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• General labor market update

• Current state of agricultural labor policy

• Agricultural employment and wage update

Outline
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General labor market trends
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• Dramatic cooling of payroll growth over the summer

• Slowdown in labor market is one factor keeping inflation at bay

Fed’s dual mandate objective achieved
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• Lower immigration is reducing the available supply of labor

Why has there been no change in unemployment?
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• Demand slowdown + leftward supply shift

Labor market in balance?
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• Hiring slowdown matched by reluctance to layoff workers 

• Real difficulties for new entrants to the job market:

Or frozen labor market?

Source: Bureau of Labor Statistics
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• If labor market thaws (and layoffs begin) unemployment will rapidly 
increase 

• Two countervailing forces at play:
• Increasing gov’t debt: works to drive up interest rates

• Demographics: aging population + slowing population growth: put downward 
pressure on interest rates

• How will firms protect margins against rising input costs?
• Increase prices:  inflation 

• Decrease costs:  unemployment [cost-cutting & headcount reduction] 
 

Tricky situations ahead:

Which will prevail? Policymakers can emphasize one or the other
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Agricultural labor policy
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• DoL filing with the Federal Register in mid-October warned of threats to 
the stability of domestic food production

• No single or cohesive data on where or how many "raids" are happening

 

• Chilling effects 

Immigration enforcement has increased. Have we seen any on-
farm impacts?

"Unless the Department acts immediately to provide a source of stable and lawful labor, this 
threat will grow" 

Plenty of examples of on-farm raids in states across the country and in farm businesses of all 
types (including food processors and meatpackers)

Rumors of immigration raids are having the same effect as raids overall
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• "Whiplash" of changing policies: is ag exempt or not?

• Not clear if this back-and-forth reflects disagreement among factions in 
the administration 

• A lot of talk on some sort of special work authorization status or 
employer-sponsorship programs but no action on this so far 

Many factors contribute to the uncertainty:

Uncertainty in the labor market is counter-productive; replacement workers (e.g., 
through H-2A) are not timely 

Two goals in tension: pro-business (and pro-farm?) vs. anti-immigration
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Immigration action has increased; almost certainly seeing negative 
supply shock:

Price of labor (i.e., 
wage: $/hour) 

Number of workers

Demand for workers

New supply of workers

Supply of workers

W*

W*

Last year’s prediction:

Magnitude of shock depends on:
• Targeting
• Local capacity 
• Spillovers 
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Notable changes to H-2A

Last year:
• More likely: An AEWR freeze 

• Longstanding grievance of H-2A employers
• End of Chevron deference 
• Better bargaining position 
• Wage bill relief, but have to contend with unanticipated supply shocks

This year:
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AEWR methodology changes:

• Wages for the AEWR will come from a different data source (OEWS) 
rather than Farm Labor survey

• Only use wage data from the “most common” field and livestock worker 
occupations 
• Two skill-based categories per occupation 
• Which skill level is determined by operator’s qualification requirements in job 

description

• Standard adjustment factor to AEWR to reflect non-monetary 
compensation (i.e., no-cost housing)
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A recoverable loss, relatively 
• Captured seasonality of labor demand

• Farm-level employment and wage information

Swan song for agricultural labor data

• Farm Labor Survey and National Agricultural Workforce Survey both 
cancelled

• How can we craft policies that address the specific (and unique) 
problems in the country's agricultural labor supply without data that 
describe those problems?

A much more dramatic loss
• Data directly from farmworkers collected since 1989

• Information about workers by work authorization status
• Clear recognition of the unique features of the agricultural labor 

marketFood for thought:
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Agricultural employment & 
wage update
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Agricultural workers, by type:

Overall trend
Overall t rend
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H-2A employment trends
Projected program 

participation for 
2025 
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Farm wages by job type, Ohio

National comparison
National 

comparison

Moderating 
wage growth 
after a year of 
acceleration 
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H-2A wage trends

Projected 2026 AEWR 
(assumes OH gets average 

AEWR decline)
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Concluding thoughts

• Promises of “ag exceptionalism” that cannot go unmet 

• Wage bill relief from AEWR changes but major changes still needed to 
streamline and widen program

• Are there any incentives available to attract workers with work 
authorization?

• How resilient is the agricultural labor market?

Concluding questions
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Any questions?

Dr. Margaret Jodlowski 

jodlowski.1@osu.edu

(614) 688 - 2938

Thank you! 
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Proportion of workers by legal status, nationwide:
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Changes by “quality” of agricultural worker:

For equipment operators:
For equipment 

operators:

New “reference point” 
wage: $15.00/hour
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Very few agricultural workers:

Back
Back
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National wage trends, by legal status:
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Changes by “quality” of agricultural worker (equipment operators):

Back
Back
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