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Chapter 1

The Health and Safety of Latinx
Farmworkers in the Eastern United States:
A Renewed Focus on Social Justice

Thomas A. Arcury and Sara A. Quandt

1.1 A Renewed Focus on Social Justice

The health and safety of farmworkers in the eastern United States (US) are a matter
of social justice. Our definition of social justice is succinct. Social justice is the
process that seeks fairness or equity in the distribution of social burdens and
resources across all social groups and provides all people the opportunity to realize
their full potential. For Latinx farmworkers, social justice includes working and liv-
ing in environments that address health and safety hazards, receiving a living wage,
living in communities free of discrimination, and having access to health, educa-
tion, and social services.

Much about farmworker social justice in the eastern US has not changed since
the first edition of this volume was published a little over 10 years ago (Arcury and
Quandt 2009). Latinx farmworkers continue to experience discrimination due to
their ethnicity, language, and immigration status. They perform strenuous labor that
puts them at risk for occupational injuries and illnesses. They often work in isolated
locales where they are exposed to heat and inclement weather. Many, due to a lack
of documents, are separated from their families for years; others, with temporary
work visas, are separated from their families for 3-9 months each year. The stress
of discrimination, difficult work, and family separation places them at risk for men-
tal illness.

Many farmworkers have the fortune of having their family live with them; these
include many seasonally employed farmworkers, as well as some migrant farm-
workers. Farmworker family members are exposed to many of the same occupational

T. A. Arcury (<)
Department of Family and Community Medicine, Wake Forest School of Medicine,
Winston-Salem, NC, USA

S. A. Quandt
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and environmental hazards as are farmworkers, including living in substandard
housing and being exposed to toxic agents such as pesticides (see Chaps. 6 and 7).

Although farmworkers and their families experience noteworthy physical and
mental health hazards (see Chaps. 3, 6, and 7), they have poor access to health ser-
vices (Arcury and Quandt 2007; Guild et al. 2016; Martinez-Donate et al. 2017).
Many farmworkers have incomes that place them near or below poverty. Together
with little income to pay for health care, few farmworkers have health insurance
(see Chap. 3). Programs to address farmworker health disparities are limited. The
number of community and migrant clinics supported with federal and states funds
cannot meet the needs of the farmworker population in the eastern US.

All agricultural workers, but especially migrant and seasonal farmworkers, have
fewer occupational health and safety protections than do other workers in the US
(see Chap. 9). Investigators have consistently documented the limited regulatory
protection for farm labor (Mitchell and Gurske 1956; President’s Commission on
Migratory Labor 1951; Schell 2002).

[the US] depend|[s] on misfortune to build up our force of migratory workers and when the
supply is low because there is not enough misfortune at home, we rely on misfortune abroad
to replenish the supply. (President’s Commission on Migratory Labor 1951)

Most Latinx farmworkers lack knowledge of English and of the safety regula-
tions that do exist. They seldom receive required safety training. Farmworkers often
work in the face of unsafe conditions because they fear the loss of income to provide
for their families. Many farmworkers do not have documentation; they will not
report unsafe work or employers who do not follow regulations for fear of retalia-
tion. Even farmworkers with documents often do not want to deal with government
representatives because they fear harassment in an anti-immigrant environment.

Important characteristics of the Latinx farmworker population and the circum-
stances of agricultural work have also changed since 2010. Further, the level of
scientific research and publication on the health and safety of Latinx farmworkers
and their family members has increased, as have the topics addressed in this
research. This volume documents how changes in the farmworker population, agri-
cultural work, and the scientific literature reflect efforts to attain social justice for
Latinx farmworkers in the eastern US.

Important changes in the Latinx farmworker population in the eastern US since
2010 include a significant decrease in migrant workers and a corresponding increase
in seasonal workers. A substantial increase in the proportion of women Latinx farm-
workers has accompanied this increase in seasonal workers. The number of Latinx
farmworkers with H-2A temporary work visas has exploded in the last decade.
Indications are that this growth in the number of Latinx farmworkers with tempo-
rary work visas will continue. More importantly, several legislative proposals for
revised temporary work visa program would place greater restrictions on farmwork-
ers and further erode justice.

Agriculture in the eastern US continues to experience consolidation, with the
number of farms decreasing and the size of farms increasing. Consolidation is
apparent in livestock and poultry production as well as crop production.
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Consolidation in the dairy industry has led to an increase in the number of Latinx
farmworkers on these farms. Agriculture in some parts of the eastern US has adopted
a year-round production system, which, together with shortages of agricultural
labor, is pushing farmers to adopt greater mechanization.

The changes in the farmworker population and agriculture occur within the
greater US social and political environment. The 2010s have seen greater anti-
immigrant political rhetoric and greater discrimination directed toward immigrants.
The continuing debate about immigration reform and the drastic measures taken by
Immigration and Customs Enforcement have increased fear among immigrants,
including Latinx farmworkers.

Latinx farmworkers labor in extreme environmental conditions. Farmworkers
face increasing temperatures resulting from climate change and therefore greater
concern for heat-related illnesses.

Major policy changes in the past decade include the implementation of a revised
US EPA Worker Protection Standard for pesticide safety. California and Washington
have implemented heat standards for outdoor workers, including farmworkers,
increasing pressure for similar standards in the eastern US (see Chap. 3). The
Affordable Care Act has had limited effect on increasing access to health care
among Latinx farmworkers, although this act requires farmworkers with H-2A tem-
porary work visas to be insured (see Chap. 3). The work of grassroots organizations
and programs to change the discussions around justice for Latinx farmworkers in
the eastern US (see Chap. 9) may be more important than formal policy changes.

