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E X E C U T I V E  S U M M A R Y
Agricultural laborers have historically been
among the lowest paid occupations in the
United States.  Predominantly pull ing its labor
pool from among the most marginalized people
in our communities ,  farm labor has rel ied
heavily on waves of external and internal
migration of workers who had l imited economic
options due to racial  discrimination,  labor
exclusions,  and immigration policy.  This has
long hindered and deterred progress in working
conditions and quality of l i fe for farmworkers .

Farmworkers ’  wages have seen l itt le
improvement to keep pace with the r ise of
l iving expenses such as housing,  food, childcare,
and healthcare,  particularly in high cost of
l iving areas l ike California’s Central  Coast where
many labor-intensive specialty crops are grown.
Yet agricultural work is essential  to the
economy of Cali fornia,  including many
expensive coastal counties such as Santa
Barbara county.

Our report details how farmworkers are paid far
less than comparable jobs l ike construction and
truck driving,  which are similarly physically
demanding and hazardous.  The agricultural
workforce is aging and labor supply is
t ightening as many workers shift  into other
occupations that offer safer working conditions
or more l ivable wages.  For nearly two decades,
the United States has experienced declining
immigration,  particularly among undocumented
migrants from Mexico which make up the vast
majority of farmworkers .  Declining birth rates
and growing economic opportunities within
Mexico are driving a long-term shift  away from
migration to the United States to work in the
fields.



Some agricultural corporations have
turned to new technologies and
mechanization to maintain crop
production and harvesting, but crops
like strawberries remain notoriously
difficult to automate and remain
overwhelmingly hand-picked. Other
companies have participated in the
H-2A temporary worker visa program
to fill in farm working positions, but
pay far more than local wages in the
total cost of housing, food,
transportation, recruitment and visas
for seasonal workers. This is not a
sustainable practice for the industry.
Instead, we argue that agribusiness
must address the central problem of
low wages and backbreaking labor in
the fields to attract and retain the
highly skilled talent required to
harvest fresh produce. The expenses
being invested towards the H-2A
program show that the industry can
afford to invest far more in wages to
recruit workers.

Because of the small share of the  

price of agricultural products that
ultimately goes towards farmworkers'
wages, corporations like Driscoll’s
could pay enough to their suppliers to
provide a living wage for farmworkers
at negligible costs to consumers.

Farmworkers are determined to fight
for better working conditions and
wages so their families can sustain
themselves. They see the labor
movement sweeping across the nation
winning higher wages in fast food
restaurants, auto plants, hospitals, and
movie sets. They have continued to
work through pandemics and natural
disasters and been told their labor is
essential. Farmworkers not only need
but deserve higher wages to meet the
rising cost of living, and fairly
compensate for the hazardous nature
of their work. Industry and
policymakers working to lift wages in
the fields is crucial for the well-being
and sustainability of farmworkers, the
agricultural industry, and our
communities.
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P a r t  I :  O v e r v i e w  o f  F a r m w o r k e r s  i n
t h e  C e n t r a l  C o a s t   

The shiny,  red,  sweet fruit  f loats in
your lemonade, s its on top of your
pancakes swirled in whipped
cream, and blushes your smoothie
pink on a Sunday morning. Sti l l ,
the hands that carry it  from the
rugged dirt  to your cool fr idge are
overlooked. Consumers across the
globe who enjoy the strawberry ’s
sweetness are often oblivious to
the farmworker famil ies who
struggle to survive on the poverty
wages paid for their  backbreaking
labor.  Strawberries ,  caulif lower,
broccoli ,  blueberries ,  and all  the
fresh produce that travels from the
farms to your table are picked by
no one else but our neighbors,
farmworkers .  

As the costs of rent,  groceries ,
and childcare continue to r ise,
farmworker wages remain
stubbornly low, marked by a
legacy of racial  inequality .  Yet
in recent years ,  hundreds of
farm workers in the Central
Coast of Cali fornia have taken
action into their  own hands,
leading spontaneous work
stoppages and str ikes to
demand a l iving wage.

California has the largest state
agricultural production in the
U.S.  (Fwd 2022) .

“CALIFORNIA HAS THE LARGEST
STATE AGRICULTURAL
PRODUCTION IN  THE U .S . ”

1

https://www.fwd.us/news/immigrant-farmworkers-and-americas-food-production-5-things-to-know/
https://www.fwd.us/news/immigrant-farmworkers-and-americas-food-production-5-things-to-know/
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The Central Coast region produces most of the nation’s
strawberries ,  among the most labor-intensive crops,  with Salinas-
Watsonvil le ,  Santa Maria,  and Oxnard as the leading production
areas (USDA 2023) .   Farmworker communities pride themselves
on their tenacity ,  di l igence,  and in the notion that a person can
reap tremendous benefits from their hard work;  however,  these
characterist ics are often overlooked by the false description of
farm labor as “unskil led” and, therefore,  minimally compensated. 

Farm labor is  vital  to the success of the complex agricultural
industry .  This labor should be recognized and compensated for
its ski l l ,  diff iculty ,  and danger.  As fewer workers choose
agricultural work and labor markets t ighten, the agricultural
industry must adapt to survive,  starting with paying farmworkers
a fair  and l iving wage. 

“ T H E  C E N T R A L  C O A S T  R E G I O N  P R O D U C E S  M O S T
O F  T H E  N A T I O N ’ S  S T R A W B E R R I E S ,  A M O N G  T H E

M O S T  L A B O R - I N T E N S I V E  C R O P S ,  W I T H  S A L I N A S -
W A T S O N V I L L E ,  S A N T A  M A R I A ,  A N D  O X N A R D  A S

T H E  L E A D I N G  P R O D U C T I O N  A R E A S . ”
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https://www.ers.usda.gov/webdocs/publications/107358/eib-257.pdf?v=1263.9
https://www.ers.usda.gov/webdocs/publications/107358/eib-257.pdf?v=1263.9


P a r t  I I :  H i s t o r i c a l
C o n t e x t  o f  F a r m
L a b o r
Racially marginalized
groups have
historically f i l led
farm labor in the
United States,  with
few other options.
From the f irst
European colonies in
the Americas,  Native
American subjects
and imported
enslaved Africans
typically worked the
fields.  During the
Reconstruction Era,
African-Americans
continued to work
the f ields of the
South as
sharecroppers,  often
indebted to their
former owners,  as
U.S.  laws made it
extremely diff icult to
enter other
occupations (NFWM).    
In the West,
indigenous people
were forced to work
the f ields under
Spanish rule.  

In the late 1800s,
immigrant workers
were imported to
meet growing labor
demands as
agriculture
industrial ized and
enslaved labor was
no longer available.
Chinese,  Japanese,
Fi l ipino,  and Mexican
workers each
became the primary
labor force in the
fields,  often
replacing the last
after anti- immigrant
sentiment resulted
in policies l ike the
Chinese Exclusion
Act.  

