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Chapter 5.
Youth Employment
in Agriculture

The Report on the Youth Labor Force was revised in November 2000.

Introduction
As discussed in chapter 1, laws gov-
erning youth employment in agricul-
ture are different from the laws gov-
erning youth employment in other
sectors of our economy.  Indeed, the
disparate treatment of youths under the
law stems from a time when most ag-
ricultural jobs were on small family-
operated farms.  While a significant
proportion of agricultural work is still
done by unpaid family workers, paid
employment has become increasingly
prevalent.

This chapter focuses on paid em-
ployment of youths in crop agriculture.
Youths working in agriculture often
face unusual challenges—poor living
and working conditions, loss of edu-
cational opportunities, separation from
parental supervision, and exposure to
pesticides and other occupational haz-
ards.  Because the farmworker popu-
lation is particularly difficult to find
and survey, this chapter utilizes a
unique data source—an employer-
based survey that finds the workers at
their place of employment, and admin-
isters a detailed questionnaire at a later
time and location convenient to the
worker.

About the Data

The National Agricultural
Workers’ Survey
The National Agricultural Workers’
Survey (NAWS) is a national survey
of paid farmworkers in perishable
crops. NAWS collects extensive data
from farmworkers about basic demo-
graphics, legal status, education,
family size and household composi-

tion, wages and working conditions
in farm jobs, and participation in the
U.S. labor force.  Information for
this report was obtained through
13,380 interviews of workers in the
United States by NAWS during Fed-
eral fiscal years 1993 through 1998.

Initially, NAWS was commissioned
by the Department of Labor (DOL) as
part of its response to the Immigra-
tion Reform and Control Act of 1986.
The NAWS continues to monitor sea-
sonal agricultural wages and working
conditions.  Since its inception, sev-
eral other Federal agencies have par-
ticipated in the development of the
NAWS by contributing questions, an-
swers to which would assist them in
better serving their farmworker con-
stituency.

NAWS interviews workers per-
forming crop agriculture.  The U.S.
Department of Agriculture defines
crop work to include “field work” in
the vast majority of nursery products,
cash grains, and field crops, as well
as in all fruits and vegetables.  Crop
agriculture also includes the produc-
tion of silage and other animal fod-
der.  The population sampled by
NAWS consists of all farmworkers in
crop agriculture, even if performing sea-
sonal services within year-round em-
ployment.  The definition of field work
generally excludes secretaries and me-
chanics, but includes field packers, su-
pervisors, and all other field workers.1

How NAWS samples child
farmworkers
There are two ways in which NAWS
can be used to look at children farm-
workers.  First, among the NAWS

interviewees is a subset of youths aged
14 to 17 who were sampled at their
worksites along with the adults inter-
viewed.  These workers constitute a
random sample of 14- to 17-year-old
farmworkers.   Between 1993 and
1998, NAWS interviewed 951 of these
minor teenage farmworkers.

Second, NAWS asks farmworkers
who are parents about their minor chil-
dren.  This provides a sample of de-
pendents under the age of 18 who were
living with their farmworker parents
when the parents were interviewed for
NAWS.  The sample of farmworkers’
children used in this report includes
6,422 U.S.-resident children listed by
their parents on the NAWS family in-
ventory between 1993 and 1998.2

NAWS asks about each listed house-
hold member’s gender, age, place of
birth, and relationship to the inter-
viewed farmworker, as well as a brief
series of questions about schooling,
work, and migration.

NAWS does not directly interview
children younger than 14 years of age.
Due to time constraints, NAWS can
ask parents for only a limited amount
of information about their children.
Therefore, while we do know whether
the children of farmworker parents are,
themselves, farmworkers, we know
very little about level or type of
workforce participation of children
under the age of 14.