Latinx farmworker occupational health research expanded in the 2010s. More
research has addressed women farmworkers and women in farmworker families
(see Chap. 6), child farmworkers and children in farmworker families (see Chap. 7),
the mental health of all farmworkers (see Chap. 4), and heat stress (see Chap. 3).
Investigators have conducted some further research on pesticide exposure and
health outcomes (see Chap. 3). Little further research has addressed infectious dis-
ease (STIs, HIV, TB) experienced by farmworkers. Little further research on farm-
worker housing is available, although the quality and availability of housing are
major problems (see Chap. 2). Finally, investigators have made great use of
community-engaged approaches, particularly community-based participatory
research, to ensure that research addresses the concerns of farmworkers (see
Chap. 8).

1.2 Organization of the Chapters

The chapters in this volume integrate knowledge of the health and safety of Latinx
farmworkers in the eastern US, note continuing gaps in this knowledge, and recom-
mend processes to improve social justice for farmworkers. The first chapters pro-
vide information on the risks for farmworkers and their families. These chapters
define the context in which farmworkers in the eastern US labor and live (Chap. 2).
They review specific aspects of health and safety for farmworkers, including
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occupational injuries (Chap. 3) and mental health (Chap. 4). The next chapters focus
on three special populations for which research has expanded in the 2010s: live-
stock and poultry workers (Chap. 5), women farmworkers and women in farm-
worker families (Chap. 6), and children in farmworker families and child
farmworkers (Chap. 7). The final chapters provide information about efforts to
advocate for social justice for farmworkers through community-engaged research
(Chap. 8) and advocacy (Chap. 9) and make recommendations for approaches to
address social justice for farmworkers (Chap. 10).

1.3 Definitions and Conventions

We have presented our definition for the concept of social justice. We use the single
word “farmworker” throughout this volume. This convention has no particular con-
ceptual foundation; it reflects what the authors have always used.

The eastern US includes 23 states from Maine to Florida and from the Atlantic
Coast to Ohio, Kentucky, Tennessee, and Mississippi. Since 1990, farmworkers in
the eastern US have become overwhelmingly Latinx. The eastern US differs from
the other major regions in which large numbers of farmworkers are employed, such
as the West Coast and Southwest and Texas and the Midwest. The eastern US does
not have the historically large rural Latinx population as do these other regions, and
therefore, Latinx in the eastern US do not have the same levels of community orga-
nizations as do farmworkers with bases in California, Arizona, New Mexico,
and Texas.

We call this region the eastern US, rather than the Eastern Migrant Stream. Many
service agencies and publications refer to the Eastern Migrant Stream. However, a
minority of the farmworkers in the eastern US migrate from place to place like a
stream flowing to plant, cultivate and harvest crops. Some farmworkers in the east-
ern US do migrate to do farm work, but they generally move to one area and remain
there for the season.

We use the term “Latinx” to describe the farmworker population on which we
focus. We recognize that the people from nations in North and South America reflect
diverse and rich cultures and histories. We further recognize that the term “Hispanic,”
often applied to these populations, has its roots in the colonial history and original
Spanish conquest of these regions and was adopted in the 1980 US Census as a term
imposed by the US government to count a subgroup for administrative purposes.
The use of this category concealed rich diversity in language (Spanish, English,
Portuguese, and dozens of indigenous languages), culture, and origin into a suppos-
edly uniform group.

The term Hispanic was rarely adopted by the persons to whom it was applied.
Rather terms such as Chicano/a and Latino/a were favored, as more specific (in the
case of the former, applied in the southwestern US) and more general (in the case of
the latter, applied to “New World” countries with a Latin-based language). In fact,
Hispanic/Latino was adopted by the US Census in 2000. In recent years, the term
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Latinx has been developed, as a term that removes the gendered terms Latino and
Latina, and the use of Latino as a collective plural with its history of male domi-
nance. Latinx has been particularly important to acknowledge gender and sexuality
fluidity and to reject male domination in language and culture (Vidal-Ortiz and
Martinez 2018). In using the term Latinx, authors in this book are not choosing to
engage in a political debate about terminology. Rather, authors are acknowledging
the diversity in the population from which farmworkers come and attempting to
highlight the value of inclusivity in studying this population within a justice and,
frequently, a CBPR framework.

1.4 The Chapters

In addition to this Introduction, this volume has nine chapters. Chapters 2 through 4
discuss the exposures that affect the health, safety, and justice experienced by Latinx
farmworkers in the eastern US. Chapters 5 through 7 focus on health, safety, and
justice for the specific farmworker populations. Chapters 8 and 9 examine efforts to
promote farmworker social justice through community-engaged research and advo-
cacy. The final chapter proposes an agenda to improve justice in health and safety
for farmworkers.

The context for farmworkers in the eastern US affects the health, safety, and
justice they experience. This context includes geographic, agricultural, demo-
graphic, housing, cultural, and political dimensions. In Chap. 2, Thomas A. Arcury
and Dana C. Mora discuss each of these dimensions. Farmworkers are individuals
involved in agricultural production, including planting, cultivating, harvesting, and
processing crops for sale, and caring for animals. They include seasonal farmwork-
ers, individuals whose principal employment is in agriculture on a seasonal basis,
and migrant farmworkers, seasonal farmworkers who, for purposes of employment,
establish a temporary home. Over the past decade, an increasing number of migrant
farmworkers in the eastern US have had H-2A temporary work visas.