In the 1900s,  workers
organized to achieve
unionization and
legislative victories
such as child labor
laws,  an eight-hour
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https://nfwm.org/farm-workers/farm-worker-issues/slider-test/


workday,  and a f ive-day
workweek; unfortunately ,
agriculture workers were
excluded from them (Perez
2020).   Between the 1940s and
1960s,  the Bracero Program
was implemented to grow the
agriculture workforce.  About
200,000 temporary Mexican
workers ,  or braceros,  were
imported (Perez 2020).
Though the development of
the Bracero Program intended
to meet WWII-era labor needs,
it  continued long after the
war because of its
profitabil ity .  Braceros worked
long hours for low wages,  and
coming in as temporary
migrants with immigration
status controlled by their
employers ,  they did not have
the opportunity for other job
options due to discrimination.
Eventually ,  farmworkers
fought to end the Bracero
Program, and “unionization
spread through the
agriculture industry within the
decade” (Perez 2020).  In the
1960’s ,  Mexican farmworkers
joined Fi l ipino workers to
organize the United Farm
Workers and demand that
laws protecting other workers
also protect them.
Farmworkers gained victories
in better working conditions,
wages,  and protections,  but
the movement began to lose
momentum in the 80’s .

08

During Reagan’s administration,
industries moved overseas,  and
unions and UFW’s organizing
tactics became vi l lainized.
Moreover ,  agricultural
corporations used farm labor
contractors to replace unionized
farmworkers with non-union
workers ,  often pitt ing workers
against each other along l ines of
immigration status (Martin
2004) .    From then on, wages
stagnated for farmworkers .
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https://americanhistory.si.edu/explore/stories/essential-and-expendable-rise-agricultural-labor-and-united-farm-workers
https://americanhistory.si.edu/explore/stories/essential-and-expendable-rise-agricultural-labor-and-united-farm-workers
https://americanhistory.si.edu/explore/stories/essential-and-expendable-rise-agricultural-labor-and-united-farm-workers
https://americanhistory.si.edu/explore/stories/essential-and-expendable-rise-agricultural-labor-and-united-farm-workers
https://cis.org/Report/Why-Didnt-Collective-Bargaining-Transform-Californias-Farm-Labor-Market
https://cis.org/Report/Why-Didnt-Collective-Bargaining-Transform-Californias-Farm-Labor-Market


W a g e s  o f  H i r e d  F a r m w o r k e r s

Since the late 1990s, farmworker wages have slightly increased, barely keeping up
with the rising living costs. 

In 2023, the mean hourly wage for farmworkers in Santa Barbara county was $17.42
they earned a mean annual wage of $36,244 (EDD Occupational Wages 2023).
However, within that same year in Santa Barbara county, nonfarm jobs such as
heavy truck drivers earned an hourly mean hourly wage of $26.76 and construction
laborers earned a mean hourly wage of $25.04 (EDD Occupational Wages 2023). 
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P a r t  I I I :  C o n t e x t  o f  F a r m w o r k e r
W a g e s   

Figure 1, shows farmworker wages remain very low compared to other sectors,
hovering consistently around half of the average wage of nonfarm jobs (USDA
2022).

Figure 1

https://labormarketinfo.edd.ca.gov/cgi/dataanalysis/oesWageReport.asp?menuchoice=OESWAGE
https://labormarketinfo.edd.ca.gov/data/oes-employment-and-wages.html#Tool
https://www.ers.usda.gov/topics/farm-economy/farm-labor/#demographic
https://www.ers.usda.gov/topics/farm-economy/farm-labor/#demographic
https://www.ers.usda.gov/topics/farm-economy/farm-labor/#demographic


Heavy truck drivers earned an annual wage of $55,672,  and
construction laborers earned an annual wage of $52,104 (EDD
Occupational Wages 2023) .   There is a signif icant difference in the
hourly and yearly wages of workers in the agriculture industry as
compared to those in other occupations l ike heavy truck drivers
and construction laborers .  Despite having many similarit ies ,  such
as physically demanding duties and irregular work schedules,  the
earnings of these occupations differ considerably.  

In states l ike California,  where labor-intensive agriculture
production is concentrated, according to the MIT Living Wage
Calculator ,  covering basic l iv ing expenses requires an annual
income of $44,175 for a single adult with no children (Living Wage
MIT) .    So,  although farmworker wages have sl ightly increased
since 1990, the quality of l i fe remains extremely diff icult for many
farmworker famil ies .  Farmworkers must work to make ends meet
but unfortunately ,  are often not paid enough to afford housing in
the same area they work in.  As a result ,  farmworker famil ies are
forced to l ive in cramped apartment units or garage units to make
ends meet and pay for basic necessit ies .  
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https://labormarketinfo.edd.ca.gov/data/oes-employment-and-wages.html#Tool
https://labormarketinfo.edd.ca.gov/data/oes-employment-and-wages.html#Tool
https://livingwage.mit.edu/states/06
https://livingwage.mit.edu/states/06
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P a r t  I V :  C o s t  o f  L i v i n g  i n  S a n t a
B a r b a r a  c o u n t y  &  F a r m w o r k e r
C o m m u n i t i e s ’  C u r r e n t  E a r n i n g s
HOUSING

The Central Coast includes Santa Barbara and Ventura counties,
which house one of the largest farmworker communities in the
country and consistently rank among the most expensive places
to l ive in the United States.  Much of the weather and cl imate
conditions that are beneficial  to the harvest of our regional
crops are the same conditions that increase the cost of l iv ing in
our California coastal communities .  In Figure 2,  a l iv ing wage
calculation for Santa Barbara county demonstrates how a family
of four(with both adults working and two children) should make
about $129,954 per year just to afford to l ive in this county
(Living Wage MIT) .  For a single adult in Santa Barbara County
with no children,  a l iv ing wage would be $32.11 .   For two working
adults with two children,  their  l iv ing wage would be $36.53.  

https://livingwage.mit.edu/counties/06083


California employment data shows the average annual pay of a
farmworker in Santa Barbara County is  $36,244,  or $72,488 per
year for two working parents,  about half  of the income needed
to cover basic expenses for their  family (EDD 2023 Agriculture
Worker Wages) .    Unfortunately ,  these numbers account for
agriculture workers who have to work al l  year-round. Many
workers earn most of their  income during the summer and use
those earnings to get by unti l  the next harvesting season.
Between 2019-2020, many farmworkers earned an annual
income below $30,000 (Findings from the National Agricultural
Workers Survey (NAWS) 2019–2020; p40) .    This is  st i l l  a reality
for some workers today and for many famil ies ,  this is  not
enough to be able to afford a 1-bedroom apartment.

In Santa Maria,  the city where most farmworkers l ive in Santa
Barbara county,  the median rent as of the writ ing of this report
in March 2024 was $2,999 per month, according to Zil low
(zi l low.com).  

1 2
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©  P h o t o  C o u r t e s y  C A U S E

https://labormarketinfo.edd.ca.gov/aspdotnet/SupportPage/AllOESWage.aspx?soccode=452099
https://labormarketinfo.edd.ca.gov/aspdotnet/SupportPage/AllOESWage.aspx?soccode=452099
https://www.dol.gov/sites/dolgov/files/ETA/naws/pdfs/NAWS%20Research%20Report%2016.pdf
https://www.dol.gov/sites/dolgov/files/ETA/naws/pdfs/NAWS%20Research%20Report%2016.pdf
https://www.zillow.com/rental-manager/market-trends/santa-maria-ca/
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T y p i c a l  e x p e n s e s
T h e  t a b l e  b e l o w  s h o w s  t h e  c o s t s  o f  e a c h  b a s i c  n e e d  t h a t  g o
i n t o  e s t i m a t i n g  t h e  l i v i n g  w a g e .  L i k e  w i t h  t h e  l i v i n g  w a g e ,
t h e i r  v a l u e s  v a r y  b y  l o c a t i o n  a n d  f a m i l y  s i z e .

