
 
 Item #14-3-4A 

Land Use & Natural  Resources Committee Information  

February 27, 2014 
 
Labor and Agricultural Production in the Sacramento Region  
 
Issue:  SACOG has completed a draft white paper examining issues related to labor and agricultural 
production in the SACOG region. 
 
Recommendation:  None, this is for information only. 
 
Discussion:  The Sacramento region has some of the most productive farmland in the world. Labor is 
critical to our region’s agricultural production. However, labor supply has been declining, and this trend 
is anticipated to continue at the same time that the region is seeking to grow the agricultural economy, 
expand local consumption, and improve access to healthy foods. Unless mechanization and new 
technologies replace agricultural labor, the Sacramento region needs to explore strategies to attract and 
retain an agricultural workforce sufficient to meet these regional goals. 
 
Data and tools to help support and enhance the vitality of the agricultural economy are an ongoing 
emphasis of SACOG’s Rural Urban Connections Strategy (RUCS) project. The attached draft white 
paper (Attachment A), supported by a grant from the California Strategic Growth Council, is the first 
RUCS effort to focus on the region’s agricultural labor force. The paper seeks to provide information on 
current agricultural labor in the SACOG region, data limitations, challenges to recruitment and retention 
of agricultural labor including housing and transportation needs, various scenarios for future labor 
needs, examples of efforts in other states to recruit and retain agricultural workers, and potential areas 
for further analysis and discussion across the region.  
 
This draft research paper is in circulation for comment from stakeholders and staff is seeking Committee 
feedback. At the meeting, staff will provide the Committee with a brief overview of the findings in the 
draft report, and share any comments received to date.  
 
Approved by: 
 
 
 
Mike McKeever 
Chief Executive Officer 
 
MM:SS:ts 
Attachment 
 
Key Staff: Kacey Lizon, Planning Manager, (916) 340-6265 

Sharon Sprowls, Senior Program Specialist, (916) 340-6235 
  David Shabazian, Principal Program Expert, (916) 340- 6231 

 



Trends in Labor and Agricultural Production in the Sacramento Region 
Sacramento Area Council of Governments 

White Paper Draft - February 26, 2015 

Page  1 

Attachment A



 

Acknowledgement 

The work upon which this publication is based was funded in whole or in part through a grant awarded by 
the Strategic Growth Council. 

 

Disclaimer 

The statements and conclusions of this report are those of SACOG and not necessarily those of the Strategic 
Growth Council or of the Department of Conservation or its employees. 

The Strategic Growth Council and the Department make no warranties, express or implied, and assume no 
liability for the information contained in the preceding text. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Page  2 

 



 

Executive Summary 
 
Labor and Agricultural Production in the Sacramento Region  
 
The Sacramento region has some of the most productive farmland in the world, generating over $1.9 billion 
a year in economic activity. Labor is critical to this production. However, the supply of agricultural labor has 
been declining in our region and this trend is anticipated to continue. This comes at a time when the region 
is engaged in efforts to grow the agricultural economy, expand the consumption of locally grown products 
as the capital of “farm to fork,” and improve access to healthy foods and nutrition to combat obesity and 
improve public health. Unless mechanization and new technologies replace agricultural labor, the 
Sacramento region needs to explore strategies to attract and retain an agricultural workforce sufficient to 
meet these regional goals. SACOG has completed a draft white paper, supported by a grant from the 
California Strategic Growth Council, which is SACOG’s first report to focus on the region’s agricultural labor 
force. This summarizes its findings.  
 
Decline in Agricultural Labor 
 
The USDA Census of Agriculture is only conducted every five years and does not cover all farming 
operations, but is the most comprehensive and uniform data source available for our region. Per the 
Agricultural Census, between 2002 and 2012 (the most recent census year), the Sacramento region saw a 24 
percent decrease in agricultural workers. This is consistent with a 2012 Western Growers Association report 
that farmers in California saw a 20 percent drop in laborers and a California Farm Bureau survey that 
reported a statewide shortage between 10 and 30 percent in 2012. SACOG-led research, stakeholder 
interviews and county focus groups corroborated a regional reduction in labor for agricultural production.   
 
Regional stakeholders identified a number of factors underlying labor shortages, including:  

• Greater immigration enforcement. 
• The current complicated structure of the H-2A agricultural program for bringing in foreign labor. 
• An improved economy in Mexico offering better agricultural and other job opportunities. 
• Domestic competition for agricultural labor from other California regions and states.  
• More year-round opportunities (construction, service jobs) that drew workers out of agriculture. 
• Less family continuity in agriculture as children of both farm and ranch laborers and owners seek an 

education and pursue other careers.  
• U.S. citizens lacking the skills and physical conditioning to undertake farm work in their place.  
• Inability of many farm labor contractors to recruit sufficient seasonal labor to meet local needs.  
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Impacts 
 
Stakeholders noted various impacts resulting from the shortage of agricultural labor, including: 

• Bidding up of wages to levels not sustainable for smaller/low profit farms. 
• Missing key pruning and/or harvesting windows and leaving crops unpicked due to the lack of skilled 

and seasonal labor, and reducing income, profits, and wealth in the local/regional economy.   
• Shifts to mechanization, leading to rejections and lost value for some crops due to mechanical 

harvesting, as well as fewer future jobs and accompanying reductions in local spending out of 
wages. 

• Reduced acreage in production or shifts to other crops, which can be slow and costly, and which 
may lead to fewer desired commodities being available or future overproduction. 

• Potential reduced food production in the long term if labor shortages continue. 
 
Recruiting and Retaining Farm Labor 
 
SACOG staff assessed a number of issues in the region related to recruitment and retention of farm laborers, 
described below.  
 
Housing  
Local housing elements identified a number of challenges that farmworkers face for obtaining adequate 
housing, including:  

• Limited permanent options for farm laborers who are permanent residents.  
• Changing preferences for more urban residences.  
• Limited income to afford rental or ownership housing. 
• Discrimination in the housing market.  
• Greater likelihood to be affected by substandard housing conditions and overcrowding. 
• Double housing costs for migrant workers not accompanied by their families.  
• Migrant center closures between November or December and April.  
• Fewer options for single workers since migrant centers have become geared to families.  

Housing elements and stakeholders revealed a number of barriers to creating more and better housing 
options targeted to farmworkers, including: 

• Costs of new construction or rehabilitation.  
• Reduced state subsidies for farm labor housing.   
• Inadequate infrastructure to support on-farm labor housing and meet current codes.  
• Liability for on-farm housing violations that can shut down a farm operation. 

 
Transportation 
SACOG research seems to indicate that a significant portion of the region’s agricultural workforce lives in the 
region full-time and may already have transportation options. While local Highway Patrol officers do report 
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finding vans carrying farm workers that are in violation of federal and state requirements, a pilot agricultural 
worker vanpool program with CalVans did not take off. Vanpools become cost-effective at greater distances. 
Commute distances for many agricultural laborers are not as great in the Sacramento region as in other 
parts of the state. Most growers are relatively small in the Sacramento region, meaning fewer workers even 
during peak season, and limiting the market for vanpool riders going to/from the same location.  
 
Other Issues for Agricultural Labor and Production 
 
SACOG’s research identified additional issues that could have significant implications for future 
cropping patterns and farm labor needs, including:   

• Aging of the region’s farmers, raising questions as to whether operations will continue.  
• The current drought, which could result in crop shifts to less water-intensive operations.  
• Increasing demand for locally grown fruits and vegetables that may require more labor.  
• Current research to develop robots for farm/ranch work. 

 
As part of its ongoing RUCS work, SACOG expects to continue to assess developments related to 
labor and agricultural production in the Sacramento region, and work with the region’s agricultural 
stakeholders to develop strategies to support this important industry.  
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Introduction/Background 
 

The Sacramento region has some of the most productive farmland in the world, generating over $1.9 billion 
a year in economic activity. Labor is critical to this production. However, the supply of agricultural labor has 
been declining in our region – particularly seasonal agricultural workers – and this trend is anticipated to 
continue. This comes at a time when the region is increasingly engaged in efforts to grow the agricultural 
economy, expand the consumption of locally grown products as the capital of “farm to fork,” and improve 
access to healthy foods and nutrition to combat obesity and improve public health. Unless and until 
mechanization and technology replace agricultural labor, the Sacramento region needs to explore strategies 
to attract and retain an agricultural workforce sufficient to meet these regional goals. 
 
Data and tools to help support and enhance the vitality of the agricultural sector are a continuing focus of 
SACOG’s Rural Urban Connections Strategy (RUCS) project.  This white paper, supported by a grant from the 
California Strategic Growth Council, is the first to focus on the region’s agricultural labor force. The paper 
seeks to provide information on current agricultural labor in the SACOG region, data limitations, challenges 
to recruitment and retention of agricultural labor including housing and transportation needs, various 
scenarios for future labor needs, examples of efforts in other states to recruit and retain agricultural 
workers, and potential areas for further analysis and discussion across the region.  
 
To develop this white paper, SACOG staff:  
 

• Gathered data on the existing agricultural labor force in the region 
• Estimated future agricultural labor needs based on different cropping patterns 
• Conducted research and telephone interviews to identify existing housing,  transportation and 

services for farm laborers and identified gaps 
• Researched federal and state requirements and funding sources for farm labor housing and 

transportation 
• Researched programs and efforts in other states and localities.  
• Conducted interviews and county-level workshops with stakeholders to identify and share data, 

confirm challenges to employee recruitment and retention, and discuss options for improving the 
region’s ability to address labor needs.   

 
An additional outcome of SACOG’s research was the provision of data to member jurisdictions for updating 
the special needs analysis of their housing elements related to farmworkers.  
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Farm Labor Estimates for the Sacramento Region 
 
The SACOG region’s agricultural industry currently relies heavily on labor. To develop this paper, SACOG first 
sought to identify the extent of agricultural labor in the region. However, as staff sought data on the number 
of farmworkers in the region, it became clear that available data is limited and questionable in terms of 
reliability. 
 