Agriculture involving farmworkers in the eastern US is concentrated in produc-
tion that requires hand labor. This agriculture is changing, with consolidation,
mechanization, and year-round production. Farmers and farmworkers have beliefs
and behaviors that affect exposure to health and safety hazards and access to health
care, often to the detriment of farmworkers. The political context within the US,
with its biases toward protecting the “family farm” and against immigrants, as well
as the impressive financial resources of the agricultural industry, circumscribes
changes in policy and regulation that would protect farmworker health, safety, and
justice.

Information needed to document each dimension of the context for farmworkers
in the eastern US is often unavailable, making it difficult to understand who farm-
workers are, their number, their personal characteristics, their exposures and health
status, and how to best work toward justice for farmworkers and their families in the
eastern US. Recommendations to improve health, safety, and justice include more
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complete and consistent reporting by state agencies of information they collect for
farmworkers in their states and better documentation and reporting of study design
by researchers.

John J. May and Thomas A. Arcury describe key occupational health challenges
encountered by farmworkers in the eastern US in Chap. 3, They argue that agricul-
tural work exposes farmworkers to risks for numerous occupational injuries, yet
little has been done to document the injuries experienced by farmworkers or to
provide sufficient health care when farmworkers experience occupational injuries
and illness. The lack of appropriate support available to farmworkers and to health
professionals providing their care is indicative of the lack of respect and justice our
society affords these essential workers. These injustices are particularly provocative
in light of recent changes to the health-care system, particularly the Affordable Care
Act. They describe the causes and symptoms for occupational health problems com-
mon to farmworkers, including heat stress, pesticides, musculoskeletal injuries, skin
disease, hearing loss, eye injury, and transportation-related injuries. They also dis-
cuss patterns of illness and injury for farmworkers that are common to orchard
work, tobacco production, and vegetable and berry production, all important com-
modities in the eastern US. Importantly, they discuss community-based approaches
for designing changes in tools used by farmworkers in agricultural production that
can reduce their occupational injuries. They conclude with a list of recommended
changes in the provision of health care for farmworkers, the organization of work,
and procedures to redesign tools that will reduce injury and improve justice for
farmworkers.

The mental health of Latinx farmworkers is the focus of expanding concern and
research. In Chap. 4, Katherine F. Furgurson and Sara A. Quandt use the stress/
distress model to delineate farmworker situational and structural stressors, and they
summarize the meager mental health research literature among farmworkers in the
eastern US. Situational stressors include family separation, social marginalization,
housing conditions, work demands and conditions, and physical health, while struc-
tural stressors include discrimination, acculturation, documentation status, poverty,
and limited access to health care. They report that mental health symptom levels for
anxiety and depression are highly variable, with studies reporting 0-23% preva-
lence for anxiety and 7-52% for depression. Alcohol use disorder is common, par-
ticularly among men, with most studies reporting more than 30% prevalence.
Although variable, the evidence suggests that Latinx farmworkers in the eastern US
have a substantial burden of mental distress that is untreated by currently available
resources.

The consolidation of livestock and poultry production has had a major effect on
work in these enterprises. In Chap. 5, Effie E. Palacios and Kathleen Sexsmith com-
prehensively examine the health and safety issues faced by Latinx workers in the
dairy, poultry, swine, and equine industries. They note that while environmental
justice advocates have effectively called attention to the mistreatment of animals in
livestock production, occupational justice for the farmworkers who care for them
has been largely overlooked. As the size and scale of animal agriculture operations
grow, farmers have become increasingly dependent on a Latinx workforce. As a
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result, Latinx livestock and poultry workers are exposed to new and different safety
and health risks. Physical risks for livestock workers include direct traumatic injury
from being kicked, bitten, or otherwise hurt by animals, musculoskeletal disorder
from repetitive and awkward motions, respiratory illness or dysfunction from air
pollutants, and mental health disorder related to stress, sleep disorders, and social
and geographical isolation. The difficulty of accessing health care and social ser-
vices compound the injuries and illnesses of Latinx livestock workers in the eastern
US. Palacios and Sexsmith identify important gaps in the literature on occupational
safety and health among livestock workers and conclude with recommendations to
policymakers and to farm owners to improve occupational safety and health for
Latinx livestock workers.

Women in the farmworker community include those who work themselves as
hired farmworkers and those who are present as spouses, mothers, sisters, daugh-
ters, or other relatives of family or household members engaged in farm work. In
Chap. 6, Sara A. Quandt, Hannah T. Kinzer, Grisel Trejo, Dana C. Mora, and Joanne
C. Sandberg detail issues related to women in the farmworker community. The per-
centage of farmworkers who are women has increased nationally over the past sev-
eral decades, and is higher in the eastern US than in other parts of the country where
about one in three workers is female. While women face many of the same issues as
men (e.g., social, economic, and ethnic discrimination), many of these issues are
even more severe for women—they are paid even less than men and they endure
discrimination and harassment based on gender. They also often have a double
workload due to domestic responsibilities added onto paid employment. Health
research on women in the farmworker community is spotty. When included in stud-
ies with male farmworkers, there are often too few women to be analyzed sepa-
rately, and issues relevant particularly to women are not addressed. These include
gender-related health outcomes (e.g., reproductive cancers) and failure to document
variables such as body size and proportion that can affect rates of injuries such as
musculoskeletal disorders. This chapter concludes with recommendations for fur-
ther research, practice, and policy related to women in the farmworker community.