F I G U R E  2

https://livingwage.mit.edu/counties/06083


Over half  of the income of a farmworker family with two full-t ime
adult workers is  consumed by rent,  highlighting the
unaffordabil ity of housing in Santa Maria,  an agricultural city .
Moreover ,  according to the United States Census Bureau, in 2022,
52.6% of Santa Barbara county renters make less than $75,000
annually ,  and 46.5% of them are paying 30 percent or more of
their income for housing (2022 U.S.  Census Bureau) .     As
mentioned above,  a single farmworker is  making about
$34,300.00, and more than 30% of their  income is going to rent.
Additionally ,  about 62% of farmworkers are paying more than
30% of their  income towards rent (United States Census
Bureau) .That barely leaves enough for them to afford other basic
necessit ies .

In the 6th Cycle Housing Element 2023-2031 of Santa Maria,  24%
of the population described their work relating to agriculture
compared to other job sectors in 2019 (cityofsantamaria.org,  A-9) .    
Santa Maria is  the hub of a large agriculture sector within Santa
Barbara County,  with high housing costs and low wages for
farmworkers ,  who make up a signif icant percentage of the city ’s
workforce.  Because of these low wages,  many famil ies resort to
crowded l iving spaces in rental units (cityofsantamaria.org,  A-14) .

The 2023 report Farmworker Health in California by UC Merced
and the California Department of Public Health found that 25%
of surveyed farmworkers in Cali fornia reported sleeping in a room
with three or more people.  29% of respondents said their  overall
household had six or more people (UC Merced Farmworker
Health 2023) .     According to the National Agricultural Workers
Survey,  the most long standing research on farmworkers in the
United States,  30% of farmworker households l ive in overcrowded
housing,  defined by the Census as having a ratio of more than
one person per room. Additionally ,  the research discovered that
famil ies l ive in extremely poor conditions,  with no other option
but to remain in these units due to their  inabil ity to afford better
housing.   

The 2023 report “Farmworker Health in California” by UC
Merced and the California Department of Public Health
found that 25% of surveyed farmworkers in California
reported sleeping in a room with three or more people.

25%25%
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https://data.census.gov/table/ACSST1Y2022.S2503?q=renters%20and%20housing%20in%20santa%20barbara%20county
https://www.cityofsantamaria.org/home/showpublisheddocument/31983/638351161124600000
https://www.cityofsantamaria.org/home/showpublisheddocument/31983/638351161124600000
https://clc.ucmerced.edu/sites/clc.ucmerced.edu/files/page/documents/fwhs_report_2.2.2383.pdf
https://clc.ucmerced.edu/sites/clc.ucmerced.edu/files/page/documents/fwhs_report_2.2.2383.pdf
https://clc.ucmerced.edu/sites/clc.ucmerced.edu/files/page/documents/fwhs_report_2.2.2383.pdf


This farmworker is the sole breadwinner for a family of five. He primarily works in
picking strawberries, but since it's still winter in January, they have yet to reach the
harvesting phase. Therefore, he decided to seek work in the vineyard until April. He
makes $16.50 per hour, which is slightly more than the California minimum wage of
$16 per hour in 2024. However, in the past two weeks, he has been unable to work a
full 40-hour week, only managing to work 59.50 hours due to limited work during this
rainy season. His gross pay was $981.75, but after payroll tax deductions for Social
Security, Medicare, and California SDI, he is left with $895.84. Unfortunately, due to his
immigration status, he is ineligible to access these benefits no matter how much he
and his family need them.

With the limited work hours available and this income, he is expected to earn around
$1,791.68 at the end of the month. However, this is significantly less than the monthly
rent of a typical one-bedroom apartment, which means that the farm worker will be
unable to make rent payments this month, let alone afford food. This is a harsh reality
for many farmworkers across the county. Often, families have to cram into a small
apartment with multiple families just to afford a roof over their heads. A family of five
will often share a room together so that their income can cover basic needs for the
entire family.

S A M P L E  P A Y  S T U B  O F  A  S A N T A
B A R B A R A  C O U N T Y  F A R M W O R K E R ,  2 0 2 4
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In Figure 3, data from the Santa Barbara County Health
Needs Assessment shows high levels of housing insecurity
among those earning under $35,000 per year, those with
less than a high school education, and Latino individuals.
Farmworkers on average earn below $35,000 per year.

1 5

Moreover,  landlords often require minimum qualif ications such as
having an income that is  3x the rent,  consistent income, and strong
credit scores.  These serve as obstacles for immigrant and farmworker
famil ies to even be considered for a 1-bedroom apartment.
Inconsistent seasonal income for farmworkers often peaks during 5
months out of the year ,  and whatever is  earned throughout that
period needs to last them through the slower months of work.
Farmworker famil ies struggle,  and to prevent al l  of  their  income from
going solely towards rent,  they wil l  l ive with other famil ies ,  sharing a
single kitchen and a single bathroom just to survive.  

Housing Insecurity Chart from the Cottage Center for Population
Health: Percentage of adults reporting housing insecurity by
demographic group.

F I G U R E  3
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https://www.cottagehealth.org/population-health/community-health-needs-assessment/2019/health-indicators/housing-insecurity/


73% of agriculture workers are immigrant farmworkers and California is one
of the states that contribute to “more than one-third of total U.S.
agricultural-output value” (FWD.us 2022). In Santa Barbara county, 88% of
farmworkers are Latino and 71% are not citizens (Figure 4).   Moreover, 84%
reported having a high school diploma or less education. Improving wages
for farmworkers is one of Santa Barbara county's most important ways to
reduce housing insecurity.

P r o f i l e  o f  a  f a r m w o r k e r  i n
S a n t a  B a r b a r a  C o u n t y

The average age of a
farmworker is 45
years old, 1,893
farmworkers are over
60 years of age.

Average Age: Race/Ethnicity: Citizenship Status:

Who is a Typical Farmworker in Santa Barbara County? 

1 7

88% of farmworkers
are Latino and for 87%
their country of origin
is Mexico.

71% of farmworkers
are not citizens.

Children in School: Education: Long Hours:
70% of farmworkers
are have children
under 18. 

84% have a high
school diploma or less
education.

Almost two out of three
farmworkers are working
every week and
averaging 38 hrs/wk.

Gender:
50% of
farmworkers
are male &
50% are
female.

16
F I G U R E  4

https://www.fwd.us/news/immigrant-farmworkers-and-americas-food-production-5-things-to-know/
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Healthcare
According to a recent UC Merced and California Department of
Public Health study,  49% of surveyed farmworkers did not have
health insurance at some point in the past 12 months.  23%
reported delaying needed medical care at some point in the past
year .  This is  consistent with the most recent data from the National
Agricultural Workers Survey that found only 48% of farmworkers
nationally have health insurance and only 22% of undocumented
farmworkers (UC Merced Farmworker Health 2023) .  

According to the California Health Care Foundation,  “Cali fornians
with lower incomes are more l ikely than those with higher incomes
to skip or delay health care due to costs”  (CHCF 2022) .    Most
farmworkers do not receive healthcare insurance from their
employers nor qualify for state benefits .  Many cannot afford to
miss a day of work to address a health concern since they would
have to pay out of pocket.

U n i n s u r e d  F a r m w o r k e r s
The high costs of an uninsured
healthcare appointment are
compounded by losing a day of income
to be at the doctor ’s off ice.  Moreover ,
many famil ies forego preventative care
because they simply do not have the
means to afford it ,  which ultimately can
cost them more in the long run when
major health issues arise such as
musculoskeletal pain,  respiratory
i l lness,  heart disease,  diabetes and
more (NC Farmworker Health Program).

