
By BILL KNUDSON

IMMIGRATION policy has 
become a major source 
of contention in the U.S. 
Congress. Much of this 
debate has focused on il-
legal immigration via the 

Mexican-U.S. border. What has been 
often overlooked during this debate is 
the role migrant workers play in the ag-
riculture sector. 

State ag needs migrant labor
Key Points
■ State ag industry is nation’s fourth-largest 

employer of migrant farmworkers.  
■ Migrant labor is used to produce 24 

crops in the state.
■ Reducing or eliminating migrant workers 

also affects the processing industry.

Migrant workers are a critical com-
ponent of the state’s farm sector and 
are particularly important for fruit and 

vegetable growers.
It has been estimated that the state’s 

agricultural industry employs 45,000 mi-
grant workers during a typical summer. 
Most of the workers are of Mexican 
descent and originate from Texas or 
Florida. In keeping with the diversity 
of crops grown in Michigan, the state is 
the fourth-largest employer of migrant 
farmworkers in the nation. 

Migrant labor is used to produce 24 
crops in the state including fl oriculture/

ornamentals and turfgrass products. 
The total farm-level economic activity 
generated by these crops is $3.88 bil-
lion, which accounts for 58% of the total 
economic activity generated by the 
farm sector and related input supply 
industries. 

The seasonality of employment and 
the fact that workers need to move from 
farm to farm to stay employed make it 
diffi cult to fi nd workers that are resi-
dents of Michigan, many of whom are 
more interested in permanent employ-
ment at one location. As a result, the 
farm sector is dependent on migrant 
workers from planting to harvest.

Craft good policy
A policy that restricts or eliminates 
access to migrant workers from other 
countries would have negative impacts 
on Michigan agriculture. 

Fewer or no migrant workers would 
increase the cost of production for 
farmers, especially for growers of fruits 
and vegetables. As a result, acreage de-
voted to agriculture will decline as less 
profi table farms exit the industry. As 
the supply of some farm products, espe-
cially fruits and vegetables decline, the 
price of these products will increase.

The net effect: fewer farmers, fewer 
acres devoted to fruit and vegetable 
production, a smaller agri-food system, 
and higher prices for consumers, espe-
cially for fresh produce. The reduction 
or elimination of migrant workers also 
affects the processing industry because 
less raw product will fl ow through pro-
cessing plants. 

The American Farm Bureau 
Federation estimates that in the short 
term, Michigan’s farm production would 
decline between $151 million and $272 
million, and that in the long term, the 
loss would be between $196 million and 
$362 million. These impacts do not in-
clude the effect on Michigan’s economy 
as a whole.

Preventing loss to economy
To prevent these adverse events from oc-
curring, any type of immigration policy 
should contain provisions that ensure a 
stable supply of migrant workers from 
other countries. Whether in the form 
of a guest worker program or through 
other policies, a stable supply of mi-
grants is necessary for a healthy and 
diverse agri-food system in the state.

More information can be found 
online at aec.msu.edu/product/docu
ments/working/migrantworkers.pdf.

Knudson is a product marketing econ-
omist for the MSU Center for Product 
Agriculture.

ABOUT 45,000 migrant workers are 
employed in the state during the summer.

How Better Seed
Builds a Better Bottom Line

T H E  S I M P L E  M A T H  O F     H Y B R I D S

1-800-257-SEED
www.GreatLakesHybrids.com/fpYieldGard® Plus with Roundup Ready® Corn 2 provides 

maximum insect protection with excellent crop safety.

Better Breeding Pays.

Add up the benefi ts of       hybrids: fewer inputs, in-the-plant 
insect protection, better growth in dry weather, stronger 
plants, less labor and cost all season.

How do we get there? With one of the richest privately 
owned germplasm pools in the world and a proprietary 
doubled-haploid breeding process that gets traited hybrids 
into your fi elds two years faster.

It’s Your Business. Do the Math.

The results are real: 761 Top -10 F. I.R.S.T. winners and 
74 NCGA State Champions. Last year, in 5,600 locations, 
our new hybrid introductions out-yielded competitive brands 
with similar traits by 8.13 bushels per acre.

That‘s no surprise to growers who know that paying 
a little more for superior seed can cost less and deliver 
better yield.

Always follow Grain Marketing and Insect Resistance Management requirements. Always read and follow pesticide label directions. YieldGard,® 
WeatherMAX® and Roundup Ready® are registered trademarks of Monsanto Technology LLC. © 2006 Monsanto Company.
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