. 

2. Farm migrant  workers.   Workers  who  restricted   their 
hired employment to farm work and worked in more than 
one state were considered to have chosen  the  second 
option. Some workers who had a series of seasonal farm 
jobs were able to remain in one state. Technically, these 
should have been included in this category, but since 
their number was small (less than 1% of all workers) and 
evidence indicated that most of them did not go far for 
work, they were included with the local, or nonmigratory,1 

categories. 
3. Noncareer local workers. Workers who restricted  their 

hired employment to farm work in only one state and 
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married persons than the other two groups of seasonal 
workers, but they also included the most workers (18%) 
whose marriages were broken; that is, persons that 
were widowed, divorced, or separated. 

Another unique characteristic of the noncareer local 
group is the large proportion of females in it. The pro-
portion of women in this group (23%) was approximately 
double that in the two career groups and three times 
that in the farm-nonfarm group. Most of these women 
reported keeping house as their principal activity when 
not working at hired farm jobs. 

Traditionally, the hired farm force has included large 
numbers of relatives of the farm operator. This is still 
true of career local workers and to a lesser extent of 
noncareer local workers. Nearly one-third (32%) of 
career local workers said they were related to their em-
ployer, as were 18 percent of noncareer local workers. 
Even among the farm-nonfarm workers, 1 in 10 was 
related to the farm employer but less than one-half 
percent of farm migrants were related to their employers. 

As would be expected, most career local workers 
(93%) worked for the same employer all year. In contrast 
most workers in the farm migrant group worked for two 
or three different employers. However, although they 
worked in two or more states, only 1 in 10 farm migrant 
workers worked for more than three different employers. 
Noncareer local workers were like career locals in that 
few (13%) worked for more than one employer. The 
farm-nonfarm workers by definition all had at least 

two different jobs. Nearly one-fourth (23.2%) worked for 
two or more different farm employers. 

A most striking difference between the groups was the 
difference in the proportions that were members of 
ethnic minority groups. Among the farm migrant workers 
(group 2), 95 percent were members of ethnic minorities; 
that is, they were either Blacks, Puerto Ricans, or 
Mexican-Americans. In contrast, only 18 percent of 
the career local group and 17 percent of the noncareer 
local group were ethnic minority members. The other 
group containing migratory workers, namely the 
farm-nonfarm groups, also included a relatively high 
proportion of ethnic minority workers (37%). 

The concentration of ethnic minorities in the farm 
migrant group illustrates a disadvantage that members 
of certain readily identifiable ethnic groups face in 
entering the U. S. labor force and in obtaining 
higher-status, higher-paying jobs. Not only are such 
workers more likely than others to be found in the two 
lowest status and lowest paying of the twelve major 
occupations in the labor force — namely, domestic service 
and hired farm labor (3) — but they are also more likely to 
be migratory workers. 
Contributions to Agricultural Production 

Although "seasonal"2 workers were 61 percent of all 
workers, they contributed only 29 percent of the esti-
mated 1.2 million person-weeks of hired farm work per-
formed in New York from July 1969 through June 1970 
(table 3). Among the seasonal workers, the noncareer 
local workers accounted for 17 percent, leaving only 12 
percent for the other two groups, farm migrants and the 
group of workers who combined seasonal farm with 
seasonal nonfarm work. All the farm migrants and about 
one-third of the farm-nonfarm group made part of their 
contributions to agricultural production in other states. 

Production Costs of 
Seasonal Employment 

The production costs of employing seasonal labor 
include primarily the wages paid and perquisites granted 
to workers. Fairly good data on the former are readily 
available, but the latter include such a wide variety of 
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items and practices that good estimates of dollar value 
require far more detailed information than was avail-
able for this analysis. 

Wages 

Comparison of wages for hired farm workers in sea-
sonal employment with wages of workers in regular or 
year-round farm jobs is complicated by the variations 
in pay rates and methods of payment, particularly 
among workers in seasonal employment. The survey 
obtained earnings for each week of work but did not 
obtain the number of hours worked except for the week 
before the interview. Thus, two sets of weekly pay 
averages were available, one for all the weeks of work 
during the record year and one for the week before the 
interview, but the hourly rate could be computed for 
only the latter. Since the interviews occurred during the 
summer (June 22 to October 15), they reflect wage 
differentials during the period of peak employment on 
New York farms when differences would tend to be 
minimized. Nevertheless, substantial differences occur. 

Based on the reports of number of hours worked and 
pay received during the last day of work before the day of 
the interview, average hourly wages received by all farm 
workers in New York were estimated to be $1.82 for the 
period July to October, 1970. This includes only cash 
payments, omits the value of any perquisites received, 
and is comparable to a New York farm-account record 
estimate of $1.75 per hour paid to workers not supplied 
board and room in 1970. Farm wage rates, like other 
wages, have been increasing according to the New York 
farm cost account records: average wage paid to farm 
workers not including board and room was $2.14 in 1974 
(1). 

On the average, workers in seasonal employment re-
ceived higher hourly rates of pay than career local or 
year-round workers. But, because they worked fewer 
hours in a week, they had smaller weekly earnings than 
workers in year-round work. Career local or year-round 
workers averaged $1.65 per hour while workers in 
seasonal employment received an average $1.87 per hour. 
Not all classes of seasonal workers had a wage advantage 
over career local workers, however. Noncareer local 
workers, for example, averaged only $1.56 per hour. 
Workers that combined farm and nonfarm work averaged 
$1.98 per hour in their farm job, and farm migrants were 
the highest paid workers, at $2.16 per hour. Because 
career local workers averaged more hours of work during 
the week before interview than the seasonal workers, 
their estimated pay checks for that week were higher 
($90.23 compared with $75.48). Among seasonal workers, 
the farm migrants had the highest average weekly 
earnings ($91.25). Average weekly pay rates based on 
reported earnings for all weeks of work during the record 
year show a similar relationship except that wages of 
farm-nonfarm workers were the highest. This reflects the 
inclusion of wages for nonfarm work, which are typically 
higher than farm wages. Also, averages for career local 

workers were lower indicating that their peak season 
earnings are higher than the average for all weeks of the 
year (table 4). 