Many farmworkers '  pay stubs reflect
deductions for health and security
benefits ,  but unfortunately ,  are unable
to access it  due to their immigration
status.
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https://clc.ucmerced.edu/sites/clc.ucmerced.edu/files/page/documents/fwhs_report_2.2.2383.pdf
https://www.chcf.org/publication/2022-chcf-california-health-policy-survey/#:~:text=Half%20of%20Californians%20(49%25),Problems%20paying%20medical%20bills.
https://ncfhp.ncdhhs.gov/farmworker-health-facts/#:~:text=Occupational%20Risks&text=Farmworkers%20suffer%20from%20high%20levels,musculoskeletal%20pain%20and%20respiratory%20illness.


Childcare
The cost of childcare has also continued to increase along with rent
and food. The annual cost of childcare depends on the age and
needs of your child and whether they will be placed in a Child Care
Center or Family Child Care Home. As seen in Figure 5, the care for an
infant in a Child Care Center would have a median annual cost of
$19,121 compared to Family Child Care Home, where the median
yearly cost would be $12,309. The costs decrease as the children age
but remain one of the most considerable costs in a family’s budget.

1 9

F I G U R E  5

According to the National Agricultural Workers Survey, 50%
of farmworkers in the US have children living with them.
California’s farmworker health study found that 70% of
surveyed farmworkers lived with children, perhaps due to
California’s larger share of settled farmworker families as
opposed to seasonal migrants or H-2A visa workers
compared to other states. California's farmworker survey data
shows that the median farmworker household has two
children, similar to national data. Figure 6 shows the results
of the National Agricultural Workers Survey.

19

https://rrnetwork.org/assets/general-files/4.05-California-portfolio.pdf


F I G U R E   6

The graph depicts that sixty-eight percent of farmworkers
interviewed during this time reported being farmworker
parents with one or two minor children living in their
household. Many of these families have to go through
extreme measures of budgeting to cover the costs of their
rent, groceries, and childcare. If there are two children they
need care for, childcare costs are doubled while housing and
food costs significantly increase. Their current wage is simply
insufficient to cover their basic needs.

OF ALL  THE FARMWORKERS
INTERVIEWED,  ABOUT 68% OF
THEM ARE PARENTS WITH 1
OR 2  MINOR CHILDREN IN
THEIR  HOUSEHOLD.

2 0
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https://wdr.doleta.gov/research/FullText_Documents/ETAOP2021-22%20NAWS%20Research%20Report%2014%20(2017-2018)_508%20Compliant.pdf
https://wdr.doleta.gov/research/FullText_Documents/ETAOP2021-22%20NAWS%20Research%20Report%2014%20(2017-2018)_508%20Compliant.pdf
https://wdr.doleta.gov/research/FullText_Documents/ETAOP2021-22%20NAWS%20Research%20Report%2014%20(2017-2018)_508%20Compliant.pdf


F o o d  I n s e c u r i t y
Not only do farmworkers struggle with the costs of housing,
accessing healthcare,  and childcare,  but the very workers who plant,
grow, harvest ,  and pack the food that others depend on across the
world are also unable to afford enough nutrit ious food for their  own
families to l ive healthy l ives.  The UC Merced farmworker health
survey found that 19% of Cali fornia farmworkers surveyed reported
very low food security ,  and 23% reported low food security under
standard USDA measures.  The National Agricultural Workers Survey
shows that only 13% of farmworkers are enrolled in SNAP, and 9% are
enrolled in WIC. These federal programs assist low-income famil ies
in accessing food (UC Merced Farmworker Health 2023) .

Santa Barbara County’s 2016 Food
Action Plan notes that while agricultural
work is the largest and fastest-growing
occupation in the county,  farmworkers
make up a large share of the county’s
food-insecure population,  with
agricultural communities l ike Santa
Maria and Lompoc suffering from the
region’s highest rates of poverty .  One of
the core goals of the plan is to “Support
fair  compensation for al l  members of
the food workforce and increase
availabil ity and accessibil ity to
affordable housing to help support their
vital  role in the regional food system”
(2016 Santa Barbara Food Action Plan) .  

Various other systematic issues
contribute to farmworkers '  lack of
affordabil ity for basic necessit ies ;
however,  improving wages is the most
crit ical way to tackle the root cause of
meeting farmworkers ’  economic needs.

21

21

https://clc.ucmerced.edu/sites/clc.ucmerced.edu/files/page/documents/fwhs_report_2.2.2383.pdf
https://sbcfoodaction.wpengine.com/wp-content/uploads/2016/05/SBC-Food-Action-Plan-2016-Full-website.pdf


Farm work is one of the most physically
demanding and dangerous occupations.  Workers
report injuries such as fal ls  from tall  ladders while
picking fruit  from trees,  musculoskeletal pain and
bone fractures from quickly running through
muddy ditches between rows of strawberries ,
working alongside heavy machinery l ike large
tractors and sharp blades,  exposure to hazards
l ike wildfire smoke and pesticides,  and
exhausting manual labor outdoors with l itt le
shade in extreme heat and other harmful weather
conditions.  Other sectors that are as physically
demanding as agriculture labor tend to have
higher pay.  Construction laborers and heavy
tractor-trai ler truck drivers have r isk factors
similar to those of farm labor in their  respective
occupations.  Yet ,  these sectors receive far higher
compensation for these r isks .  

As shown in Figure 7,  farmworkers are more l ikely
to face injury in the workplace than construction
workers and have similar injury rates to truck
drivers .

P a r t  V :  F a r m w o r k e r
I n j u r y  a n d  M o r t a l i t y
R a t e s  i n  C o m p a r i s o n
t o  O t h e r  S e c t o r s
INJURY AND MORTALITY

*The incidence rates represent the number of injuries and illnesses per 100 full-time workers
and were calculated as (N/EH) x 200,000, where
N = number of injuries and illnesses 
EH = total hours worked by all employees during the calendar year 
200,000 = base for 100 equivalent full-time workers (working 40 hours per week, 50 weeks per
year)*

F I G U R E  7

2 2

22This table has been updated on 8/26/24 to reflect the correct numbers.

https://www.bls.gov/iif/nonfatal-injuries-and-illnesses-tables/table-1-injury-and-illness-rates-by-industry-2022-national.htm#soii_n17_as_t1.f.5


Sectors such as construction have better benefits to offer workers due to a more robust
history of unionization. Moreover, higher wages in unionized workplaces also set higher wage
standards and expectations even for non-union companies and workers in the same sector. 

Workers in “Construction and extraction occupations” and in “Transportation and material
moving occupations'' have unionization rates around triple that of workers in “Farming,
fishing, and forestry occupations'' (bls.gov, Table 3).    An important reason unionization rates
are much higher in these industry sectors than agriculture is that construction and truck
driving workforces were historically predominantly white and male, facing less
discrimination from unions and employers, while farmworkers were historically Black,
indigenous, and immigrant, and at times excluded from labor unions. In Santa Barbara and
Ventura counties, 99% of farmworkers are people of color, while construction workers are
79% people of color and truck drivers are 72% people of color (fundforsantabara.org).    The
historical pattern of industries who were able to unionize and protect workers compared to
those who have been historically excluded affects norms of which types of jobs are valued
and labor standards to this day. For example, the first multiracial farmworker union was
formed in Oxnard in 1903 called the Japanese Mexican Labor Alliance, but it was barred
entry into the American Federation of Labor due to racist discrimination.

