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BUSH ADMINISTRATION TO SLASH WAGE RATES OF FARMWORKERS BY CHANGING AGRICULTURAL GUESTWORKER PROGRAM
(WASHINGTON DC)— Today, the Bush administration announced plans to substantially cut the wages of agricultural workers in the U.S. and weaken the modest labor protections of the H-2A guestworker program. These administrative policies, announced today by the Department of Labor (DOL) as a proposed change to regulations, would drastically lower protections and minimum housing standards for the farmworkers who harvest our nation’s crops. The changes also would allow employers to hire foreign workers without having to first recruit U.S. workers effectively and without meaningful government oversight.  The proposal should be withdrawn.
“Farmworkers face the most devastating policy changes since the end of the abusive Bracero program in the early 1960s” said Bruce Goldstein, Executive Director of Farmworker Justice.  “The White House and Secretary of Labor Elaine Chao are heartlessly slashing wage rates and removing labor protections for United States agricultural workers. The administration is encouraging agricultural employers to hire cheap foreign labor thus lowering the wages for all U.S. workers,” he continued.  “Employers should offer wage rates based on America’s labor standards, not those of developing nations.” 

The Department of Labor will allow 45 days for the public to comment on the proposal before finalizing it.  DOL plans to reduce government oversight of the application process by which employers petition for foreign workers, by changing from a “labor certification” process to a so-called “labor attestation” process, which means that employers need only promise to comply with the law.  

The DOL proposal will also change the wage formula for the H-2A program by using different statistics to set the wage rate.  Previously these rates were calculated based on surveys performed by the U.S. Department of Agriculture.  For example, the 2008 rates (based on 2007 wages) include:  California, $9.72 per hour; Georgia, $8.53; New York, $9.70; North Carolina, $8.85 (down from $9.02 last year); Ohio, $9.90.  Now the DOL wishes to use flawed surveys by the Bureau of Labor Statistics (BLS) that result in substantially lower wage rates.  The complex proposal would involve large numbers of individual wage rates in numerous geographic areas and would allow employer manipulation of the wage system.  

In addition, many H-2A employers would no longer need to provide workers with housing; they will be permitted to provide a housing “voucher.”  Frequently, there is no housing available for farmworkers so a voucher is essentially worthless.    
Farmworker Justice supports a solution to our farm labor needs that was negotiated by the United Farm Workers and major agribusiness employers called AgJOBS --the Agricultural Job Opportunities, Benefits and Security Act.  

“We already have hundreds of thousands of farmworkers in this country who need better wages and working conditions,” said Goldstein. “AgJOBS has broad bi-partisan support in Congress.  The Bush Administration should work with Congress to pass AgJOBS, not lower wage rates and labor standards to enable agricultural employers to bring in vulnerable guestworkers to harvest America’s fruits and vegetables,” he concluded.