Perquisites 
Workers were asked which of four categories of per-

quisites — housing, meals, transporation, and other — 
were received during each week of employment. These 
data provided an estimate of the weeks during which 
each major type of perquisite was received, but no detail 
regarding the many different kinds of benefits in the 
"other" category. Estimates of the range in variety of 
benefits were obtained in response to questions about 
activities during the most recent day of employment 
before the day of interview. Workers were asked which of 
14 categories of perquisites were received for work done 
that day.b 

Differences between seasonal and career local workers 
in the proportions receiving perquisites were small, but 
differences in the number and types of perquisites re-
ceived were large (table 5). 

Traditionally, hired farm workers have received room 
and board as part of their pay. This practice has no doubt 
declined in recent years, but it has not disappeared. An 
estimated one-fifth (18%) of all hired farm workers in 
New York received room and board during at least part 
of their weeks of work during the record year (July 1969 
through June 1970). An additional 30 percent received 
housing alone, and 4 percent received meals alone. 
One-third (34%) received transportation, and 20 percent 
received various other perquisites. 

Among workers in seasonal employment, the farm 
migrants were the most likely to receive perquisites (80%), 
and noncareer local workers the least likely (42%). But of 
even more significance were the differences in types of 
perquisites received by different classes of seasonal 
workers. Over 67 percent of farm migrants, for example, 
received housing, compared with only 8 percent of career 
local workers. On the other hand, 25 percent of the 
non-career local workers received housing and meals 
together, compared with only 8 percent of the farm 
migrants. 

Just over a third (34%) of all workers reported receiving 
transportation, with some classes of workers more likely 
to receive it than others. Over half (55%) of the farm 
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migrants received transportation, but only 17 percent of 
noncareer local and 31 percent of career local workers 
reported receiving any transportation. For most workers, 
transportation consisted of travel between work fields 
and home or campsites, but for some migrants it may 
also have included help in traveling from their home 
communities to the community of work. A large propor-
tion of the migrants among the farm-nonfarm group also 
received transportation. 

Workers in agriculture, like those in 
nonagricul-tural industries, have received an 
ever-widening variety of perquisites or fringe benefits in 
recent years. Twenty percent of all hired farm workers 
represented in this study reported one or more 
perquisites other than hous-ing, meals, and transportation. 
Detailed information on conditions prevailing on the 
most recent day of work before the day of interview 
illustrates the variety of these other perquisites (table 5, 
bottom). Responses to the more detailed questions, 
labeled t in table 5, suggest that workers failed to recall 
all the fringe benefits received when asked about each 
week of the record year. Although the proportions 
reporting housing or food or transportation were similar 
for the two sets of data, recall of less common perquisite's 
was incomplete for the longer period. The use of probing 
procedures in inquiring about the details of a single day 
and the ease of recall for the more recent period 
produced a long list of the less common perquisites. 

Value of Perquisites 
Lack of information on the value of specific perquisites 

precluded exact estimates of relative costs of perquisites 
for seasonal compared with career local labor. It was 
possible, however, to estimate the proportions of weeks of 
work during which each type of worker received perqui-
sites and thus produce a rough estimate of volume. Al-
though seasonal workers accounted for 56 percent of the 
person-weeks of work performed, they accounted for 
only 38 percent of all the person-weeks of work during 
which fringe benefits were received.4 Career local workers 
received housing during 45 percent of their weeks of hired 
work, compared with 21 percent for seasonal workers. 
Comparable percentages for the other three principal 
categories of perquisites reveal substantial advantages for 
career local workers (table 6). 

Table 6 includes all weeks of hired work and describes 
the full work experience of hired farm workers, whether 
on farms or not, in other states as well as in New York. 
Removing the nonfarm work and the out-of-state farm 
work increases the proportion of weeks during which 
seasonal workers received perquisites, indicating that 
perquisites were not received as frequently for nonfarm 
and out-of-state farm work as for in-state farm work. 
From 3 to 5 percent reported each of the four types of 
perquisites for nonfarm work in New York, and from 5 to 
12 percent reported them for nonfarm work outside New 
York. Even if nonfarm and out-of-state work are not 
considered, however, the differences in perquisites 
received between seasonal and career local workers 
remain substantial. 

Two procedures have been used in estimating the 
value of perquisites. One relies on direct information on 
their dollar value, the other infers their value from pay 
differentials. Cunningham used the first in a survey of 
New York farm employers and produced estimates of 
the dollar value of the perquisites provided to 
year-round hired farm workers based on information 
provided by the employers (6:14-16). He found wide 
variations from farm to farm in dollar values. An 
alternative procedure is to assume that farm employers 
operating in a competitive labor market include the value 
of perquisites in arriving at comparable wage rates for 
workers pro- 
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vided perquisites and workers not provided perquisites. 
The difference between the two wage rates is treated 
as an estimate of the value assigned to perquisites by 
employers. This procedure assumes that factors other 
than perquisites which could influence wage-rate dif-
ferentials are held constant. This is not always the case; 
but, with the data in this study, this procedure was the 
only one available. 