Today, union construction workers have 34% fewer health and safety violations, as shown in
the table above. Construction workers are also more likely to “earn 46% higher incomes and
34% more likely to have private health insurance” (FCA International 2022).    As opportunities
in professions like building trades, manufacturing, and logistics have opened up to more
workers of color, farmworkers increasingly have opportunities to move into jobs that are
better paid to compensate for difficult and dangerous labor. This presents a major challenge
to the agricultural industry, which must compete with better paid sectors and faces the loss
of its workforce if it cannot professionalize and improve wages. 
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Racial Demographics 
of Workers
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https://www.bls.gov/news.release/pdf/union2.pdf
https://fundforsantabarbara.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/12/CENTRAL-COAST_v17_final.pdf
https://finishingcontractors.org/the-union-advantage-during-the-construction-labor-shortage/


Farming, Fishing, and Forestry
30%

Transportation, and Material Moving
19%

Construction and Extraction
17%

Protective Service
13%

Installation, Maintenance, and Repair
11%

Building and Grounds Cleaning and Maintenance
10%

Fatal Work
Injury Rates
by
Occupation
in 2022

Occupational death rates in agricultural work are consistently much higher than
comparable jobs, with 23.5 fatal injuries per 100,000 workers in 2022 compared to 14.6
fatalities in truck driving and 13.0 in construction according to the Bureau of Labor
Statistics (BLS:Occupational Injuries 2022). 

Farmworker deaths and injuries are, unfortunately, a common occurrence. In 2020, during
Covid-19, many farmworkers were still working and not protected under CDC guidelines.
Because of this, many employers neglected the health and safety of workers and have
failed to “provide and implement a system,” which resulted in farms and food companies
having “the most violations of all the industries” (Calmatters 2022).     In Santa Barbara
county in 2023, there were two farmworker deaths, both related to poor supervision and
training of agriculture equipment usage (SB Independent 2023).     In one instance,
farmworkers reported they were told to continue working in a Cuyama carrot field
alongside the body of their fallen coworker. While farmworkers face injuries and fatal
injuries that come with the job, locally they are fighting for better precautions to be put in
place and organizing against the normalization of agricultural workers being treated as
disposable In other industries, workers have demanded higher pay as compensation for
the safety risks they face, yet farm work has historically been performed by workers whose
lives and safety our society has put far less value on. This has resulted in a greater
acceptance of risks without compensation. 

Many farmworkers are also finding themselves shifting towards less hazardous
occupations such as restaurants, domestic work, and hospitality. Though this sector can
have similar wages to farm work and often only provides limited hours, it has much lower
rates of death and injury and offers better conditions for many farm workers who find
themselves entering these service occupations as they get older.

F I G U R E  8
Source: Bureau of Labor Statistics 2023
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https://www.bls.gov/news.release/pdf/cfoi.pdf
https://calmatters.org/california-divide/2022/07/food-farm-workers-covid/
https://www.independent.com/2023/11/09/central-coast-organizations-speak-out-on-two-farmworker-deaths-in-santa-barbara-county/
https://www.bls.gov/news.release/pdf/cfoi.pdf
https://www.bls.gov/news.release/pdf/cfoi.pdf


 Comparative Wages

F I G U R E  9  
Source: Employment

Development Department
2023

In California, construction laborers and truck drivers are earning a livable wage compared to
farmworkers. Construction worker’s mean annual wage is about $52,103 with an hourly wage of
$25.04, while heavy, tractor-trailer truck drivers’ mean annual wage is about $55,672 with an hourly
wage of $26.76 (EDD Occupational Wages 2023).    Conversely, farm workers’ mean annual wage is
about $36,244, with a mean hourly of $17.42 (EDD Occupational Wages 2023).  These are drastic
differences that drive workers away from agriculture towards other opportunities with much
higher pay for safer working conditions.

The agriculture industry has historically had less 
inclusion in labor unions

Unionization Rates
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Annual Averages of Union affiliation by occupation for 2022-2023

https://labormarketinfo.edd.ca.gov/cgi/dataanalysis/oesWageReport.asp?menuchoice=OESWAGE
https://labormarketinfo.edd.ca.gov/cgi/dataanalysis/oesWageReport.asp?menuchoice=OESWAGE
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P a r t  V I : A g r i c u l t u r e  I n d u s t r y :
D e c l i n i n g  I m m i g r a t i o n ,  A g i n g
F a r m w o r k e r s ,  a n d  L a b o r
S h o r t a g e s
DECLINING IMMIGRATION AND AGING FARMWORKERS

In the last decade, we have seen a
decline in immigration,  driven by
several factors ,  including changing
demographics in neighboring
countries l ike Mexico and the r ise
of anti- immigrant rhetoric and
policies .  As seen in Figure 8,  the
undocumented population in
California began to decline in
2007 (ppic.org 2023) .  30 31

National data also shows a
decline in the undocumented
immigrant population of 14%
from 2007 to 2021 (Pew Research
Center) .  Additionally ,  the Pew
Research Center has reported a
reversal of migration where
immigrants travel back across the
southern border (Pew Research
Center 2019) .  

https://www.ppic.org/publication/undocumented-immigrants-in-california/
https://www.pewresearch.org/short-reads/2023/11/16/what-we-know-about-unauthorized-immigrants-living-in-the-us/
https://www.pewresearch.org/hispanic/interactives/unauthorized-trends/
https://www.pewresearch.org/hispanic/interactives/unauthorized-trends/


Moreover,  the growth of Mexico’s population has decreased; where
for most of the 20th century,   “Mexico’s birth rate remained above
six children per woman,”  but by 1995,  the birth rate had dramatically
fal len to “three children per woman” (Stanford University 2019) .

The immigrants that have come to the U.S.  to work in the f ields are
now growing older ,  and newer generations in Mexico do not feel as
inclined to cross the border for a “better l i fe”  as job opportunities
are increasing in their  home country (Stanford University 2019) .
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Economic Growth in Mexico
Annual Gross Domestic Product (GDP) of Mexico | World Bank National Accounts Data

https://andthewest.stanford.edu/2019/a-climate-of-fear-accelerates-existing-labor-shortages-on-californias-farms/
https://andthewest.stanford.edu/2019/a-climate-of-fear-accelerates-existing-labor-shortages-on-californias-farms/
https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/NY.GDP.MKTP.CD?locations=MX


Many farmworkers are growing in age (Figure 11)  and are continuing
to work but not as quickly as they did when they were younger.  This
is having some adverse effects on the agriculture industry because
as farm work is wearing down these workers ’  bodies,  they f ind that
farm labor is  no longer a viable option for them to continue doing
for the rest of their  l ives.

