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Agricultural labor policy
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New administration could go a few directions:

Price of labor (i.e., 
wage: $/hour) 

Number of workers

Demand for workers

New supply of workers

Supply of workers

W*

W*

Labor supply response if anti-
immigrant action increases

Size of effect depends on:
• Targeting
• Local capacity 
• Spillovers 
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H-2A could also go either way:

• At one extreme: 
• Caps for H-2A visas
• Phase-out of the program entirely
• Support for more mechanization

• On the other: program expansion

• More likely: An AEWR freeze 
• Longstanding grievance of H-2A employers
• End of Chevron deference 
• Better bargaining position 
• Wage bill relief, but have to contend with unanticipated supply shocks
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H-2A wage trends
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Broader policy-based changes: Back to the drawing board

• Farm Workforce Modernization Act
• Not likely to progress further 
• Sticking point will be paths to legal status

• Possible that a Republican-controlled Congress and White House will 
develop legislation that could have “legs” 
• Sticking point once again: Who is in the caucus? 
• What levers can be pulled?
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“Raids” are happening: targeting unclear
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H-2A wage trends
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Agricultural employment 
overview
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Proportion of workers by legal status, nationwide:
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Average hours per worker, by legal status: 
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Very few agricultural workers:
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Agricultural workers, by type:
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Role of immigrants in agricultural labor
• Most agricultural labor is provided by immigrants

• Different categories of immigrant labor
• Migrant labor

• Non-migrant labor

• Big picture question: will immigrants continue to be attracted to 
agriculture?

• Policy solutions: badly needed, widely called for, and yet never have 
“legs”

Can be:
Documented
Undocumented

Can be:
Naturalized citizens
Green card holders
Visa workers (inc. H-2A)
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How long can we rely on immigrant labor?

• Composition of undocumented immigrants has changed dramatically
• Fewer from Mexico, more from “non-traditional” nations of origin 
• Fewer family units

• Composition of farmworkers changing 
• Fewer families, more “temporary” mindset
• Older 

• Will immigrants continue to be attracted to agriculture?

• Policy solutions have no path forward (esp. as we head towards an 
election year) 
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Changing demographics of immigrant labor

GDP per capita, Mexico vs. Guatemala
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Unique stress related to immigrant workers

• Legal issues
• Verifying eligibility for employment

• Worry about penalties for themselves and their employees

• Management issues can be more complicated
• Different cultural expectations around work

• Language barrier

• Intra-group dynamics

• Increased obligations for what operator should provide, especially for 
migrants
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Agricultural wage overview
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National wage trends, by legal status:
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Farm wages by job type, Ohio

National 
comparison

New “reference point” 
wage: $15.00/hour

“skilled” worker 
wage response
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Changes by “quality” of agricultural worker:

For equipment 
operators:

New “reference point” 
wage: $15.00/hour
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H-2A workers
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Significant increases in H-2A workers even in “traditional” Corn Belt 
states: 
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In neighboring states:
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And nationally:
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H-2A wage trends
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Where are H-2A workers in Ohio?

2017
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Where are H-2A workers in Ohio?

2024
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Conclusions:

• What are the distributional impacts of labor supply 
shortages?

• Who can take advantage of visa workers and also labor-
saving technology?

• Does labor-saving technology actually save labor or does it 
just change the kind of labor that is needed?

• Where does wage growth (and increased attention on non-
wage amenities) leave current (vs. new) workers?
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Please feel free to get in touch:
Dr. Margaret Jodlowski 

jodlowski.1@osu.edu

(614) 688 - 2938

Thank you!
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