Following this procedure, an estimate of the value 
placed on perquisites by employers was obtained by 
computing the average cash wages for weeks during 
which one or more perquisites were received ($74.40) 
and comparing that average with average cash wages 
for weeks without perquisites ($82.20). The difference 
($7.80) is a rough estimate of the average weekly value 
of perquisites. This is substantially below the estimates 
arrived at by Cunningham using the more direct survey 
procedure. Controlling for type of employment helps 
explain the difference. Cunningham's analysis was of 
regular or year-round workers. When type of employ-
ment was controlled, estimates of the value of perquisite 
for career local workers in this study were comparable to 
those obtained for regular workers by Cunningham. Cash 
wages of career local workers receiving no perquisites 
averaged $21.24 more per week than those of career local 
workers who received perquisites. The difference, 24 
percent of the cash wage of workers without perquisites, is 
similar to the estimate by Cunningham (6) that the value 
of perquisites was equal to 27 percent of the total pay of 
regular workers in New York. More recent data from 30 
New York cost-account farms (1973) indicated that 
perquisites were 25 percent of total labor costs (1:30). 

The wage differential procedure for estimating value 
of perquisites produces variable results with seasonal 
workers. Cash wage rates varied widely among types of 
seasonal workers as did the provision of perquisites. 
Some of the highest-paid seasonal workers (farm mi-
grants) received transportation and housing, while some 
of the lowest-paid seasonal workers (noncareer local) 
received no perquisites. In fact, average cash wages 
were higher for farm migrants with perquisites than for 
those without (table 7). 

Tentatively, the analysis suggests that, on the average, 
the cost to employers for perquisites or fringe benefits 
is less per week for seasonal workers than for career 
local workers. 

Nonproduction Costs of 
Seasonal Employment 

The costs discussed in this section are referred to as 
externalities by economists and are sometimes referred 
to as "social" or "noneconomic" costs. Neither "social" 
nor "noneconomic" is an entirely satisfactory label 
since some of these costs can be translated into dollars 
and cents if the necessary information is available, and 
"social costs" is an elusive concept. Where possible, 
rough estimates were made of monetary values, but 
mostly descriptive statements of the "costs" and their 
significance were all that could be provided. 

Two features of seasonal employment are responsible 
for most of the nonproduction costs, namely, the un-
employment generated and the migration required. 
Seasonal employment, because of its intermittent nature, 
is associated with more unemployment than year-round 
employment. In spite of the relatively successful efforts of 
some workers in seasonal employment to be fully 
employed, particularly workers in the farm-non-farm and 
farm migrant groups, the ratio of weeks of compensable 
unemployment to weeks of employment for all workers 
with seasonal employment was 16 times greater than for 
career local workers. Compensable unemployment as 
defined by the Unemployment Insurance Program is used 
here in place of total nonwork time. It is the time during 
which a worker is involuntarily unemployed, but 
available for employment in work suited to his or her 
skills and training. Nonwork time during which a worker 
was in school, ill, or unable to work because of injury 
was not counted as compensable unemployment. 
Therefore, the ratios of compensable unemployment to 
employment time in table 8 are smaller than the ratios of 
work to nonwork time implicit in table 1. 
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Wages Lost through Unemployment 
The major cost of unemployment to the worker is 

lost wages. Workers may suffer other monetary costs 
as well, such as the cost of transportation required in 
the search for work or the higher costs of life's necessities 
when living away from home. 

Estimates of the amount of lost wages sustained by 
workers depend on how unemployment is defined. From 
the standpoint of the worker, practically all nonwork 
periods mean loss of earnings. The only exceptions are 
paid vacations and paid sick leave, job benefits, or per-
quisites which are not universally provided to hired 
farm workers. Since our data emphasized estimating 
unemployment insurance costs, paid vacation and 
paid sick leave were counted as employment time, not 
as nonwork time. 

Not all of the nonwork periods recorded, however, 
were periods during which the workers were able to 
work or were available for work. Thus, not all could 
legitimately be classed as periods of wage loss. Many 
"seasonal" workers were youth who were in school 
much of the year, and a few were older people who 
considered themselves retired but entered the labor 
force briefly to take seasonal farm jobs. Time in school 
accounted for over half (53%) of all the weeks of no 
work for the workers with seasonal employment. Retire-
ment accounted for less than 2 percent. 

Excluding time in school and retirement, seasonal 
workers had 1 week without earnings for each 5.4 weeks 
of employment.5 Assuming that workers would have 
earned the same wages as when employed, the loss in 
wages for workers in seasonal employment was esti-
mated at $11.2 million or $460 per worker. This amount 
was equal to 16 percent of the average annual earnings 
of seasonal workers.6 For workers with this level of 
annual earnings ($2,898),7 recovery of $460 in wages 
lost through unemployment would still leave them with 
rather low annual incomes. 

It can be argued that part of these wage losses should 
not be charged to seasonal employment. The block of 
nonwork time most questionable is the nonwork time of 
women employed in seasonal farm work. Slightly over 
one-third (35%) of all the weeks of unemployment in-
cluded in the above estimates of wage loss were weeks 
during which the worker reported keeping house as the 
main activity. Most, but not all, of these weeks were 
reported by women, and most of the women were in the 
noncareer local group (the noncareer local group ac-
counted for 79% of the weeks of housekeeping). 

Excluding all weeks of housekeeping from wage loss 
estimates reduced the total amount to 7.8 million com-
pared with 11.2 million when weeks of housekeeping 
were included. Loss per worker was reduced from $460 
to $322. 

The principal argument for excluding housekeeping 
time in computing wage losses stems from the widely 
held opinion that income from women's work is sec-
ondary in family incomes; as if earnings from seasonal 

employment, particularly, are primarily a source of 
"pin money" for the women and are not crucial to the 
income and financial welfare of the family. It is some-
times further argued that these women are not really 
interested in full employment. 

Examination of the income levels of the families of 
female seasonal farm workers and the reasons given 
by them for not working all year seriously questions the 
accuracy of the above position. It suggests instead that 
most of the weeks of housekeeping represent a real 
financial loss to these workers and their families. The 
income levels of the families involved indicated a definite 
need for fuller employment of these women, and in-
formation on reasons for not working all year indicates 
that keeping house rather than working is not a voluntary 
choice for the majority of them. 