Children in Latinx farmworker communities are present as dependents of adult
farmworkers or as hired farmworkers themselves. Both groups risk health effects
from the hazards present in these communities. In Chap. 7, Sara A. Quandt and
Taylor J. Arnold examine the current knowledge about the health and safety of both
groups of children. Most children in farmworker families are US citizens. The farm-
worker child research based in the eastern US is fragmentary. Children in farm-
worker families face substantial health risks tied to poverty, rural residence, and
documentation status (of the children as well as other members of their families).
These children have limited access to both medical and dental care. Two of their
primary health issues are risk for overweight and obesity and risk for exposure to
pesticides. Hired child farmworkers face substantial occupational health risks due to
their physical, behavioral, and emotional immaturity. Existing research notes dan-
gers of pesticide and heat exposure in particular. Improving the health of children in
farmworker communities may require providing greater access to government
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services and revision of existing labor laws that permit minor children to work in
agriculture without the protections afforded for children in other industries.

Latinx migrant and seasonal farmworkers constitute a vulnerable and hidden
population. Investigators use community-engaged approaches, community-based
participatory research (CBPR) in particular, to engage the members of this popula-
tion. In Chap. 8, Thomas A. Arcury and Sara A. Quandt argue that community-
based participatory research (CBPR) and other forms of community-engaged
research provide a framework for involving Latinx farmworkers in research that can
result in their improved health, safety, and justice. Arcury and Quandt review the
general characteristics of community-engaged research, particularly CBPR, and
present a model for describing and evaluating this research. They review how
community-engaged research addresses Latinx farmworker health, safety, and jus-
tice in the eastern US and summarize lessons learned from community-engaged
research conducted with Latinx farmworker communities. Finally, they make rec-
ommendations to improve the conduct of community-engaged research with Latinx
farmworker communities.

Achieving health, safety, and justice for farmworkers will require advocacy and
intervention. Melinda F. Wiggins provides a list of specific changes for which advo-
cates are working that will move farmworkers closer to social justice. In Chap. 9,
Wiggins provides a historical context for farmworker advocacy. She notes that peo-
ple of color have done most farm work. These people experience labor abuses and
lack the power to make systemic change in the agricultural system. She documents
that farmworkers suffer from “agricultural exceptionalism,” the practice of exclud-
ing farmworkers from legal protections benefiting other workers. The agricultural
industry has resisted changes to this system. Farmworkers, who are a primarily
immigrant, undocumented, and disenfranchised population, have not been able to
develop organizations to foster needed changes in this system. Wiggins also high-
lights major efforts of farmworkers to organize and provides a history of farm-
worker advocacy, giving examples of current national (Farmworker Justice) and
state-specific (Justice for Farmworkers Campaign in New York, Farmworker
Advocacy Network in North Carolina) farmworker advocacy organizations. Wiggins
also considers the potential of community-academic alliances to further farmworker
advocacy, focusing specifically on CBPR.

Improving health and safety and achieving social justice for Latinx farmworkers
in the eastern US will require continued research and advocacy to change a variety
of policies that regulate farm work and the lives of farmworkers. In the final chapter,
Thomas A. Arcury and Sara A. Quandt summarize four themes common across the
chapters of the book: (1) since 2009, changes have occurred in both the context for
farm work and the composition of the Latinx workforce; (2) information to thor-
oughly document farmworker health and safety remains inadequate; (3) the changes
of the past decade and the limited available information provoke grave concerns
about farmworker health and justice; and (4) the deficits in farmworker health and
failure to achieve farm labor justice result largely from agricultural labor policy.
Arcury and Quandt present an updated agenda for farmworker social justice. They
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argue that social justice for farmworkers will require systemic changes in policy and
regulation for labor, housing, pesticide safety, health care, wages, and immigration.
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Chapter 2

Latinx Farmworkers and Farm Work

in the Eastern United States: The Context
for Health, Safety, and Justice

Check for
updates

Thomas A. Arcury and Dana C. Mora

2.1 Introduction

Understanding the health and safety of farmworkers in the eastern United States
(US) and addressing justice for farmworkers require familiarity with the context in
which farmworkers labor and live. This context has geographic, agricultural, demo-
graphic, housing, cultural, and political dimensions. Each of these dimensions has
undergone considerable change in the past 50 years, and each continues to change.
The information needed to document the context for health, safety, and justice
for farmworkers is often unavailable. The limited information makes it difficult to
understand who farmworkers are, the number of farmworkers in the eastern US,
their personal characteristics, their exposures and health status, and how best to
work toward justice for these workers and their families. For this chapter, and for
this volume, information from multiple sources was culled and integrated to docu-
ment farmworker health, safety, and justice in the eastern US. Sometimes the infor-
mation gathered about farmworkers appears contradictory. The reasons for apparent
contradictions are several. Farmworkers in various sections of the eastern US are
diverse, and those recording information about farmworkers use different methods.
Regulations defining “farmworker” differ among agencies and among states, and
the types and quality of information vary among states and among agencies. Clearly
assessing what is known is an essential first step in promoting farmworker justice.
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2.2 Farmworkers Defined

We focus on seasonal and migrant farmworkers in this volume. The definition of
who is a farmworker varies among analysts and for different programs and regula-
tions. Factors included in defining farmworkers include the agricultural commodi-
ties (crops, dairy, poultry, livestock) and sectors (material processing, fisheries,
forestry) in which an individual might work, migration statuses (e.g., family moved
to seek farm work, change residence from one school district to another, establish
temporary abode), their ages, and programmatic income requirements (e.g., none,
income less than poverty while engaged in farm work) and eligibility periods (e.g.,
employed in farm work in the last 24 months, the last 36 months, 12 of the last
24 months).