The U.S. Census Bureau has begun to release farm labor data from the American Community Survey (ACS). 
The ACS replaced the “long form” Census sampling method used from 1940 to 2000. ACS data is provided on 
an annual, three-year and five-year basis. This data source provides recent estimates of workers in the 
“farming, fishing and forestry” industries, and is available at the jurisdiction level.  Table 1 on the following 
page summarizes the ACS data for the region including city and county estimates for the occupation 
category of farming, fishing, and forestry for 2007-2011 and 2008-2012. However, data constraints are that: 
 

• Estimates of workers are not exclusive to farm labor. 
• The ACS is a survey, based o n a small and annually changing sample.  
• Each estimate includes a margin of error (MOE) that indicates the reliability that the Census has for 

each individual estimate. Some MOEs are quite high.   
• The ACS does not provide data on seasonal labor.  
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Table 1. ACS data for Farm, Fishing and Forestry Labor, by Jurisdiction 
  2007-11 ACS 2008-12 ACS 
Jurisdiction  Estimate   MOE  Estimate MOE 
Placerville  9 96 53 43 
South Lake Tahoe 63 111 132 77 
Uninc El Dorado County 230   731   
El Dorado County Total 302 124 916 209 
Auburn                     -      15 26 
Colfax                     -      0 13 
Lincoln  27 100 74 49 
Loomis                     -      0 18 
Rocklin  52 111 173 112 
Roseville  42 41 72 60 
Uninc Placer County 144   431   
Placer County Total 265 110 765 192 
Citrus Heights  131 127 218 110 
Elk Grove 122 75 315 147 
Folsom                    -      12 18 
Galt  298 141 484 186 
Isleton 14 96 20 19 
Rancho Cordova 54 107 91 72 
Sacramento city 740 107 1,212 269 
Uninc Sacramento County 831   1,713   
Sacramento County Total 2,190 360 4,065 561 
Live Oak  267 131 440 145 
Yuba City  1,523 368 1,699 376 
Uninc Sutter County 682   1,215   
Sutter County Total 2,472 488 3,354 487 
Davis city, California 105 74 277 146 
West Sacramento city, California 209 109 331 160 
Winters city, California 266 161 203 132 
Woodland city, California 1,025 317 1,445 324 
Uninc Yolo County 825   1,028   
Yolo County Total 2,430 457 3,284 511 
Marysville city, California 79 119 66 60 
Wheatland city, California 5 96 69 52 
Uninc Yuba County 677   1,114   
Yuba County Total 761 195 1,249 234 
REGION 8,420 801 13,633 974 

Source: 2007-2011 ACS, 2008-2012 ACS 
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Another source of data comes from the United States Department of Agricultural (USDA) National 
Agricultural Statistics Service (NASS). The USDA conducts a Census of Agriculture inclusive of each state and 
county every five years. The Census of Agriculture is the most comprehensive and uniform count of the 
number of farms and ranches and the people who operate them, for each county in the nation. Data 
collected includes farm labor categorized by number of farms, total hired farm workers, workers working 
less than 150 days to assess seasonal labor, and workers working more than 150 days to count more 
permanent employees.  
 
Table 2 summarizes the 2007 and 2012 Agricultural Census for the six SACOG counties (including the Tahoe 
Basin). Two notable problems with this source are that it is released two years after the survey is completed, 
and it only provides county-level data.  
 

Table 2. Farm Labor in the SACOG Region by County, 2007 and 2012 

County 

2007 Census of Agriculture  2012 Census of Agriculture  

Farms 
Total 

Workers 

Workers 
>150                   
days 

Workers              
<150                     
days Farms 

Total 
Workers 

Workers 
>150                   
days 

Workers              
<150                     
days 

El Dorado  299 1,521 316 1,205 365 1,537 355 315 
Placer  246 1,496 356 1,140 280 1,219 359 860 
Sacramento  354 4,745 2,286 2,459 410 4,778 1,792 2,986 
Sutter  559 6,079 1,659 4,420 703 6,319 1,748 4,571 
Yolo  368 3,953 2,025 1,928 438 5,155 2,581 2,574 
Yuba  238 2,364 513 1,851 294 2,910 890 2,020 
Region 
Total 2,064 20,158 7,155 13,003 2,490 21,918 7,725 13,326 

Source: 2012 Census of Agriculture, County Data, USDA National Agricultural Statistics Service 

 
Table 3 compares at a county level ACS five-year estimates to USDA Census of Agriculture data for those 
who work over 150 days. The 2007 USDA Census of workers regionally was within 16 percent of the 2007-11 
ACS estimate, although at a county level, the percentage differences were much more variable, from a low 
of four percent to a high of 39 percent. The 2008-12 ACS estimate was significantly below 2012 USDA 
figures. This likely is a result of both the varying population samples used for the ACS each year and the ACS 
period covered. Both the 2007-11 and 2008-12 ACS data included much of the recession when employment 
was significantly reduced, whereas the 2012 USDA data reflects some improvement in agricultural 
employment as the economy began to recover.  Later ACS samples may come closer to the USDA data.  
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Table 3. Comparison of 2007-11 & 2008-12 ACS Data with 2007 & 2012 USDA Farm Labor Data, by County 

County 

2007-
2011              
ACS 

2007 
USDA Difference 

% 
Difference 

2008-
2012             
ACS 

2012 
USDA Difference 

% 
Difference 

El Dorado 302 316 14 5% 916 1,537 621 51% 

Placer 265 356 91 29% 765 1,219 454 46% 
Sacramento 2,190 2,286 96 4% 4,065 4,778 713 16% 
Sutter  2,472 1,659 813 -39% 3,354 6,319 2,965 61% 
Yolo 2,430 2,025 405 -18% 3,284 5,155 1,871 44% 
Yuba 761 513 248 -39% 1,249 2,910 1,661 80% 
Region Total 8,420 7,155 1,265 -16% 13,633 21,918 8,285 47% 

Source: 2007 and 2012 USDA Census of Agriculture, 2007-2011 and 2008-2012 ACS 

 
 
Another data source is the state Economic Development Department (EDD) Labor Market Information 
Divsion, which provides employment data by industry. This EDD data is based on the Current Employment 
Statistics (CES) survey, which is a survey of a sample of California employers. Total employment is estimated 
from the sample. The CES survey is subject to sampling and non-sampling errors.  The size of the sampling 
error depends on the sample size and how much of the universe is covered in the survey.   
 
Table 4 compares Census of Agriculture total employment figures with EDD’s peak farm employment figure1 
for each county. At the regional level, USDA data exceeds EDD’s by 16-17%; there are much more significant 
differences at the county level.  
 

Table 4. Comparison of USDA and EDD Peak Farm Employment Figures 
   

2007 USDA 
Census of 

Agriculture 

2007 EDD 
Summer 

Peak 

 
# 

Difference 

 
% 

Difference 

 
2012 USDA 
Census of 

Agriculture 

2012 
EDD 

Summer 
Peak 

 
# 

Difference 

 
% 

Difference 

  

County 

El Dorado  1,521 500 1,021 101% 1,537 500 1,037 102% 
Placer  1,496 300 1,196 133% 1,219 400 819 101% 
Sacramento  4,745 3,800 945 22% 4,778 3,200 1,578 40% 
Sutter  6,079 5,600 479 8% 6,319 6,400 -81 -1% 
Yolo  3,953 5,200 -1,247 -27% 5,155 6,600 -1,445 -25% 
Yuba  2,364 1,700 664 33% 2,910 1,400 1,510 70% 
Region Total 20,158 17,100 3,058 16% 21,918 18,500 3,418 17% 

Source: Employment Development Department California Labor Market Industry Employment by Industry, 2007 
 

1Peak employment represents the highest month’s farm employment figure from EDD in each county for the  
year (June, July, August, September or October depending on the county)  
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Farm Labor Data Limitations 
 
SACOG’s review identified a number of challenges for obtaining reliable data on farm labor in the region, 
including: 

• Agricultural labor includes both permanent and seasonal employees. 
• Many of the farm workers in California move from county to county seasonally, working on different 

crops throughout the year. They may also live in one county and work in another. 
• ACS data combines fishing and forestry occupations with farming. 
• ACS and EDD data are estimates based on samples rather than actual counts.  
• The USDA Census of Agriculture is only conducted every five years, and does not cover all farming 

operations in the region.  
• Ag Census data exclude contract laborers. 
• SACOG has documented a total of XX farms, compared with USDA’s count of 2,490. Employers are 

concerned with indicating they have undocumented labor, which may lead to underreporting.  
• Undocumented workers, whether permanent or seasonal, often seek to remain hidden and avoid 

being counted for fear of identification and deportation.  
• Public release of USDA data lags by about two years.  Nonetheless, it is considered one of the better 

sources of farm-related data.  
 
 

Estimating Farm Labor Demand in the Sacramento Region 
 
As noted, counting farm workers is notoriously difficult. A different approach involves a demand for labor 
methodology, used in a 2000 enumeration study by Alice Larson2 and by SACOG in 2012. The results 
estimate full-time equivalent workers required for agriculture-related tasks throughout the year.  
Both use calculations derived through a formula using four elements: 

SW
HADFL
×
×

=  

Where: 
A = crop acreage 
H = hours needed to perform a specific task (e.g. harvesting, weeding, cultivating) on one acre of 
that crop 
W = work hours per farmworker per day during maximum activity 
S = Season length for peak work activity 

 

2 Larson, Alice C., Migrant and Seasonal Farmworker Enumeration Profiles Study California, September 2000, 
www.ncfh.org/enumeration/PDF2%20California.pdf  
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The calculations for the Larson and SACOG estimates are the same but the assumptions within the formula 
are different. For crop acreage, the Larson study used 1997 USDA Agriculture census acreage. SACOG’s 
methodology used SACOG’s 2008 crop map, completed as part of the RUCS project and shown in Figure 1.  
 
Figure 1. SACOG 2008 Crop Map 

 
 
In the Larson study from 2000, the hours needed to perform a specific task (e.g. harvesting, weeding, 
cultivating) on one acre of crop were derived from “Crop Budgets” and other special reports prepared by 
agricultural economists and extension specialists. In contrast, SACOG used the University of California Cost 
of Production Studies listed in Table 5.  
 
 
 
 

Page  12 

 



 

Table 5. Cost of Production Study Sources3 
Landscape Type Cost Study Year  Region 
Almonds Almonds 2012 Sac Valley 
Organic Almonds Organic Almonds 2007 San J. Valley 
Walnuts and Direct Nuts Walnuts 2012 Sac Valley 
Conventional Stonefruit Peaches 2011 Sac Valley 
Asparagus Asparagus 2007 San J. Valley 
Blueberries Blueberries 2009 San J. Valley 
Prunes Prunes 2008 Sac Valley 
Pears Pears 2010 Sac Valley - Delta 
Apples and Organic Apples Apples (Apple Hill) 2007 Apple Hill 
Leafy Greens Vegetables Mixed 1994 Central Coast 
Mandarins Mandarins 2008 Placer/ElD 
Nightshade Fresh Market Tomato 2007 San J. Valley 
Other Citrus Oranges 2009 San J. Valley 
Olives  Olives  2011 Sac Valley 
Christmas Trees Christmas Trees 2005 S.N. Foothills 
Grapes Grapes /Wine 2012 San J. Valley 
Strawberry Strawberry 2010 Monterey/Santa Cruz 
Organic Grapes Organic Grapes/Wine 2005 North Coast 
Organic Processing Tomato Organic Tomatoes 1994 Sac Valley 
Rice Rice 2012 Sac Valley 
Root Vegetables Potatoes 2008 Intermountain 

