Executi ve Summary

Overview --Fresh Market Tomatoes in California and Baja

This case study focuses on fresh tomato production in the Stockton, Merced,
Fresno, San Di ego, and San Quentin areas. California ships approximately 25
percent of the fresh tomatoes in the U S. nmarket and Baja about 6 percent. Both
California and Baja ship tomatoes mainly in the summer and fall, while Florida
and Si nal oa account for nost shipnents in the winter and spring. Mrket shares
have remained relatively stable for all regions over the past decade, with the
exception that exports fromBaja grew significantly as production shifted south
from San Diego. Further growh in Baja has been constrained by limted water
availability. There is a high degree of conplenentarity anong the regions.

There has been a tendency for nmature-green tomatoes (which are gassed) to

di spl ace vine-ripe tomatoes. In California, mature- green tomatoes are grown as
bush tomat oes on the ground, and harvested once or twi ce. Vine-ripe tomatoes are
grown on poles and wires, are harvested repeatedly, and require nany nore hours
of ~ labor per acre. Vine-ripe tomatoes are now nainly grown in the south coast
region of California, and in Mexico. Mature-green tomatoes are grown in the

I nperial, San Joaquin, and Salinas Valleys. Mature-greens now account for
approximately two-thirds of California fresh tomato producti on versus one-half
twenty years ago.

A relatively small nunber of shippers control nost mature-green production in
California, both through their own production and through contracts w th growers.
Whet her the grower or shipper takes responsibility for the harvest, farm | abor
contractors are usually hired to supply |abor for hand harvesting of mature-
greens. It is nmore comon for the shippers to hire the contractors, so that the
sane workers can be noved fromfield to field in a given region

In contrast, vine-ripe producers hire their own | abor, because they need to
harvest for much | onger periods. This is equally true in San Diego as it is in
Baj a.

| mpact of the SAW Provisions of | RCA

Adequacy of the Labor Supply

There was a pronounced | abor surplus in all areas of California. This surplus
results fromcontinuing, and even increasing, mgration from Mexi co, conbined
with the lowexit rate of SAW fromthe farmlabor force. In fact, the supply of
| abor is the one area where | RCA has had a significant inpact. Far fromlimting
i mm gration, however, as the |aw supposedly intended, it has encouraged

settl ement of newl y-legalized workers in California, which has in turn provided
new opportunities for other Mexicans to migrate to the united States.

Overall, I RCA | egalized about one-half of the tomato harvest workers interviewed
in California, although the proportion was higher in Fresno (73 percent) and San
Di ego (67 percent) than in Stockton (32 percent), because the Stockton |abor
force has nore long-term settled (or back-and-forth) mgrants fromtraditiona
Mexi can sendi ng regions. Over one-half of the Stockton workers were legally
working in California before RCA, while very small nunbers of tomato workers in
the other regions were legal. Simlarly, while only 8 percent of the workers
interviewed in Stockton were not authorized to work in 1991, 27 percent were not
aut hori zed in Fresno and San Diego. No U S.-born workers were found.



Continued imm gration since | RCA has brought many indi genous workers fromthe
sout hern Mexi can hi ghl ands, particularly M xtecs from Qaxaca, who conprise the

| argest share of the labor force in Fresno and San Di ego. They are also the nain
source of labor in Baja and Sinaloa, and they are actively recruited in Oaxaca by
growers in those regions. Approximately two-thirds of the M xtecs who worked

pi cking tomatoes in California had previously worked in northwest Mexico at a
simlar job. Al indications are that mgration fromsouthern Mexico is

accel erati ng, which suggests that the share of unauthorized workers in the tonmato
| abor force will continue to increase.

Wages and Availability of Wrk

Pi ece rates for picking tomatoes have risen in nomnal terns since | RCA, but have
fallen slightly after adjusting for inflation. Piece rates in Stockton were 47.5
cents a bucket in 1991, conpared to 40 cents in 1986; in real terns, this
represented no increase. Increases in piece rates in Stockton are partly owing to
a series of strikes throughout the 1980s; | RCA has had a negative inpact on this
| abor organizing. Piece rates in Fresno averaged 37.5 cents a bucket in 1991,
conpared to estinmates of 33 to 36 cents in 1986; thus, in real terns, piece rates
fell by 6 to 15 percent in Fresno.

Hourly equival ent wages in the survey averaged $8.20 in Stockton and $8.11 in
Fresno, both regi ons where workers received piece rates. They averaged $6.53 in
San Di ego, where nobst workers were being paid by the hour, and they averaged
$0.88 in Baja, where nost workers were paid by the day. Wiile the hourly wages in
tomat o harvesting were higher than in many agricultural jobs, workers conpl ai ned
that they could not work enough hours a day or days a week. Although workers in
Baj a averaged 58 hours a week, the average in San D ego was 44 hours, in Fresno
37 hours, and in Stockton only 27 hours. Thus, although Stockton workers received
t he hi ghest piece rates and the highest hourly wages, they averaged the | owest
daily and weekly inconmes of all California tomato workers.