In this volume, farmworkers include individuals who are involved in agricultural
production, with agricultural production including planting, cultivating, harvesting,
and processing crops for sale and caring for animals. Nonfood commodities, such
as tobacco, Christmas trees, sod, flowers, and ornamental plants, are included as
agricultural crops. Agricultural work excludes manufacturing activities, such as pre-
serving fruits and vegetables, working in grain storage, slaughtering or butchering
livestock and poultry, or making cheese and cooking food. Seasonal farmworkers
are individuals whose principal employment is in agriculture on a seasonal basis.
They do not change residence in order to work in agriculture. Migrant farmworkers
are individuals whose principal employment is in agriculture on a seasonal basis
and who, for purposes of employment, establish a temporary home. The migration
may be within a state, interstate, or international.

The National Agricultural Workers Survey (NAWS) differentiates six types of
farmworkers (Carroll et al. 2005; Hernandez et al. 2016a, b). The nonmigrant
worker is equivalent to what we refer here to as a seasonal farmworker. The NAWS
includes only crop workers and excludes livestock or poultry workers. It estimates
nationally that the percentage of farmworkers who are nonmigrant has increased
from 58% in 2002 to 84% for 2013-2014 and 81% in 2015-16. Migrants can be
migrant newcomers (a foreign-born farmworker who has traveled to the US for the
first time), international shuttle farmworkers (travel from permanent homes in a
foreign country to the US for employment but work only within a 75 mile radius of
that location), domestic shuttle farmworkers (have permanent residences in the US
but travel 75 miles or more to do farm work in a single location and work only
within a 75 mile radius of that location), international follow-the-crop farmworkers
(travel to multiple US farm locations for work from permanent homes in a foreign
country), and domestic follow-the-crop farmworkers (travel to multiple US farm
locations for work from permanent homes in the US). The follow-the-crop farm-
worker most closely resembles the classic image of a migrant farmworker who
moves in one of the “migrant streams” from south to north as crops ripen for har-
vest. In 2013-2014, national estimates based on the NAWS indicate that 11% of
migrant farmworkers (1.8% of all farmworkers) were migrant newcomers, 37%
were international shuttle migrants (5.9% of all farmworkers), 26% were domestic
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shuttle migrants (4.2% of all farmworkers), 3% were international follow-the-crop
farmworkers (0.5% of all farmworkers), and 23% were domestic follow-the-crop
migrants (3.7% of all farmworkers).

The decline in migrant versus seasonal farmworkers has several potential causes.
Current political and legal pressure on undocumented farmworkers and on their
employers has limited some movement. The larger number of Latinx farmworkers
who have been born in the US (Hernandez et al. 2016a) are citizens and can obtain
alternative local employment when agricultural work is not available. Anecdotal
information indicates that changes to year-round agricultural production in Florida
(and possibly other states) have made farm employment available year-round.

We include the spouses, children, and other family members of farmworkers in
our discussions for this volume. Family members who live with farmworkers are
often exposed to the same health risks as are the farmworkers. Often, they are
employed in farm work (see Chaps. 6 and 7). They live in the same housing (Arcury
et al. 2015e, 2017a), are exposed to agricultural and residential pesticides (see
Chap. 3), encounter similar levels of health care (Arcury and Quandt 2007), and are
confronted by similar stressors and hardships (see Chap. 4).

The NAWS does not include farmworkers with H-2A visas in its estimates. An
H-2A visa allows an individual to enter the US to work in agriculture for a specified
period for a particular employer. The employer is obligated to provide an average of
35 h of work per week, a specific hourly wage, and inspected housing and to meet
all safety requirements, including Worker Protection Standard training (Fults 2017).
Almost all farmworkers with H-2A visas are international shuttle migrants. A few
are international follow-the-crop migrants; for example, some farmworkers with
H-2A visas spend much of the agricultural season (May through September) in
eastern North Carolina cultivating and harvesting tobacco but then travel several
hundred miles to western North Carolina to harvest Christmas trees in October and
November.

A large number of farmworkers with H-2A visas work in the eastern US
(Table 2.1), and this number has greatly increased over the past decade. For exam-
ple, while 8730 farmworkers with H-2A visas worked in North Carolina in 2007,
the number of certified positions for farmworkers with H-2A visas increased to
19,786 in 2016 and 21,794 in 2018 (US Department of Labor (USDOL) 2019).
Florida had 22,828 certified H-2A positions in 2016 and 30,462 in 2018, while
Georgia had 17,392 in 2016 and 32,364 in 2018. Other eastern states with large
numbers of workers with H-2A visas for 2018 include Louisiana (10,079), New York
(7634), and Kentucky (7604).

Although farmworkers with H-2A visas have legal documents to work in the US
and the program offers them some protections, they, like other Latinx farmworkers,
face hardships. Research comparing the situations of those with H-2A visas in the
eastern US with other migrant farmworkers indicates that those with H-2A visas
have better living and working conditions (Arcury et al. 2012a, 2015d). In North
Carolina, some farmworkers with H-2A visas have the additional protection of a
union contract through the Farm Labor Organizing Committee. However, many
farmers employing farmworkers with H-2A visas do not adhere to all the required
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Table 2.1 H-2A  positions State Total positions certified 2016

certified in the eastern US Alabama 972

2016, by state -
Connecticut 2058
Delaware 392
Florida 22,828
Georgia 17,392
Kentucky 6779
Louisiana 8301
Maine 700
Maryland 804
Massachusetts 437
Mississippi 3580
New Hampshire 169
New Jersey 1016
New York 5522
North Carolina 19,786
Ohio 1297
Pennsylvania 892
Rhode Island 4
South Carolina 3896
Tennessee 3224
Vermont 520
Virginia 3432
West Virginia 116

https://foreignlaborcert.doleta.gov/

safety and housing standards. Further, advocates argue that the control and intimi-
dation exerted over these workers by their employers limit workers’ ability to voice
concerns over safety and living conditions (Bauer 2013; Newman 2011).