 
Processing Tomatoes 2008 Sac Valley 

 
Alfalfa 2008 Sac Valley 

 
Corn 2008 Sac Valley 

Processing Tomato Rotation Wheat 2009 Sac Valley 

 
Safflower 2011 Sac Valley 

 
Sunflower 2011 Sac Valley 

 
Dry Beans 2008 Sac Valley 

 
Alfalfa 2008 Sac Valley 

 
Corn 2008 Sac Valley 

Alfalfa Rotation Wheat 2004 Sac Valley 

 
Safflower 2005 Sac Valley 

 
Sunflower 2004 Sac Valley 

 
Dry Beans 2008 Sac Valley 

 
Alfalfa 2008 Sac Valley 

 
Corn 2008 Sac Valley 

General Field Crop Wheat 2004 Sac Valley 

 
Safflower 2005 Sac Valley 

 
Sunflower 2004 Sac Valley 

 
Dry Beans 2008 Sac Valley 

3 All of the UC Cooperative Extension Studies can be found at http://coststudies.ucdavis.edu/current.php  
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http://coststudies.ucdavis.edu/files/AlmondSprinkleSV2012.pdf
http://coststudies.ucdavis.edu/files/almondorgvn2007r.pdf
http://coststudies.ucdavis.edu/files/WalnutSV2012.pdf
http://coststudies.ucdavis.edu/files/PeachesLateSV2011.pdf
http://coststudies.ucdavis.edu/files/asparagusvn2007.pdf
http://coststudies.ucdavis.edu/files/blueberryvs2009.pdf
http://coststudies.ucdavis.edu/files/prunesv2008.pdf
http://coststudies.ucdavis.edu/files/pearsv2010.pdf
http://coststudies.ucdavis.edu/files/appleir2007.pdf
http://coststudies.ucdavis.edu/files/mixveg.pdf
http://coststudies.ucdavis.edu/files/MandarinIR2008.pdf
http://coststudies.ucdavis.edu/files/tomatofrmktsj07.pdf
http://coststudies.ucdavis.edu/files/orangevs2009.pdf
http://coststudies.ucdavis.edu/files/OliveTableSV2011.pdf
http://coststudies.ucdavis.edu/files/christmastreesn2005.pdf
http://coststudies.ucdavis.edu/files/GrapeWineVN2012.pdf
http://coststudies.ucdavis.edu/files/StrawberryCC2010.pdf
http://coststudies.ucdavis.edu/files/grapeorgnc05.pdf
http://coststudies.ucdavis.edu/files/95orgtom.pdf
http://coststudies.ucdavis.edu/files/2012/RiceSV2012.pdf
http://coststudies.ucdavis.edu/files/potatoesir1_08.pdf
http://coststudies.ucdavis.edu/files/tomatoessv1_2008.pdf
http://coststudies.ucdavis.edu/files/AlfalfaSV08.pdf
http://coststudies.ucdavis.edu/files/CornSV2008.pdf
http://coststudies.ucdavis.edu/files/wheatsv09.pdf
http://coststudies.ucdavis.edu/files/SafflowerSV2011.pdf
http://coststudies.ucdavis.edu/files/SunflowerSV2011.pdf
http://coststudies.ucdavis.edu/files/Beans_DC_SV08.pdf
http://coststudies.ucdavis.edu/files/AlfalfaSV08.pdf
http://coststudies.ucdavis.edu/files/CornSV2008.pdf
http://coststudies.ucdavis.edu/files/wheatsv09.pdf
http://coststudies.ucdavis.edu/files/SafflowerSV2011.pdf
http://coststudies.ucdavis.edu/files/SunflowerSV2011.pdf
http://coststudies.ucdavis.edu/files/Beans_DC_SV08.pdf
http://coststudies.ucdavis.edu/files/AlfalfaSV08.pdf
http://coststudies.ucdavis.edu/files/CornSV2008.pdf
http://coststudies.ucdavis.edu/files/wheatsv09.pdf
http://coststudies.ucdavis.edu/files/SafflowerSV2011.pdf
http://coststudies.ucdavis.edu/files/SunflowerSV2011.pdf
http://coststudies.ucdavis.edu/files/Beans_DC_SV08.pdf
http://coststudies.ucdavis.edu/current.php


 

Larson assumed 42 hours of work per week during a 5-1/2 day work week, resulting in an average 7.7 
hours/day. The study used a seasonal crop calendar to determine the peak hand labor seasons for specific 
field crops. SACOG standardized this data by calculating full time equivalents, assuming 2,080 hours per 
year. 
 
As shown in Table 6, SACOG’s calculations for full-time equivalent labor needs based on 2008 crop patterns 
were more consistent with USDA and ACS data findings than the Larson figures.   
 

Table 6. Comparison of Larson and SACOG Labor Demand Calculations 

County  
Demanded    Estimated  

Larson              
2000 

SACOG 
2008 

2007-2011              
ACS 

2007          
USDA 

2008-2012             
ACS 

El Dorado  748 577 302 316 916 
Placer  625 661 265 356 765 
Sacramento  6,115 2,352 2,190 2,286 4,065 
Sutter  11,050 2,356 2,472 1,659 3,354 
Yolo  11,532 3,213 2,430 2,025 3,284 
Yuba 4,169 1,231 761 513 1,249 
Region Total 34,239 10,392 8,420 7,155 13,633 

Source: Larson 2000; SACOG, UC Cooperative Extension Cost of Production Studies;  
2007-11 and 2008-12 ACS, 2007 Census of Agriculture 

 
 

 

Future Labor Scenarios 
 

By providing data on current and future farm labor needs, SACOG seeks to help the agricultural industry and 
jurisdictions be better positioned to plan for housing, transportation, and other services that support labor 
recruitment and retention efforts, and the vitality of the agricultural economy.   
 
The previous demand for labor estimates were for a 2008 snapshot of production, but the region is 
constantly experiencing changes in the composition of agricultural production. To explore the potential 
impact of some of these changes on labor demand, SACOG developed three alternative scenarios to the 
labor demand shown in Table 8 above. The three alternative scenarios show dramatic shifts in cropping 
patterns as a result of potential market and environmental changes. The changes in the market and 
environment are supported by regional stakeholders and agricultural experts.  
 
For purposes of this paper, the model was applied to Yolo County but the analysis could be conducted for 
any of the six counties in the SACOG region. The three scenarios and their sources are: 
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1. Drastic rise in water cost, resulting in shifts in production to low water-use crops (Bishop, Curtis, and 
Emm 2010)  

2. Drastic rise in labor cost, resulting in shifts in production to low labor-demanding crops (CA Farm 
Bureau 2012) 

3. Increased demand for locally grown specialty crops met by small farms, resulting in shifts from 
national and international export-oriented commodity production towards more fresh consumed 
specialty crops grown within the region (Martinez et al. 2010) 
 

The scenarios were taken to the extreme, assuming that all production (excluding equine, fallow and 
pasture) would shift to crop types that exemplified the sought-after characteristics. SACOG is in no way 
advocating for any of these land use changes, but simply providing information on potential labor demand 
associated with different cropping patterns. 
 
For the scenarios used to test model functionality, crop blends were developed based on the three crop 
patterns outlined above. These blends were then applied to all agricultural acreage except pasture and 
equine. It was assumed that pasture and equine systems do not have readily available water and therefore 
changes in production type would require large infrastructure investments. Table 7 shows the blends used in 
the scenarios. The low-water scenario used grapes and the general field crop blend. The low-labor scenario 
used the alfalfa blend, and the specialty crop scenario used a blend of specialty crops as outlined in Table 5. 
 

Table 7. Scenario Crop Blends 
 
Low-water 

 
Low-labor 

Diversified Vegetable Production  
(small farm scale) 

20% Wine Grape 60% Alfalfa 33% Leafy Greens  
36% Alfalfa 24% Wheat 33% Night Shade  
22% Wheat 7% Sunflower 33% Root Vegetables  
10% Safflower 7% Corn  
7% Sunflower 3% Safflower  
4% Corn 0.2% Field Bean  
.8% Field Bean   
Source: Bishop, Curtis and Emm 2010; California Farm Bureau, 2012; Martinez et al 2010 

 

The three scenarios were modeled with UrbanFootprint, SACOG’s modeling platform. Table 8 shows the 
calculated labor demand for each scenario, compared with the ACS and USDA labor estimates for Yolo 
County. Because the modeling was based on the 2008 cropping scenario, labor estimates from that time 
have also been included below.  
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Table 8. Modeled Scenario Results for Yolo County (Annual Totals) 
 
 
Crop Scenario 

 
Demanded 
Labor (FTE) 

 
Total labor                      

ACS 2007-11 

 
% 

Difference  
Total labor              
USDA 2007 

%  
Difference 

Total labor            
USDA 2012 

%  
Difference 

Low-water 5,035 2,430 70% 3,953 24% 5,155 -2% 
Low-labor 600 2,430 -121% 3,953 -147% 5,155 -158% 
Diversified 
Vegetable 
Production 

126,697 2,430 192% 3,953 188% 5,155 184% 

Source:  SACOG, UC Cooperative Extension Cost of Production Studies, ACS 2006-2010, USDA 2012 Census of Agriculture 

This example suggests that shifts in crop production would have major implications for the region. From the 
Yolo County example:  

• A shift to a low-labor scenario could mean employment losses among those already working in the 
industry.  

• A shift to a low-water crop blend, which could be happening with the current drought, appears to 
bring labor demand closer to labor supply.   

• A more diversified vegetable crop mix would increase the demand for labor, requiring strategies to 
improve farm labor recruitment and retention.  

A more detailed discussion of these implications in contained in the concluding section of this paper.  

 

 
Farm Labor Shortage 
 
In 2012, the Western Growers Association reported that farmers in California saw a 20 percent drop in 
laborers.4  A survey conducted by the California Farm Bureau in 2012 found many growers in the SACOG 
region experiencing labor shortages, and reported a statewide shortage between 10 percent and 30 
percent.5 Research, stakeholder interviews and county focus groups conducted by SACOG corroborated a 
regional reduction in labor for agricultural production.   
 
Tables 9.1 and 9.2 provide a comparison of USDA Agricultural Census figures for 2002, 2007 and 2012.  

4 http://www.cnbc.com/id/48725145/California_Farm_Labor_Shortage_Worst_It_s_Been_Ever 

5 California Farm Bureau Federation. (2012). Walking the Tightrope: California Farmers Struggle with Employee 
Shortages. http://www.cfbf.com/employmentsurvey/pdf/CFBF_Farm_Employment_Survey2012.pdf  
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                                              Table 9.1 Comparison of 2002, 2007 and 2012 Agricultural Census Data, by County 

County 

2002 Census of Agriculture California 2007 Census of Agriculture California       2012 Census of Agriculture California  

Farms 
Total 

Workers 

Workers 
>150                   
days 

Workers              
<150                     
days 

Farms 
with 

migrant 
labor  Farms 

Total 
Workers 

Workers 
>150                   
days 

Workers              
<150                     
days 

Farms 
with 

migrant 
labor  Farms 

Total 
Workers 

Workers 
>150                   
days 

Workers              
<150                     
days 

Farms 
with 

migrant 
labor  

El Dorado  252 1,689 279 1,410 30 299 1,521 316 1,205 15 365 1,537 355 315 23 

Placer  197 1,738 343 1,395 27 246 1,496 356 1,140 23 280 1,219 359 860 14 

Sacramento  392 5,362 2,179 3,183 75 354 4,745 2,286 2,459 81 410 4,778 1,792 2,986 46 

Sutter  733 9,242 1,840 7,402 196 559 6,079 1,659 4,420 94 703 6,319 1,748 4,571 57 

Yolo  498 6,722 3,463 549 149 368 3,953 2,025 1,928 84 438 5,155 2,581 2,574 48 

Yuba  255 4,058 879 3,179 63 238 2,364 513 1,851 33 294 2,910 890 2,020 19 

Region Total 2,327 28,811 8,983 17,118 540 2,064 20,158 7,155 13,003 330 2,490 21,918 7,725 13,326 207 
 

                                                   Table 9.2 Percent Change, 2002-2007, 2007-2012 and 2002-2012 Agricultural Census Data, by County 

County 

% Change 2002-2007 % Change 2007-2012 % Change 2002-2012  

Farms 
Total 

Workers 

Workers 
>150                   
days 

Workers              
<150                     
days 

Farms 
with 

migrant 
labor  Farms 

Total 
Workers 

Workers 
>150                   
days 

Workers              
<150                     
days 

Farms 
with 

migrant 
labor  Farms 

Total 
Workers 

Workers 
>150                   
days 

Workers              
<150                     
days 

Farms 
with 

migrant 
labor  

El Dorado  19% -10% 13% -15% -50% 22% 1% 12% -74% 53% 45% -9% 27% -78% -23% 
Placer  25% -14% 4% -18% -15% 14% -19% 1% -25% -39% 42% -30% 5% -38% -48% 
Sacramento  -10% -12% 5% -23% 8% 16% 1% -22% 21% -43% 5% -11% -18% -6% -39% 
Sutter  -24% -34% -10% -40% -52% 26% 4% 5% 3% -39% -4% -32% -5% -38% -71% 
Yolo  -26% -41% -42% 251% -44% 19% 30% 27% 34% -43% -12% -23% -25% 369% -68% 
Yuba  -7% -42% -42% -42% -48% 24% 23% 73% 9% -42% 15% -28% 1% -36% -70% 
Region Total -11% -30% -20% -24% -39% 21% 9% 8% 2% -37% 7% -24% -14% -22% -62% 
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From 2002 to 2007, the region experienced a decrease of over 8,650 total workers, with all counties 
affected. This included a decrease of 1,828 working over 150 days and 4,115 working under 150 days.  The 
region also saw a total decline of 263 farms. Only two counties, El Dorado and Placer, experienced a farm 
increase of 47 and 49 farms, respectively. Between 2007 and 2012, there was a limited region-wide return in 
the number of farms (21% increase) and agricultural workers (9% increase), except in Placer County, which 
lost another 277 workers.  
 
