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Immigration Policy Outlook for Agriculture

Introduction

Immigration, particularly the role of immigrants in the workforce, received plenty of attention during the 2024
presidential election. One common refrain from President Trump’s campaign was increased immigration
enforcement, including increased actions to identify and remove immigrants who are working in the U.S.
without legitimate work authorization and/or are in the country without legal status. Many businesses in the
agriculture and food supply chain, such as horticulture, livestock, and food service operations employ a
relatively high share of immigrant workers, regardless of their legal status. For these operations, policy
uncertainty about future immigration action may increase already-inflated concerns about maintaining access to
a reliable, stable, and effective workforce. Although the extent to which increased immigration action will
actually occur is an open question, it is certainly a possibility and has powerful backers in the administration’s
executive team.

The agricultural sector has struggled with contracting labor supply and increasing labor costs for decades. What
is the composition of the agricultural workforce in terms of workers’ legal work status? What previous research
from the field of agricultural labor economics exists that might reveal potential impacts of changing immigration
policies on farm businesses and farmworkers? While we do not know which specific policies will be
implemented, we can use past changes that have increased immigration enforcement to serve as a model for
what may happen in the sector under a variety of proposed scenarios.

Who are agricultural workers in the United States? Workforce composition over time

The exact number of agricultural workers in the United States is unknown, as the sector relies heavily on groups
of workers, including those lacking legal work authorization and migrant workers, who are more difficult to
survey and record in government data. While significant mechanization of US agriculture has occurred over the
past several decades, many specializations still rely on hired labor to perform complicated or delicate tasks.
While labor expenses are only 17 percent of cash expenses for the US farm sector overall, this share approaches
40 percent for more labor-intensive specializations (Zahniser et al. 2012). A reliable labor force is crucial for the
continued viability of the country’s agricultural sector. Further, at a time when producers’ margins are very thin
and many inputs experienced price spikes, a dramatic increase in the wage bill would also be detrimental for the
sector.

It is a well-accepted fact that, particularly for the more labor intensive horticultural and livestock sub-sectors,
agriculture as a whole employs a higher share of immigrants than many other sectors. This is supported by data
from the Bureau of Labor Statistics (BLS) Current Population Survey (CPS), which shows occupations broken
down by workers’ foreign-born status. Of the major occupation groups in this survey, the major category of
agriculture, fishing, and forestry occupations have the highest percentage of foreign-born workers, at 44.6% as
of 2023. This share is even higher for specific occupations in this category, such as agricultural graders and
sorters: 61.5% of people with this occupation are foreign-born.

Official statistics and most of the surveys implemented by the BLS do not record the work authorization status of
these foreign-born workers. The workers described above, therefore, include a mix of individuals who were born
outside the US and have legal work authorization, whether that is a visa, permanent residency, or citizenship.! It

1 Note, however, that this survey does not include workers with an H-2A (temporary agricultural worker) visa. Although these workers do
have legal work authorization and work in agriculture, because they are only temporarily working in the US, they are not included in the
BLS Current Population Survey (CPS).



also includes undocumented workers, who lack legal authorization to work in the United States. Researchers
typically estimate that this group, who would be most directly affected by any change in immigration action,
makes up about 45% of the agricultural workforce.

One source for information about agricultural workers that does include information about their legal status to
work in the U.S. is the National Agricultural Workforce Survey (NAWS). This annual survey provides nationally
representative statistics about the country’s crop workers. Figure 1 shows the share of workers over time with
three distinct legal statuses: native-born citizens, foreign-born documented workers, and undocumented
workers. The latter group lacks legal work authorization and thus is a target for anti-immigrant enforcement
action. As Figure 1 shows, the share of undocumented workers grew rapidly during the 1990s, peaking at slightly
more than 50% of the crop-focused workforce in the 1999/2000 agricultural year. Since then, the share of
workers without legal work status has fluctuated around 45%. Of course, this percentage will vary across states:
places with more labor-intensive agricultural products have a greater share of both undocumented and foreign-
born documented workers.
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Figure 1: Share of US crop workers by legal status

Every state in the US relies to some extent on undocumented agricultural workers. Researchers estimate that
the livestock industry, which for administrative reasons is not included in the NAWS survey, has perhaps even a
greater share of undocumented workers. Immigrant workers make up the majority of workers in other parts of
the value chain, particularly meatpacking and other difficult meat processing jobs. Data from the BLS-CPS shows
that 56% of meatpacking workers are foreign-born; again, data availability constraints do not allow for analysis
by legal work authorization.