Wor ki ng Condi ti ons

Wor ki ng conditions were being inpacted by the excess supply of labor. Wile this
apparently had been occurring since the early 1980s, workers pointed to 1988--the
year people arrived from Mexico to apply for IRCA--as marking a turning point.
Many of the costs of the agricultural |abor market--such as the provision of
tools, transportation to the worksite, and recruitnent--were increasingly borne
by the workers thenselves. Crew sizes had grown in the Stockton area, and this
was |imting the nunber of hours that workers could pick. Wrkers conpl ai ned
about the use of farm |l abor contractors and their practices, but the shift to
contractors had occurred before | RCA

Housi ng

The increased settlenment that has accelerated since IRCAis putting a great
strain on housing -in rural California, nmaking it increasingly difficult for
seasonal mgrant workers to secure reasonabl e housi ng. Mdst seasonal farm workers
now live in crowded conditions, in rented houses or outbuildings, in the various
rural towns. Sonme tonmato workers in San Diego continue to live in outdoor
encanpnments. Many M xtec workers in Madera live in extrenely crowded structures
wi thout utilities, and nust use the river for washing and bathing. Very few
tomato growers or shippers in California provided any seasonal housing. This was
in sharp contrast to Baja, where all of the larger growers naintained farm | abor

canps.

Approxi mately one-hal f of the Stockton tomato workers lived in two state-run
canps, and a significant proportion of the rest of the |abor force were forner



canp residents who have settled in Stockton. The canps are only open six nonths a
year, and, since 1982, workers have been guaranteed a return spot for the next
year. This guarantee, along with the fanmily nature of the housing, has created a
stable pattern of back-and-forth mgration fromseveral towns in M choac?n and
al ong the border. The typical rate of return is over 90 percent.

The canps are al so subsidized. The nean cost per working adult was $9.28 a week,
including utilities, childcare, and other services. In contrast, the average cost
in Stockton per working adult was 21 dollars a week for housing alone. Wile the
farmwvorkers capture this subsidy, the existence of the canps essentially

guar ant ees a seasonal | abor force for the local fruit and tomato growers, who

ot herwi se would have a difficult tinme securing sufficient |abor for their highly
seasonal operations.



Ability of Wirkers to Organize

Fresh tomatoes in California have been an inportant arena for farm | abor

organi zing for over 20 years. In spite of nunerous elections and certifications,
relatively few contracts have been signed, and those shippers who did sign
contracts have largely circunvented themby letting the growers take charge of

t he harvest.

In analyzing the results of recent strikes and elections, it is apparent that the
Agricultural Labor Relations Act, as it currently functions, is actually an
obstacle to the resolution of problens between tomato workers and their

enpl oyers. | RCA appears to have had |little inpact on this |arger process,

al t hough | egal i zati on of workers has enbol dened themto voice conplaints in
certain regions, such as Fresno, where the | abor force was previously
undocunented. In Stockton, however, the | abor surplus attributed to | RCA has
frightened ol der workers away from continued | abor organi zing, because they
believe they wll be easily repl aced.

Conti nui ng I nvol verrent of | RCA-Legalized Whrkers in Farm Wr k

Al of the tomato workers interviewed in Baja, and virtually all (86% of those
interviewed in California, planned on remaining in farmwork. Sonme of the
possi bl e alternative jobs nentioned included bricklaying, cannery work,

| andscapi ng, housew fe, and various manufacturing jobs. Mst workers spoke little
or no English, had little education (average of 4.3 years), and did not know how
to go about getting another type of job. Legalization did not have any
significant effect on willingness to stay in farmwork. The California econony is
al so in serious recession, and a nunber of workers who had secured nonfarm jobs,
particularly in southern California, had subsequently |ost themand had to return
to farm work.

| npact of Enpl oyer sanctions

Al t hough several tomato farm | abor contractors had been checked by the INS and
one had been fined $150,000 for inconplete and mssing 1-9 fornms, this contractor
was still in business and none of the contractors interviewed had been checked
recently. We verified that, although the majority of enployers denanded the
pretense of docunents, it was possible to secure a job harvesting tomatoes in
every region with no docunents of any type. Thus, enployer sanctions have had no
i mpact on the |abor supply, but they have created additional paper work for those
enpl oyers who conply with the | aw

Rel i ance on a Tenporary Workforce

Fresh tomato harvesting is highly seasonal in a nunber of regions of California,
such as Inperial (six weeks), Bakersfield (two weeks), Salinas (two nonths), and
Huron (two nmonths and one nonth). Even the four-nonth seasons in Merced and
Stockton are quite variable, with peaks and valleys of |abor demand. Only the
vine- ripe culture in San Diego and Baja provides | ong-termenploynent stability,
whi ch growers conplenment with other vegetables and strawberries. In nost of the
vi ne-ripe regions, however, other seasonal crops are grown, and tonmatoes are not
so inmportant as to exceed the avail abl e | abor supply.