Comparing 2002 with 2012, the region saw a net gain of 163 farms (7%), but a decrease of nearly 6,900 total 
workers (24% decline). Workers working over 150 days fell by 14 percent, workers working less than 150 
days decreased by 22 percent, and farms with migrant labor decreased by 62 percent regionwide. 
Sacramento, Sutter and Yolo Counties had a combined loss of 1,360 workers over 150 days, while the five 
counties outside of Yolo saw a decrease of over 5,800 seasonal workers. Only Yolo County experienced a 
large net increase of over 2,000 seasonal workers (those working less than 150 days), despite a 23 percent 
drop in the county’s total agricultural workforce. 
 
If the number of farms increased, how did workers decrease? An explanation may lie in changes in the size 
of agricultural operations. Table 10 shows the change in the reported number of farms with 1-4 workers, 
compared with those with 5+ workers.  
 

Table 10. Regionwide Farms by Number of Workers, 2002 and 2012 

Farm Size 2002 % of farms 2012 % of farms 
Change 
2002-12 

1-4 workers 1,225 53% 1,963 69% 60% 
5+ workers 1,102 47% 893 31% -19% 

Source: USDA 2002 and 2012 Agricultural Census 
 
A shift to smaller operations is also evidenced in Table 11, comparing the number of workers at farms of 
different sizes in the region in 2002 and 2012.  
 

Table 11. Total Workers by Farm Size, 2002 and 2012 

Farm Size  2002 2012 
% in 
2002 

% in 
2012 

Difference  
2002-12 

% change 
2002-12 

   1 worker    539      1,043  2% 5%     504  94% 
   2 workers     640   854  2% 4% 214  33% 
   3-4 workers     1,229    1,685  4% 8%   456  37% 
   5-9 workers    2,836    2,558  10% 11%     (278) -10% 
   10+ workers    23,567    16,144  82% 72%   (7,423) -31% 
 Total Workers   28,811    22,284       (6,527) -23% 

Source: USDA 2002 and 2012 Agricultural Census 
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As indicated, workers on small farms increased – especially those with one paid employee – while larger 
farms, especially those with 10 or more employees, represented most of the decline. Stakeholder interviews 
suggested that such declines represented growing difficulties in finding agricultural labor in the region.  
Stakeholders reported the greatest shortages were in labor for pruning and harvesting of fruit trees and 
wine grapes.  On a county basis, shortages appeared to affect particularly the following crops:  
 
 Apples (El Dorado) 
 Cherries (Sacramento, Yuba) 
 Olives (Sacramento, Sutter) 
 Peaches (El Dorado, Sutter, Yuba) 
 Pears (Sacramento) 
 Prunes (Sutter, Yolo) 
 Wine Grapes (El Dorado, Sacramento, Yolo) 

 
 

Reasons for Labor Shortage 
 
Regional stakeholders identified a number of factors underlying labor shortages, including the following:  

 
Immigration enforcement:  Greater enforcement combined with deportation back to workers’ countries of 
origin has made it more expensive and difficult for farm laborers to continue to do agricultural work in 
California.  
 
H-2A agricultural program structure: The H-2A program for bringing in foreign labor is complicated, costly, 
and requires provision of free housing and transportation. The Sacramento region has seen very few H-2A 
applications: only 9 applications for sheep- and goat-herders. (The H-2A program is discussed in more detail 
on p. 18) 
 
Better Mexican economy:  An improved economy in Mexico – where a majority of the region’s farm 
laborers have come from – has created more employment opportunities in Mexican agricultural or other 
industries than in prior years.   

 
Domestic competition:  The Sacramento region has seen competition for labor from other states, such as 
Oregon and Washington for apple and cherry crops, and from other regions with longer growing seasons, 
such as Southern California and the Central Coast, and/or more expansive labor needs, such as in the Napa 
Valley for wine grape production. In Placer County particularly, small acreages often do not provide enough 
work to be attractive compared with other locations.  Wage rates in the region may also not be as 
competitive. 
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Other job opportunities:  Stakeholders reported that they are seeing more families seeking to settle in one 
place with year-round employment or relying on unemployment when seasonal work is unavailable, rather 
than migrating as much.  Especially prior to the recent recession, industries such as construction lured away 
agricultural laborers through year-round employment opportunities, often at better pay. Additionally, 
seasonal workers may leave before a crop is finished, recognizing that it is in their economic interest to 
move on to the next opportunity as things are winding down at the farm where they are currently working.  
Seasoned workers know where the best conditions, pay and housing are and may leave the farmer with his 
“profit still in the field” in order to arrive first at the next job opportunity in the crop cycle.  
 
Child labor laws: Laws prohibiting child labor have limited children working with their parents in the fields.  
 
Less family continuity in agriculture:  Many parents doing lower paid agricultural work are encouraging 
their children to seek an education and not to pursue farm labor as their livelihood. Many adult children of 
farmers and ranchers are also choosing not to continue in agriculture and the family business.  
 
Unemployed citizens without skills or physical conditioning:  Despite  unemployment rates in recent years, 
growers have found that most unemployed U.S. citizens do not have the skills, physical conditioning, or 
willingness to engage in labor-intensive agricultural work.  Some growers reported recruiting interns for 
additional labor, but increasing rules and requirements to have a curriculum have made internships a less 
viable option, particularly for smaller growers.  
 
These factors have made labor recruitment and retention an ongoing challenge for many growers in the 
region.  A number have turned to farm labor contractors to recruit sufficient labor to meet seasonal needs, 
but this has not always proved successful either. Some growers reported that even using farm labor 
contractors, they were not able to find sufficient workers with the knowledge and skills for what they grow. 
 

Impacts of Labor Shortages 
 
Stakeholders noted various impacts resulting from the shortage of agricultural labor, including the following: 
 
Bidding up of wages:  To seek to compete for labor, some growers have offered higher wages, but this is not 
necessarily sustainable for smaller farms, especially those with very low profit margins. And even with 
higher wages, some growers have not been able to attract and retain enough help.  
 
Rotting fruit: Without sufficient labor, some growers have left crops unpicked, reducing income, profits, and 
wealth in the local/regional economy.   
 
Pruning delays:  Some growers reported missing key pruning and/or harvesting windows due to the lack of 
skilled labor, leading to reduced productivity and crop yields. 
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Mechanization: While some crops can be harvested mechanically, shifts to mechanization may lead to fewer 
jobs in the future, and accompanying reductions in local spending out of wages. Some areas of the region, 
especially El Dorado County, have trouble mechanizing at all because of the topography and steep slopes. 
Some fruit crops, if picked mechanically, lose value (such as cherries without stems), are not accepted by 
processors or see greater rejection rates (such as mechanically harvested peaches).  
 
Changed production: If there is too little labor and growers can’t mechanize, growers will likely reduce 
acreage in production or shift to other crops, which can be a slow and costly process. Crop shifts may result 
in fewer desired commodities being available or future overproduction if too many growers transition to the 
same crop(s). 
 
Reduced food production: If there is insufficient farm labor long-term, the region may not be able to 
produce as much food for the region’s residents and outside markets.  
  
 

Efforts to Address Labor Shortages through the H-2A Program 
 
The federal H-2A Farm Labor Program is the primary legal method for bringing in farm labor from outside 
the U.S. To be eligible, applicants must demonstrate failure in their efforts to recruit sufficient labor despite 
extensive outreach. As noted, there have been few applications from the SACOG region, in part due to the 
extensive application process and timing issues.  
 
Several public and private programs throughout the country have sought to try to address labor recruitment 
and shortages through the H-2A program or other means. Some examples include the following:  
 
Colorado  
 
The Colorado Department of Labor, at the direction of the state legislature, undertook a five-year Non-
Immigrant Agricultural Seasonal Worker Pilot Program, which ended in December 2013. The program sought 
to facilitate use of the H-2A program by requesting waivers through the U.S. Department of Labor and the 
U.S. Department of Homeland Security. No growers utilized the program as they  considered it too costly 
($100/worker) and inconvenient.  
 
North Carolina 

The North Carolina Growers Association (NCGA) operates the largest H-2A program in the U.S. for 
approximately 800 farmer members. NCGA is a private non-profit growers cooperative. It is governed by a 
Board of Directors drawn from farmers who participate in the H-2A program.  NCGA exists to facilitate its 
members’ participation in the program and promote compliance with all federal, state and local laws that 
govern farmworker employment.  NCGA does all of the H-2A paperwork in-house on this side of the border, 
including working with the Department of Labor and other federal and state agencies.  
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NCGA and its farmer members employed approximately 7,500 H-2A workers in 2013 to fill approximately 
8,400 different job opportunities that were certified by the U.S. Department of Labor (DOL) Office of Foreign 
Labor Certification.  NCGA utilizes a joint employer Master Application Association format.  This format 
allows H-2A workers to be transferred from farm to farm as if all NCGA members were a single employer.  
Fixed costs of the program (transportation, visas, etc.) are spread over a larger group and longer 
employment period, which reduces per hour labor costs for individual farms.  The arrangement allows 
farmers to grow crops with short term and/or intermittent or peak load labor needs.  
 
For workers, the program maximizes employment opportunities by combining multiple short term labor 
needs into a longer period of employment – even full season employment.  Approximately 85-90 percent of 
the H-2A workers are assigned to and remain at one farm during the entire season; the balance move from 
farm to farm to perform a series of shorter term jobs and/or peak season work.  Approximately 92 percent 
of H-2A workers return year to year through a “preferred worker” program.  Preferred workers are 
individuals whom farmers specifically request. Preferred and returning workers provide a better return for 
the program because they are trained, know the farmer’s fields, crops, and operations, and are more 
productive, which is important for growers with tight profit margins.  New workers are most often selected 
through referrals of preferred workers – cousins, brothers, friends, etc., in Mexico.   
 