Family incomes of female seasonal farm workers 
cover a wide range. The median income was very low 
($1,500); and the distribution was strongly skewed 
toward the lower end of the income scale, with 40 percent 
reporting family incomes of less than $1,000. Obviously 
the meager earnings from seasonal farm work by women 
in these families are crucial to family welfare. At the 
other end of the income scale, however, were some 
women (26%) who reported family incomes of $8,000 
or more. For some of these, earnings from a seasonal 
farm job may not have been crucial to family finances. 

Responses to a question asking workers who were not 
fully employed why they were not in the labor force all 
year provided additional evidence that seasonal employ-
ment was not preferred to regular employment. Although 
about one third of the women in the seasonal worker 
groups gave "care of the family" as one of the reasons 
for not working all year, the distribution of family in-
comes among these women strongly suggests that for 
most it was not the only and not the primary reason. 
Family incomes of these women were widely scattered 
along the income scale with more in the bottom third 
than in the top third. This suggests that often "care of 
family" may have been the response when the more 
important reason was unavailability of suitable work. 
Over two-thirds of the women with seasonal work gave 
lack of available work or no year-round jobs available 
as their reasons for not working all year. This, together 
with the income situation, indicates that most of the 
weeks of housekeeping were weeks when the worker 
would have worked if suitable work had been available. 

Since some of the workers with seasonal farm jobs in 
New York were interstate migrants, employment con-
ditions in other states influenced the amount of the wage 
losses. Although it is reasonable to exclude some of the 
nonwork time occuring in other states in arriving at an 
estimate of the amount attributable to New York condi-
tions, there are reasons for not excluding it all. It may be 
argued, for example, that at least some of the unemploy-
ment immediately following a period of employment in 
New York is attributable to the New York employment 
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(the Unemployment Insurance Program follows this 
principle in allocating unemployment benefits costs to 
employers), but the simpler procedure of allocating work 
and nonwork time to the state of occurrence was fol-
lowed. 

Excluding out-of-state time reduced the estimate of 
wage loss to $8.5 million with housekeeping included 
and to $7.67 million with housekeeping excluded. Cor-
responding estimates per worker were $350 and $270. 
Exclusion of out-of-state time had proportionately less 
effect on the estimate of loss from nonwork time other 
than housekeeping, because most (79%) of the weeks of 
housekeeping were accounted for by local seasonal 
workers. 

Other Costs 
Although wage losses due to unemployment are the 

major cost of seasonal employment sustained by the 
worker, other costs associated with seasonal employ-
ment in agriculture can have a major impact on the wel-
fare of seasonal farm workers and their families. These 
range from fairly specific costs, such as uncompensated 
health costs, to the social costs represented by low level 
of access to many social services and low bargaining 
power in obtaining services that are available to them — 
conditions associated with the social isolation character-
istic of low income people. The impact of these costs 
varies with the type of seasonal worker. 
Health Costs 

Uncompensated loss of wage income due to illness or 
injury was included in the estimates of income loss from 
unemployment, but illness or injury can result in other 
costs which, if not covered by an insurance program, 
can be disastrous to a person at the income level of most 
hired farm workers. For example, an Ohio study of dis-
abling farm accidents estimated average medical costs 
of $2,662 which is only $200 less than the average earn-
ings of seasonal workers in this study (16). Unless most 
of these costs are covered by insurance, they are beyond 
the worker's capacity to pay. 

Workmen's compensation is compulsory for farm em-
ployers with $1,200 or more annual payroll in New York. 
This ruling provides coverage for over 90 percent of hired 
farm workers, and it was assumed that seasonal and 
career local workers were treated alike; but it is possible 
that seasonal workers, particularly the migrants, may 
have encountered great difficulty in collecting. 

However, the proportion of workers with health insur-
ance differs substantially. Only 10 percent of seasonal 
workers compared with 36 percent of career local workers 
reported health insurance as an employment benefit, and 
it is doubtful that many seasonal workers carried health 
insurance on their own initiative. 

Assuming, therefore, that fewer seasonal workers 
had protection from the medical and hospital costs of 
illness or injury, it would be appropriate to include some 
additional costs to them, especially if their incidence of 
illness was higher. In The Other America (10) Michael 

Harrington states that the poor get sick more often and 
for longer periods of time—resulting in wage and job 
loses. This suggests the possibility that seasonal farm 
workers have a higher incidence of illness than career 
local workers. 

Since paid sick leave was coded as work time in this 
analysis, a fully comprehensive comparison of inci-
dence of illness could not be made. However, relating 
the incidence of unpaid sick leave to level of annual 
earnings provided a rough test of Harrington's hypothesis. 

In general, the proportions of workers with unpaid 
sick leave varied inversely with their level of earnings, 
as the hypothesis suggests. Farm-nonfarm workers and 
farm migrants, for example, had the highest average 
annual earnings, $3,974 and $3,916 respectively. They 
also reported the lowest incidence of unpaid sick leave, 1 
percent and 3 percent respectively. Noncareer local 
workers, with substantially lower average earnings of 
$1,287, included the highest proportion of workers 
reporting unpaid sick leave (14%). Among those reporting 
unpaid sick leave, the average number of weeks of work 
lost varied neither widely nor systematically with income. 
Granted that the intergroup differences in incidence of 
illness were probably not as great as the differences in 
incidence of unpaid sick leave, these data support the 
conclusion that among hired farm workers, those with 
the lowest earnings are the most likely to have 
uncompensated health costs. 

Access to Social Services 
The low level of access to health services through em 

ployer-provided health insurance programs is sympto-
matic of the low level of access to social services gen-
erally among hired farm  workers with  seasonal  em-
ployment. 

