
blocks to a low of $1.88 per surviving tree 
for unfenced, irrigated, nonaugered direct- 
seeded acorns. (Since figures are devel- 
oped on a per-surviving-tree basis, and 
there are more surviving trees in the irri- 
gated treatment, the cost per surviving 
tree decreases.) 

Conclusions 
Blue oaks have a remarkable capacity 

to persist on harsh sites in droughts, as 
shown by fluctuations in the apparent sur- 
vival curves in figure 1. These are prelimi- 
nary results; it is still &own what long- 
term survival and tree growth responses 
will be. Interestingly, the only sigruficant 
effect on surviving seedlings in the third 
growing season came from irrigation. 
These effects will continue to be moni- 
tored for several years to ascertain 
whether any of these treatments can be 
used for successful low-cost regeneration 
of blue oaks on hardwood rangelands. 

The decision to not include seedling 
protectors in this study because of their 
high cost ($2 to $8 per protector) undoubt- 
edly increased grasshopper damage. A 
new study was initiated at this site in the 
winter of 1991-92 to directly evaluate the 
cost-effectiveness of different seedling pro- 
tectors versus an unprotected control. 

The overall impression of the costly 
augering treatment after 3 years is that this 
may not be a useful cultural tool. Acorns 
also appear to be a more cost-effective 
source of plant material than seedlings on 
these low-quality rangeland sites. 

More than 80% of California's hard- 
wood rangelands are privately owned, 
making results of studies such as this ex- 
tremely important, since adoption of oak 
regeneration technology by landowners 
will be largely dictated by its cost. This 
current study is designed to follow the 
long-term survival and growth of blue 
oaks under treatments that simulate a 
planting operation which requires only 
two or three visits for cultural treatments 
(irrigation, weed control, planting) during 
the establishment period. Based on 30 
months of s&val data, it may be possible 
to establish 180 to 250 oak seedlings per 
acre at a cost of $300 to $500 per acre, al- 
though their growth and continued sur- 
vival will be monitored to refine these con- 
clusions. 

R. B. Standiford is Forest Management Spe- 
cialist, UC Berkeley, and D. L. Appleton 
is Farm Advisor and County Director, 
Tuolumne County Cooperative Extension. 

The authors wish to thank Bill and Don 
Beck of the La Ventana Land and Cattle Com- 
panyfor their assistance, and the students at 
the DeWitt Nelson Center horticulture class 
for growing and planting the seedlings. 

Farmers increase hiring 
through labor contractors 
Philip L. Martin o Gregory P. Miller 

Labor costs are down, but contractor 
abuses are rising. 

Farm wages in California, as a 
percentage of farm sales, fell 
slightly during the 1980s, partly 
because many farmers switched 
to hiring workers through Farm 
Labor Contractors (FLCs). The 
abuses frequently attributed to 
FLCs - including underpayment 
or nonpayment of wages and 
(0ver)charges for housing, trans- 
portation and work equipment - 
have renewed legislative interest 
in regulating their activities. 

California, the nation's major farm state, 
accounts for 11% of annual U.S. farm sales 
and 24% of U.S. farm labor expenditures. 
California agriculture specializes in pro- 
ducing fruits and nuts, vegetables and 
melons, and horticultural specialties, such 
as flowers, nursery products and mush- 
rooms; the state's fruit, vegetable and hor- 
ticulture (FVH) sales are 36% of the U.S. 
total, and in the 1987 Census of Agricul- 
ture, California FVH farms accounted for 
43% of the labor expenditures of such 
farms. 

farm employment and wages between 
1984 and 1990. These were the years im- 
mediately before and after the decade's 
major change in immigration law: enact- 
ment of the Immigration Reform and Con- 
trol Act (IRCA) of 1986 to reduce illegal 
immigration. Previous studies examined 
how farmers responded to IRCA on the 
basis of grower surveys (California Agricul- 
ture, January-February 1990); this study is 
based on the statewide wage and em- 
ployee data that California farmers report 
with their Unemployment Insurance (UI) 
taxes. Because California requires all em- 
ployers who pay $100 or more in wages to 

Reviewed here are trends in California 

file UI reports listing the names and social 
security numbers of their employees, these 
data should be a virtual census of all per- 
sons employed on California farms during 
these years. 