NCGA staff note that its H-2A program has been the focus of numerous lawsuits, requiring farmers to be 
committed to compliance while accepting that even then there may be litigation. In 2004, faced with 
multiple lawsuits, the NCGA Board and membership elected to enter into a Collective Bargaining Agreement 
with the Farm Labor Organizing Committee (FLOC), an AFL-CIO affiliate farmworker union from Toledo, 
Ohio, to settle the litigation en masse. The settlement provided a grievance mechanism to settle all 
employment-based complaints with workers, and precludes workers from filing a lawsuit against 
NCGA/members as a precondition of employment.   

NCGA has 12 full-time staff and an additional five season field representatives who are bilingual and travel 
the state to provide supportive services to farmers and their H-2A workers. NCGA does not receive public 
funds or grants, and is primarily funded by $200 annual membership dues and worker fees paid based on 
the number of workers the farmer receives.  Many NCGA members note they do not worry about their labor 
force’s legality or reliability, but say they would exit production of labor-intensive crops if they were unable 
to get their preferred workers back or if the H-2A program were to end.   
 
Washington 

 
The Washington Farm Labor Association (WAFLA), a nonprofit association, formed after challenges with 
farm labor contractors and labor shortages that left apples unpicked. WAFLA has agent and association 
guest worker programs for farmers.  In the agent model, the employer is the applicant for the H-2A program 
and the Association acts as the applicant’s agent working with the various government entities to secure 
approval.  In the association model, like the NCGA process above, the Association becomes the applicant, 
one or more employer members are listed on the application, and the association actively assists in 
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recruitment and becomes a joint employer with the growers.  WAFLA is responsible to deliver workers to 
the farm and pick them up and take them home or to the next farm at the end of the contract. While 
workers are on on the farm, the farmer is the employer and treats them exactly the same as if he hired them 
directly. WAFLA writes about 50 applications per year, 90 percent of which use this  association model .  
 
In 2007, WAFLA paid NCGA to show them how to do association applications. By 2013, WAFLA brought 
4,500 H-2A workers to Washingto state, and the program is growing.  To recruit workers, extensive outreach 
is conducted through newspaper advertisements and working with state employment offices.  Also 
employers send letters to every worker who worked last year to tell them there is work available this year. 
 
WAFLA has a staff of eight.  They charge $100 per year per member, with close to 600 members.  WAFLA 
charges members on a fee basis for specific services.  Several law and accounting firms are also sponsors.  

H-2A Farm Labor Housing and Transportation Requirements 
 
If an employer (including a Farm Labor Contractor) does submit a successful H-2A application, the employer 
is required to provide workers with housing and transportation, as follows:  
 
Employer Housing Requirements:   

• Provide to all non-local workers free housing (employer-provided  or rental or public housing paid 
for by the employer) 

• Housing must meet federal and state regulations for migrant labor camps 
• Housing must include kitchen facilities, or the employer can provide workers three meals/day with 

worker reimbursement  
 

Employer Transportation Requirements:   
• Pay for both the workers’ inbound and outbound transportation 
• Provide daily transportation to and from job site(s) 
• Provide transportation to town (grocery, bank, etc.) at least once a week 

 
If immigration reform were eventually to be passed by Congress with similar provisions, it would increase 
the need for housing and transportation options in the SACOG region that meet federal requirements.  (For 
more detail on existing H-2A requirements, see Appendix A.) The following sections discuss in more detail 
housing and transportation requirements and challenges in the SACOG region.  
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Employee Housing Act  
 
California’s Employee Housing Act6 specifies requirements for employee housing, including farm labor 
housing. According to the Department of Housing and Community Development (HCD), “The Legislature 
enacted the Employee Housing Act for the benefit of persons living in privately owned and operated 
employee housing to assure their health, safety and general welfare, and to provide them a decent living 
environment. The Act also provides protection for the general public which may be impacted by conditions 
in and around employee housing.”7 
The Employee Housing Act generally requires annual inspections of employee housing. Inspections of farm 
labor camps are conducted by Department of Environmental Management staff for Sacramento County and 
by HCD staff in the five other counties. Inspections are conducted prior to seasonal occupancy of housing 
and again during occupancy. Inspectors look for any fire, electrical, plumbing, mechanical, weather 
protection, cleanliness, or other health and safety issues, and check the water system (usually well water) 
for any contamination.   
 
There are 37 on-farm labor camps located in the region, with the ability to house over 1,100 farm laborers. 
Housing styles range from dormitories with centralized kitchens to single family and mobile homes. Table 12 
summarizes the farm labor camps found in the Sacramento region. Many of the labor camps were built 
many years ago, and have been continued through repairs and renovations. Sacramento County inspection 
staff reported that the number of camps operating in southern Sacramento County has remained stable and 
there have been very few instances in which a camp was closed for violations.  
  

Table 12. Farm Labor Camps in the SACOG Region, 2013 
 
 
County 

 
Total # of farm 

labor camps 

Total # of 
employees 

housed 

 
 
Locations 

El Dorado 1 12 Placerville 
Sacramento 24 725 South of Elk Grove 
Sutter 5 122 Live Oak, Rio Oso, Robbins, Yuba City 
Yolo 4 64 Clarksburg, Winters, Woodland 
Yuba 3 204 Marysville 
Region Total 37 1,127  
Source:  County of Sacramento, CA Department of Housing and Community Development 

 
 

6 In California Health and Safety Code Sections 17000-17062.5 adopted in 1979, with more recent amendments 
7 Department of Housing and Community Development, http://www.hcd.ca.gov/codes/eh/pp.html 
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Farm Labor Housing Inventory 
 
In addition to the farm labor camps in Table 11 above, SACOG staff inventoried other housing available to 
agricultural workers in the region. The SACOG region has three migrant centers offering seasonal housing in 
Davis, Madison, and Yuba City. There are three more centers in the neighboring areas of Lodi, Dixon, and 
Williams. Table 12 summarizes existing migrant centers, both in the SACOG region and nearby. The name 
“migrant center” may at this point be misleading, given that most now offer family apartments with child 
care and other amenities on-site.  
 
Table 13. Seasonal Migrant Centers 

Housing Authority Manager County Location 
# of 

Units 
Details  - all with 
daycare center Open 

In SACOG Region           
Regional Housing Authority 
of Sutter & Nevada Counties Sutter Yuba City 79 

62 two-bedroom, 17 
three-bedroom units  April-Oct. 

Housing Authority of the 
County of Yolo Yolo Davis 62 2- to 4-bedroom units April – Oct. 
Housing Authority of the 
County of Yolo Yolo Madison 88 2 – to 4 –bedroom units April – Oct. 

Near SACOG Region           

Colusa County  Colusa Williams 110 
also includes 50 units of 
permanent housing? April-Nov. 

San Joaquin San Joaquin Lodi 96 

 11 two-bedroom, 72 
three-bedroom, 11 four-
bedroom units 

March 15- 
Dec 15 

Dixon Housing Authority 
(Housing Authority of the 
County of Yolo) Solano Dixon 82  2 to 4 bedroom units April-Oct. 
Region Total 

  
517   

 Source: Public Housing Authorities 
 
The region is also home to a number of complexes targeted to agriculture workers with affordable 
apartments or mobile homes. Table 14 provides a summary of these permanent housing options in the 
region for farm laborers and their families.   
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Table 14. Permanent Farm Labor Housing in and near the SACOG Region 
County Location Name Units Details 
Sutter Yuba City Mahal Plaza 98 2-, 3- & 4-bdrm townhouse apartments 
Sutter Yuba City Richland Farm Labor Housing 180 50 2-bedroom, 118 3-bedroom and 12  

4-bedroom units 
Yolo Woodland Casa del Sol Mobile Home 

Park (CHOC) 
187 157 mobile home pads, 30 units of 

modular housing; underwent $18 million 
renovation in 2010  

Yolo Woodland Mutual Housing at Spring 
Lake (opening March 1, 2015) 

62 2-, 3-, and 4-bedroom apartments, with 
61 for farmworkers and their families, 
one for a rental manager 

Yolo Davis Davis Solar units (Housing 
Authority of the County of 
Yolo) 

6 2- and 3-bedroom duplexes and homes 
for farmworkers and their families on 
scattered sites 

Yuba Marysville Beverly Terrace Apts.  39 2-, 3- & 4-bedroom apartments 
Butte Gridley Butte Farm Labor Housing 130 22 2-bedroom & two 3-bedroom 

detached units; 53 2-bedroom duplexes 
that Housing Authority will be 
rehabilitating into 3- to 4-bedroom units 

  Regiona  Total   702   
Source: Dept. of Housing and Community Development, Public Housing Authorities, Housing Elements 
 
Comparing the farm labor housing inventory to permanent and seasonal worker counts from the 2012 US 
Census of Agriculture (Table 15) would suggest that the region provides between seven and 10 percent of 
farm labor housing needs. However, this analysis assumes that only one family member per apartment or 
unit is employed in farm labor, where in many cases spouses and other family members do agricultural work 
as well.  The USDA counts also include all agricultural employees, including owners and workers earning 
higher wages for whom housing availability or costs may not necessarily be a concern.  
 
Table 15. Number of Agricultural Workers Compared with Region’s Permanent & Seasonal Housing Units 

County 

2012 
Workers 

>150                   
days 

Total 
Permanent 

Units 

%  of 
Workers           

> 150 
days  

2012 
Workers              

<150                     
days 

Total 
Seasonal 

Units 

%  of 
Workers        

< 150 days  

El Dorado County 355 - - 315 12 4% 
Placer County 359 - - 860 - - 
Sacramento County 1,792 - - 2,986 725 24% 
Sutter County 1,748 278 16% 4,571 201 4% 
Yolo County 2,581 255 10% 2,574 214 8% 
Yuba County 890 39 4% 2,020 204 10% 
Region Total 7,725 572 7% 13,326 1,356 10% 

Source:USDA 2012 Census of Agriculture, HCD, Public Housing Authorities, Housing Elements  
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Funding 
 
Several federal and state funding sources have supported migrant and farm labor housing.  Voter-approved 
Propositions 46 and 1C provided state bond funding for housing programs in California. This included the Joe 
Serna, Jr. Farmworker Housing Grant (JSJFWHG) program. The program provided grants or loans for the new 
construction, rehabilitation and acquisition of owner-occupied and rental units for agricultural workers, with 
a priority for lower income households. Bond funds were nearly spent as of 2012.  
 
As shown in Table 16, the SACOG region received eight JSJFWHG awards totaling over $12.1 million, 
primarily for multifamily rental housing for agricultural workers. USDA is another source of funding for farm 
labor housing. USDA’s Rural Development Program Section 514 loans and Section 516 grants help eligible 
entities purchase, construct, repair, or improve housing for farm laborers. Eligible tenants include those 
engaged in agriculture, aquaculture (fish and oyster farms), on-farm processing, and those who process 
agricultural or aquacultural commodities off-farm. Eligible 514 loan applicants include farmers, associations 
of farmers, family farm corporations, Indian tribes, nonprofit organizations, public agencies, associations of 
farmworkers, and limited partnerships in which the general partner is a nonprofit entity. Section 516 grants 
are made to farmworker associations, nonprofit organizations, Indian tribes, and public agencies. Table 14 
also shows the $15,643,907 in grants and $10,127,817 in loans provided by USDA for multifamily 
developments. 