Low access to certain services supplied by public and 
private agencies, though not easily quantified, is never-
theless a social cost of low income status. The poor pay 
more for many economic services (5), and when the poor 
are migrant farm workers living part of the year in labor 
camps, the price of such simple necessities as food can 
be especially high (14:9:51-69). 

No documentation of the extent to which seasonal 
workers have to pay extra for life's daily necessities was 
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obtained in the study, but responses to a series of ques-
tions about the use of selected private and public services 
designed especially for low income people provide a 
rough indication of their level of access to the usual or 
"normal" service delivery systems of the community. 

Low access to regular commercial services and the 
special needs of low income people are recognized in the 
provision of such public and private services as free 
medical clinics, the food stamp and surplus food pro-
grams, day care centers for the children of working 
mothers, welfare payments, and legal aid services. Use 
of these special services is assumed to reflect the level of 
difficulty in accessing regular service systems in the 
community because of low income. 

Each hired farm worker was asked if he or she or 
family members had used any of these services during 
the past year. Those replying in the affirmative were 
presumed to have met the income or other tests of eli-
gibility. Although these programs were probably not 
available in all localities, the effect of nonavailability 
would not likely introduce a bias in the comparison 
between seasonal and career local workers. Small dif-
ferences in the proportions using a specific service are 
probably not significant and for some services, dif-
ferences in use level may reflect differences in need not 
associated with employment conditions. For example, 
use of day care centers by career local workers would 
be expected to be low because of greater access to family 
and neighborhood facilities for child care. For these 
reasons data in table 9 are viewed as providing a general 
picture of the level of access to regular service delivery 
systems, and small differences on individual items are 
not necessarily important. 

Access to regular service delivery systems is a function 
of more than low income. Farm migrants face the most 
serious service problems. The combination of having low 
income, being temporarily in a community, and a minority 
group member (90%) makes access to services very 
difficult. For example, noncareer local workers, although 
having lowest incomes, made less use of these special 

 

services than did farm migrants. In fact, they used them 
with about the same frequency as local career workers, 
suggesting that lack of access to standard community 
service systems for hired farm workers is more a function 
of migrant status and minority membership than of low 
income. 

In light of the low income levels, the relatively low 
proportions using such programs as surplus food, food 
stamps, or public welfare are significant. This, plus re-
sponses to the question, "What did you and your family 
live on during periods when you were not working?" 
asked of all workers reporting any nonwork periods, 
indicates that hired farm workers are not oriented to the 
use of public welfare as their low incomes and some 
popular opinions would suggest. 

Public welfare programs accounted for less than 13 
percent of reported sources; the remaining were private 
sources such as family, friends, or personal savings 
(table 10). No information on the amount received from 
each source was obtained; so their dollar value could 
not be compared, but it is not likely the dollar value 
estimates would change the rank of importance of the 
various sources. 

Although fewer career local than seasonal workers 
experienced periods of no work, the group reported 
similar sources of financial support for such periods. 
Career local workers relied somewhat more frequently 
on personal savings and less frequently on the earnings 
of other family members than did seasonal workers. 
They were also slightly more likely to report receiving 
assistance from public sources. 

Access to Information 
Associated with low use of regular service delivery 

systems is low access to community information. News-
papers and the radio are common sources of information 
about community affairs. Television is also a source, but 
it is used more for entertainment and national news. 
Seasonal and career local workers used radio and TV to 
the same extent, but 44 percent of seasonal workers read 
newspapers regularly compared with 61 percent of career 
local workers (table 11). Among seasonal workers farm 
migrants were most isolated from news. 

Participation in Community Affairs 

The school experiences and neighborhood environ-
ments of many hired farm workers in youth discourage 
expectations of full participation. Although some may 
wish to participate, many are effectively excluded from 
community activities by their working hours, lack of 
transportation facilities, and feelings of inadequacy in 
social skills. Community participation is especially 
difficult for migrants, particularly those who are mem-
bers of minority groups. 

Dorothy Nelkin, in an analysis of the migrant-labor 
system, describes the relationship of migrant farm 
workers to activities in communities other than their 
home communities: 
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The situation of migrant farm workers provides an extreme ex-
ample of what may be called "institutional invisibility." Migrants 
live in labor camps as a group apart from local communities. Camps 
are usually located a number of miles outside small towns, in iso-
lated spots often invisible from the highway. Access to town is 
difficult because most migrants lack transportation, having been 
brought north on a bus. Where they do use facilities of a community 
near their camp, every effort is made to keep them apart from local 
residents. Social, if not physical, walls isolate them. For example, 
the illegal sale of alcohol in camps is well known and ignored, in the 
hope that this will limit the use of bars in town. Employer contact is 
minimized through delegation of managerial responsibilities to crew 
leaders. Thus, communication between migrant workers, who 
may live in a camp three to five months a year, and the permanent 
community is the province of the various agencies that are specifically 
designated to deal with migrants as problems (12:53-54). 

Some migrant farm workers, no doubt, also experience 
isolation in their "home" communities because of long 
periods of absence. 

Studies of social participation have shown a strong 
positive relationship between level of income and mem-
bership in formal associations. And, although less pro-
nounced, the relationship between income and informal 
participation, such as visiting with neighbors and friends, 
reveals the same tendency toward isolation of low-in-
come persons or families. 

Although the differences in numbers of organizational 
memberships and the numbers of people visited with 
regularly were small, they were in the expected direction. 
Seasonal workers had fewer memberships and visited 
with fewer people than year-round workers (tables 12 
and 13). Within the seasonal-worker group, farm mi-
grants were the most, and farm-nonfarm workers were 
the least, isolated. Although the noncareer local workers 
are local residents and might, therefore, be expected to 
be more active socially than the migrants, they occupied 
an intermediate position on these two measures of par- 

ticipation. The presence in this group of large numbers 
of youth explains, in part, their low participation rates. 