2 8
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F I G U R E  1 1  A MAJORITY  OF  FARMWORKERS ARE FOREIGN BORN WITH AN AVERAGE AGE OF 42  YEARS OLD.

https://www.ers.usda.gov/topics/farm-economy/farm-labor/#demographic
https://www.ers.usda.gov/topics/farm-economy/farm-labor/#demographic
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LABOR SHORTAGE AND H-2A VISA PROGRAM

Many growers have turned to alternative measures such as participating in the
H-2A Visa Program to address the tightening labor markets .  In the last decade,
Santa Barbara county has witnessed a surge of H-2A workers ,  with Santa Maria
Valley as one of the top cit ies in Cali fornia housing a signif icant number of H-2A
workers across the state (LA Times 2017) .   Santa Maria is  known for its strawberry
production and the revenue it  brings not only to our county,  but our state.  The
labor intensive nature of this crop which makes automated harvesting diff icult
paired with a decline of migration,  have increased the l ikel ihood of growers
uti l izing the H-2A program in our region.  This program imports foreign workers
from many countries ,  including Latin America,  to work in agriculture temporari ly
during the harvest season before being sent back to their  home countries .  The
H-2A program is a better-regulated descendant of the notorious Bracero
program, which ended under the Kennedy administration in the 1960s,
preceding the era of r is ing unionization and wages for farmworkers through the
1970s.  In the 1980’s ,  the Reagan administration re-established a guestworker
program for agriculture,  with some additional protections for wages and housing
standards.  However,  the H-2A program has many of the same features of the
Bracero program, with employers providing housing and food and temporary
visas t ied to employment with no long-term path to cit izenship.  The power
imbalance created by employer control of visas and housing and the isolation
and short-term stays of H-2A workers creates an environment r ipe for labor
violations.  According to the report ,  “Ripe for Reform”,  43% of H-2A workers
reported not being paid the wages they were promised and that both employers
and recruiters of the program would intentionally deceive workers and then
compensate with lesser wages upon their arr ival  (CDM Migrante) .  

Farmworkers are looking towards higher-paying jobs such as
construction and truck driving where they can save up more money
to serve as retirement funds since many do not have access to
social  security .  Also,  many farmworkers ult imately decide to seek
work in hospital ity or retai l  despite similarly low pay,  as they reach
a point where they can no longer continue to sacrif ice their  health
and put their  bodies at further r isk.

35

36

https://www.latimes.com/projects/la-fi-farm-labor-guestworkers/
https://cdmigrante.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/04/Ripe-for-Reform.pdf


“LUPE SANDOVAL,  THE EXECUTIVE  DIRECTOR OF
THE CALIFORNIA FARM LABOR CONTRACTORS

ASSOCIATION,  CALLS  THE GUEST  WORKER
PROGRAM “A VERY EXPENSIVE ,  CONFUSING,

PROBLEMATIC  SYSTEM,”  AN ASSERTION SEEMINGLY
ECHOED BY MILES  REITER,  THE CEO OF

DRISCOLL ’S . ”  
-  S I E R R A  G A R C I A  I N  “ A  ‘ C L I M A T E  O F  F E A R ’  A C C E L E R A T E S  E X I S T I N G  L A B O R

S H O R T A G E S  O N  C A L I F O R N I A ’ S  F A R M S ”
‘ . . . &  T H E  W E S T ’  B L O G

In regard to the working conditions,  many workers experience aggressive
pressure to work fast ,  and as shown previously ,  agriculture is  one of the most
dangerous industries in which to work.  Employers wil l  often neglect care for
H-2A workers by not providing workers compensation and wil l  coerce those
who are injured to sign a “voluntary”  quick waiver as they are no longer useful
to them (FarmworkerJustice.org) .    Despite the abuses workers have
experienced and neglectful inspection of working conditions,  the H-2A
program continues to expand. 

As seen in Figure 12,  as the labor market t ightens,  growers are more l ikely to
turn to temporary worker visas to avoid being unable to harvest their  crops
and losing revenue.

B I L L  L A N E  C E N T E R  F O R  T H E  A M E R I C A N  W E S T F I G U R E  1 2  

3 0
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Additionally ,  workers experience l imited mobil ity to perform simple tasks
such as grocery shopping, crowded and unsanitary housing conditions,  sexual
harassment,  and verbal abuse,  and were even threatened with deportation
and job loss in the future i f  they resigned (CDM Migrante) .

http://west.stanford.edu/people/sierra-garcia
https://www.farmworkerjustice.org/resource/no-way-to-treat-a-guest-why-the-h-2a-agricultural-visa-program-fails-u-s-and-foreign-workers/
https://andthewest.stanford.edu/2019/a-climate-of-fear-accelerates-existing-labor-shortages-on-californias-farms/
https://cdmigrante.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/04/Ripe-for-Reform.pdf
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As seen in Figure 13 ,  more recent data shows an increase in the
recruitment of H-2A workers ,  and this is  expected to continue
growing. (Casti l lo 2023) .

F I G U R E  1 3  

Agricultural corporations today are spending large sums of money
on using the H-2A program, often at double the cost of domestic
farmworkers '  wages because of the additional expenses required. A
complicated application needs to be f i l led out for each agricultural
worker .  Not only do agricultural employers incur the cost of
processing and f i l ing,  but they also pay H-2A workers a federally
mandated wage rate (AWER) of about $18 per hour.  In high-cost
areas such as coastal Cali fornia,  the requirements for housing are
particularly costly .  With the cost of housing,  food, and
transportation,  and hourly wages,  employers often pay over $30 per
hour for H-2A workers after al l  expenses are included. In the last
decade, the demand for H-2A visas visas has tr ipled (Fwd.us 2022) .  
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https://www.ers.usda.gov/amber-waves/2023/march/h-2a-temporary-agricultural-job-certifications-continued-to-soar-in-2022/
https://www.ers.usda.gov/amber-waves/2023/march/h-2a-temporary-agricultural-job-certifications-continued-to-soar-in-2022/
https://www.fwd.us/news/immigrant-farmworkers-and-americas-food-production-5-things-to-know/
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The fact that employers are able to cover the extensive costs of H-2A
workers ’  housing,  food, transportation and visas demonstrates that
they are more than capable of paying higher wages.  Any agricultural
companies that raised wages for al l  workers to match the total costs
they pay for the H-2A program would l ikely see an immediate surge
of applicants for their  open posit ions.

The H-2A program addresses the immediate needs of the agriculture
industry ,  but it  is  not sustainable in the long term. Miles Reiter ,  the
CEO of Driscoll ’s  claims that the program is a “  ‘very expensive,
confusing,  problematic system.’  ” (Stanford University 2019) .

3 2
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https://www.farmers.gov/working-with-us/h2a-visa-program
https://andthewest.stanford.edu/2019/a-climate-of-fear-accelerates-existing-labor-shortages-on-californias-farms/
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“MECHANIZING
IS  DIFF ICULT
FOR
STRAWBERRY
HARVESTING
BECAUSE THE
FRUIT  IS
DELICATE AND
FIELDS NEED
TO BE RE-
PICKED
REPEATEDLY
WITHOUT
DAMAGING THE
PLANTS THAT
PRODUCE
BERRIES  FOR
THE REST  OF
THE SEASON”  

In addition,  many growers have decided to
transit ion out of crops that require many
workers and have turned to simpler crops that
can be prepped and harvested by machines
(USDA 2022) .    Unfortunately ,  growers have
witnessed the weakness of mechanized
farming, which has had very l imited success in
processing fresh fruit .  A 2023 USDA report
notes,  “Mechanizing is diff icult for strawberry
harvesting because the fruit  is  delicate and
fields need to be re-picked repeatedly without
damaging the plants that produce berries for
the rest of the season” (USDA 2022) .  The
technology has had many f laws and
weaknesses in harvesting quality crops,  and the
cost of purchasing this crop is higher than
many employers can afford.  Mechanized
strawberry harvesting is relatively new and is
l ikely many years away from widespread
adoption,  and it  is  unable to address the
immediate issue of how the industry can
increase the number of farmworkers to be
sustainable.
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https://www.ers.usda.gov/webdocs/publications/104218/eib-235.pdf?v=3086.7
https://www.ers.usda.gov/webdocs/publications/107358/eib-257.pdf?v=1263.9


Crop production has substantially
increased in the last decade, and
revenue has skyrocketed. According to
the USDA Economic Research Service
2023,“ about 2/4 billion pounds of
strawberries were produced in 2018-
2020, an 87 percent increase from 1.29
billion pounds in 2000-2002” (USDA
2023). The majority of U.S. strawberries
are grown on the Central Coast, and
Santa Maria is one of the largest growing
areas. (USDA 2023). Santa Barbara
county achieved $1.9 billion of
agricultural production in 2022, a 5.1%
increase from the previous year (County
of SB 2023). 