The most recent project, Mutual Housing at Spring Lake, broke ground in December 2013. The project is 
being financed through a combination of sources: $14.5 million in federal and state tax credits, $5.5 from 
USDA; $1 million from the Serna Grant Program; $910,000 from the City of Woodland; and a $16.7 million 
loan commitment from Citibank for construction and $1,143,000 as a permanent loan.8 
 
The state housing bond also included funds for migrant center construction and rehabilitation. Two migrant 
centers, Yuba City and Madison, received $123,000 in funds through the state Office of Migrant Services 
(OMS) towards construction activities. USDA also contributed $3.6 million towards three migrant centers, as 
shown in Table 16.  
 
 
 

8 http://www.davisenterprise.com/local-news/14-5-million-awarded-for-farm-worker-housing-in-woodland/ 
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Table 16. Awards from Joe Serna, Jr. Farmworker Housing Grant Program, Office of Migrant Services, and USDA Rural Development  
Multifamily 
Rental/ 
Ownership 

 
 
Name of Complex 

 
 
Community 

 
 
County 

 
 

# of Units 

 
 
Date 

 
 
Source 

 
Total 
Award 

Rental Courtland Plaza Courtland Sacramento 32 2/11/2003 JSJFWHG $610,468 
Rental Grizzly Hollow Phase III Galt Sacramento 54 6/30/2004 JSJFWHG $2,202,655 

Rental 

Richland Homes Phases 
I, II and III/Richland 
Housing Farmworker 
ADA units & Hans Miller 
Community Building 

Yuba City Sutter 280 

6/30/2003 JSJFWHG $966,665 
8/20/2003 USDA Loan $1,500,000 
9/10/2007 USDA Loan $3,000,000 
11/20/2008 JSJFWHG $2,000,000 
9/17/2010 USDA Loan $127,817 
9/17/2010 USDA Grant $1,143,000 
6/17/2011 JSJFWHG $2,231,425 
1/10/2013 USDA Grant $2,346,425 

Rental Country West II Esparto Yolo 6 10/2/2003 JSJFWHG $331,269 

Rental Mutual Housing at 
Spring Lake Woodland Yolo 101 

9/28/2010 USDA Loan $3,000,000 
6/17/2011 JSJFWHG $3,500,000 
3/11/2013 USDA Loan $2,500,000 

Homeownership Sierra Vista Phase I Linda Yuba 8 3/25/2005 JSJFWHG $312,000 
        481 Total Funding $25,771,724 

Source: Department of Housing and Community Development, USDA Rural Development  

 
Table 17. Migrant Centers receiving Office of Migrant Services &/or USDA Rural Development Funding 

Yuba City Migrant Center Yuba City Sutter 9/2/2005 OMS $48,000 
Davis Migrant Center Davis Yolo 9/23/2008 USDA Grant $1,000,000 
Madison Migrant Center Madison Yolo 8/26/2003 USDA Loan $2,000,000 

6/3/2005 OMS $75,000 
9/19/2006 USDA Grant $603,410 

    Total $3,726,410 
Source: Department of Housing and Community Development, USDA Rural Development
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Housing Elements 
 
First enacted in 1969, state housing element law requires that local governments adequately plan to meet 
the existing and projected housing needs of all economic segments of their communities. SB 375 (Chapter 
728, Statutes of 2008) changed the timing to require the update of a county or city’s general plan housing 
element every eight years.  All housing element updates in the SACOG region were due to the Department 
of Housing and Community Development (HCD) for review by October 2013. As part of their housing 
elements, jurisdictions are required to assess the special housing needs of farmworkers (permanent and 
seasonal), and identify potential program or policy options and resources to address those needs.   
 
In reading drafts of these housing element updates, SACOG found that jurisdictions varied on which data 
source described above – USDA Census of Agriculture, ACS, or EDD – they used to estimate the number of 
farmworkers in their communities, reflecting the challenge of reliable data.  
 
Housing elements identified a number of challenges that farmworkers face for obtaining adequate housing, 
including:  
 
Limited incomes: Sacramento County’s element found that, “Farmworkers typically fall within the extremely 
low- or very low-income groups. The hourly mean wage for a farm worker in the Sacramento-Arden Arcade-
Roseville Metropolitan Statistical Area (MSA) is $9.11 which is about $19,000 a year. A household earning 
$19,000 a year would be in the very low-income category.”9 
 
Overcrowding:  The City of Galt’s housing element notes that, “Farmworkers are more likely to be affected 
by substandard housing conditions and overcrowding than other groups.” Because of low incomes, 
farmworkers often double up to afford rents. Many farmworkers’ families are also larger than average and 
affordable three- or four-bedroom options can be difficult to find.  

Market Discrimination: Some farm workers do not speak English well and face discrimination in the housing 
market, or experience substandard conditions but do not complain for fear of losing their housing.  
 
Lack of Options for Single Workers: While previously it was more difficult for farmworker families to find 
seasonal housing than single men, now single migrant workers are not eligible for units at most migrant 
centers, which have become geared to families and offer two bedroom or larger units. According to Yolo 
County’s Housing Element, “In order for single migrant workers to be able to occupy units at the migrant 
centers, changes to State and Federal admission requirements as well as other regulations would be 
necessary.”10  
 

9 County of Sacramento Housing Element 2013-2021 
10 Yolo County Housing Element 2013-21 
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Migrant center closures: Some farm laborers seek housing outside peak seasons, but most migrant centers 
close between November or December and April.  
 
Double housing costs: Migrant farmworkers who are not accompanied by their families must pay for 
seasonal housing for both themselves and shelter for their families back home. 
 
Limited permanent options: Many former migrant farm laborers have now become permanent residents. 
They and their families face the same challenges in the housing market as other low-income households and 
larger families for finding affordable rentals or ownership homes.  
 
Changing demand: According to the Yolo County Housing Element, “a memo to the Yolo County Local 
Agency Formation Commission (LAFCO), dated December 2006, acknowledged changing housing 
preferences among farmworkers with families, stating that ‘workers are obtaining permanent employment 
positions and establishing permanent residences in, or closer to, urban areas. Urban areas offer more 
amenities to farmworkers and their families.’”11 
 
 

Challenges to Farm Labor Housing Production 

Section 17021.5(e) of the state Employee Housing Act states:  “The Legislature hereby declares that it is the 
policy of this state that each county and city shall permit and encourage the development and use of 
sufficient numbers and types of employee housing facilities as are commensurate with local needs.”  
The Employee Housing Act includes the following provisions that streamline approvals for farm labor 
housing.  The full text of these sections may be found in Appendix X.   
 
Section 17021.5 -(b) Any employee housing providing accommodations for six or fewer employees shall be 
deemed a single family structure with a residential land use designation for the purposes of this section…  
No conditional use permit, zoning variance, or other zoning clearance shall be required of employee housing 
that serves six or fewer employees that is not required of a family dwelling.12 
 
Section 17021.6 - (b) Any employee housing consisting of no more than 36 beds in a group quarters or 12 
units or spaces designed for use by a single family or household shall be deemed an agricultural land use for 
the purposes of this section… No conditional use permit, zoning variance, or other zoning clearance shall be 
required of this employee housing that is not required of any other agricultural activity in the same zone 
[and]  
(c) … shall not be subject to any business taxes, local registration fees, use permit fees, or other fees to 
which other agricultural activities in the same zone are not likewise subject.13 

11 Yolo County Housing Element 2013-21 
12 Excerpt from California Health and Safety Code, Section 17021.5   
13 Excerpt from California Health and Safety Code, Section  17021.6  
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To meet these requirements, jurisdictions in areas with farmworker populations have already made zoning 
code revisions or indicate they plan to make changes.  More information by jurisdiction may be found in 
Appendix X.  
 
Housing elements and stakeholders revealed a number of barriers to creating more housing options 
targeted to farmworkers, including: 

Construction costs: During county focus groups, growers indicated that building new on-farm housing is a 
challenge in terms of construction requirements and costs. Any new farm labor housing must meet all 
current building code standards. Most agricultural producers in the region are not large ventures that can 
afford to construct new employee housing on their own. 

 
Infrastructure availability:  On-site farm labor housing requires water and sewage systems that meet 
building codes. Many rural communities and farm properties do not have existing infrastructure. For 
example, in Yolo County Esparto and Knights Landing are the only two unincorporated communities with 
available sewer and water. The town of Yolo has municipal water, but no sewer; the community of Madison 
has sewer and water but it is very constrained.14 
 
Reduced state subsidy:  Proposition 1C bond funds for farm labor housing programs, such as the Joe Serna, 
Jr. Farmworker Housing and Office of Migrant Services grants for housing construction and rehabilitation, 
are largely gone. In addition, migrant centers have seen significant cuts in state operations funding.  
 
Evictions and Liability: According to the Yolo County Housing Element, “The difficulty of evicting tenants and 
the insurance liability costs of providing rental housing for families are two of the biggest obstacles.” Farm 
operations can also be temporarily shut down for housing violations, for example, if the well or water 
system serving farm labor housing residents is found to be contaminated.  
 

Efforts to Increase Farm Labor Housing Availability 
 
A number of programs in California and other states have sought to increase the availability of housing 
options for seasonal and permanent farm laborers.  
 
California  

Vouchers 
Growers and FLCs report offering motel vouchers as an option for seasonal housing. A grower in the 
Sacramento region purchased an apartment building to insure housing availability for seasonal employees. 
However, even though it was not on farm property, the building would have been subject to state 
inspections as employee housing if held in the grower’s name – posing a dilemma as to whether or not to 

14 Yolo County Housing Element, 2013-2021 
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hold title directly and incur inspections and fees, or create an arrangement whereby someone else would 
hold title and manage the property. 
 
House Farm Workers!  
House Farm Workers! was founded in 2004 as a subcommittee of the Ventura County Ag Futures Alliance 
Farm Worker Housing Task Force.  Its mission is to “support and promote the provision of safe, decent and 
affordable housing for all farm workers.”15 The program helps facilitate the development of farmworker 
housing and farmworker housing groups in local areas in Ventura County through community education, 
dialogue and advocacy.  
 
About 500 farmworker units have been built in the area. The program has advocated for constructing more 
farmworker housing, including options for single men and women, and helped educate people about the 
benefits of providing proper housing for farmworkers and their families.  
 
Napa County Service Area 4 
Napa County Service Area 4 was set up to receive a $10 per vineyard acre assessment, adopted by vineyard 
owners, to support housing for vineyard workers. Every five years, the land owners in the area vote whether 
or not to keep the vineyard assessment. The assessment was most recently reauthorized in 2012 by a 76 
percent yes vote of the vineyard owners voting. The assessment provides half of the funding for Napa 
Valley's three farmworker housing centers, with the other half from farmworker’s rental payments. 
Oversight of the farmworker housing centers is provided by the Napa County Housing Commission and the 
Napa County Board of Supervisors. 
 
The vineyard assessment is collected through a property tax placed on the vineyard owners. This tax is 
collected twice a year and transferred to the local auditor’s office. Depending on how slow certain months 
are out of the year, the auditor has the power to allocate extra needed funding. 

 
The California Human Development Corporation provides onsite management at the migrant centers all 
season. A season usually consists of 11 months. In Napa’s case, the majority of migrant workers are men, so 
the facilities have few families to accommodate; however, they do provide other affordable housing 
opportunities to accommodate families or spouses. Facilities do not check the legal status of workers, 
leaving that up to the vineyards. 
 