Because there are two different
methods by which data are obtained
on children who work in America’s
fields, the two groups of minors (teen-
agers who are interviewed as part of
the farmworker population, and de-
pendents of farmworkers who also do
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farmwork) are discussed separately in
this chapter.  First, the demographics
and working conditions of teenage re-
spondents to NAWS are explored.
Information on the characteristics of
dependent children of farmworkers
who themselves participate in farm-
work is presented at the end of the
chapter. 3

Overview of Teenagers
Employed in Agriculture

NAWS finds that, between FY1993
and FY1998, 7 percent of all farm-
workers were between the ages of 14
and 17.  If this percentage is multi-
plied by the estimated 1.8 million
farmworkers per year who worked in
U.S. fields, then there were approxi-
mately 126,000 children aged 14 to 17
working on America’s farms each year.
Overall, minors accounted for 4 per-
cent of the total weeks worked in crop
agriculture.  The percent of work they
performed is lower than their percent-
age of the labor force because children
worked fewer weeks, on average, than
did adults (14 versus 25).

Who are the youths who work
in agriculture?
A demographic portrait of teen farm-
workers can be drawn from  the NAWS
sample of 14- to 17-year-old respon-
dents.  (See chart 5.1.)  Most teens who
worked in agriculture were older—
three-fourths of those between the ages
of 14 and 17 who worked in the fields
were aged 16 and 17.  Like their adult
counterparts, most (84 percent) teenage
agricultural workers were young men.

Unlike the adult farmworker popu-
lation, which was predominately (77
percent) foreign-born, most (52 per-
cent) teen farmworkers were born in
the United States.4  Most of the for-
eign-born minors working in agricul-
ture did not come to this country as
young children, but were recent arriv-
als. Of these foreign-born minor
farmworkers, 3 in 4 (75 percent) came
to the United States between the ages
of 14 and 17, and 58 percent came at
ages 16 or 17.

Many of the teens doing farmwork
are de facto emancipated minors.
More than one-half (54 percent) of the
minor farmworkers do not live with a
parent.  Very few live without a par-
ent but with some other member of
their family.  Overall, nearly half (48
percent) of the minor farmworker teen-
agers live in households without any
member of their family.

The farmworker population is very
poor—56 percent live in households
below the Federal poverty threshold.
Examination of the family income of
teenage farmworkers reveals a bifur-
cated population, with half (50 per-
cent) living in households with annual
incomes below $10,000 and more than
one-third (35 percent) in households
with incomes over $25,000 annually.

(See chart 5.2.)  The probable expla-
nation for the relatively high propor-
tion of minors in households with fam-
ily incomes over $25,000 annually is
that these teens are not from house-
holds reliant on farmworker incomes
but rather from more middle-class ru-
ral families in which the teens partici-
pate in seasonal (likely summer) em-
ployment in agriculture.

Given the high poverty rates among
farmworkers, surprisingly few partici-
pate in Federal public assistance pro-
grams.  Very few farmworkers (2 per-
cent) live in households receiving
Temporary Assistance for Needy
Families (TANF) or Aid to Families
with Dependent Children (AFDC),
and only 13 percent receive Food
Stamps.  Farmworker teens are ap-
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Chart 5.1.  Snapshot of farmworkers aged 14 to 17, fiscal years
1993-98

SOURCE:  National Agricultural Workers’ Survey.
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proximately half as likely to be in
households receiving Food Stamps—
only 7 percent of the farmworkers aged
14 to 17 are in households receiving
this benefit.

Earnings and working conditions
encountered by children who
work
The people working in America’s
fields have some of the lowest-paying
jobs in the country.  Minors working
in agriculture are paid even less than
their adult counterparts.  According to
the NAWS data for 1993-98, teens
were more prevalent in the lowest
wage jobs.  While 23 percent of adults
earned minimum wage or less, 30 per-
cent of teen farmworkers did so.  Forty
percent of adults and fifty percent of
teens were paid between minimum
wage and $1 over minimum wage.
Adults were almost twice as likely to
have the higher paying jobs.  About 2
in 5 adults (37 percent) made more
than $1 over the minimum wage, com-
pared with only 1 in 5 minors.