How have agricultural workers responded to changing immigration policies in the past?

In order to predict the effects of increased immigration action on agricultural workers, researchers must look at
past instances when the US or a similar country used immigration policy to affect its labor market. The US has a
long history of varying immigration policy, with periods in which workers faced fewer barriers to migration,



particularly when their labor was needed to fill labor supply shortages, often followed by times with elevated
anti-immigrant sentiment and corresponding policies. From a theoretical perspective, economists model
production of any product as a function of different inputs, which differ based on the product in question. These
inputs can be detailed and specialized: different “types” of labor are different inputs, such as immigrant and
native labor. Changes in immigration enforcement policies, therefore, reduce the supply of this type of input,
which economists formally model as a negative (immigrant) labor supply shock. The strength of the shock for
any given industry depends on many factors, including the effectiveness and magnitude of the policy and its
enforcement as well as the extent to which the industry depends on immigrants for its workforce.

Basic economic theory tells us that any negative supply shock, or a reduction in supply, has an immediate effect
of increasing the price of that input, product, or factor of production (see figure 2).
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Figure 2: Modeling a negative labor supply shock

One of the earliest changes to immigration policy that was targeted directly at the agricultural sector was the
bracero exclusion of 1964, a nationwide executive decision to end an agricultural guestworker program. In one
of the most well-regarded studies examining the end of the bracero program, Clemens et al. (2018) found that
this abrupt policy shift did not achieve its stated aim of increasing employment of native farm workers. Instead,
native farmworker employment continued its steady decline. The bracero exclusion also caused sector-wide
changes in agricultural production: the number of acres harvested of crops that were both bracero-intensive
prior to the policy change and also easily mechanized declined, but only in the short term. In the long run, the
operations that were able to mechanize the production of these crops did so, while the ones that were unable
to afford the machinery required either exited the industry or shifted to other products. In the longer run,
Clemens documents a persistent and now seemingly permanent decline in the number of acres harvested of
crops that were less easily mechanized.

Other papers have studied the impacts of immigration enforcement programs that were far less sweeping than
the bracero exclusion. One such program, commonly referred to as the 287(g) program, peaked between 2007
and 2012. Papers have shown that this program led to the declines in the immigrant both directly, through
removals, but also indirectly, by serving as a deterrent for migrants choosing where to (temporarily) locate (Dee
and Murphy 2020). Kostandini et al. (2014) found that 287(g) participation in 2007 led to a decline in non-citizen
population levels. Crucially, this paper found that the decline occurred regardless of the immigrants’ legal status:



in places with more active immigration enforcement, even legally authorized immigrants change their residence
and labor supply behavior. In another paper, Ifft and Jodlowski (2022) found that the agricultural sector did, to
some degree, adapt to increased local immigration enforcement, mainly by reducing acreage planted to more
labor-intensive crops and by using more machinery. However, this paper’s results also provide strong evidence
that neither technology nor native workers are complete substitutes for immigrant farm workers. Locations with
relatively stringent immigration enforcement may be less competitive in the production of labor-intensive crops.

Research has also shown how a negative labor supply shock leads to increased wages. For example, Richards
(2018) estimated that a 50 percent decline in undocumented workers would lead to a 22 percent increase in
farm wages. Agricultural labor expenditure at the county level increased in counties with 287(g)-driven
immigration enforcement. This could indicate both higher wages for workers who remained in these counties
but also a change in the composition of the county’s agricultural workforce, such as a greater proportion of
managerial and/or equipment-related labor (Ifft and Jodlowski 2022). For some industries, immigration
enforcement may decrease labor costs, but only as a consequence of declining production and an inability to
replace departed workers. For example, Charlton and Kostandini (2021) found lower labor expenses for dairies
in counties with the 287(g) program, but also lower dairy production, measured by either the number of dairies
or the size of the dairies that remained.