IRCA and California agriculture 
The legislation that eventually became 

IRCA began as proposals for (1) sanctions 
or fines on employers who knowingly 
hired illegal alien workers and (2) legaliza- 
tion for aliens who had established them- 
selves in the United States. There were ini- 
tially no special provisions in the pro- 
posed legislation for agriculture but, as 
prospects for immigration reform legisla- 
tion improved in the early 1980s, Califor- 
nia farmers led an ultimately successful 
fight to add a third pillar to IRCA. Califor- 
nia farmers argued that the existing 
nonimmigrant or H-2 program, through 
which foreign farmworkers could legally 
be brought to the U.S., was not workable 
in California. Instead, they pushed for a 
"free agent" program that would restrict 
foreign workers to agricultural employ- 
ment, but would permit them to migrate 
from farm to farm. 

Congress ultimately rejected this Cali- 
fornia farmer proposal for free agent for- 
eign workers, but IRCA included a Special 
Agricultural Worker (SAW) program 
through which unauthorized workers 
who had done at least 90 days of qualify- 
ing farm work in the 12 months ending 
May 1,1986, could become temporary and 
eventually permanent U.S. residents and 
workers. More than half of the 1.3 million 
SAW applications were filed in California, 
equivalent to three-fourths of the 1 million 
workers typically reported by the state's 
farmers to the UI system each year. 
IRCA was widely expected to require 

farmers to adjust to a new era of legal and 
more settled and stable farmworkers. If 
the workers were freer to change jobs, one 
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Farmworkers harvest strawberries. 

argument ran, farmers would have to offer 
them higher wages and fringe benefits to 
keep them in agriculture. Farm labor con- 
tractors, who were charged with being 
union-busting importers of unauthorized 
workers in the early 1980s, were expected 
to wither away as farmers began to hire 
more workers directly. 

Given these expectations, IRCA might 
have led to higher average annual eam- 
ings for fewer workers. Wages, however, 
have fallen since IRCA was enacted. A 
major reason is that more workers are em- 
ployed by FLCs than before IRCA, and 
these FLC employees continue to have 
lower-than-average earnings. Just as 
California’s Agricultural Labor Relations 
Act did not lead to a unionized farm work 
force, so IRCA has not produced a higher- 
earning farm work force. 

The UI data base 
UI authorities assign each farm em- 

ployer a four-digit Standard Industrial 
Classification (SIC) code that reflects the 
commodity accounting for 50% or more of 
the employer‘s sales. This means that a 
cotton, almond and melon farm is as- 
signed to either the field crops, fruits and 
nuts, or vegetable and melon SIC, which- 
ever accounts for at least 50% of its sales. If 
no single commodity accounts for at least 
50% of the farm’s sales, but more than 50% 
of the farm’s sales are from crops, the farm 
is considered a general crop farm. 

Agriculture is divided into five major 
(two-digit) SIC codes: crop production 
(Ol), livestock production (021, agricultural 
services (07), forestry (08) and fisheries 
(09). We obtained all of the worker and 
wage data reported by California employ- 
ers with 01,02 and 07 SIC codes.’ Within 
agricultural services (071, we distinguished 
between farm and nonfarm services: farm 
agricultural services (FAS) included soil 
preparation (0711, crop harvesting and 

preparation (072) and farm management 
services (076); nonfarm agricultural ser- 
vices included veterinary services and 
lawn and garden services. These nonfarm 
agricultural services were excluded from 

UI data are gathered from reporting 
units and describe average employment 
and wages paid. Reporting units are farm- 
ers employing 50 or more workers. A com- 
bination vineyard and winery, each of 
which employs 50 or more workers, ap- 
pears in UI data as two employers. Aver- 
age employment is the number of employ- 
ees on the payroll (usually weekly in 
agriculture) for the payroll period which 
includes the twelfth of the month, 
summed over 12 months and divided by 
12. Wages paid are the total wages paid by 
farm employers for the entire year. 

Farm labor in 1990 
In 1990, more than 34,000 agricultural 

employers (reporting units) paid almost $6 

ow: analysis. 

billion to an average 424,000 employees. 
Agriculture accounts for about 5% of the 
state’s employers, 1% of the state’s wages 
paid and 3% of the state’s average employ- 
ment. The farming subcomponent of agri- 
culture includes 24,000 employers, $4.5 bil- 
lion in wages and average employment of 
347,000. 