“The majority of U.S. strawberries are grown on the Central Coast,
and Santa Maria is one of the largest growing areas.”

C R O P  P R O D U C T I O N ,
H A R V E S T I N G  A N D  R E V E N U E

W a g e s  &  E f f e c t s  o n
C o n s u m e r s
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P a r t  V I I :  C r o p  P r o d u c t i o n ,
H a r v e s t i n g ,  a n d  R e v e n u e

Farmworkers’ wages could be
raised dramatically with minimal
costs to consumers if major
distributors and retail brands like
Driscoll’s paid higher prices for
labor-intensive crops like
strawberries. Only a small share of
what consumers pay in the grocery
store for fresh produce ever sees
the hands of farmworkers. 

12,933 acres of strawberries were
harvested in 2022 with a total
production of 328, 513 and a total
value of $810,923,000 (County of SB
2023). Fruit & Nut Crops totaled
$988,331,000, and Vegetable Crops
totaled $660,562,000 in revenue.
Driscoll’s, a multi-billion dollar
privately-held corporation that
dominates the global berry market
sets the prices that many growers
are paid for their crops due to their
control of the supply chain from
shipping and marketing to the DNA
of the most popular breeds of
strawberries. In 2023, Driscoll’s
ranked among the top 10 sales of all
grocery retail brands (The Produce
News). 
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https://www.ers.usda.gov/webdocs/publications/107358/eib-257.pdf?v=1263.9
https://www.ers.usda.gov/webdocs/publications/107358/eib-257.pdf?v=1263.9
https://www.ers.usda.gov/webdocs/publications/107358/eib-257.pdf?v=1263.9
https://www.countyofsb.org/3967/2022-Agricultural-Crop-Production-Report
https://www.countyofsb.org/3967/2022-Agricultural-Crop-Production-Report
https://www.countyofsb.org/3967/2022-Agricultural-Crop-Production-Report
https://www.countyofsb.org/3967/2022-Agricultural-Crop-Production-Report
https://theproducenews.com/berries/driscolls-emerges-one-americas-top-retail-grocery-brands
https://theproducenews.com/berries/driscolls-emerges-one-americas-top-retail-grocery-brands


Date Class Region Commodity Variety Organic Environment Unit
Number
of Stores

Weighted
Avg Price

Low
Price

High
Price

%
Marked
Local

09/01/2023 FRUITS
SOUTHWEST
U.S.

STRAWBERRIES Y
1 lb
package

40 5.99 5.99 5.99

09/01/2023 FRUITS
SOUTHWEST
U.S.

STRAWBERRIES
1 lb
package

330 2.83 1.99 4.99

Research shows a similar pattern exists across the agricultural industry. In fact,
“Agricultural labor economist and professor at UC-Davis Philip Martin, predicts that if
farmworker wages go up by 47%, household grocery bills would go up just $21.15 a
year, or $1.76 a month” (Farmworker Justice).    Agricultural corporations can pay
workers a dignified, living wage at a negligible cost to the consumer. 

Calculations
$2.20 per flat 
8 boxes of strawberries per flat
$2.20  8 = 0.275 or about 0.28 cents per box goes to the worker

3 5

A c c o r d i n g  t o  U S D A  c o m m o d i t y  p r i c e  d a t a  ( F i g u r e  1 5 ) ,  a  o n e - p o u n d
p a c k a g e  o f  s t r a w b e r r i e s  i s  p r i c e d  b e t w e e n  $ 1 . 9 9 - 5 . 9 9  a t  r e t a i l
s t o r e s ,  d e p e n d i n g  o n  t h e  s u p p l y  a n d  d e m a n d  o f  t h e  b e r r i e s ,
o r g a n i c  c e r t i f i c a t i o n ,  a n d  s e a s o n a l  f l u c t u a t i o n s .  H o w e v e r ,  a s  s e e n
i n  t h e  c a l c u l a t i o n s  b e l o w ,  i f  f a r m w o r k e r s  a t  t h e  h e i g h t  o f  h a r v e s t
s e a s o n  a r e  p a i d  $ 2 . 2 0  p e r  e i g h t - p o u n d  f l a t ,  t h e y  p i c k  a  c o m m o n
p a y  r a t e  i n  t h e  S a n t a  M a r i a  V a l l e y ,  o n l y  a b o u t  2 8  c e n t s  o f  e a c h  o n e
p o u n d  r e t a i l  c o n t a i n e r  g o e s  t o  t h e  w o r k e r s  w h o  h a r v e s t  t h e  c r o p .
T h e s e  d i s p a r i t i e s  c a n  b e  e v e n  l a r g e r  i n  o t h e r  c r o p s  w h i c h  a r e  l e s s
l a b o r - i n t e n s i v e  t o  h a r v e s t .   

F I G U R E  1 5  

These calculations are simply for 1 flat. A minimum wage worker would have
to make 7 flats of strawberries to earn an hourly wage of 15.50. For an 8 hour
work day, farmworkers would make an estimate of 56 flats in one day. 
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H o w  m u c h  o f  t h e  p r i c e  o f  y o u r  b o x
o f  s t r a w b e r r i e s  g o e s  t o  t h e
w o r k e r s  w h o  p i c k e d  t h e m ?  

Farmworkers in areas like the Santa
Maria Valley can earn $2.20 per flat they
pick

On average
farmworker
s only see
about 28
cents for
each box.

Each of these flats hold 8 one pound
boxes that can each sell to shoppers for
$2 - $6.

That is only 7% of a box
sold at $4, just a fraction
of the fruit of their labor



Farmworkers could earn a l iv ing wage similar to their  peers in
trucking or construction if  major corporate distr ibutors l ike
Drisoll ’s ,  who dominate the berry market,  paid their  suppliers as
l itt le as 20 cents more per box of strawberries and passed this cost
on to the consumer.  