In general, minors worked fewer
weeks per year than did adults.  Me-
dian weeks worked were 10 for minors
and 24 for adults.  Among minors, the
average number of weeks worked was
14; however, there was considerable
variation.  One-third engaged in
farmwork for 6 weeks or less during
the year they were interviewed.  How-
ever, 2 in 5 (40 percent) worked in ag-
riculture for more than 13 weeks, in-
dicating that they probably did some
work during the school year.

Given their low pay and short time
in the labor force, it is not surprising
that teens have median annual earn-
ings from agriculture that are substan-
tially lower than those for adults.
Nearly 3 in 5 teens (59 percent) earned
less than $1,000 a year doing agricul-
tural work, whereas half of the adults
earned less than $5,000 in agriculture.

While teens earn less, there is no
clear pattern in terms of working con-
ditions. Similar proportions of adults
and teens are paid by the piece (21
percent) and by the hour (77 percent).
And, 21 percent of adults and 19 per-

cent of minors work for farm labor
contractors. Teens are less likely to pay
for rides to work from a “raitero” (22
percent versus 38 percent).  However,
fewer teens report being covered by
workers’ compensation (63 percent
versus 52 percent).5

Minor teen farmworkers differed
from adults in the methods they used
to find employment in agriculture.
Teens were more likely than adults to
find their jobs through friends, rela-
tives, or workmates (82 percent ver-
sus 65 percent).  Correspondingly
fewer teens found their jobs on their
own (11 percent versus 26 percent).

Well-being of child agricultural
workers
The NAWS data show minor teens
working in agriculture to be at high
risk of never completing high school.
Fewer than half (47 percent) were at-
tending school at a grade level corre-
sponding to their age, 15 percent were
in school but behind in grade and 37
percent were drop-outs who did not
have a high school diploma and had
not attended school within the last
year.

It is unlikely that many of these
minor teenage farmworkers have em-
ployer-provided health insurance, be-
cause a very small proportion of the
entire farmworker population (8 per-
cent) reported having health insurance
provided by their employers.  More
than one-fourth (26 percent) of minor
teenage farmworkers reported diffi-
culty in obtaining health care.

Migrant farmworkers have an even
harder time surviving than do settled
farmworkers.6  NAWS defines a mi-
grant as a person who travels 75 miles
or more to do or seek farmwork. By
this definition, teens were less likely
to be migrants than were adults (36
percent versus 51 percent).  However,
those teens who are migrants live in
very difficult conditions, usually with-
out family supervision.  According to
NAWS, 4 in 5 migrant teens (80 per-
cent) were de facto emancipated mi-
nors—not living with any other fam-
ily member.  The vast majority (91

percent) of minor migrant teens were
foreign-born.

 The Children of
Farmworkers

Parents taking children
to the fields
Very few children of farmworkers
worked in the fields alongside their
parents.  During the period studied,
only 6 percent of the U.S. resident chil-
dren of farmworkers did farmwork.
The other 94 percent of farmworker
children did not go to the fields to
work.  NAWS did not ask parents de-
tailed questions about the amount of
work done by dependent children.  If
these children had worked amounts
similar to the children sampled di-
rectly by NAWS, less than 1 percent
of farmwork would have been done by
children accompanying their parents
to the fields.

Few children work in the fields with
their parents because most children of
farmworkers are very young—more
than 4 out of 5 (83 percent) are under
the age of 14 and 2 in 5 (40 percent)
are under the age of 6.  (See chart 5.3.)
Farmworkers tend to have young chil-
dren because most farmworkers them-
selves are fairly young.  According to
NAWS data, the median age of farm-
workers was 28 years, and two-thirds
of all farmworkers were less than 34
years old.  This age composition of
the farm labor force is likely to con-
tinue, as the workforce is continually
replenished by young, new-immigrant
workers.7