The daily fee for farmworkers at the migrant centers was recently raised from $12.00 to $13.00 per day. This 
includes housing, breakfast, a packed lunch, and dinner. The vineyard assessment plus worker payments are 
not enough to cover the costs of the centers. The County of Napa contributes $200,000 annually, which 
includes support for staff (lawyers, auditors, etc.) The City of Napa provides an annual contribution of 

15 House Farmworkers!, http://housefarmworkers.org/HFW!/Home.html 
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$10,000 towards the housing facility. Occasionally, local residents donate extra clothing or home-grown fruit 
to a center.   
 
The facilities also work with Clinic Ole, a set of six health clinics in Napa County that provide health care to 
migrant farmworkers and other low- income individuals in the community. This includes medical, dental, 
mental health, and women’s health programs.   
 
Washington  

Washington Farm Labor Assocation  
In Washington, the Bureau of Reclamation donated land to the Franklin County Farm Bureau, which in turn 
leased the land to the Washington Farm Labor Association (WAFLA) for the Ringold Seasonal Farmworker 
Housing site in Mesa, Washington.   
 
Ringold has a total of 12 two-bedroom duplexes, offering beds for 96 individuals with a year-round resident 
manager. WAFLA manages the development, and rents up to 90 percent of the beds to area growers at 
$8.00 per night per worker.  The state dictates that 10 percent of the beds are paid by workers directly, so 
10 percent of beds are reserved for the farmworker public. Staff believe that growers would be willing to 
pay for the remaining 10 percent if this was not required.  The State provides a $30,000 grant for 
maintenance. To break even, WAFLA holds an annual fundraiser cookout, hosted by the County Farm 
Bureau, to raise another $30,000.  
 
Ringold is not allowed to house year-round workers – only migrant and seasonal workers – and is full from 
June 1 to October 15. There are farms in the area that have housing that is not winterized and  must be shut 
down. Those farms send their workers to Ringold for the winter, so WAFLA keeps it open at very reduced 
rates – about 50 percent.   
 
The State does not want Ringold to house families, and men and women are not allowed to share an 
apartment. WAFLA only allows families during the slow winter months, and only if the families guarantee 
that they will leave by the spring.  

Office of Rural and Farmworker Housing  
The Office of Rural and Farmworker Housing (ORFH) is a private, statewide nonprofit that develops and 
helps preserve housing for farmworkers and other rural residents of Washington State. ORFH develops both 
community-based multi-family rental housing and works directly with the agricultural community to develop 
on-farm and near-farm housing serving the needs of both farmworkers and agricultural employers. For on-
farm housing, ORFH helps growers/employers with feasibility studies and cost estimation, development and 
financing to provide proper housing for their farmworkers. Owners, typically growers, are then responsible 
for housing maintenance and management.   
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About 85 percent of the housing developed by ORFH has been specifically limited to farmworkers. Their 
primary source of funding is through the USDA. Also they have been eligible to use low income housing tax 
credits. 

State of Washington 
The state of Washington also previously had a state Housing Trust Fund.  Table 18 shows the investments 
made in farm labor housing in the decade between 1999 and 2009. 

 
Table 18. Washington Housing Trust Fund investments by housing type, 1999-2009 

Seasonal Housing Beds  $ Invested 
Community-based 1,127 $20,990,194 
Migrant camps 1,095 $13,827,213 
On-farm 6,987 $16,201,038 
Total Seasonal 9,209 $51,018,446 

   Permanent Housing Units  $ Invested 
Multi-family 1,282 $48,079,355 
Homeownership 50 $1,500,000 
Total Permanent 1,332 $49,579,355 

 
 

Transportation Challenges for Farm Workers 
 
Given the rural nature of most agricultural work sites, public transit is usually too expensive and 
unproductive in terms of ridership and fares for local transit agencies to provide. However, the costs of 
owning, operating and maintaining a private vehicle can be a challenge for low-income farm laborers. Until 
early 2015, undocumented workers are still unable to secure a legal driver’s license in California.   
 
The H-2A program requires employers to provide transportation to employees. In many cases, growers and 
Farm Labor Contractors provide transportation as a way to facilitate employees moving between fields, 
communities, counties or states, retain needed  labor, and provide more year-round work opportunities.   
 
The following sections discuss regulations and challenges for farm labor transportation in the SACOG region, 
and efforts to improve transportation options.   
 

Farm Labor Transportation Regulations 
 
The Migrant and Seasonal Agricultural Worker Protection Act (MSPA) is administered and enforced by the 
Wage and Hour Division of the U.S. Department of Labor (DOL) and provides employment-related 
protections for migrant and seasonal agricultural workers. If providing transportation, the MSPA requires 
that every agricultural employer, non-exempt farm labor contractor (FLC), and agricultural association insure 
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that each vehicle meets applicable federal and state safety standards and insurance requirements and that 
each driver is properly licensed. DOL requires vans used by growers or FLCs to transport workers to comply 
with the following:  
 

• The FLC must be registered with DOL as a Farm Labor Contractor 
• An FLC employee who transports migrant or seasonal agricultural workers must be registered with 

DOL as a Farm Labor Contractor Employee (FLCE).  
• The driver or FLCE must document that s/he holds a valid drivers’ license for the vehicle type and 

has had a physical.  
• Vehicles are listed by the grower as “approved to transport workers”  
• Vehicles have insurance of at least $100,000 per seat, and routine inspections  

 
 “Raiteros,” or individuals who provide transportation for farmworkers to and from their work sites for a fee, 
are also supposed to comply with these requirements if the fee exceeds the cost of providing the 
transportation.   
 
The following forms of transportation are exempt from MSPA requirements: 
 

• Transportation on tractors, combines, harvesters, pickers, or other similar machinery and 
equipment if the worker is engaged in agricultural work;  

• Carpooling arrangements in which the FLC does not participate, including when the workers make 
all of the arrangements themselves; the workers use one of the workers’ own vehicles; and the 
workers are not specifically directed or requested by the employer to participate.  

• Transportation if the only other occupants of the person’s vehicle are members of his or her 
immediate family.16  

 
 
California Vanpool Authority 

The California Vanpool Authority, or CalVans, is a Joint Powers Authority of a number of regional and local 
agencies across California, including SACOG. CalVans operates a program of both public and agricultural 
worker vanpools.  

CalVans’ agricultural vans are equipped with first-aid kits, fire extinguishers, roadside safety items, water 
containers, a safe location for carrying tools, and a Global Positioning System that allows CalVans staff to 
monitor the driver’s performance and locate the van should an emergency arise. Every van is covered by a 
$10 million insurance policy. CalVans provides water containers on the front of vans to help growers meet 

16 US Department of Labor, Wage and Hour Division  
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legal requirements to make water available in the field, and in response to concerns of the California 
Highway Patrol that containers in a van might be a hazard in case of an accident.  

Drivers are farm workers who volunteer to operate a vanpool. Vanpool drivers must have a Class C license, 
pass a required physical and provide a DMV printout showing proof of a clean driving record. Riders share 
the cost of the van based on the number of riders and mileage. The payments cover the cost of maintaining 
and insuring the vans and replacements when they wear out. In some cases, growers provide vouchers to 
riders to cover the vanpool costs for their employees.  

According to CalVans, DOL has provided mixed messages concerning the agricultural vanpool program. In 
some cases, DOL staff has suggested that growers consider using the CalVans program to avoid conflicts 
with DOL regulations. Other DOL inspectors have expressed concerns that DOL laws may be violated if 
growers are encouraging their workers to use the program, or Farm Labor Contractors might be driving vans. 
Agricultural vanpools provided by CalVans comply with all DOL requirements except the requirements for 
FLC/FLCE registration and the vehicles being approved by a grower to transport workers.  This is in part 
because CalVans complies with existing carpool/vanpool DOL farm labor requirements. The carpool 
requirements state that the driver of a carpool/vanpool cannot be an FLC or an agent of the grower. 
 
CalVans has been working with DOL to develop an agreement that could be used with Farm Labor 
Contractors that would retain the carpool/vanpool designation while allowing the growers to list the 
vehicles as “approved to transport workers.” According to CalVans, the fact that the driver might have an 
FLC (Supervisor) designation should not compromise the vanpool designation. The arrangement would allow 
growers to continue providing vouchers to riders to cover the cost they would otherwise have to pay.  

Despite the availability of CalVans and these efforts to coordinate with DOL, the SACOG region has seen very 
limited use of the agricultural vanpool program. This led to SACOG’s withdrawal from the formal CalVans 
Joint Powers Authority in July 2014. Stakeholder interviews and focus groups identified a number of barriers 
to CalVans use in the region, such as:  

More permanent workforce:  SACOG research seems to indicate that a good portion of the region’s 
agricultural workforce lives in the region full-time and may already have transportation options. 
 
Raiteros:  According to the CHP, raiteros do exist in the SACOG region. The vehicles used can be unsafe, 
driven by unlicensed drivers, and/or the fees may be high. However, farmworkers are sometimes hesitant to 
stop riding with a raitero, whether because they have a personal relationship and don’t want to offend or 
financially impact them, or the raitero is somehow connected with the grower or another key figure.  
 
Less CHP enforcement:  There are only a few CHP officers targeted to farm labor vehicle enforcement in the 
Sacramento region.  As a result, vans operating in violation of federal and state requirements are less likely 
to be stopped.  
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Fear of government: A CHP officer at one of the focus groups stated he provides information on CalVans if 
he stops a van being used to transport farm laborers that is in violation of the law. However, some 
agricultural workers are concerned that CalVans may be a government agency who could identify them as in 
the country without documentation. One CalVans vanpool in Southern California was raided by INS agents 
who had been searching for one of the passengers. This created some distrust that the vans, which are 
prominently labeled as CalVans, could become targets for INS agents.  
 
Shorter distances:  Vanpools become cost-effective at greater distances.  Commute distances for many 
agricultural laborers are not as great in the Sacramento region as in other parts of the state.  

Smaller operations:  Most growers are relatively small in the Sacramento region, meaning fewer workers, 
even during peak season, and limiting the market for vanpool riders going to/from the same location.  

Shorter season:  In some areas of the state, agriculture continues nearly year-round, so CalVans has been 
able to form more vanpools.  Some large labor contractors also use CalVans to move agricultural workers 
from California to Arizona during the winter to keep people working.  Much of the Sacramento region’s 
agricultural work is seasonal, and growers have reported having a harder time in recent years competing for 
seasonal labor because of the shorter growing season.   

Little use of H-2A Program:  The federal H-2A Farm Labor Program, the primary legal method for bringing in 
farm labor from outside the U.S., requires the provision of housing and transportation for agricultural 
workers.  As noted, the Sacramento region has seen almost no use of this program.  There also does not 
seem to be movement in Congress on immigration reform legislation that might expand requirements for 
agricultural transportation in the region.   

Visible out-of-pocket costs: While private vehicles can be costly in the long-run, this cost is not as apparent 
as when riders must reimburse a driver regularly for all CalVans vanpool expenses.  According to CalVans 
staff, “A great deal of time and effort went into establishing several vans in [the] Punjabi community in the 
Sutter County area last season only to have them leave the program after four weeks citing cost as the 
primary reason.”   
 
 
Labor and the Future of the Sacramento Region’s Agricultural Industry 
 
This white paper has sought to document current data and issues related to agricultural labor in the 
Sacramento region. The following may also have significant implications for the future of this key sector in 
the region’s economy.  
 