Wil e tomato harvest crews do nove around within a given region, they do not
usual ly travel fromregion to region like the lettuce crews. Gowers and shi ppers
are thus heavily dependent on farm | abor contractors to supply themw th seasona
| abor. This has presented a consi derable chall enge on the west side of the San



Joaqui n Vall ey, where few people |ive and few other | abor-intensive crops are
grown. Workers are usually driven |long distances fromeast valley towns to work
in the Huron area. This situation is probably viable only with the | arge surplus
of labor which currently exists. W estinmate that at | east 6,000 workers are
currently enployed in the various mature-green tomato harvests, but that with
better coordination of |abor use anong the regions it woul d be possible to reduce
this by at |east one-half.

The Extent of Unenpl oynent and Under enpl oynment of Farmworkers

As discussed earlier, workers conplain of an excess supply of |abor and
difficulty securing sufficient enploynment during the season. As nobst surveys of
seasonal farmwrkers have found, the workers interviewed in Fresno and Stockton
aver aged approxi mately six nmonths of work in various |ocations, although they
were working less than full tinme while enployed. The workers in San D ego and
Baj a wor ked consi derably nore and noved around | ess, because the seasons are

| onger and they are hired directly by growers, who naintain conpl enmentary
croppi ng patterns.

There is considerabl e specialization anong farmwrkers. In particular, the

St ockton tomat o workers who were settled in the area did not prune in the off-
season, and Fresno tomato workers did not work in tree fruit or citrus. It may be
possible to increase the flexibility and days of enploynent of farmworkers

t hrough nore cross-training prograns. It may al so be advant ageous to the workers
to create nore stable patterns of back-and-forth mgration from Mexico, so that
t hey can pass the off-season at | ower cost in Mexico, but be assured of six
nont hs of enpl oynent every year. The bi ggest obstacle to this at present is the
| ack of guaranteed seasonal housing in California.

Labor Managenent

Because tomato enployers in California are operating in a surplus | abor
situation, relatively little consideration is given to inproving conditions for
the workers. Most of the attention is focused on having | abor contractors conpete
agai nst one another, bringing in new groups of workers--such as the Mxtecs--to
noderate the demands of old groups, or preventing opportunistic behavior on the
part of the workers. The |arge nunmber of strikes and union elections in
California tomtoes--in contrast to their virtual disappearance in many ot her
crops--is evidence of a highly conflictive |abor situation.

Efforts to mechani ze the harvest in the early 1980's were pronpted by | abor

organi zi ng, but were abandoned when buyers rejected the poorer quality tomatoes.
Even efforts to introduce harvesting belts have been abandoned. An anple supply
of | abor and declining real wages provide no incentive to change this situation.

Need for special prograns

There is no need for special |abor supply prograns, such as the H 2A program
There is a surplus of |abor, and enpl oyers turn away workers every day. Even the
Job Service efforts of the Enpl oynent Devel opnent Departnent in California are

| argely superfluous to the functioning of the farmlabor market, accounting for

| ess than one percent of job placenents. Virtually all job placenents in fresh
tomatoes in California resulted fromwal k-ins or enployee referrals.

I nternati onal Conpetitiveness



To the extent that I RCA increased the supply of labor in California agriculture,
it has clearly inproved the international conpetitiveness of California fresh
mar ket tomat o production. Conparisons of costs in California and Mexico
denmonstrate that nmuch — of the novenent to Mexico in the 1980s was due to an
underval ued peso and various input subsidies. The revaluation of the peso since
1987 and the gradual renoval of those subsidles has elininated nany of the cost
advant ages which Mexico offered. Export tomato acreage in northern Mexico has
actually declined in recent years.

Wil e | abor costs are still nmuch lower in Mexico than in California, when one
factors in productivity, the differences are nmuch smaller. Wrkers in Mexico pick
relatively few buckets of tomatoes for their daily wage, and this makes unit

| abor costs higher than they at first appear. Wiile hourly tonato wage
differentials between Baja and California are approximately nine to one, unit

| abor cost differentials were cal cul ated at about three to one.

California tomato growers al so benefit from other advantages, such as higher
yields and better infrastructure, as do growers in Florida. W conclude that the
fresh tomato industry is already largely restructured along the |ines that woul d
energe with conpletely free trade with Mexico, and that the various regions are
much nore conpl ementary than conpetitive. The continued | arge supply of inmm grant
| abor, which has been further encouraged by I RCA, has allowed California to
maintain its share of the U S. market and even to begin to ship fresh tomatoes to
Mexico. It is likely that real unit |abor costs will continue to converge between
Mexico and California, barring further intervention by either governnent.