Younger children are less likely
than teens to work alongside their par-
ents.  According to NAWS, approxi-
mately 3 in 10 (31 percent) 16- and
17-year-olds were working in the fields
as were 2 in 10 (18 percent) 14- and
15-year-olds.  Farmwork is much rarer
among children under the age of 14.
Only 3 percent of 6- to 13-year-olds
and virtually none of the children un-
der 6 were reported by their parents to
have worked in the fields.  However,
the fact that parents report that their
small children (aged 0 to 5 years) do
not do farmwork does not mean that
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these children do not go to the fields.
The parents of 7 percent of children
aged 0 to 5 said that, sometime in the
last 12 months, these children had ac-
companied them to the fields while
they were working.

The next generation: farm-
worker children of farmworkers
Most (73 percent) of the children of
farmworkers who themselves work in
the fields are over the age of 13.  Four-
teen- and fifteen-year-olds make up 28
percent of farmworkers’ children who
do farmwork and sixteen- and seven-
teen-year-olds make up 45 percent.
One factor that keeps more teens from
going to the fields is that teenagers are
often put in charge of their younger
siblings.  According to NAWS, 7 per-
cent of teenagers (aged 13 to 17) were
sometimes charged with the care of
younger siblings while the parents
were in the fields.  Only 1 in 4 chil-
dren working alongside parents in the
fields is under the age of 14.  In con-
trast, 86 percent of the children of
farmworkers who do not work in the
fields are under the age of 14, and 14
percent are 14 to 17 years old.

While three-quarters of the farm-
worker parents are foreign-born (73
percent), three-quarters of their chil-
dren are U.S.-born (73 percent).  Thus,
most U.S.-resident children of foreign-
born parents were born subsequent to

the parent’s migration to the United
States.  Children who work in the
fields along with their parents are more
likely to be foreign-born than are those
who do not (40 percent versus 24 per-
cent).

Male children are more likely to
work in the fields than are female chil-
dren.  While 52 percent of farmworker
children are boys, they comprise 61
percent of the farmworker children of
farmworkers.

Wages and family income
Children whose parents are paid a
piece rate are more likely to work in
the fields than are children whose par-
ents are paid by the hour.  While most
children have parents who are paid by
the hour (77 percent), 39 percent of
children who work in the field have
parents who are paid by the piece as
compared to 18 percent of the children
who do not work.

Almost two-thirds of farmworker
families with U.S.-resident dependent
children are poor (64 percent).  While
only 6 percent of U.S.-resident chil-
dren of farmworkers are themselves
farmworkers, families in which chil-
dren work are more often poor than
are other families (70 percent versus
64 percent).8  This is an indication that
children’s earnings may be important
to family incomes.  Despite the differ-
ence in poverty rates, family incomes

are similar between families in which
children work and those in which they
do not.  Families whose children work
have more dependents at similar in-
come levels, which results in higher
poverty rates.  Only 13 percent of
U.S.-resident dependent children of
farmworkers live in families with in-
comes of $25,000 or more; 27 percent
live in families with incomes of $15,000
to $25,000 and 60 percent live in fami-
lies with incomes under $15,000.

Despite the low levels of income
and the high number of U.S.-born chil-
dren, the use rate of needs-based as-
sistance is much lower for the paid
farmworker population than the cor-
responding poverty rate.  While 70
percent of children who work lived in
families with incomes below the Fed-
eral poverty guidelines, in the 2 years
before the NAWS interview, only 46
percent of the children’s families re-
ceived Food Stamps, 16 percent re-
ceived assistance from the Women,
Infants, and Children program, and 11
percent participated in TANF (or its
predecessor, AFDC).  Families in
which children do not work generally
had even lower rates of participation
in Federal needs-based assistance pro-
grams. While 64 percent of these fami-
lies are in poverty, only 33 percent re-
ceived Food Stamps, 32 percent
received assistance from WIC, and 7
percent participated in TANF.  (The
higher WIC rates for children who do
not do farmwork results from the
higher share of children under age 6
in this group.)