Employers producing crops accounted 
for 70% of the state’s farm employers, 59% 
of the farm wages paid and 57% of aver- 
age farm employment. These data reflect 
the importance of FVH employment in the 
state’s agriculture: FVH employers are 
68% of all crop employers and 48% of all 
farm employers. They account for 75% of 
crop wages paid and 76% of crop employ- 
ment (fig. 1). California livestock, dairy 
and poultry farms account for 30% of the 
state’s farm sales, but only 17% of the 
state’s farm employers, 10% of farm wages 
and 8% of farm employment. The agricul- 
tural service firms employing workers for 
farm tasks include 13% of the state’s farm 
employers, 31 % of the wages paid and 
35% of farm employment. 

Trends between 1984 and 1990 
The number of farm employers or re- 

porting units fell 12% between 1984 and 
1990, with the decline accelerating in the 
late 1980s. Farm wages rose 31%, but agri- 
cultural services wages rose more than 
twice as fast as the wages paid directly to 
workers by crop and livestock producers. 
Average farm employment rose 5%; this 
overall rise masks a decrease in employ- 
ment by farmers who hire workers di- 
rectly and a 30% jump in the average em- 
ployment of farm agricultural services 
firms. 

The single most important employment 
f trend is the rising importance of FLCs. In 

1990,935 FLCs accounted for 21% of aver- 
2 age employment on California farms, up 
4 sharply from 15% in 1984. The sharpest in- 

u 
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Fig. 1. California farm employment in 1990. Source: California Employment Development 
Department. 

A 8 16-  
* 1 4 -  
W 

c g 1 2 -  
g 10-  

E 8 -  

p 2 -  

- 
Q) 6 -  
.- 4 - c 

2 0  
0 -  - 

-2 ' 
1985 1986 1987 1988 1989 1990 

Fig. 2. Percentage change in average Farm Labor Contractor (FLC) employment: 1985- 
1990. For example, average FLC employment rose from 52,745 in 1986 to 61,547 in 1987, or 
17%. Source: California Employment Development Department. 

creases in average FLC employment oc- 
curred in 1987 and 1988 (fig. 2). However, 
workers employed by FLCs tend to have 
lower average annual earnings than work- 
ers hired directly by growers. The average 
year-round equivalent job in California ag- 
riculture would have paid $13,000 in 1990. 
FLCs paid only 60% as much ($7,700). In- 
creasing FLC employment tends to lower 
average wages for farmworkers. 

County patterns 
The shift to hiring farmworkers 

through FLCs and other agricultural ser- 
vice firms is noticeable at the county level. 
The five counties selected for analysis - 
Fresno, Imperial, Kern, Monterey and San 
Joaquin - accounted for 31% of California 
farm employers, 38% of wages paid and 
39% of average employment. 

The number of farm employers fell in 
each of these counties between 1984 and 
1990 and in every subcategory except FAS 
in Monterey. Wages paid generally rose 
fastest for FAS firms. Especially striking 
are Imperial and Monterey counties, 
where crop wages fell or rose only a little 
while FAS wages more than doubled. The 
44% increase in total value of agricultural 
production in these five counties during 
these years clearly illustrates a shift from 
hiring workers directly to hiring them 
through agricultural service firms such as 
FLCs. 

The trend toward having agricultural 
service firms such as FLCs bring workers 
to farms is most noticeable in the employ- 
ment data. In 1984, the average employ- 
ment of workers hired directly by crop 
producers was larger than FAS employ- 
ment in each of the counties (table 1). By 
1990, FAS employment was larger than di- 
rectly-hired employment in two of the five 
counties (Imperial and Monterey), almost 
as large in Kern County and catching up 
in Fresno County. There were especially 
sharp jumps in FAS employment between 
1987 and 1988; that is, a 36% 1-year jump 
in Monterey County and a 32% 1-year 
jump in San Joaquin County. 

