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“Francisco and Jovita are a newly married couple who recently arrived in Madera from their
home in Oaxaca, Mexico. Both are undocumented migrants who crossed the border in Tijuana
after paying two hundred dollars each for the assistance of a coyote who dropped them off some-
where in the hills of north San Diego County. They lived in a cave near Julian for a few days
with some fellow villagers from Oaxaca until they were able to negotiate a ride to the Central
Valley with a labor contractor who was looking for workers to pick the tomato harvest. They
have been in Madera for over a month, and live in a 1975 Ford station wagon that has a broken
fan belt and no back window. A neighbor from back home, who also lives in Madera, charges
them fifteen dollars a week to park in front of his house and use his water spigot. Francisco goes
to work every day at three-thirty in the morning, riding out to the tomato fields on the labor
contractor’s bus with the other workers for five dollars a day. Jovita cannot find work. She says
that no one will hire her since she is eight months pregnant. She has never been to a medical
clinic in her life, and plans to give birth to the child in the back of the car with the aid of her
friend, Reyna, who is from her hometown. She waits all day for Francisco to return, often mak-
ing bracelets of colored yarn to sell to people in the K-Mart parking lot in the afternoon. When
Francisco returns from work, they both ride down to the San Joaquin River to bathe. Francisco
is careful to wash the agricultural chemicals from his body. They hope to save enough money to
rent a room from the labor contractor for twenty-five dollars a week so that Jovita might have

the convenience of a bathroom when the baby comes.”

Bonnie Bade
Migrant Farm Worker Needs Assessment, 1990
University of California Cooperative Extension
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Executive Summary

California’s annual production of fruits, vegetables and horticultural crops
has grown significantly in recent years. Increases in the supply have out-stripped de-
mand for some crops which, in turn, has led to financial instability within some
firms, mainly vegetable and wine grape producers.

Production growth also has increased labor requirements. It is estimated that
labor demand in California agriculture has risen by twenty percent over the past fif-
teen years.

At the same time, the farm worker population has expanded in number,
largely as a result of new immigration. The Immigration Reform and Control Act of
1986 clearly stimulated a substantial influx of immigrants, both authorized and un-
authorized. Today more than nine out of every ten California farm workers are for-
eign-born; most are from Mexico. Just eight out of one hundred workers are U.S.-
born.

This new immigration has both broadened and deepened among the peoples
of Mexico and increasingly, Central America. A large population of indigenous mi-
grants now can be found working in California’s fields.

As the number of farmers and unpaid family members working in agriculture
steadily decrease, and California’s farms become increasingly dominated by large
businesses, our state’s agriculture becomes more and more dependent on hired
workers. Today, at least eighty percent of all the work on California farms is per-
formed by hired labor.

The single most important recent development in farm employment is the
growing use of farm labor contractors. At least one in three California farm workers
is employed by a labor contractor during the year. At peak season, a majority of San
Joaquin Valley farm workers in fruits and vegetables works for a labor contractor.

The number of workers in California agriculture is difficult to estimate, but
wage reports submitted by employers identify some 881,000 different people (actual-
ly Social Security numbers) employed in agricultural jobs each year. Annual average
employment is quite a bit lower since most workers experience long periods of un-
employment between jobs.

Most agricultural work — some ninety percent — is performed by people
who piece together a series of jobs, usually interspersed with periods of no work.



Very little work is done by people who enter the labor force for only a short period
during the peak of the season. The notion of the “seasonal worker” is largely a myth.

Roughly four of ten California farm workers migrate to find employment.
Most are young, have an average of just six years of formal education, earn about
$6,500 per year, and do not make much use of government-supported services.

Finally, evidence strongly supports the existence of a substantial labor surplus
in California agriculture. Correlated with this is a significant decline in wage rates
and an even larger drop in annual earnings.

Unions and other organizations directly representing current farm workers
have seen their numbers and influence decline. The large labor surplus, combined

with continuing immigration, form daunting obstacles to organizing efforts.



Trends in Agricultural Production

California’s agricultural industry is larger than that of any other state, pro-
ducing two-thirds more than second-ranked Texas (measured in farm cash receipts).
Despite six consecutive years of drought, the devastating impact of the December
1990 freeze, the pressures of urbanization displacing prime farm land, and various
pest plagues, California’s share of national crop production is greater today than

ever before.