Migration
Children with a migrant parent were
more likely to work than were chil-
dren whose parents are settled.
Twenty-seven percent of all farm-
workers’ children live in a house with
a migrant parent.  However, 44 per-
cent of children who work in the fields
have a migrant parent, compared with
just 27 percent of the children who do
not work.  (Again, because only 6 per-
cent of the children are farmworkers,
the average for all children tends to-
ward the average of the 94 percent of
children who do not work, despite sig-

Chart 5.3.  Age distribution of the children of farmworkers, 
fiscal years 1993-98

SOURCE:  National Agricultural Workers’ Survey.
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nificant differences between the two
groups.)  Children who work in the
fields are more likely to migrate than
are children who do not do farmwork.
In almost all cases (99 percent), chil-
dren who work in the fields accom-
pany their migrant parent.  However,
children who do not work accompany
their migrant parent only 55 percent
of the time.  The remainder of the time
(45 percent), children who do not work
are left behind when the parent mi-
grates.

Health and education
While NAWS does not ask whether
farmworkers have health insurance
that covers their dependents, we know
from interviewing the working parents
that only 10 percent of the children of
farmworkers had a parent covered by
employer-provided health insurance.
This rate was similar for children who
worked in the fields and for those who
did not.  Unless parents participate in
needs-based health insurance pro-
grams for their children to a greater
extent than they participate in other
needs-based programs, it is very likely
that many of the children of farm-
workers have no health insurance.

Most children of farmworkers had
parents who said they found it easy to
obtain medical assistance (71 per-
cent).9  However, more children who
worked in the fields had parents who
reported difficulty obtaining medical
assistance (31 percent, versus 24 per-
cent for children who did not work).

Almost one-fourth of school-age
children of farmworkers are behind in
grade or have dropped out of school.
Of the children of farmworkers, those
who worked in the fields were more
likely to be behind in school.  Only 62
percent of children who did farmwork
were learning at grade level compared
with 78 percent of those who did not
do farmwork.  Twenty-two percent of
the children doing farmwork were be-
hind in grade and 16 percent had
dropped out.10   While working in the

fields may have affected their progress
in school, children doing farmwork
also had higher levels of other factors
associated with being behind in school
—they were more likely to be foreign-
born and to be migrants.

Conclusion

An estimated 126,000 teens performed
farmwork for wages each year from
1993 to 1998. While these teen farm-
workers made up a small proportion
of the farm labor force, and accounted
for an even smaller amount of the to-
tal farmwork done, their situation
merits serious attention.  On average,
teens who do farmwork earn less than
$1,000 per year doing agricultural
work; however, this income can be
very important.

Three images of teen farmworkers
come to mind.  A small portion of teen
farmworkers continue to be local ru-
ral youths whose parents are not
farmworkers.  These youths fit the tra-
ditional American image of students
who work in the fields during school
holidays.  One example would be
middle-class teens detassling corn in
Midwestern farm communities.

However, while most teen farm-
workers were born in the United
States, the majority of them have char-
acteristics that are very different from
those of the aforementioned group.
Overall, teen farmworkers are very
poor—during the years covered by this
chapter, more than half  lived in house-
holds below the Federal poverty
threshold.  Most were from poor, of-
ten migrant households, with incomes
under $25,000.  Despite the high pov-
erty levels in these households, very
few were recipients of needs-based
public assistance.

These less-advantaged teen farm-
workers consisted of two groups.  One
group fit the traditional image—teens
working along with their parents in
the fields.  In addition, this chapter
identifies a new and growing group of

teens who are “de facto” emancipated
minors.  These teens live and work on
their own away from their families.
These farmworker teens are falling
behind academically.  Nearly two-
fifths worked in agriculture for more
than 13 weeks in a year, indicating that
they probably did some farmwork dur-
ing the school year.  Fewer than half
of all teen farmworkers attended
school at grade level and fully two-
fifths were dropouts.