2.3 Geographic Context

The eastern US for this volume includes 23 states (Fig. 2.1). They include the south-
eastern states bordering the Gulf of Mexico and Atlantic Ocean (Florida, Georgia,
Alabama, Mississippi, Louisiana, South Carolina, North Carolina, and Virginia),
the mid-Atlantic states (Maryland, Pennsylvania, Delaware, New Jersey, and
New York), interior states (Tennessee, Kentucky, West Virginia, and Ohio), and
New England (Massachusetts, Connecticut, Rhode Island, New Hampshire,
Vermont, and Maine). This region is considered the “Eastern Migrant Stream.”
However, the 2002-2004 NAWS found that only 13% of farmworkers in the eastern
US were follow-the-crop migrants (Carroll et al. 2005), and the proportion dropped
to only 4% in the 2013-2014 NAWS national data (Hernandez et al. 2016a).
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A

Fig. 2.1 Map of the USA, with shading indicating the 23 states considered part of the eastern US
for this volume

Therefore, the idea of a stream of migrant farmworkers flowing from Florida and
Texas, through the South, into the mid-Atlantic and on into New England as crops
ripen is probably no longer accurate.

Little information actually documents the movement of farmworkers during an
agricultural season. Quandt et al. (2002) used information from several studies in
North Carolina to document the movement of farmworkers during an agricultural
season. The farmworkers included in these studies were migrant farmworkers living
in camps during the summer. Approximately one third of the workers moved during
the course of the summer, with work availability and work-related illness being the
major causes of their moving from a camp. Workers who migrated often returned to
a camp that they left when more work became available.

2.4 Agricultural Context

Agriculture in the eastern US is diverse and changing. The agriculture that involves
farmworkers is concentrated in those commodities that require hand labor: animal
care or planting, cultivating, and harvesting crops. Some crops that historically
required hand labor, such as cotton, are now mechanized. Mechanization remains
limited for other crops, such as tobacco and most fruits and vegetables. However,
efforts to increase mechanization in the production of all agricultural commodities
are underway (Seabrook 2019; Charlton et al. 2019).
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2.4.1 From Family Farm to Commercial Agriculture

Historically, family farms characterized most of the agriculture in the US. A family
farm is an operation for which family members provide most of the management,
labor, and capital. Such farms produce a variety of crops, livestock, and poultry to
meet the family’s needs. Although most farms in the eastern US remain family
operations, commercial farms now provide much of the agricultural production
(Arcury 2017; Kelsey 1994; Mooney 1988; Vogeler 1981). The total number of
farms in the US has declined from more than 5.3 million in 1950 to two million in
2017. Among family-owned farms, the average age of the principal operator contin-
ues to increase, from 51.7 years in 1974 to 57.5 in 2017, while the number of family
members living and working on farms continues to decline.

The decline in the number of family-owned farms and the number of family
members working on farms has resulted in greater levels of commercial agriculture
and a greater need for hired farm labor (Schewe and White 2017). This demand for
hired farm labor affects family-owned farms as well as large, commercial farms. It
affects all forms of agriculture: animal and dairy production as well as crop produc-
tion. However, although agriculture is becoming more commercial and less family-
based, the laws regulating agricultural labor still reflect the model of the family
farm. Referred to as “agricultural exceptionalism” (Guild and Figueroa 2018; see
Chap. 9), these labor regulations limit the requirements of safety regulations, work-
ers’ compensation, health insurance, and overtime pay for farmworkers, while
allowing hired workers as young as 10 years of age to work in the fields (see
Chap. 7).

2.4.2 The Risk and Safety Culture of US Farmers

US farmers have a distinct culture, a set of generally shared beliefs and values, that
affects the health, safety, and justice for farmworkers. An analysis of in-depth inter-
views conducted with small crop and livestock farmers in the Northeast helps to
describe the farm community’s view of occupational hazards (Sorensen et al. 2008).
Farmers do not view “risk” as undesirable. They have observed past generations
accepting risk as inherent to their way of life. Many risk their entire fortune with
each spring’s planting. Thus, as a group they have a remarkably high tolerance for
risk, believing that most things will work out in the end. While farmers readily
acknowledge the dangers inherent in farming, they often adopt an optimistic bias
with regard to hazard (Weinstein 1988). Their experience with risk leads them to
believe that their own knowledge, experience, and skills exempt them from agricul-
ture’s dangers. Near misses only serve to reinforce this view. Most farmers place
considerably greater priority on the efficient production of food and fiber than upon
safety. As businesspersons, they see most safety measures as contributing little to
their efficiency and productivity. This most certainly applies to their personal safety



2 Latinx Farmworkers and Farm Work in the Eastern United States: The Context... 17

but, unfortunately, tends to carry over to safety in general. At the same time, these
farmers express considerable concern regarding the safety of spouses, children, and
employees. This attitude is reflected in decisions to personally undertake the riskiest
tasks and results in elevated rates of injuries to farmers on small family farms when
compared to employees (Pratt et al. 1992).