Participation in the Political Process 
An important part of social participation in a demo 

cratic society is participation in the process of choosing 
public officials and in deciding public issues. Failure to 
vote can result from structural limitations as well as 
personal factors, as voting rights legislation has demon-
strated. 

Respondents in this study were asked three questions 
about their participation in the political process. (1) 
Did you vote in the 1968 elections? (2) Did you vote in a 
local election during the past two years? and (3) Are you 
registered to vote in 1970? 

Although the voting record of the voting age population 
of the United States is not good, the record of hired farm 
workers of voting age in New York is worse. Only a little 
over half (53%) of voting age New York farm workers 
voted in the 1968 election compared with 68 percent of 
the voting population of the U. S. as a whole. Just over 
half (51%) were registered to vote in 1970 compared with 
the U. S. figure of 68 percent. And less than two fifths 
(39%) voted in local elections. 

Career local workers generally had higher participa-
tion rates than seasonal workers, particularly in local 
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elections. Most of the differences between seasonal and 
career local workers, however, were accounted for by 
the low participation of migrants. Farm migrants and 
the migrants among the farm-nonfarm workers had the 
lowest participation rates of all groups, particularly in 
local elections (table 14). 

To the extent that home ownership helps tie a person 
to a community, career local workers are somewhat 
more likely than seasonal workers to feel a part of their 
community. Thirty-one percent of career workers owned 
their homes, compared with 26 percent of the seasonal 
workers. The difference in home ownership may be 
partly a function of differences in age distribution; 
older workers are more likely than younger ones to own a 
home. Among seasonal workers the oldest group, the 
farm migrants, were the most likely to own their homes. 

Comparison of seasonal workers with career local 
workers in each of the above types of social participation 
confirms the notion that seasonal employment is 
associated with greater isolation from community af-
fairs. The isolation is most marked for the migrants, 
but evidence also suggests some isolation of nonmigrant 
seasonal workers. 

Occupational Mobility 

Another cost associated with seasonal employment is 
lowered occupational mobility. Although seasonal farm 
workers, especially farm migrants, are horizontally mobile 
within agriculture, hired farm workers as a group are 
relatively immobile between agriculture and 
nonagriculture, notwithstanding that nearly one-third 
combined seasonal farm with seasonal nonfarm work. 

Occupational mobility is defined as the chances of 
changing occupational levels, usually in the form of 
moving up or down the income and status scales. Two 
types of mobility occur: intergeneration mobility and 
career mobility. The national shift from a predominantly 
rural to a predominantly urban population has involved a 
lot of occupational mobility. Because of high rural birth 
rates and rapidly declining labor needs in agriculture, 
large numbers of farm-reared people have had 

 

to seek employment in other occupations; and as a con-
sequence, people with farm backgrounds are well rep-
resented in all major occupational groups. Mobility for 
farm workers has been relatively high but not as high as 
for other occupations (4). 

The mobility prospects for farm workers are under-
going significant change. While on the one hand the 
decades of massive rural-to-urban migration have greatly 
reduced the reservoir of workers with farm background 
and (or) farm work experience, the ability of the 
non-farm sector to absorb relatively unskilled workers 
has also declined. 

The American occupational structure remains rela-
tively open, but persons in low income, low status po-
sitions face increasingly greater obstacles to mobility. 
Those near the bottom of the income level and status 
scale have fewer chances of mobility, partly because 
they have only one direction to move, but also because, 
with the increasing costs of education and other avenues 
of mobility, many simply cannot finance upward move-
ment. As a consequence, low skilled workers increas-
ingly find themselves trapped in a cycle of poverty. Low 
skills result in low incomes which, in turn, result in poor 
health and in low educational attainment and low 
occupational skills of the children, which, in turn, limit 
them to low-income low-status jobs in a continuous cycle 
of poverty. Seasonal employment appears to be a part of 
this configuration, particularly for workers in the farm 
migrant group. 

Although hired farm work is a low status occupation, 
evidence suggests that workers in seasonal employment 
are more likely than career local workers to be "trapped" 
in the occupation. The term "trapped" is used in spite 
of the fact that some workers appear to prefer hired 
farm work. Intergenerational mobility, as measured by 
responses to the question, "What was your father's 
principal work or occupation during the time when you 
were a teenager?" indicated that more seasonal workers 
than career local workers are following in their fathers' 
occupational footsteps. One-fifth (21%) of the seasonal 
workers reported that their fathers were also hired 
farm workers, compared with 14 percent of the career 
local workers (table 15). Among the three types of 
seasonal workers, intergenerational mobility was least 
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among farm migrants. In fact, the difference between 
seasonal and career local workers was largely accounted 
for by the farm migrant group. This was expected be-
cause participation in seasonal agricultural employment 
has a different status connotation for the farm migrants 
who are career farm workers than for farm-nonfarm 
workers and noncareer local workers. The latter two 
groups depend more on other factors than do farm 
migrants for their status—the farm-nonfarm workers 
on their nonfarm jobs and the noncareer local workers on 
either the status of their husbands' jobs, their own farm 
occupations, or their families' status depending on which 
of the three principal groups they are in, housewives, 
retired workers, or youth employed in farm jobs between 
school terms or as first jobs. 

Career mobility could not be adequately measured 
with the cross-section sample data available. Some 
indication of movement back and forth between farm 
and nonfarm work was available from the 52-week 
work history and responses to questions regarding major 
activity during the two years preceding the year of inter-
view, 1970. Workers shifting from nonfarm to farm work 
could be identified, but the opposite movement could 
not be measured. Workers entering hired farm work 
during the period 1968 to 1970 were primarily youth 
entering the labor force for the first time as evidenced 
by the fact that their prior principal activity was going to 
school. 