Whether or not they themselves do
farmwork, many children living in
farm-worker families were in difficult
circumstances.  The low wages and
migratory nature of farmwork take
their toll even on the farmworker chil-
dren who do not work in the fields.

Most farmworkers are very young
and, thus, their children also tend to
be very young.  Therefore, few chil-
dren of farmworkers work in the fields
alongside their parents.  Six percent
of the U.S.-resident children of farm-
workers were themselves farmworkers.
Of those, one-fourth were under the
age of 14.

However, because farmworker
families tend to be poor, having young
children accompany their parents to
the field may, in some cases, be the
only childcare option.  Unfortunately,
having young children in the fields
potentially exposes them to pesticides
and other dangers inherent in farm-
work.  Parents of 7 percent of children
aged 0 to 5 reported that their chil-
dren had sometimes accompanied
them to work in the fields.

Nearly two-thirds of farmworker
families with U.S.-resident dependent
children were poor. Among farm-
worker households in which children
also were farmworkers, 70 percent were
below the poverty threshold.  Farm-
worker children of farmworkers were
having difficulties getting an educa-
tion.   Twenty-two percent of the chil-
dren doing farmwork were behind in
grade, and 16 percent dropped out be-
fore graduating from high school.
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This chapter was contributed by Ruth
Samardick, a survey statistician with the La-
bor Department's Assistant Secretary for
Policy.  Susan M. Gabbard and Melissa A.
Lewis, both of Aguirre International, helped
to prepare the report.

1 There are an estimated 1.8 million crop work-
ers in the United States.  This number is derived by
adjusting the 1992 Commission on Agricultural
Workers estimate of the total number of
farmworkers (2.5 million, which includes livestock
workers), by the proportion of hours worked in ag-
riculture that can be attributed to crop agriculture
(72 percent, a proportion extrapolated from two
surveys conducted in 1997 by the U.S. Department
of Agriculture—the Census of Agriculture and the
Quarterly Agricultural Labor Survey).

2 This number is weighted not only by
NAWS post-sampling weights but also by an
additional weight that accounts for the num-
ber of parents working in farmwork and thus
the probability that a child was listed in the
NAWS household inventory.

3 Differences between groups reported in this
chapter are significant at the 95-percent confidence
level.  In order to ensure statistical reliability, cells
containing less than 50 observations are not re-
ported.

4 Between fiscal years 1990 and 1991, 80 per-
cent of U.S.-born Hispanic farmworkers had a
farmworker parent.  However, most U.S.-born
children of Hispanic farmworkers do not become
farmworkers.  See “Migrant Farmworkers: Pur-
suing Security in an Unstable Labor Market,” Re-
search Report No. 5 (Washington,  U.S. Depart-
ment of Labor, Office of the Assistant Secretary for
Policy,  May 1994).

5 The proportion of workers claiming that they
are covered by workers’ compensation is likely
less than the proportion of workers actually cov-
ered by law.  However, worker responses about
whether  they are covered by workers’ compensa-
tion is a good indicator of how many workers
would know to insist on coverage in case of a work-
related injury.

6  See “Migrant Farmworkers.”

7 See Mines, Gabbard, and Steirman, “A Pro-
file of U.S. Farmworkers: Demographics, House-
hold Composition, Income and Use of Services,”
Research Report No. 6 (Washington, U.S. Depart-
ment of Labor, Office of the Assistant Secretary
for Policy, April 1997), pp. 3-5.

8 Because of the large difference in the num-
ber of children who did farmwork compared
with those who did not, averages for the entire
population are most often determined by the
average of the larger group.  Nevertheless,
individual characteristics, such as poverty
rates, frequently differ significantly between
the two groups.

9 Five percent of the children’s parents re-
sponded that they either did not know or did not
remember whether it was easy or difficult for them
to get medical assistance.

10 Children were considered to be behind in
grade if their grade minus their age was 7 or more.
Dropouts were children 17 and under who had not
been to school in the last 12 months and who had
not completed 12 years of education.