In studies among California farmworkers and farm owners, Grieshop et al.
(1996) explored concepts related to the “locus of control” over safety and work-
place injury. Farmworkers had a powerful and pervasive belief that the control of
injury and illness for both the worker and farm owner was under external control. In
contrast, farmers viewed injury prevention as under internal control rather than in
the hands of luck or fate. These workers valued prevention efforts but believed
equally in accepting the inherent dangers of the job and trusting in their ability to
react or cope with hazards that arise.

The safety culture of farmers is reflected in their views toward risk for their own
children. Current regulations (US Department of Labor, Wage and Hour Division
2016a) place no restriction on the ages at which a farmer’s child can work on the
farm or the hazardous tasks the child performs (see Chap. 7). Children working on
parents’ farms experience high rates of injury, illness, and death (Goldcamp et al.
2004; Hard and Myers 2006; Zaloshnja et al. 2012), and these children report engag-
ing in hazardous work tasks and receiving very little safety training. Nevertheless,
their parents are adamant that they know what is best for their children and oppose
any policy that will limit their oversight of their children (Darragh et al. 1998;
Neufeld et al. 2002; Summers et al. 2018; Westaby and Lee 2003).

The farmer’s high tolerance of risk, denial of susceptibility, and skepticism
regarding safety measures may contribute significantly to the problems encountered
by some farmworkers. In some cases, exposure of farmworkers to heat, chemical,
ergonomic, and other hazards may be deliberate and malicious (Salazar et al. 2005),
while in others it may simply reflect an extension of the farmer’s personal approach
to risk and prevention. Unfortunately, the considerable power imbalance inherent in
the farmer-farmworker relationship can amplify the risk encountered by these work-
ers. This problem may be further exacerbated by farmworkers’ priorities and beliefs.
Farmworkers’ perception of being in the hands of fate and their recognition of the
extreme power imbalance both significantly reduce the likelihood of their objecting
to observed hazards in the workplace. Many of these workers face an economic
imperative to maximize work hours and weekly income. For many workers, physi-
cal work is inextricably linked to physical pain and musculoskeletal strain; Arcury
et al. (2015b) provide an analysis of this perspective among Latinx poultry process-
ing workers. The farmworkers’ view that musculoskeletal injury is “just part of the
job” contrasts notably with health professionals’ view that “work shouldn’t make
you sick.” The effects of these farmer values on health and safety for farmworkers
are particularly seen in the discussion of farmworker injury and illness and exposure
to pesticides (see Chap. 3).
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2.4.3 Regional Crops in the Eastern US
with Farmworker Involvement

Production of many agricultural commodities in the eastern US requires the hand
labor of farmworkers for planting, cultivating, and harvesting. These commodities
include fruits, such as apples, berries, citrus, melons, and peaches; vegetables,
including cucumbers, mushrooms, onions, sweet potatoes, and tomatoes; and non-
food commodities like Christmas trees, ferns, and tobacco. Table 2.2 provides infor-
mation on some agricultural commodities that particularly involve farmworkers in
the eastern US. Review of the farms and acreage devoted to these different com-
modities documents the variability in the work performed by farmworkers in the
eastern US. For example, while cucumbers are produced in all the states, a large
number of farms and acres are devoted to the production of cucumbers in the south-
eastern states. Within the states producing cucumbers, Florida stands out for the
large proportion of acres (15,530 of 26,222 acres, 59%) harvested for processing
(e.g., making pickles). Pennsylvania has by far the greatest need for workers to pick
mushrooms. Maine leads the region in acres devoted to berries. North Carolina and
Kentucky have the greatest acreage in tobacco.

The process of planting, cultivating, and harvesting different agricultural com-
modities places farmworkers at risk for different injuries and illnesses (see Chaps. 3
and 5). For example, pesticides, including fungicides, herbicides, and insecticides,
are applied to all of these commodities; however, the toxicity of pesticides used for
each commodity differs. Picking some fruits and vegetables, such as strawberries,
cucumbers, and sweet potatoes, requires bending and lifting. Harvesting orchard
fruits includes risks for falls and eye injuries. Tobacco harvesting exposes workers
to nicotine and nicotine poisoning (green tobacco sickness) (Arcury et al. 2001,
2016a). Harvesting mushrooms requires work in humid environments with high
levels of molds.

2.4.4 Livestock and Poultry

The number of Latinx immigrants working in livestock and poultry production, as
well as in seafood processing, such as crab picking, is increasing. For example, in
the Northeast, Latinx immigrants are being hired to work on dairy farms (Earle-
Richardson and May 2002; Stack et al. 2006; Sexsmith 2016a, b; Schewe and White
2017), and in the mid-Atlantic, they are working on thoroughbred horse farms
(Bush et al. 2018; Swanberg et al. 2013) (see Chap. 5). Individuals working in
livestock and poultry production are often full-time, long-term employees and do
not fit the definition of migrant and seasonal farmworker.