Farm-nonfarm workers moved back and forth between 
farm and nonfarm work, but no evidence suggests that 
this adjustment to seasonal employment was a phase in 
a movement into farm employment (table 16). Evidence 
from other sources suggests that the practice among 
farm people of combining farm and nonfarm sources of 
income has become for many a permanent arrangement 
rather than a phase in a movement from farm to nonfarm 
occupations or vice versa. 

Responses to questions regarding work preference in-
dicated that half (50%) of the seasonal workers preferred 
a nonfarm to a farm job, but nearly as large a proportion 

 

(44%) of career local workers expressed the same pref-
erence (table 17). This suggests that the potential mobility 
out of hired farm work is substantial given sufficient 
nonfarm job opportunities at appropriate skill levels. 
These data also lend support to the thesis that, to a 
considerable extent, the continued availability of an 
adequate labor supply for agriculture is a function of the 
lack of availability of nonfarm jobs and (or) the worker's 
lack of the necessary skills and training to enter available 
nonfarm occupations. 

Attitudes and Self-concepts 
How we view ourselves is influenced by the experi-

ences we have and how others view us. People who 
suffer the stigma of low status, discrimination in occu-
pations, and isolation from community affairs are likely 
to develop low opinions of themselves. In order to survive 
the uncertainty and unpredictability of seasonal 
employment, migrants—particularly those who live in 
labor camps part of the year—develop behavior patterns 
and attitudes toward work that are viewed by middle 
class people as negative and dysfunctional. From her 
work in New York, Nelkin identifies some of the dilem-
mas confronting this type of seasonal farm worker 
(12: 27-50). She found that many attitudes and behaviors 
that make life livable in the unpredictable and restricted 
circumstances of the labor camp and work crews limit 
the possibilities of social change and reinforce the 
marginal position of the migrant. Included were such 
things as the lax attitude toward time and punctuality, 
born of irregular and unpredictable work schedules and 
from waiting around "killing" time; the emphasis on 
present versus future rewards; the pattern of coping with 
uncertainty and friction through ritual activity; and 
actions that disregard the property values represented 
by camp facilities. Migrant hired farm workers share 
with other poor and marginal peoples the frustrations of 
identifying with middle class values and finding that the 
behavior necessary to accommodate to the realities of 
their daily lives is contrary to these values. 

Half the workers in seasonal employment expressed 
a preference for nonfarm work, a clear indication of 
negative attitudes toward hired farm work. Additional 
negative attitudes became evident when workers were 
asked about future employment prospects. Although 
workers in seasonal employment were more optimistic 
than career local workers about the trend toward more 
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opportunities in agriculture, they were more pessimistic 
about their own future job prospects. Migrants were 
especially pessimistic; over half expressed the belief 
that their jobs would be eliminated by a machine (table 

18). Pessimism about the future, though admirable 
perhaps for its realism, has a negative affect on general 
attitudes and contributes to the apathy and lack of 
ambition so often attributed to some seasonal farm 
workers. 

In any industry, but especially in agriculture, workers 
who feel that they are trusted and relied upon for their 
knowledge, experience, and judgment, that is workers 
who feel that much of the time they are their own boss, 
are workers with positive attitudes toward their work. 
An important attraction of agriculture is the level of 
independent action it affords, even for hired workers. 
The nature of many of the jobs performed by seasonal 
workers, their shorter time on the job, and the more 
formal, less personal relationships between seasonal 
workers and their employers suggest that seasonal 
workers would be less likely to experience independence 
and self-direction in their work than career local workers. 
Their responses to a question regarding how much of the 
time they felt they were their own boss confirm this 
position. Over half (54%) of career local workers said 
they made their own decisions on the job quite a bit of the 
time, compared with 28 percent of seasonal workers. 
Among the seasonal workers, farm-nonfarm workers 
expressed the largest degree of independence and farm 
migrants expressed the least (table 19). 

It has been said of migrant farm workers that they 
follow the harvest because they like life on the road and 
living away from home. In other words, they enjoy or at 
least don't mind the insecurities of such a life style. Re-
sponses to the question "Why do you migrate to do farm 
work?" cast some doubt on the accuracy of the above 
observation. Nearly half (48%) said the reason for travel 
was that no work was available in their home commun- 

 

ity, and 27 percent said it was to make more money. 
Only 13 percent said that they migrated because they 
like the weather in New York during summer better than 
the weather in their home communities (in the south), 
and only 18 percent mentioned that they like to travel 
(table 20). 

Responses to the question "If you had your choice, 
would you prefer a job that requires you to live in the 
same area year-round, or a job that required you to live in 
different areas to work?" indicated that a majority of the 
migrants (approximately two-thirds) would prefer a job 
that keeps them in one area, while only one-fourth 
expressed a preference for a job that required living in 
different areas. About 1 in 8 had no preference. 

Summary and Implications 

Although the average hour of seasonal labor costs 
farm employers more than the average hour of workers 
employed on a year-round basis, seasonal workers have 
lower weekly and lower annual earnings than career 
local (year-round) workers. Associated with the lower 
incomes and the uncertain employment conditions are 
substantial other costs, which under present arrange-
ments are not paid by employers and therefore do not 
enter directly in the cost of producing agricultural prod-
ucts requiring a seasonal labor input. 

The value of perquisite or fringe benefits partially 
off-sets the higher cash cost of seasonal labor to em-
ployers, because seasonal workers are provided fewer 
perquisites on the average than are year-round workers. 
This, on the other hand, increases the earnings disad- 
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vantage and associated other costs of seasonal employ-
ment. 