With just three percent of the nation’s crop land, the state’s crop farm cash re-
ceipts amount to seventeen percent of the national total. This reflects California
agriculture’s reliance on crops with a high value per acre, such as vegetables, fruits
and ornamental nursery crops. Other leading agricultural states rely more on com-
modities with a lower value per acre, such as wheat, feed grains, soybeans and

livestock.

Over the past twenty years, the most important changes in the pattern of
crop production in California have been in the amounts and types of crops pro-
duced. Total production for all California fruits and vegetables reached a record
level of 30 million tons in 1990, and then declined somewhat in 1991 and 1992. If we
focus attention just on those commodities which require significant amounts of la-

bor, the following are noteworthy trends:
* vegetable output has doubled;!
* tree fruit volume has grown by two-fifths;?
e grape output has increased by four-fifths;’
e nursery crop production has grown by at least one-third;*

* exports of California fruit and vegetables have steadily increased after de-
clining in the mid-1980s, reaching a new record high of $1.7 billion in 1991.°

Figure 1 presents California’s 22-year production record for all fruits and veg-
etables, and, separately, for vegetables and for tree fruit and grapes. Despite some
significant year-to-year swings — due mainly to variations in weather, water supply

and pest problems — annual tonnage for these crops clearly increased during this period.

California now produces 52 percent of all the principal fresh vegetable crops
grown in the U.S.° Equally significant, the state also accounts for 62 percent of all
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Figure 1
Cadlifornia Fruit and Vegetable Production
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processing vegetable output, which consists mainly of tomatoes, cucumbers, brocco-
li and cauliflower.” California’s share of national fruit and nut production is 54
percent.® The state also grows 23 percent of the country’s nursery and greenhouse

crops.’

Much of the expanded production described above developed in response to
growing consumer demand for fresh fruit, fresh vegetables and ornamental horti-
cultural products. U.S. residents, on a per capita basis, now consume much greater
amounts of fresh fruits and vegetables than they did a generation ago. Even fast
food outlets typically provide salad bars with fresh fruit in addition to the high-fat
products usually associated with the industry. In 1989, U.S. per capita consumption
of fresh vegetables numbered approximately 101 pounds per year, a 50 percent in-
crease from 72 pounds per year just 20 years earlier. Per capita consumption of fresh
fruits registered similar increases. While processed fruit consumption is lower today
than it was a generation ago, processed vegetable consumption, mostly of tomato

products and potatoes, has risen.
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Exports increased sharply in the 1980s

A less recognized factor driving production upward is the great success California
producers have enjoyed in marketing their products overseas. Agricultural produc-
tion and distribution, like the automobile industry, have become globalized in the

past two decades.

Some produce industry experts argue that the key component to future busi-
ness success lies in the global marketing of high-value commodities to affluent
customers. Asia and Europe present great potential as markets for California pro-
duce. For example, the European Common Market is now both larger and wealthier
than the U.S. (350 million people versus 250 million).

Industry leader Sun World International, Inc. exports 85 percent of its
Valencia oranges, 65 percent of its grapefruit, 50 percent of its lemons, 40 percent of
its grapes and 45 percent of its tomatoes. According to Doug Barker, executive vice-
president of Sun World, “If you're not shipping 30 percent of your product overseas,

you're depending too heavily on the domestic market.”*

The globalization of the fresh fruit and vegetable industries was the subject of
an international meeting at the University of California, Santa Cruz, in December
1991 — the first gathering of its kind to focus on this topic. Papers presented at the
meeting demonstrated that globalization of the produce industry is proceeding at a
very rapid pace and is leading to intense competition between nations."

To illustrate the tremendous growth of California produce exports over the
past several years, consider the recent trend in table grapes. Between 1984 and 1991,
exports of California table grapes have tripled, to about 7.6 million lugs (23 pound
equivalents).!? Exports now represent 14 percent of all table grape shipments. Today,
Hong Kong is the third most important destination for California table grapes, rank-
ing behind only Los Angeles and New York in terms of volume.