The number of concentrated animal feeding operations (CAFOs) for poultry and
hogs has grown substantially since 1990, particularly in the Southeast (Table 2.3).
The potential health effects of CAFOs for workers and on the surrounding commu-
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Table 2.3 Number of farms producing selected livestock and poultry in the eastern US, 2017

Number of farms
State Hogs and pigs Milk cows Any poultry
Alabama 1704 366 5954
Connecticut 214 198 1371
Delaware 55 50 782
Florida 1810 600 7029
Georgia 1091 572 7047
Kentucky 1805 1577 8965
Louisiana 874 132 3498
Maine 429 450 2059
Maryland 562 511 2724
Massachusetts 337 220 1845
Mississippi 784 108 4300
New Hampshire 281 216 1231
New Jersey 347 109 2156
New York 1739 4648 6172
North Carolina 2426 546 7875
Ohio 3484 3346 11,350
Pennsylvania 2777 6914 10,818
Rhode Island 60 16 257
South Carolina 1005 215 4332
Tennessee 1898 986 9662
Vermont 353 841 1596
Virginia 1461 1048 6789
West Virginia 892 458 4884

USDA (2019) 2017 Census of Agriculture, Vol. 1, Chap. 2: US state level data https://www.nass.
usda.gov/Publications/AgCensus/2017/Full_Report/Volume_1, Chapter_2_US_State_Level/

nities continue to be documented (Kirkhorn and Schenker 2002; Mirabelli et al.
2006; Tajik et al. 2008; Hofmann et al. 2018; Kilburn 2012). Little research has
considered the ethnicity or immigration status of workers in these operations (see
Chap 5). However, observations of workers in North Carolina indicate that many are
Latinx immigrants. In the poultry industry, many of those who collect eggs are
Latinx, and many of those “catching” chickens in poultry houses for shipment to
processing plants are Latinx (Quandt et al. 2013a).

2.5 Demographic Context

Agricultural workers in the eastern US once included large numbers of local youth
doing farm work as a summer job or working on family-owned operations. Migrant
and seasonal agricultural workers, until recently, included substantial numbers of
African Americans, Afro-Caribbeans, Native Americans, and Appalachian whites,
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as well as Latinx (Leone and Johnston 1954). Now, although each of these groups
still remains involved in seasonal farm work, most farmworkers working in the
eastern US are Latinx immigrants, with most of Mexican heritage (Hernandez et al.
2016a). The Latinx community is becoming the largest minority population in the
US (Colby and Ortman 2015). In several eastern states, the growth of the Latinx
population has been extraordinary. For example, the Latinx population of Georgia is
estimated to have grown from 425,305 persons in 2000 to 950,471 persons in 2015,
a 123% change; the estimated growth for North Carolina is from 367,390 persons in
2000 to 912,609 persons in 2015, a 148% change; and the estimated growth for
South Carolina is from 90,263 persons in 2000 to 261,580 persons in 2017, a 188%
change (Pew Research Center 2017). Although most farmworkers are Latinx, it is
important to recognize that the proportion of farmworkers born in the US has
increased; almost three-in-ten farmworkers interviewed for the 2013-2014 NAWS
were US-born (Hernandez et al. 2016a).

2.5.1 Number of Farmworkers

Estimates of the number of farmworkers in the eastern US and nationally vary
widely. A number frequently used to characterize the national farmworker popula-
tion is 2.5-3 million; this number is probably an overestimate. The earliest national
estimates were produced in 1990, but these estimates did not include all states
(USDHHS 1990). Additional estimates for a few states were calculated in 2000
(Larson 2000). The 2002 Census of Agriculture provided three different indicators
of the number of farmworkers in each state (USDA 2004). Data on “farms with
hired migrant farm labor” and “farms reporting only contract migrant farm labor”
were not reported in earlier censuses, and changes in the number of farms cannot be
evaluated. The 2017 Census of Agriculture provided more detailed indicators of the
size of the farmworker population (USDA 2019). Information provided included the
number of farms with employees working fewer than 150 days as well as the num-
ber of workers employed fewer than 150 days. It also includes the number of farms
with migrant workers and the number of migrant workers, and divides the number
of farms with migrant labor into those with hired labor and those with only con-
tract labor.

The number of farmworkers in each of the eastern states varies substantially.
Comparing the 1990 migrant and seasonal farmworker estimates with the 2002 and
2017 Census of Agriculture data show some interesting patterns (Table 2.4). Some
states with few farmworkers (e.g., Alabama, Tennessee) or for which the number of
farmworkers was not estimated in 1990 (Kentucky, Louisiana, Mississippi) had
large numbers of workers working less than 150 days and farms with migrant work-
ers in 2002. These numbers then decrease precipitously by 2017. Other states with
extremely large numbers of farmworkers in 1990 (e.g., Florida, North Carolina)
experienced major declines in workers working less than 150 days and farms with
migrant workers in 2002 and further declines through 2017. By 2017, only one
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state, Florida, had over 40,000 workers working fewer than 150 days, while several
states had over 35,000 such workers (Kentucky, North Carolina, Ohio), and others
had over 25,000 such workers (Georgia, New York, Pennsylvania). Florida also had
the greatest number (34,177) of migrant farmworkers in 2017, with North Carolina
having 28,063. Georgia, Kentucky, New Jersey, and New York had between 10,000
and 12,000 migrant workers.

Some states have other sources of information that estimate the number of farm-
workers. For example, the North Carolina Division of Employment Security esti-
mates the number of agricultural workers at “peak season” by county each year.
Division of Employment Security staff have made public statements that their esti-
mates are very conservative and probably underestimate the number of farmwork-
ers. Their estimates for 2017 were 28,075 migrant farmworkers (down from
37,610 in 2007), 19,685 seasonal farmworkers (down from 25,407 in 2007), and
21,443 farmworkers with H-2A visas (up from 8730 in 2007). The number of
migrant farmworkers they estimate is comparable to the number reported by the
2017 Census of Agriculture (28,075 versus 28,063). Assuming that those with H-2A
visas are contract workers, the number reported by the Employment Security
Commission is far greater than the number reported by the 2017 Census of
Agriculture (21,443 versus 2730). Finally, the combined number of seasonal farm-
w