The most visable nonproduction cost of seasonal agri-
cultural employment is the loss of earnings sustained by 
workers because of employment uncertainty and higher 
incidence of unemployment or underemployment. The 
loss of earnings sustained by seasonal workers during 
the 52-week period July 1969 through June 1970 was 
equal to 16 percent of their annual earnings. Adding this 
amount to their earnings still left seasonal workers sub-
stantially below career local workers in average earnings. 

For the migratory workers who constitute approxi-
mately one-third of the seasonal farm labor force there 
are the additional dollars and cents costs of transient 
living, only part of which are paid by employers. 

In addition to the earnings loss and added cost of living 
for migratory workers, all seasonal workers are con-
fronted with other costs endemic to low income, uncertain 
employment conditions, and the low social status 
associated with seasonal agricultural employment. 
These costs include exclusion from community affairs, 
low access to the service delivery systems of the com-
munities in which they live and work, low participation 
in organized group activities, low participation in the 
process of selecting and electing community and state 
and national leaders, and low access to mass media 
sources of information, especially newspapers, low oc-
cupational mobility, and low self-esteem. The uncer-
tainties of seasonal employment and the social isolation, 
particularly of migrant workers, foster a set of attitudes 
and behavior patterns which are essential for survival 
in the system, but which tend to hinder change that would 
improve their circumstances. In short, seasonal farm 
workers are confronted by most of the conditions as-
cribed to the "cycle of poverty," which has proved so 
difficult to break. 

Many factors contribute to this situation. Although 
farm employers have a direct responsibility in the sense 
that they pay the low wages and make the decisions that 
result in the need for seasonal employment, they are 
acting from self-interest and individually can do little 
to change the system. Some farm employers are no doubt 
conscious of the nonproduction costs of seasonal em-
ployment and seek to reduce them. Reorganization of 
farm operations and new combinations of enterprises 
can contribute, but the emphasis on production and the 
advantages of specialization make this difficult. Under a 
highly competitive system such as agricultural produc-
tion, individual efforts of employers to assume a greater 
share of the higher labor costs of products requiring 
seasonal labor can have limited success as long as labor 
supply supports a continuation of present arrangements. 
Group or societal action is necessary. 

An obvious societal action is the extension of unem-
ployment insurance to hired farm workers on a per-
manent basis. The Emergency Jobs and Unemployment 
Assistance Act, Public Law 93-567, extended coverage 
to hired farm workers for the calendar year 1975. Tem- 

porary coverage has been extended to calendar year 
1976. Unemployment insurance with full coverage would 
transfer approximately one-half of the wage loss costs 
to the employer and might set in motion changes in the 
structure of the farm labor market that would further 
reduce some of the uncertainties responsible for 
non-production costs. 

Cooperative effort among farm employers has some 
potential for producing a more uniform labor demand 
schedule at least during the summer months. In places 
where the demand for seasonal agricultural labor is 
heavy, the possibilities of developing industries with 
labor demand schedules that dovetail with the labor 
demand schedule of the local agriculture should be 
further explored. This could expand the number of workers 
who combine seasonal farm with seasonal nonfarm work. 
The fuller employment and higher earnings of the 
nearly one-third of the seasonal farm labor force of the 
state currently following the practice demonstrates its 
potential. Tying the seasonal farm labor market more 
closely to the more structured nonfarm labor market 
could also help reduce the uncertainties of seasonal 
farm employment. But, this will require more organized 
effort of both workers and employers. For it to become a 
viable possibility, the great fear among farm employers 
of worker organizations must be overcome. In time, 
workers' organizations may be able to impose some 
structure on the farm labor market as they have in Cali-
fornia, but a cooperative effort of workers and employers 
would appear to offer a better solution. 

In areas where seasonal agricultural demands are 
small relative to the nonfarm population, the noncareer 
local seasonal labor supply may be expanded. Although 
wage losses from unemployment for this group are 
relatively high, other costs are generally not so high. To 
increase this labor supply in a way that will produce 
suitable results for farm employers without increasing 
nonproduction costs to the community will require the 
development of programs to make the work more at-
tractive to youth, housewives, retired persons, and others 
whose situations make them available for seasonal or 
temporary employment. 

Mechanization has been, and probably will continue 
to be, the most favored method of reducing seasonal 
labor. Ironically, an original cause of seasonality of farm 
labor demand is its partial solution. Although mechani-
zation contributes new discontinuities to labor schedules, 
mechanization—particularly of harvest tasks—reduces 
the need for seasonal labor. Farm employers obviously 
prefer this solution; and judging from their job 
pref-ences, many seasonal farm workers agree, if 
alternative job opportunities are available to them. The 
difficulty, however, is that nonfarm job opportunities are 
not always available to the displaced farm workers. The 
unstructured nature of the seasonal farm labor market 
attracts workers with the lowest skill and training levels, 
workers who are least able to compete in the more 
structured nonfarm labor market. Imparting more 
structure to the seasonal 
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farm labor market by introducing the organizational 
devices suggested above will help, but training programs 
to impart the necessary skills for successful competition 
in the nonfarm job market are also required. To the 
extent that mechanization increases skill level, it 
en-courages a more structured farm labor market. 

Efforts to structure the farm labor market would make 
farm labor more attractive and, coupled with a training 
program, will do more in the long run to reduce the 
costs of the present system of seasonal farm employment 
than some of the current tax supported programs to 
provide special health and other social services to mi-
grant workers and their families — programs that tend 
to deal with the symptoms of the problem rather than its 
root causes. 

Reduction of the social and other nonproduction costs 
of seasonal agricultural employment is a complex organ-
izational problem that will take time and dedicated 
efforts to solve. A complete solution cannot be fully fore-
seen, but certainly the first step is a fuller awareness of 
the extent of these costs and who bears them under 
present circumstances. That has been the primary ob-
jective of this report. 
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