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The Agricultural Labor Supply 
Problem





Decline in Number of Farmworkers

• Increase in border enforcement

• Aging of farm labor force

• Internal enforcement: less mobility within the U.S.

• Economic growth in Mexico

• Higher wages in construction and other activities





Labor Costs 



Mechanization Efforts
• Machines could help reduce the need for workers and increase productivity

• Automated devices could be built to tolerate a wide range of weather 
conditions (e.g. excessive heat) 

However, 

• High upfront costs (not an option for many farmers)

• Demand for labor with a higher skillset

• Existing technologies do not have the same level of dexterity of a human 
being

• Suitability varies by crop: soybeans, raisins, sweet potatoes, Christmas 
trees



H-2A Visa Program



Characteristics

• Visa program that allows farmers to bring agricultural 
workers legally to the U.S.

• Guest worker program: seasonal

• In addition to wages, employers pay for:

-transportation 
-housing
-workers’ compensation insurance



H-2A Visas Issued per Year





Top H-2A Employers



H-2A AEWRs 2021



H-2A Visa Program 
in North Carolina



H-2A Positions Certified in NC: 2016-2021



Top 10 H-2A Employers in NC: 2020



Top 10 Counties of H-2A Worksite 
Location in NC: 2020



Top 10 Counties of H-2A Worksite 
Location in NC: 2020



New Immigration Policy



2021 U.S. Citizenship Bill

• Sent to Congress by the President on his first day in 
office

• Major changes to all the immigration system

• Specific chapter related to legalization and farmworkers

• Around 12 million undocumented immigrants 

• Significant fraction of farmworkers are undocumented



2021 U.S. Citizenship Bill
The bill has three main goals:

• providing pathways to 
citizenship and 
strengthening labor 
protections

• prioritizing smart border 
controls and

• addressing the root causes 
of immigration



Chapter on Agricultural Workers

-Amends Chapter V of Title II of the Immigration and Nationality Act by allowing 
the government to grant permanent residency if the following conditions are 
met:

• The individual complies with all eligibility requirements including passing 
criminal and national security background checks

• The person submits an application and pays all necessary fees and

• The authorities determine that, during the five-year period preceding the 
date on which the application is submitted, the person performed 
agricultural labor or services for at least 2,300 hours or 400 days

-Introduces new rules regarding overtime payments and immigration benefits to 
relatives of farmworkers 



Potential Implications

• Legalization takes individuals out of the shadows

• Possible tax gains as workers move higher up the ladder

• After IRCA, in 1986, some newly legalized farmworkers left 
agriculture

• Indirect effects related to future immigrant flows



2021 Farm Workforce Modernization Bill
-CAW (Certified Agricultural Worker Status): temporary status for laborers who 
have worked at least 180 days in agriculture over the last two years. Can be renewed 
indefinitely with continued farm work (at least 100 days per year) 

-Path to a green card by paying a $1,000 fine and engaging in additional agricultural 
work: 

Workers with 10 years of agricultural work prior to the date of enactment must 
complete four additional years of ag. work

Workers with less than 10 years of agricultural work prior to the date of enactment 
must complete eight additional years of ag. work 

-Freezes H-2A AEWRs for a year and caps increases at 3.25% for following nine years

-Provides option for year-round workers (20,000 visas per year for dairy sector)



Other Labor-Related Challenges 



Pandemic and Natural Disasters

• Covid-19 disruptions:

-flow of H-2A workers continued; some exceptions granted
-increased competition for workers by other industries
-change in social benefits

• Harvesting in extreme weather conditions:

-fires, droughts, and heatwaves in the West
-floods and hurricanes in the South



Conclusions
• Some of the most important agricultural industries in North 

Carolina are heavily reliant on labor

• Agricultural labor shortages likely to persist (and possibly get 
worse)

• H-2A program demand will continue growing

• Immigration policies under discussion could further affect 
labor availability

• Need to deal with long term challenges like extreme weather



Questions or Comments?

Alejandro Gutierrez-Li, Ph.D.

alejandro-gli@ncsu.edu
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