A number of factors figure into the expansion of fresh fruit and vegetable ex-
ports. First, annual per capita consumption of fresh fruits and vegetables is much
greater in other nations than it is in the U.S. In both Japan and France, for example,
annual per capita fresh vegetable consumption is twice that of the U.S. Even Mexico

has a higher per capita consumption than this country.

The dollar’s decline relative to other currencies in recent years has also con-
tributed to the rise in exports. It now takes much less of a given foreign currency to

buy one U.S. dollar or the equivalent amount of goods, making U.S. exports less ex-
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pensive and thus more competitive in the international marketplace.

Finally, the federal government, through the U.S. Department of Agriculture,
appropriates large sums of money to commodity organizations for the promotion of
U.S. food exports. Over one six-year period in the 1980s, the California Walnut
Commission received a total of $36 million in federal funds to promote walnut con-
sumption in more than a half-dozen foreign nations. The substantial increase in
walnut exports to these counties testifies to the effectiveness of this effort.

Other factors in crop trends

By examining acreage and production data together, it is possible to show that
roughly half of the 20-year growth in vegetable production is due to expanded acre-
age, and half is due to increased crop yields (quantity per acre harvested).!* Because
farmers in the Golden State have successfully increased both the amount of land de-
voted to the production of fruit, vegetables and ornamental horticultural products,
and the per-acre yield of these crops, California’s share of national crop production

has improved continuously.

However, not all of California’s crops have experienced growth in production
volume. There has been a pronounced shift away from field crops and toward more
intensive crops, which generally require greater amounts of labor. Field crop acre-
age, especially irrigated pasture, barley and oat hay, has declined substantially in
recent years. California’s yearly output of major field crops dropped from 28.3 mil-
lion tons (three-year average for 1980-82) to 23.7 million tons (three-year average for
1989-91), amounting to a 16 percent decline in just the past eleven years.!

The drop-off in field crop production appears to correspond with two inter-
related factors. First, continuing low world market prices for these crops lead
farmers to look for better alternatives. Second, the six-year-long drought in Califor-
nia and the accompanying reduction in available irrigation water forced many
farmers to cut back on their planted acreage. Growers now look to reduce their over-
all water requirement by planting a smaller acreage with vegetables or fruit crops,

which have a much higher cash return per acre than field crops.

California has also continued to develop its livestock industry in new direc-
tions, mainly by shifting away from grazing and toward intensive dairy, poultry and
egg production. In 1993, California’s fluid milk production surpassed that of Wis-
consin, the longtime dairy leader. While Wisconsin still produces more dairy
products (especially cheese), it might very well be displaced by California as the na-

tion’s leading dairy state before the end of this decade.
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Vegetable production
Figure 2 identifies California’s leading vegetable crop in 1992 as iceberg lettuce (with

one-sixth of the total vegetable cash receipts), followed by processing tomatoes.
Fresh market tomatoes rank third, with melons and broccoli not far behind.

In the case of lettuce, Figure 3, the evidence shows that there was a significant
decline in production during most of the 1980s. However, a strong recovery began to
take hold in 1987 and, despite a recent downturn, California lettuce production now

exceeds the level of the late 1970s.

Production data for California processing tomatoes shows a great deal of
fluctuation from year to year. However, as shown in Figure 4, output increased dra-
matically from 1989 to 1991. This upswing is attributable to cannery operators’
decision to build up their stocks of tomato products such as catsup, pizza sauce and
tomato sauce in response to consumer demand. California has also benefitted from
the mechanization of the processing tomato harvest, which makes it far more eco-
nomical to produce catsup here and ship the finished product elsewhere, shifting

production from other states to California.”

Figure 2
Cadlifornia Vegetables and Melons
Percent of Total Value of Production 1992*

Iceburg Lettuce 18%

Other Veg & Melon 10%

Artichokes 1%
Asparagus 2%

Bell Pepper 3%

Tomatoes, Fresh 8%
Garlic 3%

Mushrooms 3%
Onions 3%

3 // Melons 8%

Cauliflower 4%
Celery 4% - , " Broccoli 7%
Carrots 6% Other Leftuce 7%

*Excludes potatoes and sweet potatoes

Source: California Vegetable Crops (California Agricultural Statistics Service)
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Figure 3
California Iceburg Lettuce Production
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California Processing Tomato Production
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