Changes in Foreign Labor Supply  
A study published in 2012 by Professor J. Edward Taylor and graduate student Diane Charlton of the UC 
Davis Department of Agricultural and Resource Economics, and Professor Antonio Yúnez-Naude from the 
Center for Economic Studies at El Colegio de Mexico in Mexico City, highlights some of the potential changes 
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in agriculture that may occur given demographic and economic changes in the world. The study abstract 
notes that:  
 

An analysis of nationally representative panel data from rural Mexico, with observations in 
years 2002, 2007, and 2010, suggests that the same shift out of farm work that 
characterized U.S. labor history is well underway in Mexico. Meanwhile, the demand for 
agricultural labor in Mexico is rising. In the future, U.S. agriculture will compete with 
Mexican farms for a dwindling supply of farm labor. Since U.S. domestic workers are 
unwilling to do farm work and the United States can feasibly import farm workers from only 
a few countries in close geographic proximity, the agricultural industry will eventually need 
to adjust production to use less labor. The decline in foreign labor supply to farms in the 
United States ultimately will need to be accompanied by farm labor conservation, switching 
to less labor intensive crops and technologies, and labor management practices that match 
fewer workers with more farm jobs.17 

 
Crop Pattern Shifts  
To assess whether cropping patterns may have been changing in recent years, SACOG completed an analysis 
of crops using 2002 and 2012 county crop reports to correspond with the USDA Ag Census years. Table 19 
shows available data for harvested acres, tonnage, and regional values for a range of fruits, nuts, vegetables, 
and other agricultural products. It should be noted that there are differences in what is reported each year 
by the county Agricultural Commissions who produce the crop reports, so comparisons are not completely 
consistent. However, the data still provides valuable information on crop patterns and shifts in the region.  
 
Peaches, pears and plums showed the greatest decreases in production between 2002 and 2012. This tracks 
with farmer’s reports of labor shortages for these crops, which generally require hand picking and pruning. 
These tree fruits also have lower values than some other commodities, which reportedly led to farmers 
replacing fruit trees with nut trees. High-value almonds and walnuts, which can be harvested mechanically, 
did show steep rises in production, as well as tomatoes, and olives due to the increasing demand for 
gourmet olives and olive oil. Cherries and wine grapes also increased, despite needs for skilled labor. 
Production likely grew due to high values and the burgeoning wine industry in the region. However, since 
2012, SACOG staff has begun to hear anecdotal reports of farmers returning to peach production especially, 
likely because other farmers made shifts and reduced local fruit supply and competition.  
 
Only Yolo County has begun tracking organic production, accounting for the increase shown in Table 19. 
Increased production is likely due to the premium consumers are willing to pay for organic produce, but 

17 The End of Farm Labor Abundance, Applied Economic Perspectives and Policy (Winter 2012) 34 (4): 587-598. doi: 
10.1093/aepp/pps036 First published online: November 16, 2012  
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these figures will be lower than actual production due to other counties’ not differentiating organic from 
non-organic commodities.  
 
Table 19. Changes in Acres, Tons Produced and Values of Crops in the Sacramento Region, 2002-2012 

    % Change 2002-2012 

   Crop Type Crop 
Harvested 

Acres 
Total 
Tons Value 

Inflation  
adjusted 

Value 
(2000 $) 

Value 
per 
acre 

Fruits & Nuts 

Almonds 74% 105% 325% 233% 144% 
Apples 2%   98% 55% 94% 
Cherries 203% 829% 1254% 961% 346% 
Kiwi 3% 20% 33% 4% 29% 
Oranges/Mandarins 50% 60% -12% -31% -41% 
Peaches -31% -28% -8% -28% 33% 
Pears -18% -4% 11% -13% 35% 
Persimmons -91% 170% 466% 343% 6157% 
Plums -53% -72% -34% -48% 41% 
Prunes -27% 17% 86% 46% 155% 
Strawberries 2% 25% 21% -5% 18% 
Walnuts 55% 71% 312% 223% 165% 
Wine Grapes 23% 49% 81% 42% 46% 
Misc. Fruit & Nuts 1% 347% 59% 24% 57% 
Orchard By-Products     249% 174%  
Fresh Tomatoes 850% 1662% 260% 182% -62% 
Processing Tomatoes     -27% -43%  
Misc. Vegetables -7%   35% 6% 46% 
Organic Production 566%   342% 247% -34% 

Apiary Products Apiary Products     80% 41%  
Grains & Hay Grains & Hay 2%   72% 35% 68% 

Livestock & 
Poultry 

Livestock & Poultry     65% 29%  
Livestock & Poultry Products     16% -9%  
Dairy & Wool     52% 19%  

Nursery Stock Nursery Stock -77%   5% -18% 355% 
Seed Crops Seed Crops 3%   213% 145% 203% 
Christmas Trees Christmas Trees     -47% -58%  
Timber Timber     -58% -67%  

 
Table 20 shows more detail on regional production and value figures for 2002 and 2012, including 2012 
values adjusted for inflation to 2002 dollars.  
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 Table 11. 2002 and 2012 Crop Comparison Regionwide 2002                           Regionwide 2012   

Crop Type Crop 
Harvested 

Acres Total Tons Total Value 
Harvested 

Acres 
Total 
Tons Total Value 

Inflation Adj'd 
Value (in 2002 $) 

Fruits & Nuts 

Almonds 11,453 8,253 $13,091,200 19,932 16,934 $55,596,384 $43,564,006 
Apples 835 11,774 $6,657,900 850 0 $13,168,166 $10,318,262 
Cherries 358 324 $551,000 1,086 3,009 $7,459,000 $5,844,695 
Kiwi 472 3,312 $4,026,400 485 3,988 $5,358,000 $4,198,402 
Olives 0 0 $0 2,226 7,858 $3,724,262 $2,918,243 
Oranges/Mandarins 127 635 $1,820,500 190 1,013 $1,611,000 $1,262,341 
Peaches 15,842 248,370 $59,412,900 10,934 177,907 $54,419,880 $42,642,125 
Pears 6,691 121,727 $29,121,600 5,501 116,270 $32,337,340 $25,338,771 
Persimmons 188 846 $231,000 17 2,285 $1,307,000 $1,024,134 
Plums 212 551 $651,400 99 154 $429,160 $336,280 
Prunes 34,039 55,909 $45,283,000 24,866 65,381 $84,356,800 $66,099,984 
Strawberries 122 27,598 $1,520,000 125 34,410 $1,841,000 $1,442,564 
Walnuts 34,035 51,588 $56,086,000 52,843 88,357 $231,134,358 $181,111,392 
Wine Grapes 38,187 243,821 $124,160,300 47,129 364,230 $224,419,566 $175,849,840 
Misc. Fruit & Nuts 4,463 731 $16,749,700 4,509 3,271 $26,591,493 $20,836,462 
Orchard By-Products 0 0 $2,489,600 0 0 $8,700,000 $6,817,113 

Vegetables 

Peppers 111 1,388 $413,000 0 0 $0   
Pumpkins 556 9,952 $1,772,000 0 0 $0   
Fresh Tomatoes 824 16,810 $5,917,000 7,827 296,174 $21,325,000 $16,709,763 
Processing Tomatoes 5,717 199,523 $9,497,000 0 0 $6,932,000 $5,431,751 
Sweet Corn 491 2,897 $4,198,000 0 0 $0   
Misc. Vegetables 308,135 0 $155,168,500 285,373 1,139 $209,129,252 $163,868,713 
Organic Production 5,405 0 $9,078,000 36,007 0 $40,162,233 $31,470,172 

Apiary Products Apiary Products 0 0 $7,957,000 0 0 $14,356,425 $11,249,354 
Grains & Hay Grains & Hay 759,037 0 $302,055,200 777,926 0 $519,287,410 $406,901,277 

Livestock & Poultry 
Livestock & Poultry 0 0 $88,152,400 0 0 $145,338,057 $113,883,449 
Livestock & Poultry Products 0 0 $13,058,900 0 0 $15,112,000 $11,841,404 
Dairy & Wool 0 0 $38,824,000 0 0 $58,884,000 $46,140,103 

Nursery Stock Nursery Stock 1,472 0 $59,363,000 339 0 $62,253,519 $48,780,378 
Seed Crops Seed Crops 35,908 0 $32,008,700 37,055 0 $100,203,866 $78,517,369 
Christmas Trees Christmas Trees 0 0 $3,106,200 0 0 $1,649,530 $1,292,533 
Timber Timber 0 0 $37,020,500 0 0 $15,371,951 $12,045,096 
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Aging of Agricultural Operators 
A factor that could also impact the future of agriculture in the region is the aging of the region’s 
farm operators. According to the Ag Census data shown in Tables 21 and 22 below, years at 
current farms increased 12 percent to an average of 19.4 years. In terms of age, the most 
significant growth has been in the group of farm operators ages 60 and over, and the average 
age is 59.  In percentage terms, younger farmers aged 25 to 34 saw a significant increase (40 
percent) between 2002 and 2012, but represent less than five percent of total farm operators in 
the Ag Census. As noted previously, the Ag Census does not capture information on all farms, 
but is one of the best data sources available. Whether or not older farmers have plans to retire, 
have successors to carry on their businesses, or plan to sell their land for agriculture or 
development will have implications for future agricultural production.     
 

Table 21. Years on Present Farm of Farm Operators, 2002 to 2012 

Principal Farm Operator     

Years on present farm 2002 2007 2012 
% change 
2002-12 

2 years or less 316 423 459 45% 
3 or 4 years 928 611 542 -42% 
5 to 9 years 1,482  1,536  1,187  -20% 
10 years or more 4,870  4,557  5,082  4% 
Average  years on present farm 17.3 18.2 19.4 12% 
Total 7596 7127 7270 -4% 

 
Table 22. Age of Principal Farm Operators, 2002 to 2012 

Principal Farm Operator Regionwide Total % of total % change 
2002-
2012  Age Group 

 
2002 

 
2007 

 
2012 

 
2002 

 
2007 

 
2012 

Under 25 years 54 38 50 0.7% 0.5% 0.7% -7% 
25 to 34 years 235 208 330 3.2% 2.9% 4.6% 40% 

35 to 44 years     1,106  
         

795  
        

689  15.1% 10.9% 9.5% -38% 
45 to 54 years 2,117  2,010  1,516  28.8% 27.5% 21.0% -28% 
55 to 59 years 1103 1025 1005 15.0% 14.0% 13.9% -9% 
60 to 64 years 865 1104 1097 11.8% 15.1% 15.2% 27% 
65 to 69 years 602  779  1,019  8.2% 10.7% 14.1% 69% 
70 years and over 1,263  1,337  1,521  17.2% 18.3% 21.0% 20% 
Average age 56.1 57.8 58.9       5% 
Total  7345 7296 7227       -2% 

 

Page 41 

 



 

Technology  
Another emerging development that could have significant implications for farm labor needs 
and future cropping patterns is research to develop robots for farm work. In October 2013, the 
USDA provided $4.5 million in grant funding for agricultural robotics research. Private 
companies are also involved in developing robotic applications. Robotics research and 
development efforts include applications for fruit picking, weeding, nursery plant moving, 
monitoring plant health, watering, milking, and livestock herding. Whether or not such farm 
robots can be successfully developed, and the eventual costs of robots, will determine the 
extent to which they might replace human labor and how robots might affect the economics of 
producing different agricultural commodities.  
 
 
SACOG Next Steps 
As part of its ongoing Rural Urban Connections Strategy (RUCS) work, SACOG expects to continue to 
assess developments related to labor and agricultural production in the Sacramento region, and work 
with the region’s agricultural stakeholders to develop strategies to support this important industry.  
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