Many agricultural employers could improve labor recruitment and
retention and save costs by raising farmworkers '  wages to a level
competit ive with other industries ,  but below the current total cost
of H-2A contracts .  Farmworkers '  work requires a high level of ski l l
and experience with the specif ic labor of each crop that has been
undervalued for too long. For example,  preparing strawberries
requires soil  ferti l ization,  the plastic tape over the beds has the
correct spacing distance between each strawberry plant,  and each
plant is  perfectly planted. Any mistakes of having the plant too
high, low, or J-shaped can impact the grower’s profit  the fol lowing
year.  Not only is  it  important to do the job well ,  but quickly .
Farmworkers demonstrate their  di l igence,  adeptness,  and
accelerated ski l l  daily in this essential  job that feeds the world.
They continue to do so rain or shine through global pandemics and
natural disasters .  The least we owe farmworkers in our communities
is to ensure that they reap some of the benefits they continue to
sow for the future of our world.
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In the past 3 years, we have seen an uprising in
farmworkers walking out of their jobs to demand
better wages and working conditions, with
hundreds of workers self-organizing over half a
dozen known strikes, particularly concentrated in
the Santa Maria Valley.  Often lasting for several
days with no support or coordination from
established labor unions, many have resulted in
employers agreeing to pay higher wages to retain
workers. Many farmworkers saw their labor's
increased visibility and recognition as essential
workers during the COVID-19 pandemic and the
high-profile raises won by workers in other sectors
through strikes and union bargaining in recent
years. For example, in Santa Maria during the
pandemic, workers at Rancho Laguna Farms were
experiencing wage cuts, unsafe working conditions
due to their employer’s negligence in following CDC
regulations in the workplace, and retaliation in
response to workers striking (Santa Maria Sun 2020).    
Workers organized themselves and were successful
in their strike, winning a raise from $1.90 per piece
to $2.10 per piece. In 2021, around 40 workers at
HillTop Produce Inc. organized, demanding higher
wages since their current rate of $1.80 per box had
remained stagnant for many years and was
insufficient to meet the increasing cost of living.
Workers again won a major victory in securing a
higher pay rate of $2.10 per piece (Political Payne
2021).    Within the same year, about 150 workers
organized at West Coast Berry Farms and also won
a raise for their piece rate (Santa Maria Times 2021).    
In May 2022, workers went on strike J&G Berry
Garms, demanding a higher wage. 

P a r t  V I I I :  
A  L i v i n g  W a g e  f o r
F a r m w o r k e r S
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https://www.santamariasun.com/news/rancho-laguna-farms-workers-allegedly-faced-retaliation-for-striking-14795074
https://politicalpayne.com/2021/04/20/indigenous-farmworkers-organize-and-strike-in-santa-maria-with-help-from-micop/
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https://santamariatimes.com/news/local/farmworkers-with-west-coast-berry-strike-join-call-for-higher-wages/article_4f9bd304-e38d-5917-8a08-a34b9aa87432.html


They successfully raised their piece rate to 10 cents more,  which prompted
other companies nearby to raise their  pay as well  voluntari ly (KSBY 2022) .   
In 2023,  Cali fornia had unprecedented storms at the beginning of the year ,
devastating many famil ies ’  homes and belongings.  Many already struggling
farm workers felt  that the storms amplif ied an already diff icult s ituation.
This year alone,  farmworkers experienced one of the most diff icult
f inancial  hardships since the recession and pandemic.  The winter storms
this year deterred crop production,  deterred harvest ,  and, in turn,
diminished their income. They started working late in the year and
experienced wage theft (Ethnic Media Services 2023) .    In response,
workers continued to organize str ikes.  More and more farmworkers are
feeling frustrated with the working conditions they experience.  They have
to work with the l itt le they have to sustain their  famil ies unti l  the next
harvesting season the fol lowing year .  These are only a few examples of the
most recent str ikes.  Many farmworkers are increasingly becoming tired of
the lack of respect for their  labor,  negligence of safe working conditions,
and insuff icient l ivable wages.  Despite being labeled as "essential  workers"
during the pandemic,  farmworkers were often treated as disposable.  They
have noticed the minimum wage increases of other workers in various
sectors ,  from fast food workers to healthcare workers ,  and they are
observing the labor movements of other sectors ,  from Amazon warehouses
to Starbucks cafes,  automobile factories to movie studios.  Farmworkers
passionately understand that they,  too,  deserve better treatment.

39

50

49

https://www.ksby.com/news/local-news/farmworkers-in-santa-maria-demand-higher-wages-amid-rising-inflation
https://ethnicmediaservices.org/photo-essay/strawberry-workers-for-justice/
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Although the United Farm Workers (UFW) is far smaller today than at
its peak in the 1970s,  new legislation that protects and supports
farmworkers organizing unions in California promises a reversal of this
trend. In the San Joaquin Valley,  nearly 300 farmworkers at DiMare
Fresh won the UFW’s f irst union election under new “card check” rules
(CalMatters) .    Across the West Coast of North America,  farmworkers
have formed their own independent unions.  Pineros Y Campesinos
Unidos del Noroeste (PCUN)   has been organizing in Oregon for many
years to expand the r ights of workers ,  including f ighting for overtime
pay and protection from dangerous working conditions (Oregon
Encyclopedia) .   Famil ias Unidas por la Justicia (FUJ) is  a farmworker
union that successfully organized “over 500 Triqui ,  Mixteco,  and
Spanish speaking workers at Sakuma Bros Berry Farm (National Farm
Worker Ministry 2018) .    Another farmworker movement took place in
San Quintin Valley,  Baja California,  where workers were “protesting low
wages and poor working conditions” (Farmworker Justice) .    While
unionization of farmworkers is  regaining traction across the coast and
state,  our region specif ically st i l l  remains without a signif icant
presence of farmworker unions.   One way that farmworkers can
achieve l ivable wages is through policies that set higher wages
throughout the entire sector ,  preventing any individual company that
raises wages from facing a competit ive disadvantage by ensuring that
all  businesses are on a level playing f ield.  For example,  Cali fornia fast
food workers won a wage increase to $20 per hour through legislation
beginning in 2024,  and similar legislation wil l  eventually raise
healthcare workers ’  wages to $25 per hour across the state (Ca.gov
2023,    Cal Matters 2023) .    In March 2024,  voters in Long Beach, CA
approved Measure RW, to raise wages for hotel workers to $29.50 per
hour by 2028. 
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All people deserve a living wage that can sustain their families with a
roof over their heads, food on their children’s table, and care for their
bodies and minds. For too long, those who toil in our nation’s fields
have not been valued because of the color of their skin, leaving them
barely surviving on the crumbs of a multibillion-dollar industry’s profits.

Farmworkers are an essential part of our communities. Not only do
they put food on people's tables worldwide, but they are the
foundation of the economy of regions like the Central Coast and states
like California. Their difficult, dangerous, and highly skilled labor keeps
the agricultural industry running, and the industry’s failure to fairly
compensate this labor has created a crisis. Farmworkers provide for the
world yet can barely provide for their own families on their low wages.
A livable wage for farmworkers is the only path forward for the future
agricultural industry.

The agriculture industry needs more
farmworkers and the H-2A Visa
program is a costly Band-Aid, not a
long-term solution. Increasing
farmworker wages is more
sustainable and cost-effective,
allowing the industry to draw in more
workers to expand and diversify the
workforce in the long run. Heavy
physical labor with dangerous
conditions and seasonal fluctuations
requires strong wages that can
support a family to attract workers in
an industrialized economy.
Agricultural work must be properly
compensated for the risks that come
with the job to be competitive with
other sectors, as migrants from
regions like Latin America have more
and more opportunities in the
modern world.

41

Conclus ion



The negligible costs to consumers of a couple of dollars per
month could transform the lives of farmworker families,
lifting hundreds of thousands out of poverty and providing
secure housing, food, healthcare, and childcare. The
agricultural sector has an obligation to ensure a living wage
for farmworkers and professionalize the labor system. It's
time for agribusiness to step up and invest in the future by
raising wages to attract and retain the best talent.
Policymakers must act and adopt legislation to guarantee
livable wages across the industry. Advocates can support
and empower workers by forming unions and cooperatives
and promoting new ways of achieving fair pay. The
hardworking farmworkers themselves are already leading
the path to a living wage and a more just and dignified
agricultural system, especially here on the California Central
Coast.
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“All people
deserve a
living wage
that can
sustain their
families with a
roof over their
heads, food on
their children’s
table, and care
for their bodies
and minds.”
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