Direct immigration enforcement, like the kind authorized by the 287(g) program, is perhaps the most directly
consequential form of immigration policy. Research has also shown impacts from less direct action, such as E-
Verify mandates that require agricultural producers or processors to verify the legal work authorization of their
employees. Lim and Paik (2023) examined how the increase in E-Verify requirements lead to a decrease in
agricultural employment across the country. This decrease was primarily caused by a loss of workers without
legal work authorization, as expected. The important takeaway from their paper, however, is that neither native
citizen nor foreign-born workers with work authorization replaced these workers. Instead, agricultural
employment of the latter group also declined significantly. In some cases, these requirements have led to a shift
from using “traditional” farmworkers, many of whom were presumably undocumented, to using workers in the
H-2A visa program. As H-2A workers must receive a wage higher than the standard prevailing wage in a state,
this shift likely had significant repercussions for producer-level labor costs (Martin 2012). Taken together, these
results suggest that there are crucial spillover effects from these kinds of policies: when a significant chunk of a
workforce leaves, the job becomes less appealing for those who remain. The remaining workers either leave the
industry or command a higher wage to compensate.

What factors will impact what sort of response we will see in 2025?

Although we do not know how, if at all, immigration policy and enforcement will change during the Trump
administration, there is at least the possibility of more widespread immigration action. Concerns about
immigrants in the labor market played a not-insignificant role in the Trump campaign and in voters’ response to
it. Thus, it is reasonable to expect some kind of action in this area. To what extent will immigration enforcement
will affect agricultural producers?

First, one open question is whether and how any sort of widespread immigration action will be targeted. In the
past, immigration policy has allowed for different kinds of targeting: “immigration raids” at workplaces versus
checking individuals’ immigration status during traffic stops or post-incarceration, for example. Naturally, an
approach that targets industries known to employ higher proportions of immigrants would be an efficient way
to demonstrate results on immigration enforcement. It would, however, be acutely damaging for these
industries and operations, and we would expect significant push-back from these business interests. On the
other hand, targeting could work in a way that benefits agriculture, if, for example, immigration action occurs



primarily in urban areas and leaves rural farmworkers. When discussing the nuances of immigration action and
policy, targeting should be a factor to which agricultural interest groups and businesses pay particular attention.

Another factor that will determine how changing immigration policy will affect agriculture is the extent to which
there are spillovers from one sector to another. We do not know with certainty how immigrant workers who
lack work authorization will respond to various scenarios in terms of their labor supply behavior. Using the
targeting examples from above, for example: if urban areas are in fact targeted, this may leave gaps in urban
industries that tend to employ more undocumented immigrants. Such shortages may be filled by workers who
exit agriculture, making agricultural operations collateral damage even when they were not directly targeted.
Such labor market re-shuffling, where workers who lack legal status move between businesses in the same
general geographic area, has been observed as a response to business-level employment authorization audits
(Martin 2012). On the other hand, urban targeting may drive workers to relocate to more rural areas, which
could be a boon for agricultural producers. Because the labor supply response of immigrant workers is an open
empirical question, the extent to which we will see spillovers from one industry to another in terms of labor
supply remains to be seen.

A final factor that may be especially important for agriculture is how localized enforcement of these
hypothetical policies ends up being. If the policy structure dictates that enforcement effort will be determined
locally, then the effects on agriculture may be more moderate. Enforcement may be less vigorous or less
targeted towards agriculture in communities (municipalities, counties, etc.) where law enforcement, farm
operators, and farmworkers have collegial relationships. Giving local law enforcement officials latitude to make
these determinations themselves will likely increase the range of observed responses and allow for local
preferences and norms to be considered. If, on the other hand, enforcement is controlled externally, it is more
likely to happen with less nuance. Such external determinations may prevent farm operations or farmworkers
from being deliberately targeted, of course, but it will also disallow any distinct treatment for, say, workers who
are necessary for production to remain at its current levels or for farm businesses to remain operational.

Conclusion

Broadly speaking, uncertainty creates challenges for operations. Many open questions remain, particularly
about the extent and form of immigration action in the coming years. Wide-reaching national policy changes,
reminiscent of the bracero exclusion, would likely drive large changes to US agriculture. However, even
programs that are much more localized or much less direct can have significant impacts. Policy uncertainty
about the nature of immigration action and its effects on the cost and availability of agricultural labor in the US
means that businesses must be ready to adapt and pivot to alternative sources of labor or means of production.
Increased spending on technological innovations, like robotics (Seabrook 2019), suggest that increasing labor
scarcity and uncertainty around the effect of current and future immigration policies may be spurring
mechanization in the sector. While mechanization, artificial intelligence, and robotics increasingly characterize
the broader economy, labor challenges in specific industries or sub-sectors are likely to become more
pronounced, driving further differences between those who can and cannot easily pivot to encompass new
production methods. Labor-related challenges for agricultural producers should be a crucial part of the political
and economic debate on immigration policy.
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