Impact of IRCA 
There is evidence that IRCA played a 

sigruficant role in this shift toward getting 
farmworkers through FAS firms. Testi- 
mony to the IRCA-created Commission on 
Agricultural Workers in 1990 and 1991 
suggests that some farmers, seeking to 
avoid IRCA-related paperwork burdens 
and potential sanctions for hiring illegal 
alien workers, began hiring workers 
through FLCs. In many cases, competitior 
between FLCs to bring workers to farms 
prevented them from receiving higher 
commissions for the additional responsi- 
bilities imposed on them by IRCA. 
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The shift toward FLCs and other agri- 
cultural services helped to hold down 
wages as a percentage of value of agricul- 
tural production. In 1984, farm wages 
were 22% of the $15.8 billion value of the 
state's agricultural production; in 1990, 
they were 21% of $21.6 billion. However, 
holding down farm wages by turning to 
FAS firms has a price. FAS firms, espe- 
cially FLCs, are linked in the public's mind 
and in enforcement data to low wages and 
poor conditions for farmworkers. For ex- 
ample, the National Agricultural Worker 
Survey (NAWS), conducted between 1989 
and 1991 by the U.S. Department of Labor, 
found that 44% of the workers employed 
by FLCs paid for their own work equip- 
ment, as opposed to 17% of direct-hire 
workers. The NAWS also found that 28% 
of FLC employees were charged by their 

employer for transportation to the work 
site, compared with just 7% among direct- 
hire workers. 

Newspaper series, such as the Sacra- 
mento Bee's December 1991 "Fields of 
Pain," have bolstered support in the Cali- 
fornia Legislature for making farmers 
jointly or strictly liable for any labor law 
violations committed by FLCs who bring 
workers to their farms. Reporters de- 
scribed vulnerable farmworkers who were 
not paid promised wages, or were paid 
minimum wages but were then charged so 
much for housing, rides to work and work 
equipment that their effective earnings 
were far less than $4.25 hourly. Many 
workers were reluctant to complain. In 
many cases, the FLC had disappeared. 
Even if the FLC was available, agreements 
were usually oral, so that resolving dis- 

putes is a time-consuming process of de- 
termhing who is the most credible witness. 

Farmworker advocates argue that 
farmers who benefit from farmworker la- 
bor should be liable for any law violations 
committed by the FLCs who provide the 
workers. In this way, they argue, farmers 
will police the activities of FLCs far more 
effectively than government agencies can. 
One such law, in effect since January 1992, 
requires FLCs to register with County Ag- 
ricultural Commissioners. It states that 
growers are responsible for any labor law 
violations committed by an FLC on their 
farm if they have not checked to be sure 
that the FLC is registered to operate in the 
county. 

Legislative proposals in Sacramento 
and Washington D.C. would make farm 
employers solely or jointly liable with 
FLCs for any violations of wage, housing, 
pesticide and transportation laws. Farm 
employers are now liable for such viola- 
tions if they are committed by an 
unregistered FLC, but the proposals in the 
C M a  Assembly (AB90) and the U.S. 
House of Representatives (HR 1173) 
would make them liable even if the FLC is 
registered, in effect following the Califor- 
nia Agricultural Labor Relations Act and 
eliminating FLCs as sole employers. 

Conclusions 
IRCA did not prevent California agri- 

culture from expanding in the 1980s. The 
total value of agricultural production in 
California rose 37% between 1984 and 
1990; average employment on California 
fanns rose 5%. Farm wages, as a share of 
value of production, fell from 22% in 1984 
to 21% in 1990. 

California farmers were able to expand 
farm sales without raising wages by hiring 
more workers through farm-oriented agri- 
cultural service firms, including FLCs. 
These employers usually bring workers to 
farms, and their average employment rose 
30% between 1984 and 1990. In counties 
such as Monterey, FAS employment 
doubled, while employment of workers 
hired directly by farmers fell more than20%. 

Hiring more workers through FAS 
firms appears to have helped to hold 
down labor costs, but it has also led in 
some instances to poor wages and work- 
ing conditions. As a result, there is more 
legislative interest in making farm opera- 
tors jointly or strictly liable, along with 
FLCs, for the payment of farm wages and 
the observance of farm labor laws. 

P. L. Martin is Professor, Department of Agri- 
cultural Economics, UC Davis, and G. P. 
Miller, a writerfor the Los Angeles Times, 
wasformerly an economist with The Commis- 
sion on Agricultural Workers. 
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